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In A Country of Cities, author Vishaan Chakrabarti 

argues that well-designed cities are the key 

to solving America’s great national challenges: 

economic stagnation, environmental degradation, 

rising public health costs, and decreasing social 

mobility. Chakrabarti reveals how, if we could 

better invest the hundreds of billions of tax dollars 

we currently spend each year on sprawl, our cities 

could unleash a new era of progressive and pros- 

perous stewardship of our nation and our planet. 

In compelling chapters, Chakrabarti brings.us a 

wealth of information about cities, suburbs, and 

exurbs, looking at how they developed across the 

United States and their respective roles in prosperity 

and globalization, sustainability and resilience, 

and heath and joy. 

Counter to popular belief, American cities 

today are growing faster than their suburban 

counterparts for the first time since the 1920s. 

Chakrabarti shows us how we can harness this 

trend by intelligently increasing the density of our 

cities while building the transit systems, schools, 

parks, affordable housing, and other infrastructure 

needed to create the economic opportunities, 

sustainable environment, and public happiness 

that are truly within our reach. 

In this call for a nation that embraces the 

American Dream of opportunity rather than an 

“American Scheme” of consumption, the author 

illuminates his argument with one hundred illus- 

trations that visualize important statistics on issues 

as disparate as the success and joy associated with 

city life, the health impacts of ever-lengthening 

automobile commutes, and government subsidies 

that encourage us to create sprawl rather than 

build tall. The book closes with an eloquent man- 

ifesto that rallies us to build a “Country of Cities,” 

to turn a country of highways, houses, and hedges 

intoa country of trains, towers, and trees. 
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For my parents, 

Who came from humble villages 

And immersed me in the world’s cities. 

May they find peace on this, their final voyage. 





You may ask yourself, what is that beautiful house? 

You may ask yourself, where does that highway go to? 

You may ask yourself, am I right, am I wrong? 

You may say to yourself, my god, what have I done? 

“ONCE IN ALIFETIME,” TALKING HEADS 
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FOREWORD 
Norman Foster 

Tam in Manhattan. I'm sitting in my eighth-floor apartment, drawing and 
looking out across Central Park. The phone rings—it’s Vishaan. “I have 
something I want to show you,’ he says. “Let’s have a coffee.” Fifteen minutes 
later I take the elevator and then walk a couple of blocks to Madison Avenue. 
Were meeting at Sant Ambroeus—a neighborhood café and a perfect place 
to get together with friends. Vishaan is waiting for me. He’s walked his 

son to school and taken the subway up from Union Square, where he lives. 

We order and Vishaan hands me a draft copy of this book. He asks if I will 

contribute a foreword. I know of his great commitment to the subject as an 

academic, with a body of work in the public realm as well as private practice, 

and so of course I immediately agree. 

Now imagine if that scene had been played out in Detroit or Los Angeles, 

or any other sprawling American metropolis. We would both have jumped 

in our cars and headed for the freeway. One of us would doubtless have 

gotten stuck in traffic. Instead of fifteen minutes, it would have taken us an 

hour, with all the attendant frustrations. 

One of the beauties of Manhattan is that it is a compact, dense, walkable 

city. It has thriving neighborhoods with a strong sense of community; it mixes 

living and working and has a messy vitality; it has an incredible park, as well 

as other smaller green spaces, and an extraordinary range of cultural and 

civic amenities close at hand; it has an excellent public transportation system; 

car ownership is very low; and it is natural to walk or take the subway, which 

is faster than driving. 

It sounds attractive, doesn’t it? So why are all cities not like that? 

The fact is that before the age of the automobile, most cities followed that 

pattern—the polar opposite of the relatively new car-dependent, zoned, and 

suburban metropolis one finds across much of the world today. Of course, 

we cannot turn back the clock, but we can set out development strategies 

to ensure that existing cities adapt to become more sustainable; and we can 

propose new urban models for the future, which learn from the best of the 

past. It has been said that if you wish to look far into the future, then you 

should first look far back in time. 

Across the globe, an increasing proportion of the population is becoming 

urbanized. Currently, more than half of the world’s population lives in towns 
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and cities. By 2030, that proportion will have risen to two thirds. One result 

of this global population shift is the growth of megacities of unprecedented 

size. Significantly, the top six are all on the Pacific Rim, which the World 

Bank predicts will be the fastest-growing region in the world over the next 

five years. Look at that list of megacities and the immediate reaction is to 

note its diversity. Study it more closely, however, and you discover that cities 

around the world have common problems and can learn from one another. 

We know that cities that sprawl are wasteful in terms of energy, land, 

and other resources. To put this into perspective, in industrialized societies, 

buildings and the transport of people and goods between them account for 

70 percent of the total energy expended. Naturally, if you increase urban 

densities, one result will be shorter journeys, with fuel savings and carbon 

reductions. Compare Manhattan with Detroit and you find that the average 

Manhattan resident uses less than one fifth the amount of gasoline consumed 

by a Detroit citizen and a third of the electricity, even though the two cities 

have comparable climates. Other benefits also follow. For instance, recent 

data from the U.S. suggests that economic growth and job creation are 

stronger in city centers and poverty is rising faster in the suburbs. There 

is also a link between climbing gasoline prices and foreclosure rates in 

suburban communities. 

Critics may denigrate such advocacy with the myth that higher urban 

densities lead to something poorer—literally and also in terms of quality 

of life. Examine the evidence, however, and you find the opposite is true. 

Macau and Monaco, for example, are among the densest communities 

on earth, yet their roots lie at opposite ends of the economic spectrum. 

Medium-density European cities such as Berlin, Copenhagen, and London 

typically offer a desirable lifestyle with higher property values. In most cases, 

proximity to a park or garden square is a major factor. Mayfair and Belgravia 

in London, for instance, pair with Hyde Park, just as the Upper East and 

West Sides of Manhattan relate to Central Park. The same applies in less 

affluent parts of cities. For me, the most desirable parts of Brooklyn, in New 

York, are on the borders of Prospect Park; and it is interesting to note that 

in the recent competition for a cultural district in West Kowloon, the people 

of Hong Kong voted for the solution that featured a new waterfront park. 
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Sustainability requires us to think holistically, and this is as true of a 

city’s infrastructure—the “urban glue” that holds the city together—as it is 

of its architecture. I would go further and argue that the quality of a city’s 

infrastructure impacts the quality of life more directly than does the quality 

of its individual buildings. Asian cities have been at the forefront in renewing 

their transportation infrastructure. Hong Kong, for instance, decided in the 

1960s to invest in a mass-transit railway system. Today, that network is so 

comprehensive that it accounts for the majority of journeys—more than 

four million trips every weekday. Departure for the airport begins in the city 

center, when you board a luxurious train—the equivalent of the first-class 

cabin in a wide-body jet. 

It is self-evident that if we are to create sustainable urban communities— 

not just in America, but across the globe—we have to take a number of 

essential steps. We have to build to higher densities in order to conserve land 

and reduce energy use; we must create neighborhoods that combine work- 

places with housing, and where transport connections, schools, parks, and 

other amenities are all within walking or cycling distance. Most important, 

we have to create inspirational urban environments where people want to live. 

The contribution that design can make in this regard is profound and 

far-reaching. My own experience of numerous cities across six continents 

bears this out. But architects and planners can only ever be advocates. 

That is why A Country of Cities should be essential reading—not just for 

members of the many related professions engaged in urban design, but also 

for those in local and central government departments who shape planning 

policies and the politicians who enact them. Many of the environmental 

problems we face today are exacerbated by inappropriate policy decisions 

that were made in the past, often rooted in a lack of knowledge. Let us learn 

from those misjudgments and, with greater hindsight, pursue sustainable 

urban strategies for the future. With this book, Vishaan Chakrabarti shows 

us the way forward. 
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A COUNTRY 
OF COUNTRIES: 
OF HIGHWAYS, 
HOUSES, 
AND HEDGES 

The United States today is a country divided, a country of countries. 

Gridlocked by bitter partisanship, economic decline, environmental degra- 

dation, and growing social inequity, our nation is stuck in traffic with little 

visible in the rearview mirror or on the road ahead. When we ask how did 

we get here, or how do we move forward, do we consider the subway not 

taken? When we ask how we lift ourselves up, do we consider the elevator 

not used? While the same tired debates define our political rhetoric, do we 

consider whether our profligate use of land is the primary culprit behind 

our vexing national malaise? 

As | illustrate throughout these pages, our reckless subsidization of 

suburban sprawl is arguably the leading cause of our most pressing challenges, 

from foreclosures, to unemployment, to unfunded schools, to spiraling 

health-care costs, to climate change, to oil wars. Yet this overarching issue 

never surfaces in the national discourse. In election after election, our presi- 

dential candidates rarely utter the words “city” or “suburb” in their speeches, 

as if the way in which Americans live is irrelevant to the state of the nation. 

For politicians of any stripe, questioning the American lifestyle and 

the taxpayer dollars that underwrite it would represent unthinkable risk 

and would likely require expertise well outside of their grasp. Most elected 

officials originate from the legal profession and rarely consider questions 

of where Americans work and live as topics worthy of debate.' Despite all the 

changes politicians promise, reforming our sprawling, gluttonous lifestyle 

is never among them. To the contrary, the policies advanced by both parties 

continue to fuel a country of highways, houses, and hedges. 
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AMERICA TODAY 

LOW VOTER TURNOUT 

In 2012, only 4 in 10 people living in America voted in the presidential election. 

Those who did were split almost evenly along Democratic and Republican party lines. 

RAMPANT LAND CONSUMPTION 

|and development has quadrupled since 1945, increasing at about twice the rate of population growth. 

AMERICANS ARE UNDER WATER 

Nearly 11 million Americans hold mortgages with outstanding balances that are greater than 

the value of their homes. 
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A Country of Cities contemplates a renewed nation, a country of trains, 
towers, and trees. By removing the legal, economic, and moralizing incentives 
for sprawl—most of which are rooted in misguided and outdated public 
policy—we can realize a more prosperous, more sustainable, and more 
equitable nation. Throughout this text, I unapologetically advocate for this 
alternate path and reach the unavoidable, data-driven conclusion that cities, 
once put on a level playing field with suburbs in terms of federal, state, and 

municipal government policy, would be the silver bullet for many of the ills 

confronting our nation and planet. 

A Country of Cities is not a survey of urban design and planning initiatives 

intended to further the agenda of like-minded urbanites. In it, I hope to 

expose the larger social and political forces that are holding the country’s 

progress hostage regardless of ideological allegiances, and with particular 

concern for mounting evidence regarding the declining competitiveness 

of America’s socioeconomic structure.” Rather than debating the existence 

of challenges such as stagnating wages, increasing inequity, failing public 

health, or a deteriorating environment, I instead assume that such problems 

have infected the very structure of the nation and propose a measured and 

proven structural cure: cities. 

For the sake of clarity, I define a “city” as a place that can provide 

significant ridership for rapid mass transit such as a subway network, 

which typically requires a density range above 30 housing units per acre.’ 

Such concentrations of population can be found across the United States, 

from St. Louis to Chicago, to Seattle, to Miami. This definition is not intended 

to belittle places of lesser density; it simply asserts that while villages, 

towns, and suburbs may exhibit some of the same valuable characteristics 

as much denser environments, they cannot be scaled to accommodate the 

millions that big cities with metros can so effectively house. Ironically, some 

might call a transit-based definition of a city elitist, but it is confounding 

and somewhat comical to think that subways as an organizing force for 

human habitation could be construed as elitist in a nation dominated by 

Escalades and Yukons. 

In the pages that follow, I use the terms “city” and “hyperdensity” 

interchangeably to indicate densities greater than or equal to 30 housing 

units per acre. This transit-based criterion is critical for differentiating our 

big and real cities from the kind of easy urbanism being perpetrated by so 

much of the architecture and planning professions today. Such efforts may 

create slightly more compact places served by an expensive and barely 

used trolley, but where most residents still have to drive to get a quart of 

milk, and often do so in a light truck disguised as a car. This distinction 

between promoting truly transit-based hyperdensity versus density of any 
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ALENS FOR VISUALIZING DENSITY 

One acre of land is 90% of a typical football field. 

DENSITY CAN TAKE MANY FORMS WITH VARYING QUALITIES 

30 DWELLING UNITS 

PER ACRE AS LOW-RISE 

APARTMENTS 

Horizontality has a limited 

ability to accommodate 

open-space uses on the 

ground plane. 

30 DWELLING UNITS 

PER ACRE AS MID-RISE 

APARTMENTS 

Verticality allows for 

greater open-space uses 

on the ground plane. 

30 DWELLING UNITS 

PER ACRE AS HIGH-RISE 

APARTMENTS 

More height allows for 

the maximization of 

open-space uses on the 

ground plane and the 

vertical intensification of 

amenities in the tower. 
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sort is an essential distinguishing factor between this book and the abundance 
of “urbanist” literature available today. 

Most so-called urbanists, out of fear of backlash, conservative myopia, 
or both, tend to ignore big cities for more politically palatable and less 
socially diverse microfantasies of “new,” “walkable,” “regional,” or “retrofitted” 

urbanism. In such microfantasies, the strengths of small-town America— 
which does share some of the strengths of big-city America in terms of 

density, community, sustainability, and walkability—are romantically grafted 

onto the car-dependent landscape of the American suburb, a romance that 

attempts to force the suburbs into a “both-and” condition with small towns, 

to borrow the terminology of architect Robert Venturi. Yet, on closer inspection, 

such grafting actually creates a “neither-nor” condition, a tormented love 

child of small-town and big-city America that is neither walkable nor drivable, 

more mutant than hybrid, more bastard than breakthrough. 

The crisis of our profligate land use cannot be answered by the fashionable 

callings of most urban planners and scholars today, be they the stylistic neo- 

conservative ponderings of new urbanism, the overemphasis on community 

control at all costs, or even the admirable but trendy wonders of bicycles, 

electric cars, and locavorism. Rather, we must understand this as a national 

density crisis resolvable only through holistic policy reforms, many of which 

are suggested in the latter half of this volume. 

Instead of attempting to retool failing suburbs, and while remaining 

respectful of small towns across this great nation, I focus throughout this 

text almost entirely on the economic and environmental engines of this 

country that hide in plain sight: our big cities, be they Charlotte, Houston, 

Portland, Atlanta, Chicago, Nashville, Los Angeles, or New York. Our society 

is in a crisis in terms of the economy, the environment, and income inequity: 

this is no time for making small plans, adjusting life at the margins, or retro- 

fitting failure. Our national landscape is broken and must be fixed using all 

the tools of the Swiss Army knife, not just the tweezers. 

It is important to note that my assertions stand on the shoulders of many, 

particularly those outside of the urbanism professions. A host of scholars 

from different points along the political spectrum, including economists, 

environmentalists, and public-health experts, have made a variety of findings 

supporting the central premise that American cities offer a cure for many 

of our most urgent problems. One of the primary goals of A Country of 

Cities, however, is to integrate these findings from various disciplines into 

a comprehensive and approachable argument for the advantages of urban 

living writ large, an argument that equally challenges both the left and 

the right wing of our political system to consider, embrace, and promote 

market-driven urban growth in the United States. 
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AT WHAT DENSITIES DO AMERICANS LIVE? 

The vast majority of Americans are living in very low densities, defined by dwelling units per acre. 

MORE THAN 

3O UNITS 4% 

20 TO 30 UNITS 4% 

10 TO19 UNITS 5% 

5STOQUNITS 5% — 

3SORAUNITS 4% —_ 

2UNITS 4% : 

1TUNIT (ATTACHED) 6% 

MOBILE HOME, 

VEHICLE, OR BOAT 7% 

1 UNIT (DETACHED) 61% ae 

DENSITIES UNABLE TO SUPPORT RAPID:MASS TRANSIT 

AUTO-BASED TRANSIT 

< oe 

1 dwelling unit per acre 3 dwelling units per acre 

BUS-BASED TRANSIT ihe | 

10 dwelling units per acre 20 dwelling units per acre 
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Free choice is a critical foundation of our society. For this reason, 

A Country of Cities contemplates a nation in which most Americans would 
choose to live in density above 30 units per acre—not due to sanctimony 
or regulations, but due to the better quality of life people would experience 
at these densities, a condition that we will explore in detail in the forthcoming 
pages. This hyperdensification of the already developed areas of the United 
States would, in turn, trigger the increased land values needed to help fund 
the transit, school, and other improvements that such density would necessitate. 

Certainly, many Americans would choose to live in small, rural towns away 

from big cities in such a model. However, exurbs on the outskirts of cities 

reachable only by highways would gradually atrophy due to the removal of 

the incentives that sustain them. Suburbs connected to large cities by regional 

rail would become much denser around their train stations, creating a wider 

regional urban boundary that would represent a new form of a transit-based, 

multi-centered American city similar to contemporary London. Single-family 

homes would continue to exist in this framework, but without subsidization, 

most people would instead gravitate toward cities. 

Hyperdensification is an approach that, if used ambitiously, could serve 

as the catalyst for a new era of progressive and prosperous stewardship, not 

only for our nation but also for economies that are transforming worldwide 

and looking to the United States for leadership. Just as the gated communities 

of growing cities worldwide echo our own suburban enclaves, a hyperdense 

America could provide an economically and environmentally sustainable 

model for a rapidly developing world to embrace. 

Given the ambitious reach of this proposal, I have written A Country 

of Cities as a manifesto. Clearly, it is not within our immediate future for 

most Americans to desire life at such high densities. But it is important 

to remember that the suburbs barely existed at the turn of the nineteenth 

century; they were spurred over decades by the sweeping ideas of men like 

Garden City proponent Ebenezer Howard, automobile titan Henry Ford, 

and urban renewal czar Robert Moses. We must now adopt a new paradigm 

in anew century for a new set of conditions, a paradigm that would reverse 

our declining economics, environment, and social equity and be as all 

encompassing as the earlier visions that drove us into this calamitous ditch. 

This new paradigm imagines a United States where government policy 

would place cities and suburbs on a level playing field and where Americans, 

in response, would embrace urban life for greater economic opportunity, 

for deeper environmental wisdom, and for a more just society—goals that 

are at the core of our founding as a nation and embodied in our Declaration 

of Independence. In short, people would seek out cities to fulfill their 

dreams of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. 
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DENSITIES ABLE TO SUPPORT RAPID MASS TRANSIT 

RAIL-BASED TRANSIT 
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As a society, we would need to 

overcome a series of barriers to arrive 

at this new urban frontier, but none 

so formidable as the substantial anti- 

urban cultural biases we would have 

to uproot as a nation. Anti-urbanism 

is not necessarily endemic to Americans 

or our history—to the contrary, much 

of the nineteenth century bore witness 

to new manufacturing processes that 

engendered new products and favored 

the juxtaposition of labor, capital, and 

Be ogre Dee Pre resources. This inherently urban way 
Raya Trawei Acti 

of life was in sharp contrast to rural living 

throughout the United States at the time, 

RAPID RAIL TRANSIT NOW! and the need to cluster, along with the 

Mass-transit advocacy in the mid- invention of steam-powered engines, 
twentieth century attempted to galvanize 5 

political support for new cable-car elevators, and structural steel, enabled the 

Ble con iiicomib Ge An ele: creation of cities. Pro-urban policies 

grew out of pro-American policies as a result of the War of 1812 and the 

push to make the country less dependent on imports. The policies that built 

the urban juggernauts of the Industrial Revolution focused on the expansion 

of transportation, the harnessing of energy, and the improvement of 

industrial processes.* 

But a number of well-documented factors that originated in the 1920s, 

gained momentum after World War II, and reached their apex in the 1970s 

caused America to sour on its cities. With roots dating back to 1922, the 

infamous National City Lines cartel formed by corporations including 

General Motors, Firestone, and Standard Oil led to the elimination of many 

of the electric streetcar routes across the country, including those in Los 

Angeles.” While the automobile allowed for the suburbanization of the San 

Fernando Valley, and funds from expansive development bolstered redevel- 

opment in L.A.s central business district, little could be done after 1946 to 

resist the momentum behind low-density residential development outside 

the city’s boundaries. In 1948, an attempt to reposition downtown as a 

major retail destination with a program called “Rail Rapid Transit Now!” 

failed to gain enough votes for approval by the city council, despite having 

the support of business leaders and San Fernando Valley developers alike.” 

A decade earlier, as part of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, 

the National Housing Act of 1934 created the Federal Housing Administration 

and the Federal Savings and Loan Insurance Corporation to stem the tide 
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of foreclosures resulting from the Great Depression and to make housing 
and mortgages more affordable. As a result, more people could afford down 
payments and interest on mortgages and the market for single-family homes 
became much larger than it would have been had it not been manipulated. 

After World War I, government subsidies again poured into the market- 
place with the passage of the Federal Highway Act of 1956 and intense 
lobbying by the National Association of Realtors.’ Further enabling home- 

ownership through the expansion of roadways into, out of, and between 

cities, the law’s unprecedented level of funding for highway construction 

resulted in an otherwise impossible level of suburban development. In the 

summer of 1956, while Elvis soared to popularity with three number-one hit 

singles, racial tensions flared nationwide. Skepticism about cities and public 

safety began to grow, and by April 1958, the country reached the depths of 

a recession— Detroit, for example, hit 20 percent unemployment.* The cold 

war fed the impetus to disperse the population, and in 1962, the Cuban 

Missile Crisis solidified fears that communism could prevail over capitalism 

if the Soviets continued to target American cities. 

Extraordinary as it was, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 only exacerbated 

the anxieties of the many Americans who fled cities in record numbers, 

leaving the urban cores of the United States largely devoid of the tax base 

that local businesses and residents provide.’ As city services declined due 

to dwindling municipal budgets, and nuclear tensions rose, middle-class 

whites—and blacks with means—fled for the suburbs. There, selective housing 

policies ensured that only certain Americans would populate new housing 

subdivisions and nearby schools; African-Americans were often redlined 

in many communities, impeding their access to mortgages. The poorer 

residents who remained in the inner city provided an insufficient tax base, 

especially for places like New York and Chicago, where crime grew as 

businesses and jobs decamped, causing local governments to plummet 

into debt. The Detroit riots of 1967, and the social unrest of 1968 alongside 

President Lyndon B. Johnson's expansion of U.S. involvement in Vietnam, 

reflected a period of deepened mistrust in the federal government. 

By 1973, Watergate provided the proverbial nail in the coffin for most 

Americans whose faith in Washington was already declining. Beyond the 

political scandal, the economy had performed poorly, with persistent high 

inflation, during President Richard M. Nixon’s first term. Though prospects 

improved with the end of the Vietnam War, the ensuing oil crisis directly 

affected pocketbooks throughout the country, especially for people reliant 

on gas-guzzling cars and cities now caught in a vicious downward spiral. 

By 1975, New York City’s finances hit bottom, and when the city sought 

rescue funds from President Gerald Ford, his public refusal in a speech was 
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reported by the New York Daily News under the famous headline (and mis- 
quotation): “Ford to City: Drop Dead.” Ford eventually led efforts to secure 
aid for New York from congress, but his initial denial did as much to 
galvanize New York's business leaders to rescue the city as it did to bolster 
the anti-urban sentiment that had pervaded much of the century." 

The suburbs, therefore, are not a mere reflection of the way people want 

to live, or even a reflection of true market forces, but a synthetic consequence 

of history. The suburbs are largely a creation of “big government,” an explicit, 

policy-driven, subsidized scheme that has guided how we live, work, and 

play. Over the last century, this has created the most consumption-based 

economy the planet has known—that is, until the music stopped: the twenty- 

first century debuted in America with an epic collapse of the housing market 

(particularly the single-family housing market), the rapid acceleration of climate 

change, and the largest division between rich and poor in the postwar era." 

And it is on this last point, of growing social inequity, that we must 

ask what, if anything, this American Scheme of suburbia has to do with the 

American Dream of opportunity, a dream that so many of us cherish. While 

many origins of the concept have been proposed, it is most often ascribed to 

historian James Truslow Adams, who in 1931 wrote of the American Dream: 

It is not a dream of motor cars and high wages merely, but a dream 

of social order in which each man and each woman shall be able to 

attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately capable, and 

be recognized by others for what they are, regardless of the fortuitous 

circumstances of birth or position." 

It is notable that this definition of the American Dream contains no 

reference to single-family homeownership, unlike what would ultimately 

become President George W. Bush’s “ownership society. By contrast, 

President Barack Obama has spoken of the American Dream as an aspiration 

of equal opportunity regardless of how or where one resides. To be sure, 

cities left to their own devices do not ensure equitable outcomes—evidence 

of income inequity can be found across the spectrum of American communities, 

and sometimes more so in our largest cities. But one of the key questions we 

must address is whether opportunities for lower-income Americans and immi- 

erants could be greater in cities than elsewhere if they were designed for this 

purpose. It is this effort—toward building opportunity—that is the key to the 

American Dream, not some scheme pulling us toward lawn mowers, traffic 

jams, and snow shovels. This important distinction is what sets apart the true 

and steadfast American Dream from an American Scheme now in free fall. 
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A conflation of the American Dream 

and the American Scheme was fostered 

in our culture by the television and film 

industries, which came of age simultaneously 

with the federal programs that fueled WN’ 1 

| foe suburbanization. It is critical to understand 

Timed Tein the consistency with which, whether inten- 

tionally or unintentionally, popular culture 

fa a sne beaten i Euah ar ertieds and its imagery has reinforced government 

conference in Atlanta, June 2002 policy during the twentieth century, par- 

ticularly given that we live in a democracy. People often believe what they see 

and, in turn, vote on their beliefs. Moving pictures—with cinema popular 

since its inception and television a staple of the American household—became 

the primary arbiter of culture and consumption for our society in the decades 

following World War II. 

With the baby boom, Americans were barraged with footage heavily 

biased toward the house, the car, and the requisite appliances. It is remarkable 

to consider the anti-urban movies produced in the brief but critical period 

of 1945 to 1950. The 1948 film Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House stars 

Cary Grant as a New York advertising executive trying to break free of city 

life by buying a suburban fixer-upper that turns into a money pit. (Contrast 

this with his work from just a decade earlier: Holiday, Bringing Up Baby, 

and Topper all star Grant as an urbanite to the core and, in some cases, 

visibly uncomfortable in the countryside.) Even the Manhattan-based 1947 

Christmas movie, Miracle on 34th Street, features a young heroine pining for 

a suburban home, a wish that, of course, the Macy’s department store Santa 

ultimately grants. The previous year gave us the most enduring Christmas 

classic of all, Frank Capra’s [t's a Wonderful Life. The film’s protagonist, 

George Bailey, yearns to travel, see cities, and build infrastructure, but must 

learn the hard way—and only with the help of divine intervention—that city 

life is corrupting and immoral. With young women becoming prostitutes 

soon after they arrive in the city, the film stops just short of invoking Sodom 

and Gomorrah to convey its relentless moralizing."' 

Decades would pass before movies or television shows would depict any 

form of suburban dystopia. It is not until the emergence of the extraordinary 

1975 cult classic The Stepford Wives, released in a time of social upheaval, 

that Hollywood presents to mainstream Americans a contrarian view of 

suburban life. Only recent films such as The Ice Storm and American Beauty 

hold a candle to the satire of Stepford’s mind-bending lifestyle, with its 

uniquely searing feminist critique of the suburb’s impact on women. 
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By contrast, the film most commonly beloved among architects, the 1982 
epic Blade Runner, depicts the city as dystopia, with poverty below, wealth 
above, and a menacing prognostication of American cities becoming more 

Asian in the most damning sense. Ultimately, for all of its compelling visual 
power, Ridley Scott’s classic is an Anglican cautionary tale that warns against 

Los Angeles becoming a Tokyo or Hong Kong, complete with the stereotype 

that, should we let down our guard, we will become urban automatons, 

or “replicants.” Ironically, as we will see in the pages that follow, it is precisely 

from the great cities of Asia that Los Angeles, under the leadership of 

Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa, is finally adapting the means to become more 

economically and environmentally sound. 

It is not until the 1980s that the anti- 

urban bias in American film and television 

begins to markedly shift. With the global- 

ization of capital and the consequent shift 

in the economics of leading cities the world 

over, certain cities like New York take on 

a different cultural meaning as places of 

opportunity.'’ In this period, films like 

Working Girl and The Secret of My Success 

and television shows like The Cosby Show 

appear, offering an optimistic but simplistic 

vision of urban prosperity, with only a 

few films, including Do the Right Thing, 

providing a critique of the uneven access 

to this new urban opportunity. 

Into the nineties, as urban crime fell, 

contemporary movies and television 

began to show a wider range of both urban 

and suburban settings, with new cultural 

signals regarding the potential merits 

of city life. Although federal energy and 

housing agencies continued to promulgate 

suburbia with modifications of the CAFE 

standard that reclassified SUVs and mini- 

vans from trucks to cars, Americans during 

IDYLLIC SUBURBIA IN MOVIES | this period began to return to cities in 

Between 1945 and 1950, Hollywood response to the employment opportunities, 
aggrandized the suburbs. 

1 It's a Wonderful Life, 1946 

2 Miracle on 34th Street, 1947 with denser areas.!° 

3 Mr. Blandings Builds His 

Dream House, 1948 

energy prices, and social life associated 
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A 2012 Wall Street Journal article 

indicated that American cities are now 

growing faster than their suburban coun- 

terparts for the first time since the 1920s."” 

Another article published a year later by 

MSNBC summarized the reasons for the 

change in growth patterns and attributed 

the phenomenon to factors that may or 

may not be temporary: the slump in the 

economy (temporary), the inability of 

young people to afford down payments for 

mortgages (temporary), and a preference 

to live in places that don't require driving 

everywhere (not temporary).'* In his book 

The Great Inversion, Alan Ehrenhalt writes 

extensively about this trend and its causes, 

highlighting national case studies of urban 

rediscovery and labeling this shift “demo- 

graphic inversion.” '” 

While this “inversion” is irrefutable 

and, some would argue, welcome, few 

examine the potential long-term benefits 

of this trend—particularly if government 

rather than promoting suburbanization 

DYSTOPIC SUBURBIA IN MOVIES instead encouraged urbanism, or at least 

1 The Stepford Wives, 1975 gave it an even chance. The necessary 
2 The Ice Storm, 1997 

3 American Beauty, 1999 changes would include modifying or 

curtailing the vast array of federal policies 

that currently subsidize suburban America, including: phasing out the 

federal home mortgage interest deduction (MID); ceasing the backing by 

Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac of large mortgages that otherwise would not 

be underwritten by the private market; removing subsidies for the oil 

industry; reclassifying SUVs and minivans as light trucks; allocating federal 

transportation dollars by population, and distributing those dollars fairly 

across all modes of transportation, including rail and mass transit, instead of 

disproportionately funding highways and runways; streamlining the National 

Environmental Protection Act (NEPA) to drastically reduce the red tape 

associated with urban development and building large-scale infrastructure; 

and, finally, pricing fuel to reflect what economists call the “negative externali- 

ties,’ or the actual price of gas if the societal costs of pollution and congestion 

were included (many economists put this price at $10 or more per gallon).2° 

38 A Country of Cities 



As we will see in the pages that follow, 

such policy reforms would dramatically 

improve our economy, our environment, 

and our chances for equal opportunity. 

Achieving consensus for these changes, 

however, would be a tremendous challenge, 

and would require a recasting of the political 

spectrum as we know it. People are accus- 

tomed to their subsidies, particularly those 

in the middle class, who tend to believe 

they are not subsidized at all.?! The uproar 

over eliminating the home-mortgage 

deduction would light up the split screen 

alongside the “get your government hands 

off my Medicare” sentiment. But increasingly, 

politicians need to get honest with their 

constituents. The MID is enormously 

expensive in a deficit-laden era; it unfairly 

subsidizes large homeowners, who are 

typically suburban, over renters, who are 

typically urban; and in a mobile economy, 

it incentivizes people unwisely to not only 

take on unaffordable mortgages but also 

tether themselves to homes that hinder 

mobility should their jobs move from one 

Blade Runner, 1982 part of the country to another, an argument 

forcefully put forward by economist Richard Florida and others.*” 

Such tectonic policy reform would require fundamental changes to the 

status quo of each political party. Anti-urbanism is not just a conservative 

stance—many liberals also fail to understand the power of cities to transform 

our economy, better our environment, and increase social opportunity. Most 

self-designated environmentalists are dead wrong in their emphasis on 

individual feel-good actions like putting solar panels on McMansions. More 

professionalized environmental organizations tend to focus on burdensome 

regulatory requirements that often impede infrastructure and sound urban 

development by requiring, for instance, complex and expensive environmental 

impact statements, which can delay or destroy projects. And while some 

extreme conservatives like former Speaker Newt Gingrich and the Tea Party 

consider an urban agenda a takeover of the American Dream—not to mention 

a United Nations plot to overthrow the U.S. government—most mainstream 

conservatives understand the economic power of healthy American cities.” 
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Even a “severe” conservative like former 

Governor Mitt Romney was for smart 

growth before he was against it.*! 

The bipartisan nature of anti-urbanism 

goes back much further in our history, 

lurking with Henry David Thoreau, deep 

in the American mindset. The idea of sub- 

YOU bamn J dividing America into a one-mile-square 
SOCIALISTS: 

erid was, after all, conceived by the liberal 

5 Thomas Jefferson, who was a lifelong skeptic 

about the concentration of power in cities. 
Tea Party protest, circa 2010 F ; A 

Ingrained in our very Constitution is 

the geographic dispersal of power, a balance against the supposed tyrannies 

of a truly representative democracy, in which population density would 

guide federal policy and resources unfettered by the special interests of the 

hinterland. Democrats are equally guilty of embracing anti-urban policies, 

reflecting in large measure a constituency steeped in the belief that sprawl 

is superior to tall. 

Consider one last cinematic example that illustrates this point, a “pro- 

gressive” children’s film directed at young hearts and minds to engage them 

in issues of environmental sustainability. In Bob the Builder: Bob's Big Plan 

(2005), the most renowned builder in America today takes on the supposed 

ugliness of urbanization. For those unfamiliar with Bob's character, he is an 

American everyman with deep environmental convictions and lots of gas- 

guzzling trucks. He lives in a progressive community of single-family homes 

in the American heartland, where he preaches his refrain, “Reduce, Reuse, 

Recycle.” In Bob's Big Plan, our hero is working in town when he runs across 

the local architect, a mustached gentleman with a bespoke, crested, double- 

breasted blazer and a fancy office plastered with elite degrees. The architect 

explains that there is a competition for Sunflower Valley, an area nearby, 

and shows Bob his proposed design, a model of a gleaming city of skyscrapers. 

Bob leaves the architect's office unsettled, remembering his childhood playing 

in Sunflower Valley. That night, he has a nightmare of skyscrapers and lim- 

ousines destroying the unspoiled landscape, causing animals to flee and 

sunflowers to die, only to be replaced by synthetic flowers. Bob awakes with 

a jerk, realizing that he, too, must enter the competition. He furiously begins 

to build his own model, but instead of skyscrapers he proposes a scattering 

of a few small “green” houses, equipped with solar panels and windmills, all 

at a density of about four acres per house and unreachable by anything but 

automobile. Bob wins the competition, of course. The architect congratulates 

Bob and admits to the error in his urban ways. Bob wins the right to build 
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his vision of Sunflower Valley, and the 

progressive mayor of his liberal town awards 

him with ...a brand new gas guzzler 

for his fleet! 

Missing from this quaint tale, which 

says so much about our lingering cultural 

biases, are the disastrous economic and 

environmental consequences of Bob’s eco- 

suburban scheme. His Sunflower Valley 

is nothing more than a green version of 

Levittown, replete with the liberal vision 

of solar panels and electric cars to redress 

the sins of the past. But the ugly carbon- 

footprint implications of this vision cannot 

be glossed over with technology as so many 

seem to be hoping—a world of seven 

billion people living at the density of a city 

stands a chance, but that same world at the 

density of Bob’s suburban vision would be 

crushed by the weight of its own resource 

demands. In fact, if all seven billion lived 

at the density of townhouses instead of 

"THE JEFFERSONIAN GRID single-family homes, but nowhere close 

The Jeffersonian grid has guided rural to the density of big American cities, the 
and suburban development patterns 

in America since its inception, in the 

early nineteenth century. state of Texas surrounded by nothing but 

entire planet's population would fit in the 

nature and agriculture.’ | make this point 

not to propose we all move to Texas, but rather to illustrate that climate 

change demands solutions that diminish our carbon footprint en masse, 

with reductions in land and resource usage on a per capita basis. 

This is among the most critical factors in understanding the merits of 

transit-based hyperdensity at a global level. Societies worldwide are growing 

wealthier, with the middle-class burgeoning in places including China, 

India, Brazil, Turkey, Russia, Vietnam, Nigeria, and Lebanon. In his book 

The Post-American World, Fareed Zakaria outlines what he calls the “rise of 

the rest,” indicating that while global prosperity is a good thing, the resource 

constraints presented by more than two billion people becoming middle- 

class are daunting and, most likely, our most pressing international challenge.” 

If those two billion souls attempt the same profligate suburban lifestyle so 

many American’s cherish, even Bob's “green” version of it, the planet will 

careen toward disaster. 
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Beyond the environment, however, Bob's vision for Sunflower Valley 

is demonstrably less economically productive than denser parts of America. 

I examine this topic in the first of three chapters that form the initial section 

of this book, “Why Cities Are Good.” These chapters bring together literature 

that empirically and objectively indicates why cities are performing better than 

their suburban counterparts in terms of three critically important metrics— 

the economy, the environment, and public wellness. In section two, “How to 

Build Good Cities,” | propose methods and policies, drawing on public- and 

private-sector techniques from across the nation, for creating prosperous, 

sustainable, and joyous urban environments. I have also structured this section 

in three chapters: on building sound urban development, on constructing 

the infrastructure to support that development, and on making new urban 

development affordable and accessible to all. 

. BOB'S BIG PLAN 

Bob wins a gas guzzler for his eco-suburb proposal! 
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The conclusion imagines a “Country of Cities,” conjuring the implications 

of a fully realized, truly urban America—a place characterized by cities, 

small towns, agriculture, nature, and little else—and considers how such a 

landscape would perform, prosper, and perpetuate itself. In it, I ask the 

reader to consider that a largely urban country spurred by policy reform, in 

contrast to our sprawling reality, would unite to become economically stronger, 

environmentally sounder, internationally safer, physically healthier, socially 

more fair, experientially more livable, and globally envied and emulated. 

This is a polemical vision, a manifesto, put forth with an understanding 

that the gap between our reality today and a Country of Cities is vast. Even 

readers who agree with this vision will, for good reason, be skeptical of 

its hkelihood. However, we arrived at our current national landscape not by 

accident or by pure market forces, but rather by design . . . a poor, inadequate, 

and anachronistic design that manifested itself within one rapid century 

and could cease to exist just as rapidly. A remarkable, explicit agenda set 

suburbanization in motion, and the demands of a new epoch call for a 

different paradigm that is just as explicit and far-reaching. For the sake of 

future generations, we must take this new urban path to a more prosperous, 

more sustainable, and more equitable America and, by extension, create 

the model for a joyful global lifestyle capable of supporting the 10 billion 

souls projected to walk this planet at the turn of the next century. 
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HOUSEHOLD SIZE VS. HOME SIZE 

While newly constructed homes have nearly doubled in size since 1960, the total number of people 

per house has steadily decreased. Larger, more inefficient homes are now occupied by fewer people. 
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HOUSING STOCK AND POPULATION GROWTH 

In the United States, the number of housing units has increased at a greater rate than the population. 

This means we use more energy, resources, and land to house Americans today. 
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THE WORLD’S POPULATION COULD FIT IN TEXAS 

At a density of approximately 25 dwelling units per acre, the entire population of the world 

could fit in the state of Texas, leaving the remainder of the planet for nature and agriculture. 

As improbable as this scenario is, it illustrates the vastness of our planet's land area and 

the power of density to promote more efficient land use. 
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JANE JACOBS, ECONOMIC EXPANSIONIST 

“If | were to be remembered as a really important 

thinker of the century, the most important thing 

I've contributed is my discussion of what makes 

economic expansion happen.”! 
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CITIES, 
PROSPERITY, 
AND 
GLOBALIZATION 

In today’s globalized economy, dense urban environments have demonstrably 

greater capacity than urban sprawl to deliver widespread economic prosperity. 

Prosperity—defined by success in work, economic stability, and transference 

of wealth from one generation to another—is a shared aspiration in many 

countries, including the United States. Not only do city planning professionals 

have an interest in more efficient land use and denser development patterns; 

so do the millions of people who want new economic opportunities, upward 

income mobility, and the long-term financial stability that is increasingly 

commonplace in successful cities today. 

While extolling the economic advantages of cities has become fashionable 

recently, it was in 1984 that writer Jane Jacobs championed the notion that 

cities are the fountainhead for the wealth of nations. Ironically, while Jacobs 

is a hero among community activists for her grassroots ability to fight power, 

she wanted her primary legacy to be her belief in the economic expansion 

of cities and, specifically, her theory of “import replacement.” Central to this 

concept, she argued, is the notion that all cities imported goods and services 

but over time came to manufacture these goods and services internally, 

thus replacing import reliance with internal economic growth. Once a city 

could produce these goods and services, it would export them to other cities, 

which would eventually learn to produce and export these same goods and 

services themselves, and so on in a virtuous cycle. Decades ahead of its time, 

Jacobs’s theory sheds light on precisely what is happening in the technology 

industries today, in which the ability to produce goods and services that 

originated in Silicon Valley has regenerated worldwide, from Bangalore to 

Brooklyn, Houston to Haifa. 

More recent work by scholars including economists Edward Glaeser, 

Gerald Carlino, Ryan Avent, and Matt Yglesias forms an exciting new body 
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JANE JACOBS’S THEORY OF IMPORT REPLACEMENT IN CITIES 

Cities, initially importers, in turn become capable of producing the imported goods and services 

themselves. Eventually, they are able to export their own goods, services, and expertise to other cities, 

thus perpetuating the virtuous cycle. 
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of research that builds on Jacobs's ideas and makes an overwhelming case 
for the economic advantages of cities, which today are exhibiting lower 
unemployment, fewer foreclosures, and fewer of the problems associated 
with economic distress than in many suburbs and exurbs. In “U.S. Metro 
Economies,” the 2012 United States Conference of Mayors reported that 
3 percent of the nation’s land mass generates 85 percent of its gross domestic 

product (GDP), a finding that confirms and expands research conducted 

earlier this decade. It is astonishing to understand that such a small percentage 

of the United States—essentially, its cities—generates the vast majority of 

its economic output.” 

The effects of density on economic growth and stability are part of a 

significant and lasting phenomenon in cities today. For instance, in his cluster 

theory, Harvard business professor Michael Porter states that amassing 

talent and skills in dense urban centers contributes to economic growth 

at a pace that is likely greater than the sum of otherwise individual efforts.” 

Glaeser, in his human capital theory, looks at similar effects through the 

lens of skill levels and the propensity for higher-skilled people to migrate 

toward and settle in cities. Richard Florida argues in his creative-capital 

theory that a subset of highly skilled professionals who drive creative industries 

not only earn more and contribute to economic growth but also can have 

a significant impact on reversing the decline of once prominent cities by 

reinvigorating their urban cores, attracting both investment and development 

funds.’ The research of Carlino and others indicates “that patent intensity— 

the per capita invention rate—is positively related to the density of employment 

in the highly urbanized portion of [metropolitan areas ].” Avent’s research 

shows that when urban density doubles, productivity increases in a range 

between 6 and 28 percent.” Taken together, these studies make it crystal 

clear that when cities realize the benefits of agglomeration, heightened eco- 

nomic activity resulting in greater prosperity and innovation occurs again 

and again. 

These findings support the positions presented throughout this book, 

and they advocate that the United States build on the inherent competitive 

advantages of its dense cities. Young people are already flocking to cities for 

their economic opportunities and freer lifestyles. And if urban affordability, 

public safety, and schools continue to improve, they will most likely choose 

to remain in cities to raise their families. Similarly, immigrants historically 

gravitate to cities to climb the rungs of the economic ladder and, like young 

people, are critical to urban productivity. However, many cities today remain 

unaffordable for both groups, which is often a consequence of overly regulated 

housing markets. 
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WHERE AMERICAN PROSPERITY IS PRODUCED 
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In his book The Gated City, Avent recommends a relaxation of policies 
that limit density and prevent cities from welcoming these inward migrations. 
Even dense places need the growth required to ensure affordability and keep 
pace with cities worldwide. In line with other research, Avent exposes zoning 
regulations, historic designations, and building-height limits as factors that 
suppress housing supply in our already dense cities. He sees the combination 

of these distortions as a catalyst in driving people out of urban environments 

and away from the heightened potential for prosperity they, and we, might 

otherwise encounter: 

Our thriving cities fall short of their potential because we constantly 

rein them in, and we rein them in because we worry that urban growth 

will be unpleasant. The residents of America’s productive cities fear 

change in their neighborhoods and fight growth. In doing so, they make 

their cities more expensive and less accessible to people with middle 

incomes. Those middle-income workers move elsewhere, reducing their 

own earning power and the economy’s potential in the process.’ 

In his seminal book, The Triumph of Cities, Glaeser exhaustively makes 

the case for why cities are “our greatest invention.” In his view, human capital 

is at the forefront of why cities thrive, and to remain economically viable and 

therefore competitive, they must retain and nurture talent. Glaeser proposes 

that cities must either grow talent by having numerous great schools (Boston), 

by attracting talent with superior amenities (Portland, Oregon), or offering 

some mixture of affordability, good education, and livability (Austin). 

Yeglesias’s work proposes that, in theory, “proximity to prosperous people 

is itself, prosperity-inducing—especially in an economy where people mostly 

sell services to one another.”* Yglesias argues that in practice, however, the 

cost of proximity to many of the country’s most productive urban cores has 

prohibitively elevated barriers to entry, in both the housing and business 

markets, simply because rents are “too damn high.” If prosperity does fuel 

prosperity for others, it must do so in a way that enhances the earning power 

of all citizens on the socioeconomic ladder, while also creating the conditions 

that allow for everyone to live together. There is little benefit to having a city 

in which the poor serve the rich, while the middle class drives in to work and 

back home to the suburbs to spend its money and pay its taxes. 

Many urban economists have produced studies confirming that our service 

economy cities are the nation’s essential economic engines, but have found 

that these same cities have become too expensive because of the limited 

supply of spaces for people and business to inhabit. While this in many cases 

is a consequence of over-regulating new development, it is also true that we 
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AMERICAN CITIES ARE MORE PRODUCTIVE THAN THE VAST MAJORITY OF STATES 

Chicago's economic output, for example, is greater than that of 42 states in the U.S. 
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need to better utilize our existing urban building stock. In some instances, 
municipalities have preserved industrial neighborhoods as retail and tourist 
destinations, including festival marketplaces, but such efforts have limited 
economic impact without a more urbane mix of cultural and professional uses. 

More interestingly, pioneering artists for decades have steadily converted 
derelict manufacturing buildings into live-work lofts. Entrepreneurs have 

been redeveloping similar buildings for the businesses of the twenty-first 
century. Information technology companies now tend to desire non-tradi- 

tional work environments that bear little resemblance to the offices of Mad 

Men Manhattan. Many technology companies want to be located near hip, 

amenity rich, mixed-use neighborhoods where their employees can live 

and socialize without long commutes. Biotechnology and other industries 

often favor proximity to major universities and medical centers, and this 

has generated a new focus for urban economic development officials on 

the “eds and meds.” 

In addition to changing the way they use urban space, technology 

companies have changed the way the economy now functions. The dot-com 

era led to a number of successes and failures, but its most pronounced physical 

impact was to make the world a smaller place in which to do business. With 

expansive access to the Internet and the explosive growth of e-commerce 

came the need for increased levels of customer service, which proved expensive 

to operate in many of the cities where goods and services were being consumed. 

As has been well documented, the rise of the Internet contributed to the 

acceleration of globalization as businesses increasingly relied on overseas 

manufacturing and the outsourcing of service jobs to cut costs. This, in turn, 

stimulated the economies of countries like India and Indonesia, as call centers 

proliferated in many of their urban centers. An educated, English speaking, 

and enthusiastic population could easily perform jobs at a fraction of American 

labor costs. As wealth and prosperity increased for these nations and their 

businesses, so did opportunities to move up the economic ladder for billions 

worldwide. The rise of consumerism in these countries has led to the liberal- 

ization of their economies, and as their populations looked to America for 

lifestyle cues, many have sought life in suburbs complete with time wasted in 

traffic jams. This condition has become emblematic of burgeoning econo- 

mies across the globe. 

While it is conventional among academics and journalists to point out 

that the world’s population is urbanizing, data suggests the world is primarily 

suburbanizing.’ Other nations are, to their and the world’s detriment, 

adopting the inefficient and unsustainable development model for which 

America is, decades later, starting to pay the price. Housing, feeding, 

and transporting the world’s growing population will deplete and destroy 
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the earth’s resources if everyone adopts the same inefficient, unhealthy, 
and unsustainable living habits of much of the United States. Commentator 
Fareed Zakaria lucidly points out that the problems we confront are less 
“the products of failure than the products of success,” in which the increasing 
prosperity and growth of the middle class worldwide, while wonderful in 
terms of poverty alleviation, raises significant questions regarding the availability 
of natural resources. Urban development represents the best path forward 
for physically accommodating a growing and hopefully prosperous world. 

The differences between urban development and suburban development, 

however, are as economic as they are physical. As Saskia Sassen writes in 

her book The Global City, suburban life relies primarily on the investment 

of capital, while urban life and the process of gentrification rely more heavily 

on the investment of labor.'? Although building cities and the infrastructure 

to support them has high capital costs, cities provide a much higher level of 

demand in the labor market and a more varied array of options in the housing 

market; this explains why individuals at any level of the economic ladder are 

more likely to find economic opportunity in cities. 

Historically, the longest period of shared prosperity in America ranged 

from the 1940s to the 1970s. This era ended in large part due to global 

economic changes that the United States itself initiated through outsourcing, 

coupled with a well-documented deterioration of the nation’s public education 

system. In real dollar terms, widespread prosperity has declined steadily 

since, part of a larger trend of economic globalization that has led to more 

opportunities for the striving, hard-working lower and middle classes 

abroad than for our own population." 

The economies of entire nations have changed with the rapid expansion 

of a newly powerful middle-class concentrated largely in cities. The arrival 

of thousands of new inhabitants has created intense pressures on cities 

throughout the Eastern and Southern Hemispheres. China, Brazil, and 

India have led the charge in building new cities and suburbs, and the demands 

of their growing middle-classes in hyperdense megacities such as Shanghai, 

Sao Paulo, and Mumbai have accelerated the global consumption of natural 

resources, manufactured byproducts, and general consumer goods to 

unprecedented levels. 

Economic growth in countries that were once perceived to be “third 

world” triggered homeownership that typically relied on large down payments 

and low levels of personal debt. In contrast, at the outset of this century, 

“first world” nations with highly industrialized economies led by the United 

States further expanded access to mortgage lending despite a decline in real 

wages. The “ownership society” promoted by President George W. Bush's 

administration was bolstered largely by market deregulation and subprime 

61. Cities, Prosperity, and Globalization 



‘JOB DENSITY AND PROXIMITY TO OTHER ACTIVITIES 
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loans, which led to speculative lending and the eventual collapse of the 
global credit markets. 

But the phenomenon of excess was not limited to the United States or 
to the expansion of homeownership in suburban settings alone. As many new 
financing mechanisms appeared in the housing marketplace of the 1990s 
and 2000s as did variations on the concept of the traditional American 
home. One could buy or custom-build McMansions as well as benefit from 

government programs that subsidized tractor sheds and horse barns." 

Overseas, many countries, including those unfortunately labeled by the 

media and the financial industry as “PIIGS” (Portugal, Italy, Ireland, Greece, 

and Spain), contributed to the global expansion of reckless credit." The 

sudden acceleration of homeownership, along with speculative lending and 

indiscriminate public and private spending worldwide, led to the precarious 

finances of government at all levels, of global banking giants, and of the 

Euro itself. Exported far beyond its shores, the Bush Administration's ideology 

encouraged homeownership globally as the prevalent form of building 

equity and securing wealth, and people across America and Western Europe 

borrowed (and were happily lent) sums of money that too few had the 

resources to fully support without good jobs and rising incomes." 

Whether in Europe or the United States, prosperity is increasingly tied 

to job security, as personal savings decline, principal-protected interest rates 

plummet, pension and retirement benefits atrophy, and stock and bond 

markets entail substantial risk. As a result, people have been encouraged, 

largely through government subsidies, to use the purchase of a house as 

a means to secure wealth and draw down equity despite the fact that both 

the wealth and the equity have proven illusory. 

A growing population and dwindling natural resources call for a new 

global economy as the way to a more prosperous future for all. A new emphasis 

on human resources (that is, human capital, as Sassen discusses) and more 

effective production systems (such as automation) will likely supplant 

the capitalization of natural resources and mass production that propelled 

our economy through much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

As education becomes more important and opportunities to make a living 

through hard labor and physical skills diminish, those who have less access 

to education will become less employable and income gaps will widen 

even further.” This is not to say that manufacturing will cease in the United 

States, but it clearly will no longer be the primary source of employment 

and wealth creation for our population, a realization that has far-reaching 

implications for the physical form the nation should take as an advanced 

service economy. 
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AMERICA’S WORKFORCE HAS CHANGED OVER TIME 

Manufacturing and construction jobs have largely been replaced with service economy jobs 

although some manufacturing remains viable and important. 
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Two choices emerge: We can continue down the path we have been on 
since the latter decades of the twentieth century, with reduced or stagnant 
incomes for most Americans. Or we can pursue strategies for economic 

development that put people first in this young and transformative century. 
We must create environments that foster prosperity by building on the 

successes of our cities, which by far represent our most productive domestic 
environments in terms of service-economy jobs and even occasional resur- 

gences in specialized manufacturing jobs." 

To densify cities is to also build the infrastructure that supports them, and 

this is central to a discussion of prosperity. “Thus, to discuss the financing 

of infrastructure is to discuss many connections between public infrastructure 

and private prosperity, between revenue bases and the ability to finance 

public infrastructure, between a government's capital budget and its operating 

expenditures, between federal aid programs and state and local capital 

financing.” '’ We cannot correct the nation’s course without policy reform 

that supports infrastructure and existing urban areas, and thereby bolsters 

businesses. As Edward Rendell, former governor of Pennsylvania, and Kenneth 

Lewis, chairman and CEO of Bank of America, explain in the foreword 

to Retooling for Growth, revitalizing and repopulating America’s older 

industrial areas is critical to achieving sustainable economic growth, and 

strengthening older industrial areas makes good economic sense because 

of the vast infrastructure and resources already in place.'"* Given the globalized 

economy in which we now live, urban infrastructure is the key to our 

competitiveness and our prosperity. 

Because even our faltering cities are bastions of opportunity, laden with 

all of the investments we have already made to date, there is little reason to 

let them further decline in favor of sprawl. As Jacobs points out: 

The region of an economically declining city does not revert to its former, 

largely rural condition. For a long time it retains its characteristic of 

being a mixed and intricate economy, but the region’s economic life 

slowly grows thinner and backward, too. The regional fabric develops 

holes and tatters as it were. Young people who leave settlements within 

the region for city jobs tend to bypass the region's own city or cities 
19 

and go instead, to distant cities if work there is open to them. 

Rather than give up on our failing manufacturing cities, we should 

understand how places like Pittsburgh have begun to transform for our new 

era. This is not to make light of the enormous challenges faced by our most 

distressed manufacturing cities. A major example is Detroit, which, as Glaeser 

explains, declined in large part because of “the process of suburbanizing 
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manufacturing,” which triggered the location of factories such as River 
Rouge outside of the city core, forcing workers to drive to work and removing 
managers from an innovative, collaborative, urban environment.” It was 
the very invention of cars and trucks that helped create the boundless, 
low-density growth of Detroit. And in addition to the diffusion of goods 
and services generated by this expansiveness, the city has since struggled 

to cope with changes in the global economy, with the market mandate to 

innovate, and with the governmental policies that have historically favored 

its suburbs over its downtown. Nonetheless, in terms of urban dysfunction, 

Detroit today stands as more exception than rule, and while every measure 

should be taken to transform it, it can no longer be used as a cautionary 

tale against urbanism, given that our major cities have otherwise proven 

their economic significance. 

Big, dense, modern cities around the world have also become economic 

powers, and are capable of competing directly with U.S. cities for talented 

residents and important companies. While a few nations have become 

prosperous by emulating the American suburban model, the most successful 

global economic engines have succeeded by doing the opposite. That is, 

the extent to which nations can provide incentives for their growing middle 

classes to stay in dense urban centers and away from gated compounds on 

city outskirts will likely contribute to their sustained success. And to the 

extent that we can learn from the prosperity of city-states such as Hong Kong 

and Singapore—the more we come to understand cities that can govern 

themselves through home rule, breaking loose from the shackles of rural 

and suburban special interests that constrain their politics and resource 

allocations—the more successful cities will be. Here in the United States, 

for example, such a move toward urban home rule would mean concentrating 

resources for diffuse and failing school systems, systems that have significantly 

harmed our economy. Urban home rule would similarly allow investments 

in inner-city transit infrastructure that would serve much larger percentages 

of our population. If we strengthened home rule in our cities so that they 

were free from state legislatures to govern and invest resources as they saw fit, 

we would likely see a tremendous and sustained surge in our national economy 

given the track record of prosperity that cities have already established. 

For this reason alone, the United States should adopt policies that unleash 

our thriving urban economies. But beyond our self-interest, we should 

also do so to become an exemplar for other modernizing societies that have 

adopted sprawl in a manner that, like our own, could lead to disastrous 

environmental consequences. 
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AMERICA’S OUTSTANDING MORTGAGE DEBT, 1960-2010 

The Federal Reserve reported that the total amount of mortgage debt owed in the U.S. is almost as 

much as our entire annual GDP. Single-family homes make up the vast majority of that debt. 
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AMERICAN MODEL VS. CITY-STATE MODEL 

AMERICAN MODEL: LOS ANGELES 
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CITY-STATE MODEL: HONG KONG 
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THIS IS NOT SUSTAINABILITY 

Sustainability is decidedly not Henry David 

Thoreau’s misanthropic vision of a virgin 

forest occupied by one person 
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CITIES, 
SUSTAINABILITY, 
AND RESILIENCE 

As crucial as the concept may be, “sustainability” has become an over- 

marketed, hackneyed, and largely misunderstood term as it relates to urbanism. 

I define sustainability as the aspiration that human activity be made compatible 

with the long-term health and safety of the natural environment, which, 

in turn, would ensure the longevity of our own species. Sustainability is 

decidedly not Henry David Thoreau’s misanthropic vision of a virgin forest 

occupied by one person. In the contemporary context, it is not about camping, 

or visiting eco-resorts in areas that should remain untouched, or living 

in “green” McMansions in the wilderness. To the contrary, sustainability is 

about running toward people, not away from them. It is about embracing 

all of humanity in order to leave most of the natural world just that—natural. 

Put in the simplest possible terms, if you love nature, don’t live in it. Cities 

represent the best chance of realizing this aspiration of global sustainability 

in a rapidly growing world. 

There is an alternative to the human self-loathing embedded in so much 

of environmentalism today: the rare belief that worldwide population growth 

and sustainability can be mutually compatible.' While efforts to stem the 

rate of population growth are admirable, and through the implementation of 

economist Jeff Sachs’s extraordinary Millennium Development Goals we can 

and should reduce population growth rates, it remains clear that a world of 

10 billion or more is inevitable by the year 2100. 

Should environmentalists explicitly or tacitly focus on this growth as 

the primary problem, they do so at their own peril. Curtailing population 

growth is certainly one method to reduce resource usage, but who decides 

who gets to procreate and at what rate? Humanity’s history with such 

judgments is nothing short of bleak, with everything from genocide to forced 

sterilization representing the most terrifying moments in our collective 

past. Of course, as Sachs advises, we should actively promote birth control, 

prosperity, women’s education, public health, and all other measures that 

ethically reduce the rate of population growth. But again, we must have an 
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GLOBAL CONSUMPTION VS. AMERICAN CONSUMPTION RATES 

We must avoid depleting our natural resources 
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environmental strategy that works with the reality of billions reaching the 
middle class worldwide in this century. 

As human consumption continues to increase the world over, it is now 

abundantly clear that we use more natural resources than the world can 
replenish. We are, in our current state, collectively unsustainable. We must 

address resource usage at a global scale, and we must do so with a full 

embrace of every baby born. Individual feel-good actions have limited 

impact at a larger scale. We face a planetary environmental crisis, and must 

stop believing that solely through our individual choices will we solve this 

existential threat to current and future generations. 

Sustainability, therefore, is not about the negligible benefits of the latest 

hybrid SUV, fluorescent light bulb, organic floor cleaner, or any of the other 

technological panaceas that attempt to absolve our gluttonous use of land 

and resources. Technology will not save us from ourselves, nor will the 

continual purchase of more stuff, however “green” it may be. 

Addressing climate change at a global level will require a dramatic 

adjustment of our lifestyles—particularly those of the middle and upper 

classes. But Americans will never adopt en masse dictums that are punitive, 

self-righteous, and costly. Instead, these adjustments in lifestyle need to 

lead us to demonstrably more prosperous and joyful lives. For example, 

the Obama Administration has pushed to increase the fuel efficiency of cars, 

which certainly will result in lower carbon emissions, improved air-quality, 

and better health. Coupled with living at higher densities and mass transit, 

however, people would also drive far fewer miles per year, which would double 

down on the environmental benefits of more efficient cars. This would in 

turn increase productivity, enable people to walk for local errands, and free 

up substantial personal time for friends, family, and other pursuits. 

As David Owen describes so eloquently in his book Green Metropolis, 

cities are embodiments of sustainability despite beliefs to the contrary. 

Whether one considers New York, Paris, or Tokyo, hyperdensity linked to 

infrastructure consistently lowers carbon footprints per person, creates 

walkable neighborhoods, and builds enjoyable lifestyles. In looking at cities, 

many environmentalists point out that they are heat islands and intense 

users of energy. This is true, but it misses the central point that whatever 

amount of energy cities may consume, they do so far less on a per capita 

basis. This is precisely why accepting the size of our growing population 

is essential to effective environmentalism—reductions in carbon footprint 

matter only if extended over large swaths of our population. 
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Adopting a truly urban lifestyle is clearly the “greenest” and most 
sustainable choice one can make.’ Urban residents use far fewer natural 
resources per person than their suburban counterparts. This is not because 
city dwellers are environmental angels; to the contrary, most have little 
realization that they are such valiant stewards of the environment. A widower 
takes the bus to his doctor because it is simpler, safer, and cheaper than 

driving. An executive takes the subway to work because in a big city it is her 

fastest option. A father and daughter walk to the playground because it is 

easy and they probably will run into friends. An upper-middle-class family 

pays millions for a condo because it is how they want to live in today’s new 

urban race to keep up with the Joneses, Kims, Patels, and Castellanos. 

(This is why housing the wealthy in luxury urban condos, balanced by the 

construction of affordable housing for the less affluent, is better for the 

environment than encouraging rich people to move to 15,000-square-foot 

McMansions with five-car garages in the suburbs.) 

City dwellers, regardless of income level, have a lower carbon footprint 

than their suburban counterparts primarily because they walk and use mass 

transit for their daily commutes, and because they live and work in smaller 

quarters that heat and cool one another partly through party-wall construction. 

In essence, because urbanites share transportation and land in closer proximity, 

they use far fewer resources per person and destroy far less wilderness 

than would be required to house everyone in cul-de-sacs of single-family 

houses. Because of this proximity, they can also take advantage of all of the 

shared services that cities offer, from playgrounds to vast public parks and 

waterfronts, all of which collectively use far less irrigation and consume less 

energy to maintain than a lawn owned by each individual household. 

In fact, America’s densest cities—and not houses scattered in the woods— 

produce the lowest greenhouse-gas emissions per capita. Most interesting, 

and of the most telling consequence to true environmentalists, is that this 

has proved to be true without self-righteous movements or “eat your spinach” 

mandates. Since most urbanites are green without trying, a baseline of 

sustainability clearly can be achieved in cities without new products, 

technologies, or “holier than thou” sacrifices. However, we should not settle 

for this baseline. Cities may be inherently sustainable, but far more can and 

must be done to lower their carbon footprints, and many cities are taking 

action, with impressively scalable results. Cities as diverse as Chicago, 

Seattle, New York, and Fort Lauderdale have adopted dramatic plans to 

lower their carbon emissions and address the fact that buildings are among 

the largest contributors to greenhouse gases. Chicago's Climate Action 

Plan, for example, is based upon five strategies: 
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Improve the energy efficiency of buildings. 

Increase access to clean and renewable energy sources. 

Improve transportation options. 

Reduce waste and industrial pollution. 

aqarwns = Adapt to the new circumstances of climate change.’ 

Together, these strategies form a comprehensive plan that other cities can 

use to periodically evaluate their performance with respect to the environment, 
and to make policy decisions focused on realizing medium- and long-term 

goals regardless of the short-term political cycles that tend to redefine local 

government’ priorities every few years. 

There is a significant “green urbanism” movement afoot, both in academic 

circles and on the political agendas of some of the more progressive govern- 

ments here and abroad. Green urbanism attempts to take a more active 

role in shaping communities and the lifestyles of their inhabitants. Timothy 

Beatley, an urban sustainability expert from the United States who writes 

about, among other things, the virtues of European cities, points out that 

“the amount of land consumed by urban growth far exceeds the rate of 

population growth” in American cities.* 

Today, numerous aspects of contemporary Western culture continue 

to spread around the globe despite their proven negative impacts on the 

environment. In addition to sprawling land use are emissions-causing 

technologies so helpful in increasing our productivity that they have become 

hard to live without. One prominent example is air-conditioning, which 

significantly improves workspaces in climates where humidity and heat 

otherwise hinder productivity. A series of articles in the New York Times 

chronicled the world’s complex and growing need for air-conditioning as 

well as the challenges to limiting such dependency.’ This is particularly 

pressing because so much of the urban growth worldwide is occurring 

in hot and humid climates in cities such as Singapore, Mumbai, and Dubai. 

Research associated with this challenge will be paramount, particularly in 

terms of designing new buildings in extreme climates that can keep occupants 

cool with less environmental impact. For instance, in their Masdar project, 

outside of Abu Dhabi, architects Foster + Partners attempt to create a com- 

fortable, zero-carbon-emissions environment by adapting cooling techniques 

associated with traditional Arabic architecture, such as screening and shading, 

rather than going the more typical route of adopting international standards 

of floor-to-ceiling glass and air-conditioning. 

The work of architect William McDonough and chemist Michael 

Braungart approaches sustainability from the perspective of this type of 

research, design, and industry; they argue that such a place-based 
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consciousness of the environment is a driving factor of good design. Their 
groundbreaking book, Cradle to Cradle, has a simple thesis, which advocates 
“remaking the way we make things.” This approach can be especially powerful 
if urban designers can create forms of human habitation that better match 
the inherent challenges of nature rather than simply grafting Western city- 
building techniques onto a project regardless of the local climate. As the 

authors state, “Human industry has been in full swing for little over a century, 

yet it has brought about a decline in almost every ecosystem on the planet. 

Nature doesn’t have a design problem. People do.”" 

Peter Newman and Jeffrey Kenworthy’s book, Sustainability and Cities: 

Overcoming Automobile Dependence, focuses on a critical element in the 

process of suburbanization and the design of our environments. That 

Americans love cars is no surprise—after all, what's not to love? The first 

automobile patent granted in the United States dates back to 1789, and 

subsequent developments, such as Henry Ford’s assembly production line, 

eventually revolutionized the world. Automobiles represent the freedom 

of the open road, and in a land as vast and beautiful as the United States, 

the call of that open road is almost definitional for most Americans. This is 

more than some cultural artifact that can be tossed aside; it is part of our 

national soul. But it is critical to not confuse the tranquility of driving across 

our great landscape with the tension of two-hour traffic jams on the outskirts 

of our cities. Belief in the sustainability of mass transit and urbanization 

does not deny the great American sojourn—on the contrary, it enables it by 

leaving the roads open for pleasure, not for commuting. Driving across the 

country is a joy; driving to work is folly.’ 

Though revolutionary for progress in the twentieth century, cars today fail 

to meet the transportation needs of a rapidly urbanizing global population 

of several billions. Newman and Kenworthy point out that our sprawling 

cities finally face land constraints, and distances from exurbs to jobs 

are no longer acceptable or practical. There are two primary sustainability 

challenges in this world—oil depletion 

and greenhouse-gas effects—and most 

Americans are finally coming into contact 

with at least the first challenge due to the 

increased cost of driving. The average price 

of a gallon of gasoline in July 2008 exceeded 

$4.10 and dropped to a four-year historic 

low of just above $1.65 in December 

DRIVING COULD 88 FUN AGAIN of that year, which is commonly thought 

Madi Meteiprolagorns bone Ei ae of as the depth of the global recession.” 
driving a convertible on the open road 

in Los Angeles But it has taken only three years to climb 
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back to pre-recession prices, even while the world economy continues to 
sputter. Prosperous times can lead to revolutionary advances in technology, 

but they can just as well lead to the artificial sustenance of technologies that 
no longer serve our needs as a society. The global magnitude of this reality 

cannot be understated, given the prosperity that is now reaching billions. 
Traffic jams have become the hallmark of the world’s burgeoning economies, 
with mobility at a standstill and pollution from sprawling urban areas at 

an all-time high. 

As a consequence of these factors worldwide, and as Newman and 

Kenworthy discuss, environmentalism has evolved from a grassroots movement 
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to a matter of increasing international 

political concern. This significant shift 

happened gradually but was formalized 

in 1992 with the adoption of Agenda 21 

by 178 governments including the United 

States at the United Nations Conference 

on Environment and Development 

(UNCED), in Rio de Janeiro. The authors 

of Agenda 21 laid out 27 core principles, 

the eighth of which says: “To achieve 

sustainable development and a higher 

quality of life for all people, States should 

reduce and eliminate unsustainable 

patterns of production and consumption.” 

While the United States is not legally 

bound to adopt the provisions of Agenda 

21, many local governments have used it 

in planning smart growth and transportation 

initiatives, as well as in limiting the devel- 

opment of rural land. In spite of voluntary 

adoption, some perceive Agenda 21 as 

a threat to property rights. In the 2012 

election cycle, it provided fodder for the 

Tea Party and presidential candidates 

vying for the GOP's nomination who oppose 

any kind of link between international 

development goals and those of local 

governments here in America.'” And yet 

principle two makes clear that Agenda 

21 recognizes national sovereignty in 

decision-making: 
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States have, in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations and 
the principles of international law, the sovereign right to exploit their 
own resources pursuant to their own environmental and developmental 
policies, and the responsibility to ensure that activities within their 
jurisdiction or control do not cause damage to the environment of other 
States or of areas beyond the limits of national jurisdiction." 

The misguided perception that global interests could someday dictate 

how Americans develop land and set transportation policy to further connect 

the country causes some Americans to be wary of losing not only their 

personal property but also their ability to drive as freely and as cheaply as 

possible thanks to government-subsidized roads, vehicles, and gasoline. 

Yet the notion that smart growth threatens American sovereignty is cynical 

at best and delusional at worst. Our culture, and often our cultural confusion, 

drives the global climate-change crisis, and we must lead the world out of it. 

America uses more energy and emits more pollutants per capita than any 

other major nation. It is our solemn obligation to address this issue, and to 

address it at a global scale. 

An Inconvenient Truth, former vice president Al Gore’s companion book 

to the award-winning documentary of the same title, catalogues the damage 

we perpetrate on the environment, as well as the areas where hope remains 

for correcting the course of global warming and environmental degradation. 

Arguing for a clean-energy future and the opportunities it offers us as a 

society, he writes: 

There’s something even more precious to be gained if we do the right 

thing. The climate crisis also offers us the chance to experience what 

very few generations in history have had the privilege of knowing: 

a generational mission; the exhilaration of a compelling moral purpose; 

a shared and unifying cause; the thrill of being forced by circumstances 

to put aside the pettiness and conflict that so often stifle the restless 

human need for transcendence; the opportunity to rise.’ 

By illustrating the environmental impacts of common practices in forestry, 

mining, irrigation, and urban sprawl, Gore's survey of the world’s most 

environmentally damaging practices, in tandem with his knowledge of the 

politics surrounding climate change, has created direct access to the findings 

of countless scientists. 

Making data about climate change accessible is a critical step in coalescing 

the world’s growing population in a campaign to save the planet, and Gore's 

Climate Change Reality Project has enlisted five million people in the 
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effort “to reveal the complete truth about the climate crisis in a way that 
ignites the moral courage in each of us.” This kind of grassroots approach is 
decidedly different than trying to affect climate change by running for president 
of the United States. But, in many ways, this strategy may prove more effective 
for Gore because it has generated the kind of boundless movement that 
crosses political borders and ideological divides in favor of sharing information. 
Even if none of Gore's efforts to stall global warming comes to fruition in 

tangible policy reforms, he will at least have succeeded in coalescing a new 

generation of activists, thinkers, and leaders in a conversation about the 

future of our local communities as well as our global environment. Most 

important, and largely thanks to Vice President Gore, most Americans today 

believe that climate change is real and caused by human activity." 

Given the tremendous implications of an unsustainable future, we must 

finally acknowledge and accept that catastrophic climate change may well 

be upon us. Environmentalist Bill McKibben’s Rolling Stone article, “Global 

Warming’s Terrifying New Math,” makes it plain that the scientific data that 

substantiates climate change is no longer opaque or contestable. We are 

living in an era of global warming, acidifying oceans, and unprecedented 

glacier melt that will have severe and lasting implications for our energy 

bills, our food crops, and our weather, just to name a few of the realities. 

As Mckibben reports, 20 years after the creation of Agenda 21, not a thing 

was accomplished at the most recent global summit, in 2012, which also took 

place in Rio. With President Obama focused on a recession at home, and 

few items of any consequence on the agenda, the summit dissolved with 

little done to chart a plan of action for the world to continue moving forward 

in a collective effort to address the threats of climate change. 

Nonetheless, in the same article, McKibben argues that the summit was a 

milestone of sorts because it coincided with a mathematical understanding 

of climate change that can be easily explained with three numbers. The first 

is 2 degrees Celsius, or the maximum number of degrees by which the planet 

can afford to get warmer without dire consequence. The second is 565 gigatons, 

or the budgeted number of carbon-dioxide emissions scientists believe can 

still be pumped into the atmosphere without raising the temperature more 

than 2 degrees Celsius. And the third is 2,795 gigatons, which represents 

the amount of carbon contained in the world’s proven oil and gas reserves. 

In short, our existing but untapped carbon resources will easily allow us, if 

we keep using them, to elevate the world’s temperature far beyond 2 degrees 

Celsius.” The case is clear: We must find and adopt all measures to consume 

less carbon, and cities are the most obvious means of doing this at mass 

scale while still allowing people to prosper and enjoy life. 
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The role of municipal governments in advancing sustainable policies that 
protect and enhance the lives of their constituents is of paramount impor- 
tance in moving from federal inaction to urban action. The tightening of 
public budgets also mandates a more sustainable approach to allocating 
revenues and to reducing resource consumption. Governments concerned 
with sustainability are adopting new programs that reduce expenses, such 

as more efficient trash collection, extension of local transit routes, and the 

replacement of municipal fleets with more efficient vehicles. The costs asso- 

ciated with these new technologies may well pay for themselves, and in some 

cases even if they don't, they may be worth sacrifices in other areas. 

Regardless of their sustainability, however, cities are vulnerable sets of 

materials and systems. They are subject to the natural disasters that have 

become more frequent and threatening in the past few years; they are also 

subject to manmade dangers such as terrorism, war, and economic divestment. 

New Orleans presents a particularly vivid example of a city whose resilience 

has been tested by both kinds of threat. Hurricane Katrina was a natural 

disaster of significant magnitude in its own right, but the disintegration of 

much of the city’s social fabric in its aftermath was as much the fault of the 

local government and institutions as it was the storm. Furthermore, a num- 

ber of manmade problems, including infrastructure that channeled waters 

into the Lower Ninth Ward, greatly exacerbated the natural disaster."° 

Similarly, Hurricanes Irene and Sandy challenged much of the north- 

eastern United States in an unprecedented one-two punch spaced apart 

by only a year, indicating the potential for a new normal in which storms 

anticipated every hundred or five hundred years may be coming with far 

more frequency and ferocity. The resulting damage indicated the need for a 

variety of measures to protect everything from the nation’s financial district 

to mass transit infrastructure to coastal and inland communities heretofore 

considered safe from hurricanes. It is particularly telling that in the aftermath 

of Sandy, higher-density neighborhoods and centralized infrastructure 

such as underground power and mass transit generally fared better than 

lower-density areas with small houses, elevated power lines, and automobile 

dependency that led to gas lines not seen since the oil crisis of the 1970s. 

We must recognize that climate change is upon us, and protection from 

its most adverse effects must be a top priority, especially in concentrated 

population centers and coastal cities. Indeed, from natural disasters to 

terrorist attacks, cities appear to be outsized objects of vulnerability. Just 

as some scholars suggest the threat of terrorism can only grow, the threat 

of severe weather associated with climate change appears to be accelerating. 

But when one looks at ancient as well as modern history, as Professors 

Larry Vale and Tom Campanella do in their book The Resilient City, 
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one sees that cities have proven remarkably durable in the face of disasters 

both natural and manmade, from Rome to Chicago to Nagasaki. 

In New York after 9/11, many reputable thinkers from economists to 

biologists predicted the end of the skyscraper and even the end of Lower 

Manhattan. Their suggestions seem preposterous now—but this is not to 

suggest it is easy to cope with destruction. Cities must make investments and 

adjustments to fend off and bounce back from inevitable threats. For many 

waterfront cities, dramatic interventions ranging from manmade wetlands 

to sea gates may be necessary to cope with storm surges and rising sea levels 

as have occurred in London and Rotterdam, interventions that will undoubtedly 

be costly and may require creative public-private partnership mechanisms 

to fund." By contrast, we should rethink the wisdom of oceanfront homes 

on barrier beaches, sandbars that primarily function to protect the mainland 

if their dunes have not been destroyed by housing construction. Such devel- 

opment is made possible by private insurance policies that are backed by the 

federal government, yet another form of subsidy for low-density areas that 

we should reconsider. 

Unlike the clear vulnerabilities of sprawl, the resilience of cities is often 

underappreciated. New York after 9/11 and several California cities that 

were struck by earthquakes or fires in the latter half of the twentieth century 

are prominent examples of American cities that, with the right mix of 

private- and public-sector coordination, have grown stronger and more 

sustainable than before. In time, and with the right mix of strategic pro-growth 

policies, American cities can withstand the challenges of climate change. 

Perhaps more important, these same cities feature inherent environmental 

benefits that when amplified can lead us to a safer and more sustainable 

world for generations to come. 
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HYPERDENSITY LEAVES NATURE NATURAL 

With or without new green technologies, suburban and exurban development is less 

sustainable than compact cities. 
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CITIES, HEALTH, 
AND JOY 

Historically, cities have been considered a scourge to public health and 
happiness. During numerous pandemics that killed millions worldwide, 
people who lived cheek by jowl in urban areas were most vulnerable to 

widespread contagion. The soot and grime in cities during the Industrial 

Revolution resulted in tuberculosis and other lung diseases. Dense concen- 

trations of humanity living with inadequate sewage systems caused numerous 

waterborne diseases such as cholera. The social mixing that accompanies 

close quarters, combined with easy access to prostitution and drugs, made 

cities hotbeds for sexually transmitted diseases, substance abuse, and needle 

sharing. Violent crime has, for centuries, diminished urban public health 

in terms of murders, rapes, and assaults. 

Taken together, such physically harmful conditions were considered by 

many to have triggered or exacerbated the mental health problems associated 

with cities, such as stress and urban isolation. One need only turn to the 

paintings of cities through the 1800s and 1900s to see a stream of depictions 

of alienation and unhappiness, sensations that are perhaps best embodied in 

Edward Munch's haunting image, The Scream. 

Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the physical, 

cultural, and mental ailments associated with urbanity have been primary 

arguments for suburbanization. Ebenezer Howard's vision to segregate 

residents from industrial areas into Garden Cities, the parkways of Robert 

Moses, and even the suburbanizing city plans of great modernist architects 

such as Le Corbusier's Ville Radieuse or Frank Lloyd Wright's Broadacre 

City were proposed based on the need to escape “the urban jungle” in 

pursuit of healthier environs. 

With World War II and the advent of weapons of mass destruction, 

the public health vulnerabilities of cities reached a drastic new scale. 

Technological “advancements” created a new and very real threat, in which 

thousands or even millions could be killed in a single, targeted strike. 

The unthinkable decimation of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, as well as the less 

destructive but no less socially impactful bombings of London and Dresden, 

seared the images of burning cities into society's collective imagination. 

As mentioned in the introduction, President Dwight D. Eisenhower’ s 
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NATIONAL HIGHWAY SYSTEM 

The National Highway Defense Act of 1956 set the stage for a national highway system 

that is now more than 450,000 miles long (including state and local highways). 

Federal Highway Act was primarily a cold-war defensive measure, providing 

a means to not only disperse and protect the U.S. population but also provide 

infrastructure—complete with appropriate bridge clearances—to transport 

intercontinental ballistic missiles.' 

While Eisenhower's freeway overpasses 

were raised to keep our middle class safe, 

the parkway bridges of Robert Moses were 

lowered to keep our middle class white.’ 

There is no question that in the postwar 

United States, a fear of race, as well as the 

arms race, drove the public health and 

safety concerns that fueled suburbanization. 

Racial segregation, at its heart, was based 

PRESIDENT EISENHOWER on the gruesome misconception that social 

Eisenhower and his advisors discuss the homogeneity led to a healthier, safer envi- 

National Highway Defense Actin 1956. ronment for white middle-class families. 
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It is astonishing to consider how much has changed in only a few short 
decades. Many Americans today cherish diversity primarily because they see 
it as enriching their and their children’s social well-being. And as a whole, 
the United States is far more diverse than it was in the mid-twentieth century. 
People trom scores of countries and cultures now seek out this diversity, 
in neighbors, classmates, partners, and spouses, because it expands their 
minds and their knowledge of the world, which leads to greater happiness. 

Consequently, we must consider the public health implications of cities 

not only in terms of medical metrics such as lifespan and freedom from 

physical ailments, but also in terms of metrics that represent public happiness 

and joy. Today, we know that physical health and mental happiness are 

inextricably linked, and, as a result, we must understand how the design of 

our communities impacts both. This knowledge is critical to meet the essential 

goal of creating a happier and healthier populace: designing healthier 

communities may significantly lower physical- and mental-health-care costs 

nationwide, costs that today threaten our nation’s economic stability. 

Increasingly, it is clear that on both counts—health and joy—American 

cities are reversing long historical trends, both real and perceived, that 

associated urbanity with illness and unhappiness. While some of the world’s 

poorest cities continue to house vulnerable populations without access to 

clean water, waste management, and health care, most American cities today 

are significantly further ahead in terms of such systems. We are, for the most 

part, an advanced service economy that no longer generates the levels of dirt 

and pollution associated with the industrial city. And while threats remain, 

they are nowhere near as widespread as what the nation confronted decades 

ago, when the cold war made population dispersal seem prudent. Moreover, 

urban crime rates have fallen dramatically across the country. To wit, most 

of what historically concerned middle-class Americans about the health and 

safety of city life has all but dissipated with the dawn of this new century. 

Compared to the largely overdramatized health threats of urban 

pandemics, gang warfare, and dirty bombs, we are in reality confronted with 

much more significant and widespread public health challenges that have 

arisen from the sedentary, automobile-oriented lifestyles that dominate the 

nation today. With an ageing population and skyrocketing health care costs, 

we must address these challenges if we are to achieve increased public health 

and happiness. 

In 2003, researchers Barbara A. McCann and Reid Ewing published an 

exhaustive study of 200,000 inhabitants of 448 U.S. counties. Those living 

in counties with sprawling built environments were found to be more likely 

to suffer from obesity than those living in cities. For every 50-point increase 

in the degree of sprawl, the odds of a county resident being obese rose by 10 
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percent.’ More recent medical studies link hypertension and high blood 
pressure to driving and, particularly, to sitting in traffic jams, which can 

cause stress, muscular pain, and road rage. 

Dense cities encourage public health simply because they engender a 
culture of beneficial habits, such as walking and bicycling, and because they 
provide people better access to more numerous healthcare options. This is 

not just anecdotal, wishful thinking. Life expectancies in America’s densest 

cities, which include areas with poor air quality, are significantly longer 

than in areas thought to be more “natural.” In fact, studies have shown traffic 

accidents to be the number one cause of childhood fatalities worldwide, 

beating HIV, malaria, and other diseases for this horrifying title.” 

Americans who live in hyperdense cities are healthier than their suburban 

counterparts not only because they have more opportunities to walk but also 

because they tend to spend less time commuting. This time saved can add 

tremendously to one’s quality of life, as it can be used for recreation, relax- 

ation, and social interaction. These essential activities are often invaluable 

to the joy of life, making one happier and more productive. 

Freeing up time spent in traffic jams pays even greater dividends when 

that time is spent with family members, a partner, or contributing to one’s 

community. Today, many American families live frustratingly complex lives, 

often characterized by two parents who work, children who need to be 

shuttled from one activity to the next, and an array of social, cultural, educa- 

tional, and religious endeavors that require navigating a dispersed network 

including office parks, schools, places of worship, nursing homes, community 

centers, and playing fields. While this world of activities can be rich, rewarding, 

and fundamental to our happiness, traversing its geography can be unpleasant, 

especially for a single parent. Ask most suburban parents about the daily 

grind of school drop-ofts, grocery shopping, ballet recitals, and play dates, 

and the most common laments tend to center wittingly or unwittingly 

around the automobile and its failings, such as growing congestion, the cost 

to fill up the minivan, or the “spare tire” forming around junior’s waist. 

While all parenting is stressful, urban child-rearing is largely free of 

the specific issues associated with driving such as vehicular costs and child- 

hood obesity. 

And such complaints represent only the problems that can be measured. 

More immeasurable is the opportunity cost of the time lost to traffic jams, 

a cost that in a busy world isolates us from each other and frays our social 

fabric. A 2011 Swedish study associates significantly higher divorce rates 

with commuting, and a recent American study found an increasing number 

of couples living in long-distance marriages because one of them had to 

relocate for work.? More and more, research points to the correlation 
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ROMANCE AND COMMUTING TIME 

Long commutes put unnecessary strain on relationships. In a 10-year study of over 2 million 

Swedish couples, those with commute times of over 45 minutes each way experienced a 5% higher 

rate of separation or divorce than those who had shorter commutes. 

Length of a one-way commute to work 

between sprawling environments and economic hardship, which naturally 

leads to more familial stress. 

Compound this with the advent of smart phones and tablets, and one 

has a full picture of a disassociated culture in which the means of interaction 

between partner and partner, or parent and child, are increasingly limited 

and virtual. This, in turn, has led to a new national health issue that compounds 

the known problems of drunken and teen car use: texting while driving now 

causes thousands of annual trafhic deaths and injuries.* While the media 

abounds with stories about the dangers of this practice, few journalists seem 

to consider why people continue to do it. Driving, particularly in congested 

areas, is boring and unproductive. So, alone and stuck in our cars, we turn 

to our devices in search of productivity, entertainment, or some other 

mode of happiness to compensate for staring out the windshield at the 

next car's bumper. 

The boredom of driving in hours of traffic can be compounded by the 

isolation some may encounter when they finally pull into their driveways. 

Tam by no means asserting that suburbs are boring, which is a gross 

stereotype that indiscriminately lumps together lifeless exurbs with more 
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vibrant, increasingly diverse communities. But however socially diverse 
suburbs have become, the physical consequence of single-family homes is by 
definition an array of houses, lawns, and fences designed to separate people. 
Look at a suburban street on a typical day and the most common sight is 

a landscape devoid of human beings. Many people will tell you that privacy 

and serenity are the very qualities that attract them to their homes and 

communities, and their right to pursue a quieter suburban life is inalienable 

and should not be impugned. Solitude, however, does come at a price. 

Lower density by its nature leads to fewer social interactions, and for a stay- 

at-home parent or a senior living alone this may result in unhealthy isolation. 

ANEW BREED OF URBAN SITCOM 

Seinfeld, Friends, and Sex and the 

City portrayed American urban life 

in a positive light. 
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By contrast, people seeking more social 

contact are increasingly choosing cities. 

Urban housing demand, including multi- 

family housing, clearly represents a shift in 

people's desires for a different, less isolating 

lifestyle.’ In addition, the allure of the 

social life of the city has been elevated by 

popular culture. The arrival in the 1990s 

of a new breed of “urban sitcom” including 

Seinfeld, Friends, and Sex and the City 

transformed the image of urban living in 

America, indicating to the entire country 

that perhaps cities may be more about fun 

than fear, albeit for a lily-white set of young 

elites with seemingly undemanding jobs." 

Homogenous though those images 

have been, the significance of positive 

urban imagery showing the happiness 

engendered by city living should not be 

understated. As we transitioned to a service 

economy, ended a cold war, moved toward 

budget surpluses, and were troubled by 

nothing more significant than the dalliances 

of our president, many Americans partied 

like it was 1999, and decidedly did so in 

our cities. 

For young people, cities have historically 

represented economic opportunity, but, 

arguably, the turn of the century witnessed 

the attractiveness of cities expand well be- 

yond the potential to find jobs. Cities were 



CITIES APPEAL TO YOUNG PROFESSIONALS 

According to the 2012 Adecco Graduation Survey, most recent college graduates would relocate 

to cities for the right opportunity. 
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no longer a place for recent college graduates to simply grab the first rung 

of the economic ladder, only to escape to the suburbs once they had climbed 

a little higher. Suddenly, for a much wider spectrum of American youth 

beyond the usual urban hipsters, cities held the potential to find not only 

jobs but also culture, excitement, and their own personal dalliances. Despite 

the Great Recession’s impact on the job market—and perhaps because cities 

are the main centers of job growth—a 2012 survey by the staffing and 

recruiting agency Adecco shows that 73 percent of recent graduates would 

relocate to a city for higher pay; 59 percent for a job offer from their dream 

company; and 51 percent for a job offer in their dream city." 

Similarly, many older Americans are seeking the economic opportunity 

and day-to-day ease of metropolitan life. Many empty-nesters and 

retirees choose to shed the expenses associated with large houses, lawns, 

car maintenance, and commuting. They primarily sell their houses and 

move to apartments because it makes sense financially, but they also 

want to be closer to activities and services, including medical care, whose 
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importance to them will only increase with time. Cities offer indispensable 
networks for ageing in place (that is, ageing in one’s own home for as long 
as possible), and as life expectancies continue to rise for Americans, so does 

the desire for a full and healthy urban life.” 

People old and young often live in cities by themselves or, at least, 
outside of nuclear family structures, an experience that can be a “scream” in 

the positive sense, the opposite of Munch’s existential wail. Groundbreaking 

work by the sociologist Eric Klinenburg found that within the social and 

cultural capacity of cities, independent singles find a range of enjoyment, 

with companionship when they need it and solitude when they don't. 

Interesting new models of naturally occurring retirement communities, 

or NORCs, are emerging in cities, with a mix of young and old supporting 

each other in large apartment buildings or apartment complexes, where 

easy intergenerational exchange is possible." 

In addition to the needs of young, single professionals and retirees, 

there are those of families with children. Through the postwar era, due to 

many of the threats to health and safety supposedly endemic to cities that 

we have discussed, American middle-class families sought the refuge of 

suburban life. Slowly Americans are re-examining this set of choices as well, 

and many are opting to raise their children in cities. Seeing the reductions 

in crime and the consequent safety of more-aftordable fringe neighborhoods, 

the availability of active parks, and the betterment of some school systems, 

parents have begun to embrace the possibility of less time driving and more 

time with their children. Children in turn are embracing the cultural diversity, 

the shared spaces, and the ever-changing landscapes of city sidewalks. 

So, cities in general—and again in a marked shift away from the stereo- 

type of being centers of hostile, greedy people—increasingly are sources of 

happiness for their residents. Edward Glaeser, in Triumph of the City, 

states: “Across countries, reported life satisfaction rises with the share of 

the population that lives in cities, even when controlling for the countries’ 

income and education.” 

Nonetheless, cities still have significant health and social problems, 

and only through sound planning and policies can local governments ensure 

the health and well being of their residents. Long-embedded disparities in 

the ways cities developed over time still contribute to economic and social 

inequities today; they exacerbate community health problems and create a 

larger share of crime in disadvantaged neighborhoods. It is well documented 

that obesity, childhood asthma, and diabetes disproportionately affect poor, 

inner-city areas that are characterized by nearby highways, noxious municipal 

facilities, deteriorating housing conditions, inadequate health education, 

and limited access to medical care. 
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Taken together, these are serious problems that affect a large proportion 
of people in even the most successful of American cities. Add in factors such 
as literacy, race, and teenage pregnancy rates, and our country’s persistent 

NEW URBAN PARKS 

Urban parks have long played an 

important role in providing quality 

open space for recreation. A new 

breed of parks builds on this legacy 

by activating central business 

districts and creating links between 

diverse communities. 

1. Frank Gehry, Millennium Park, 

Chicago, 2004 

2 Nelson Byrd Woltz, Citygarden, 

St. Louis, 2009 

3 The Office of James Burnett, 

Klyde Warren Park, Dallas, 2009 
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inequities become obvious. The silver lining 

is that cities are better equipped to deal 

with these disparities than suburbs, where 

the same lack of opportunity can lead to 

the precipitous decline of entire towns 

through disinvestment, declining property 

values, increased crime, physical degrada- 

tion of housing stock, and spiraling vacancy 

rates. Successful cities, by contrast, can 

turn around less-healthy areas through a 

series of measures, be they more equitable 

siting requirements for noxious municipal 

facilities, investment in parks and education, 

community policing, the use of congestion 

pricing, or the adoption of zero-emission 

fleet vehicles, such as taxis and buses. 

Examples of these measures have been 

effective in some of the world’s poorer 

nations, including Brazil and India, and 

generally have a much greater impact in 

cities where large-scale changes can be 

implemented at once through centralized 

reforms rather than piecemeal actions. 

Urban communities nationwide are 

adopting policies that build health and 

culture. Whether it’s community gardening, 

farming on a larger scale, tree planting, or 

the maintenance and upkeep of our public 

spaces and parks, individuals who are 

actively involved in their neighborhoods 

are part of anew movement that is striving 

to redefine the way we live in cities. 

Much has been written and broadcast 

about the value of new urban public spaces, 

including Los Angeles’s Grand Park, 

Chicago's Bloomingdale Trail, and Dallas's 

Klyde Warren Park, which decks over 

Woodall Rodgers Freeway in an effort to 



SHoP Architects, East River Waterfront Pier 15, 2012 

SHoP Architects, East River Waterfront Pier 15, 2012 
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knit a new high-rise, mixed-use development into the downtown cultural 
district.” These are just a few examples of a nationwide push to create public 
parks, realize waterfront redevelopment projects, and encourage the adaptive 
reuse of obsolete infrastructure. Such projects capitalize on the popularity 
of cities and build public connections between neighborhoods and new 
cultural institutions. A recent wave of philanthropic investment in cultural 
buildings, such as Frank Gehry’s Disney Concert Hall in Los Angeles and 

Norman Foster's Winspear Opera House in Dallas, is adding dramatic new 

venues for the enjoyment of city life. Cities can take the opportunities presented 

by the construction of these new destinations to rethink entire neighborhoods 

and sectors. Through the combination of public space improvements, 

better infrastructure, and the market-calibrated increase of development 

capacity, cities can achieve the kind of hyperdensity that is economically 

capable of supporting parks, arts venues, and aftordable housing in mixed- 

income buildings. 

Also of critical importance are the sustained use and maintenance of 

these new public places. No matter how successful their opening season, 

the work of continuously programming spaces and making them an integral 

part of a neighborhood continues well into the future. New parks must have 

sustainable funding sources that ensure they will remain well lit, clean, safe 

places for recreation regardless of the economic profile of the neighborhood. 

Parks, public spaces, and cultural buildings play a critical role in 

enhancing the joy of traversing a city on foot. Similarly, when it is successful, 

public art has a positive impact on its surroundings because it enhances 

one’s experience of the public sphere, it creates focal points, meeting places, 

and educational opportunities that enhance the civic realm, and contributes 

to our joyous experience of streets and sidewalks, gardens and parks. 

ArtPlace, a consortium of national foundations, banks, and government 

agencies, is one of many national organizations focused on expanding the 

role of art and cultural programming in cities to accelerate creative place- 

making across the United States. 

Progressive mayors around the country and the world are making strategic 

investments to infuse their cities with the culture and recreation that promote 

a healthy and happy population. A prominent example is Enrique Penalosa, 

the former mayor of Bogota, Colombia, who is largely credited with returning 

the streets to order and safety by curtailing the use of private automobiles, 

reclaiming public spaces throughout the city, encouraging mass transit and 

cycling, improving parks, and creating megalibraries in poor neighborhoods. 

As American mayors and civic leaders seek inspiration from such 

international examples, they should also note success stories in our own cities, 

where a quest for health and happiness is motivating many people to move 
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1 OMA, Seattle Central Library, 2004 

2 Foster + Partners, Winspear Opera 

House, Dallas, 2009 

3 Morphosis, Perot Museum of 

Nature and Science, Dallas, 2012 

into diverse communities. For instance, 

Seattle’s public library by Rem Koolhaas is 

a stunning confluence of design excellence, 

public leadership, and local involvement. 

Yet livable, enjoyable neighborhoods with 

a variety of amenities, resources, and 

activities require hyperdensity. The intense 

proximity of urban parks; neighborhood 

‘theaters; local bars, restaurants, recre- 

ation centers, and gyms; and a variety of 

shops is critical to a pedestrian’s everyday 

experience—as Jane Jacobs so clearly 

illustrated 50 years ago. 

American cities have come a long 

way from the smoke, soot, crime, squalor, 

and health risks of the industrial age. 

Polluted skies and acid waterways have 

had a significant negative impact on people 

and the nature that surrounds them, but 

government intervention enacted under 

President Nixon has done a good job of 

curtailing rampant pollution and must 

continue to do so. Yet while U.S. environ- 

mental policies have accomplished much 

in terms of improving the air and water 

quality of cities over the past few decades, 

national housing and transit policies have 

simultaneously encouraged a sprawling, 

unwalkable landscape that has diminished 

the health and well-being of too many 

Americans. In section two, we will look 

at how the right set of policies in terms 

of building hyperdensity, infrastructure, 

and social equity can reverse this trend, 

providing more Americans with not only an urban way of life, but one that is 

fundamentally healthier and more joyous than our current, perilous state. 
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THE ADVANTAGES OF MASS TRANSIT AND WALKABILITY 

Compared to commuting by car in traffic, using mass transit between dense, walkable 

neighborhoods can be filled with positive experiences. Shorter commutes free up time 

for other activities, like spending time with family. 

ONE-WAY COMMUTE TIMES TO WORK 

A majority of Americans do not live near their workplace. 

55.7% 44.3% 
MORE THAN 20 MINUTES LESS THAN 20 MINUTE 

73,800,000 Americans are spending over 40 minutes commuting to their jobs each day. 

@ ODAREAEUACOAOAONAADOAUOAAEAAGAONOODUAGUNOODORDOUGOTNRDNOAGNONGOGVORNUANONOUNGHNGANOOAOANENONAONNOANGANGNOGAAUAAGNOOAAUSNENAGHANDNGNAUNNGNNUNNONNGNNBNBTBONOONOOROUTOUNNURN 

20-minute round-trip commute 173 hours per year 

(1 week) 
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40-minute round-trip commute 346 hours per year 

(2 weeks) 
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STEREOTYPES OF HYPERDENSITY 
1 Atypical high-rise sector in Hong Kong 

2 Traffic congestion in Sao Paolo 
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BUILDING 
HYPERDENSITY 
AND CIVIC 
DELIGHT 

Because hyperdensity—defined as density sufficient to support subways— 

contributes to the prosperity, sustainability, and health of cities, the densifi- 

cation of our built and social environments will in no small part determine 

our strength as a nation.' As we determined in section one, compared to 

most forms of human habitation, dense cities are the most efficient economic 

engines, are the most environmentally sustainable, and are the most likely 

to encourage joyful and healthy lifestyles. So, how do we build delightful 

cities that make us more prosperous, ecological, fit, and equitable? This 

chapter lays out the factors that impede hyperdensity in our cities today, and 

the conditions necessary to create hyperdense environments in the future, 

including great design, responsible preservation, and sound urban planning. 

Chapter five examines the infrastructure needed to make hyperdensity livable. 

Chapter six explores the means to make hyperdensity affordable for all in 

order to advance equal opportunity. 

Sound, new urban development is the lynchpin of the hyperdense 

environment. Yet public advocacy for high-density urban development is 

extraordinarily low, primarily because its merits are misunderstood. Even 

among those who appreciate the benefits of cities, an enormous amount 

of confusion remains about how best to build density, which in turn has 

led to widespread impediments to creating prosperous, sustainable, and 

opportunity-laden urban development. This is largely because the rationale 

for hyperdensity is often lost on those who should be its biggest advocates: 

America’s so-called urbanists—broadly defined as urban planners, architects 

engaged in city building, and urban theorists—paradoxically tend to be 

enthralled with density yet enraged by real-estate development. In fact, it is 

a common trope in most schools of architecture and urban planning today 

to believe that density is good but development is bad. 
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HOW TECHNOLOGY AFFECTS BUILDING HEIGHTS 

e@ 

BEFORE ELEVATORS 1853, AFTER ELEVATORS PRESENT 

Comfortable walk-up distance Advances in elevator technology Current municipal height restrictions 

determines five-story height limit and structural design allow for high- and market conditions limit developmen 
for buildings. rise construction. 

TOOLS OF URBAN PLANNING 

Dense development has historically been derided for creating a lack of light and air, 

but municipal zoning rules can ensure that new buildings provide better living conditions. 

cay ! ue : /, 
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BEFORE BUILDING-BULK CONTROLS BUILDING-BULK CONTROLS 

Buildings were often set too close to one another to Municipal zoning rules provide for better light and air 

allow for adequate light and fresh air through easements, setbacks, and sky exposure planes 
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Instead, most urbanists consider 

| European capitals such as Paris and 

| Barcelona as the exemplars of “good 

density.” And, indeed, with city centers 

that support mass transit and walkable 

neighborhoods built at more than 80 units 

per acre—as is the case in Paris—these 

downtowns do represent some of the most 

densely built environments in the world. 2 

Since they achieve these densities without, 

as some would say, ugly skyscrapers built 
Upwirp To Home! 

by ugly developers, these cities represent 

the meritorious urbanity, commonly 

known as “low rise, high density,” that the 

design and planning fields champion. 

However, these fields tacitly or explicitly ELEVATOR 

OTIS! COMPANY consider the growing hyperdense cities 

uouinh touseee of Asia as embodiments of “bad density.” 

TE RS AP hela cua They generally deride places such as Tokyo 

Company advertised elevators much Hong Kong, and Sing gapore as being too 

like other household commodities: 
congested and characterless, the products 

“High in an apartment and away from of mindless real-estate development, inept 
the buzz and bustle of the city, two 

happy-faced children watch eagerly 

from the window for the familiar ished (read, non-Western) civic culture. 
figure of daddy. Now they see him and we aU ee F 
epeanhariynaiinlilae elavatar Implicit in such parochialism is that only 

speeds him upward to home.” Western civilization can—and will— 

continue to produce superior urbanism, 

urban planning, and, of course, impover- 

indicating a willful contempt for the fact that many Asian cities are outpacing 

European capitals not only economically but also in terms of cultural pro- 

duction, mass transit, environmentalism, racial integration, and other key 

metrics.” It is unrealistic and irresponsible for any true urbanist to embrace 

European capitals as models for future development when they are among 

the most segregated urban centers on earth and have increasingly unstable 

finances characterized by debt-driven grands projets. 

Cities such as New York, Chicago, and Toronto fall somewhere in the 

middle of the spectrum between beloved and bemoaned urbanism, praised 

for their picturesque brownstone neighborhoods, criticized for areas where 

skyscrapers have been allowed to thrive. In fact, Toronto blogs and newspapers 

have questioned whether that city’s new towers will usher in new urban 

ghettos.* Brownstone Brooklyn, we are told, is sustainable, community- 

based, and charming. Midtown and Lower Manhattan, by contrast, are often 
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DENSITY BELOVED AND BEMOANED 

Barcelona, Spain Tokyo, Japan 

120 units per acre 175 units per acre 
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derided as the immoral land of “the 1 percent,” despite the fact that those 
two business districts generate the majority of the tax dollars that fund the 
extraordinary array of social goods throughout New York City that most 
progressives care about, including schools, parks, and affordable housing. 

Missing from these simplistic judgments about good and bad urbanism 
is an understanding of the origins of the low-rise, high-density environments, 
not to mention an appreciation for the rationale that will necessitate high-rise, 

high-density environments in the future. The majority of the historic buildings 

in Paris, Barcelona, and Brownstone Brooklyn were built by the private 

sector—yes, by real-estate interests and wealthy businessmen. To be sure, 

as with any great city, grand public parks, lovely streetscapes, efficient 

transit systems, and dignified foreground buildings frame these charming 

places. But the much-lauded “good density” in such cities is the building 

stock itself, which was actually built by powerful development interests 

and typically fueled by unsavory capital, such as the spoils of colonialism 

or labor exploitation, and enabled by top-down government. The dripping 

ornamental wonders of Paris’s Fifth Arrondissement or the stately mansions 

of Kensington are no less the manifestations of ill-gotten gains than the 

luxury Manhattan condos that house today’s wealthy and powerful. Yet these 

older environments now, remarkably, merit the acceptance of progressives 

through the patina of history. 

Furthermore, it was not the rigors of urban planning but the limits of 

technology that kept these dense environments low-rise, often to the detriment 

of their residents. Cities built low-rise buildings because elevators and 

structural steel did not yet exist, not because of regulations mandating street- 

walls, cornices, or streetscapes. As a consequence, and despite their visual 

charms, many European capitals were notorious for their vulnerability to 

epidemics, fire, and squalor. Much of the historic housing stock of low-rise, 

high-density New York is known for its lack of light and air and, before 

hipsters invaded it, was inhabited by the tenement dwellers who comprised 

Jacob Riis’s “other half.”” 

It is indisputable that technology—the elevator, structural steel, and the 

subway—ushered in a different and fundamentally better way of life for billions. 

Consider, given the death tolls of pandemics in history, the devastation that 

the H1N1 virus would have brought to Hong Kong if the majority of its 

residents lived in low-density brownstones. Consider the light and air that 

residents in high-rise housing enjoy compared to their counterparts who 

lived in tenements; in parts of Europe, some people prefer towers to quaint 

town centers because, though centuries have passed, they still associate low- 

rise urbanism with the bubonic plague.° When the well-off live in low-rise, 

high-density housing, they inhabit wider, more light-filled structures, while 
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Where skyscrapers are permitted in city centers, per capita GDP tends to be higher. 
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their poorer counterparts are relegated to small, lightless, low-rise boxes. 

For many urbanists, if this means the cityscape can be tower free, this is a 

worthwhile trade-off despite the depressing implications for the poor. 

In addition to housing, the global economy demands that we embrace 

large buildings for many modern office functions, yet most planning profes- 

sionals remain fixated on smaller-scale development. They tend to ignore 

that limitations on height have held back the Parisian economy in comparison 

to the forward-looking redevelopment of London, both at Canary Wharf 

and within its city center, which is now marked by a series of glistening and 

respectful new towers by Norman Foster, Richard Rogers, and Renzo Piano. 

There is, in fact, a marked correlation between those European cities that have 

allowed skyscrapers and those that have successful, urban-led economies.” 

We cannot expect big American cities to reach their potential when 

the very professions that purport to defend and perpetuate urbanism recoil 

at the presence of towers. Left rudderless by the experts, we are forced to 

inhabit the bleak consequences of a poorly regulated marketplace, analogous 

to a population that must operate on its own cancers due to the confused 

surgeons who keep cutting away at the healthy tissue. Expanding cities at 

their edges, even in ways deemed “smart” by planners, is by no means what 

we need to do. To the contrary, efforts to “densify suburbia” tend to backfire, 

creating places like Bethesda, Maryland, mutated environments that exhibit 
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the worst of both worlds, neither urban nor 

rural, and typified by growing and endless 

traffic jams despite the presence of token 

mass transit and a Main Street riddled with 

chain stores. 

As a result, people often think “devel- 

opment” and rightfully believe it means 

congestion and traffic snarls. Indeed, 

if the word conjures images of a bucolic 

HYPERDENSE LONDON Main Street being transformed into a 

London allows skyscrapers, resulting big-box commercial strip or an office park, 
ina variegated, hyperdense environ- . ; 

ment of high and low buildings. they are justified in having that fear. For 

decades, growing U.S. cities have gained 

density not through strengthened downtowns—through hyperdensity—but 

through sprawling borders and, consequently, metropolitan regions have 

become less efficient and bigger consumers of our resources. In the process, 

cities have also lost a cohesive order, hierarchy, and structure that made them 

marvels of communal living dating back to ancient Xian and Athens. 

For their part, urban residents also tend to balk when they hear 

“development” because they fear any change to their neighborhoods. Every 

development proposal has come to be construed as a Robert Moses highway 

project in disguise, a wolf in sheep's clothing designed to displace people 

and tear apart the fabric of a neighborhood. Cities today continuously bear 

witness to residents channeling Jane Jacobs to fight dense, mixed-use, transit- 

based projects that any true Jacobs acolyte should support. The lessons of 

Jacobs seem to have translated into the process of fighting rather than the 

substance she espoused, despite the fact that the large-scale urban renewal 

projects she fought are all but impossible today. Public policy has caught up 

to a point where environmental and social concerns are just as important 

as cost and feasibility, and litigation risk now drives major projects far more 

than the unilateral temperament of any one all-powerful development czar. 

And in many cases, the pendulum has swung in the other direction: regulatory 

policy and environmental disclosure requirements can be so stringent as 

to impede the kind of sound, compact development that is in our collective 

best interest, despite the predictable NIMBY concerns. 

By contrast, consider the growing national support for urban light rail, 

improved subway service, and expanded bus routes.” City residents tend 

to support the mass transit networks that hyperdensity requires but none 

of the development that would make these improvements financeable and 

sustainable—namely, tall buildings containing affordable housing along 

transit lines, in communities with shared open spaces, schools, and social 
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LOSS OF DENSITY ACROSS METROPOLITAN REGIONS IN AMERICA, 1910-2000 

Americans are increasingly supportive of building new mass transit. Yet after a century 

of decentralization and sprawl, nearly all American cities lack the density to support new, 
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services. And so we are witnessing misguided investments in urban mass 
transit, particularly light rail, where there is insufficient density to provide 
ridership for the system, which results in economic and environmental 
inefficiencies as well as cries of government waste from transit opponents. 

Hyperdense development is not synonymous with the destruction of 
a neighborhood's fabric or its “character,” as it is now often called. New 
York City balanced the two in West Chelsea and Hudson Yards, newly 

planned neighborhoods that represent Manhattan’s development frontier. 
In Nashville, developers and designers with Market Street Enterprises have 

built a beautiful new neighborhood in an underdeveloped part of the 

city’s core called the Gulch. It features mixed-use, dense development that 

improved the neighborhood by enhancing the quality of housing options 

for its residents. Instead of neighbors killing a new development because it 

meant more people and more traffic, they supported the construction of the 

first LEED Certified neighborhood in the South, producing a compact and 

sustainable community based on the unique identity of the Music City.° 

In addition to the benefits of vertical residential neighborhoods, the way 

people work today demands a range of spaces, from mid-rise manufacturing 

and commercial buildings to high-technology skyscrapers, building types 

that low-rise neighborhoods alone cannot supply. The buzz phrase of the 

office development world today is “collaborative space,” which is often char- 

acterized by large column-free expanses that would be impossible without 

steel or concrete construction. Light and views are at a premium, with natural 

daylight considered key to increasing worker productivity and lowering the 

energy demands of artificial lighting. While not always the case, providing 

access to light and views typically means building tall. 

It is important to note, however, that the notion of central business 

districts comprised solely of office towers is losing ground, and the impact 

of decades of city planning focused on “mixed-use development” is bearing 

significant fruit. The concept of a commercial downtown with little housing 

or retail—a place that typically goes quiet at night—is increasingly rare. 

Across the country, urban cores that successfully mix living, working, and 

play have gained remarkable popularity. Even in large cities like New York, 

decisions by technology companies such as Google to locate in emerging 

neighborhoods; the resurgence of Lower Manhattan after 9/11; the realization 

of sports and entertainment venues like Brooklyn's new Barclays Center; 

and the development of new areas on Manhattan's West Side have turned 

the tables on the traditional office market. As a result, the commercial 

district near Grand Central Terminal, for example, is now competing with 

these vibrant new mixed-use precincts featuring more amenities and night- 

life. In response to these concerns, New York’s Department of City Planning 
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DENSIFIED SUBURBIA: THE WORST OF BOTH WORLDS 

Automobile-centric density and underutilized mass transit create the worst of both 

suburban and urban neighborhoods. 

DENSIFIED SUBURBAN NEIGHBORHOOD 

VS. 

& ® : ee 

m Rf 

HYPERDENSE URBAN NEIGHBORHOOD 

BETHESDA, MARYLAND 

Bestheda, Maryland, a suburban enclave outside Washington, D.C, exemplifies the kind of 

automobile-centric density that perpetuates traffic snarls, chain stores, and characterless buildings. 
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in 2012 launched an initiative to “upzone,” or increase development capacity, 
in the Grand Central area in an effort to spark new development, create 
more transit-oriented density, and rejuvenate New York’s main central 
business district.'° 

But even in vibrant older urban neighborhoods that have attracted a 
new mix of uses, towers of varying sizes are being developed to accommodate 
entrepreneurs, residents, and hotels. Adaptive reuse of truly historic buildings 
is a must, but existing building stock alone can never accommodate all 

of the needs of the evolving business or home, particularly in light of rapid 

technological and social shifts. Surgical new development remains critical 

to the rebirth of neighborhoods and the vitality of urban economies. Further- 

more, many central business districts nationwide are anachronisms, with 

substandard office space constructed after World War II. Characterized by 

low ceilings, byzantine structural grids, and wasteful mechanical systems, 

such places are energy inefficient and often induce “sick building” syndrome 

among inhabitants. Public policy that strongly encourages the redevelop- 

ment of this building stock is critically important if American cities are to 

remain competitive. 

The design of new buildings has tremendous significance for cities. 

While sustainability and functionality are undoubtedly important metrics, 

innovative architecture has proven to be a highly significant economic 

and social driver because of its ability to engender new forms for dwelling, 

work, and repose. Be it Boston’s Macallen housing block by NADAAA, 

Cleveland’s mixed-use Uptown project by Stanley Saitowitz, D.C’s World 

Bank Headquarters by KPF, or New York's Atlantic Yards transit-based 

development by SHoP Architects, brilliant design generates civic excitement 

and attractiveness, and increases both land and social value. The best of 

these projects serve their cities as magnificent new structures accomplished 

within the constraints of local budgetary realities. Smart architecture is as 

smart about money as it is about design. Yet at its heart, urban architecture 

is about far more than satisfying a series of pragmatic concerns. Our best 

buildings conjure civic delight. 

Truly great architecture invites, uplifts, and advances its city. A great 

building invites the public through physical or phenomenological transpar- 

ency; it reveals itself to the city even while veiling surprises within. A great 

building inspires people through its beauty and material qualities, while 

enhancing the coherence and contradictions of the street. A great building 

can reveal a city by exposing its urban structure in new and unfamiliar ways, 

creating a better collective understanding of its past—and future. 

Private real-estate development has much to answer for in terms of 

its inability to deliver even adequate, much less great, design. Most private 
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WHAT DENSITIES ARE CURRENTLY PERMITTED? 

Planners in America’s 50 largest metropolitan regions are not allowing enough density 

Only 12% of our zoned land is permitted to contain hyperdense development 
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FORMS OF HYPERDENSITY 
1. KPF, World Bank Headquarters, 

Washington, D.C., 1996 

2 NADAAA, Macallen Building, 

Boston, 2007 

3 Stanley Saitowitz/Natoma Architects, 

Uptown Cleveland, 2008 

development generates horrible architec- 

ture for its inhabitants and its city. Even 

leading American developers are well 

behind their global counterparts in Asia, 

Europe, South America, and the Middle 

East in terms of embracing contemporary 

design. Domestic developers claim that 

this is a result of cost. Yet a quick survey of 

developer-driven projects worldwide reveals 

that it is more a consequence of their 

own conservatism and control. That even 

our high-quality developers tend to favor 

historicist architecture, which is meant 

to look old by borrowing stylistic elements 

from historic buildings but in reality 

is brand new, only obfuscates our shared 

understanding of the contemporary 

metropolis. However, a new generation of 

developers that places far more emphasis on 

progressive architecture is emerging today. 

Often, people think historicist 

architecture will help preserve culture and 

the urban fabric. In reality it does neither; 

culture advances far too quickly to be frozen 

in historicist styles, and truly historic 

architecture is only denigrated by the false 

nature of historicism. Historic preservation 

of real landmarks is of paramount impor- 

tance, but it is often abused. Our major 

cities have, for the most part, recognized 

and designated most historic buildings, 

leaving little for landmarks commissions 

to do but recognize and preserve unworthy 

buildings and districts. For many building 

owners, a historic designation can be more curse than blessing because of 

the regulatory implications. Furthermore, historic designations, particularly 

of entire districts, have increasingly become a backdoor method for preventing 

new development. A clear perversion of the nation’s landmarks laws, such 

methods can have devastating economic, social, and environmental impacts 

because of the degree to which they prevent necessary densification and 

development. Preservation of truly historic urban areas and landmarks is 
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HYPERDENSIFICATION OF DALLAS, TEXAS 

(40) Downtown Dallas is already transit rich but does not feature heavy-gauge subway service. 

A hyperdense downtown Dallas could support rapid mass-transit service and a host of new 

neighborhood amenities 
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essential to the culture, life, and economy of any great city. Preservation as an 
antidevelopment cudgel suffocates the necessary growth of cities and dilutes 
the status of true landmarks. 

Overzealous historic designations also reveal the degree to which urban 
residents fear change. In some cases, such fear is warranted—a beautiful 
old warehouse district in Toronto or a brownstone neighborhood in 
Washington, D.C., should not be besieged with towers. But across the 
United States, our urban centers contain low-density areas within their limits, 
areas with parking lots, gas stations, driveways, and lawns. These areas 

disproportionately draw upon scarce urban resources, resulting in expensive 

infrastructure costs per capita, nonproductive use of valuable urban land, 

and intensely negative environmental impacts. Municipalities have every 

right to intensify the land use of such areas, especially if they are near mass 

transit, without false claims of historic merit. And if residents are unwilling 

to allow denser, mixed-use development, they should be made to pay for 

the real and opportunity costs they place on a city’s limited coffers. 

This very drama is playing out in Los Angeles today. Mayor Antonio 

Villaraigosa and other enlightened city officials are fighting impassioned 

community members over a plan to rezone Hollywood for denser, mixed- 

use development in conjunction with the construction of a new subway line. 

As the New York Times reported, neighborhood associations are claiming 

preservationist grounds with an almost total disregard for the environmental 

and economic impacts of their parochialism.'' Meanwhile, on the city’s West 

Side, fear of Carmageddon IT made headlines ahead of the shutdown of the 

4.05 Freeway to allow for the demolition of a bridge, but this proved to be a 

non-event. Evidently, Los Angeles is changing from the automobile-oriented, 

smog-belching, ever-congested metropolis we have come to know into the 

dense, sustainable, thriving city it is destined to become.” 

In addition to questions of design, preservation, and neighborhood 

character are, of course, the challenging concerns of properly planning for 

new hyperdensity. These include the ability to build skyscrapers when justified 

by transit, and the capacity of the surrounding blocks to accept bigger buildings. 

Zoning tools are critical for determining building density, massing, and land 

use, but most were created when we needed to segregate noxious activities. 

As the United States transitioned to a service economy, the need to separate 

where people work from where they live and play became unnecessary and, 

for the most part, counterproductive. Service workers today want jobs 

located near their homes and recreation; in some cases, they want to be able 

to do everything in the same building." Zoning too often artificially separates 

uses and over-regulates market forces in ways that prevent them from 

responding to escalating and evolving urban demand. 
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THE EMERGING NETWORKED BUSINESS DISTRICT 

CENTRAL BUSINESS DISTRICT 

The traditional “hub-and-spoke” central business district 
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Good planning should be guided by desired objectives rather than 
prescribed physical outcomes; it should allow for flexible uses, densities and 
building form in response to changes in market conditions, architectural 
expression, and availability of infrastructure such as mass transit. Cities 
should unleash this performance-focused role of municipal planning 

regulations to create public policy and investments that spur private-market 

reaction, which, in turn, generates invaluable tax revenues to fund public 

needs. This is precisely the story behind some of the most successful recent 

policy-driven urban development, such as the preservation of New York’s 

High Line and its role as a catalyst for the burgeoning mixed-use neighbor- 

hood that surrounds it. 

Density, particularly vertical density, should obviously be planned at the 

locus of transportation. It is also possible to do the reverse, by funding new 

transportation in conjunction with new development. Similarly, public open 

space, schools, and other critical infrastructure can and should be planned 

in tandem with hyperdense development. Such multifaceted infrastructure 

forms the prerequisites for making hyperdensity not just livable but highly 

enjoyable. Yet even with the appropriate relationship of public infrastructure 

to private development, questions remain about the morphology, or formal 

characteristics, of a hyperdense city. This is a relatively new arena, and 

we can draw great lessons from international cities such as London and 

Vancouver as well as emerging urban areas like New Songdo City, outside of 

Seoul, and Beirut’s new waterfront, which is being constructed in a public- 

private partnership with Solidere. New York, San Francisco, and Chicago 

provide fine examples of clustering hyperdense towers on grids of streets, 

but this is by no means the only way that hyperdensity can or should be 

planned. With rapid urbanization worldwide, experiments in hyperdense 

morphology will continue, and questions 

about the best formal qualities of intense, 

vertically dense, transit-based cities 

remain open-ended. 

My advocacy for hyperdense, vertical 

cities should by no means be misconstrued 

as a prescription for everyone to live in 

an unyielding forest of skyscrapers. It is 

interesting to note that even Hong Kong, 

the city most criticized for its relentless 

tower slabs, is taking steps to enable 
LANNING FOR HYPERDENSITY ; Pen : 1 

greater diversity in the size and shape of 
Beirut’s new waterfront developments 
aaibrace hyperdensity: buildings in the future. Variety in building 

heights is critical for city dwellers to 
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DOCTOROFF’S VIRTUOUS CYCLE OF ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

As a city gains new residents, it gains tax revenue. This in turn increases the city’s 

capacity to invest in civic amenities, which attract more residents, perpetuating the virtuous 

cycle of development. 
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experience both sunlight and delight, with modulation in architecture and 
scale a must-have for urban joy. Low civic buildings featuring exuberant 
design, including museums, schools, and libraries, are essential building 
blocks in this regard. At Columbia University, my students and I have been 
working on a concept I call “cap and trade zoning,” which would allow the 
free flow of air rights within an urban district, with an understanding that 
the overall amount of developable area in the district would be capped in 

relation to its proximity to mass transit. This would result in hyperdensity, 

to be sure, but would also create a “high-low” city of diverse building 

heights, uses, and ages. This concept would strengthen small businesses 

by permitting owners to sell their air rights, while allowing development to 

occur on nearby lots. Critics may argue that this approach would result in 

unpredictable development with varying building scales, to which I would 

reply, “Hip hip hooray!” Much of what passes as good planning today is 

known as “contextual zoning,” a mechanism through which new architecture 

is tamed into mediocrity by mimicking a false understanding of the scale 

and aesthetics of existing neighborhoods. Through this process, the instincts 

of most planners to bring new development to the lowest common denomi- 

nator trump the wonders of the unpredictable city. Jane Jacobs relentlessly 

critiqued this planner’s urge for control in The Death and Life of Great 

American Cities, and her critique is no less true of planning practice today. 

While increasing density is exactly what planners and architects nation- 

wide should be encouraging, national and local policy should be promoting 

hyperdensity as well. Sound urban development projects planned in concert 

with private developers, policymakers, design professionals, and communities 

represent the path to prosperity for America’s cities. Through hyperdensity, 

public officials and developers can partner to help cities meet growing infra- 

structure and service needs without overreliance on the federal government, 

which has proven far too limited in its ability to address our most pressing 

problems, from joblessness to global warming. 

Permitting the construction of hyperdensity creates what former New 

York City deputy mayor Daniel Doctoroff has called a “virtuous cycle of 

economic development”: New residents generate new taxes, which, in turn, 

equals better municipal services in the form of good schools, beautiful parks, 

and effective policing. This better quality of life brings more new residents 

and workers, which requires even denser development, which ultimately 

results in sound municipal budgets, vibrant cities, and round-the-clock 

ridership for public transportation. How to make the most of this virtuous 

cycle, and how to make its benefits accessible to people on all rungs of the 

economic ladder, are the subjects of the next two chapters. 
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HOW TO BUILD THE “HIGH-LOW” CITY 

STANDARD DISTRICT ZONING 

Density is specified at the level of the district, 

causing uniform concentrations of buildings 

that block each other’s views. 

Existing density 
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CAP AND TRADE ZONING 

Each block can accommodate a range of 

building types, ages, and heights, resulting 

in a highly varied urban fabric that preserves 

access to views, natural air, and sunlight. 

Existing density Cap and trade upzoning 
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HOW HYPERDENSITY CAN SUPPORT PRESERVATION 

A municipality can sensitively increase the density of an area to help preserve 

historic structures while still achieving sustatinable growth. 

1 Opportunity 

2 Local government upzones for 

potential new development. 

Municipality 
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3 Development team assembles available 

density into a few concentrated new 

developments. 

4 Neighborhood grows with 

historic structure intact. 
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BUILDING THE “HIGH Ow” CITY 

Barclays Center, which opened in September 2012, is the first of several buildings SHoP Architects 

has designed for Atlantic Yards in Brooklyn, New York, where an open railyard has been decked over 

for new development. 
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Atlantic Yards will feature hyperdense, mixed-use development once three of the corners on 

the arena’s block are built up with high-rise residential towers. These will be assembled on site 

with modular components made in a nearby quality-controlled factory. 

152 A Country of Cities 



Open space in the form of plazas, planted medians, and wider sidewalks is critical to the success of 

hyperdense development. SHoP’s scheme includes a transit entry pavilion, a landscaped seating area 

and a large plaza where crowds assemble and dissipate before and after events. 
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DENSITY FOR DENSITY'S SAKE 

A worker walks in Dubai. 
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BUILDING AN 
INFRASTRUCTURE 
OF OPPORTUNITY 
Hyperdensity should not be built without the infrastructure to support it. 
Few of the economic or environmental benefits of hyperdensity can be 

realized without essential infrastructure. Density alone is not a panacea and, 

in many cases, can be counterproductive without the systems that enable it 

to function well. 

For instance, skyscrapers in the desert, often constructed along freeways 

and broad arterial roads, can represent the worst form of density one can 

build because of the resulting economic and environmental burdens of 

vehicular traffic and climate control. An archipelago of skyscrapers separated 

by freeways offers none of the social interaction needed to spark the economic 

productivity that dense urban environments can generate. Many such “cities” 

are being built worldwide, but they do not ofter us a role model. The key 

metrics for whether a city should be emulated include not only its density 

but also the infrastructure and affordability that support that density. 

Together, these constituent parts form the urban design of a successful city, 

with infrastructure as its key underpinning. 

Infrastructure is typically defined as transport systems for people, 

communications, water, sewage, electricity, and data. I use the term more 

broadly to include fundamental social systems, such as schools, cultural centers, 

health-care facilities, and parks. This expanded definition represents an 

“Infrastructure of Opportunity —the means by which people can attain their 

aspirations with increased access to employment, education, recreation, 

enjoyment, and health. 

A society that wisely invests in an Infrastructure of Opportunity arguably 

holds the best promise for a productive and joyful populace. This is particularly 

true for service economies, in which people trade goods and services, as they 

require the means for the social interaction enabled by reliable infrastructure. 

But infrastructure is extraordinarily expensive. Where do cities find the 

financing for such investments? 
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MINDLESS DENSITY VS. HYPERDENSITY 

Density and the infrastructure that supports it must be built together. 
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DEFINING AN INFRASTRUCTURE OF OPPORTUNITY 

An expanded definition of infrastructure includes other vital systems of the city. 
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Hyperdensity can be a critical contributor of such funds. It generates 
economic activity, which in turn increases land value. Cities have demon- 
strated that upzoning causes land values and tax revenues to rise; the same 

is true of building parks, museums, or mass transit. These increased revenues, 
however, must be put to public purpose. Without question, the development 
of hyperdensity entails significant risk, and private investors are entitled to 
profit from these risks. But developers should not receive an undue windfall 

from such governmental action. 

Tax-increment financing (TIF) allows municipalities to finance infra- 

structure improvements by borrowing against the future tax revenues of 

planned development. As urban development pressure builds nationwide, 

cities have more opportunities to use this kind of public-sector action to 

spur private-sector reactions, funding important infrastructure along the way. 

Numerous examples of TIF projects, domestically and globally, demonstrate 

how this powerful method can fund the infrastructure needed for hyperdense 

development without draining municipal resources. Notable examples 

include the successful redevelopment of brownfield sites near downtown 

Dallas, which resulted in a new arena and substantially increased land values 

from surrounding commercial and residential development.' Chicago used 

TIF to partly fund its first new elevated-train station in 15 years; it opened 

in 2012.° In New York City, an entire district— Hudson Yards—is being built 

with a modified version of TIF, which is paying for the extension of a subway 

line and a park system. The strategy does carry risk—the development may 

not occur or may occur more slowly than anticipated—but most successful 

cities have strong track records of realizing development when the public 

sector pairs new infrastructure with well-considered upzonings. 

Similarly, a number of public-private partnerships are attempting to 

advance transportation projects by connecting the future value of development 

with infrastructure investment, a strategy playing out at Union Station in 

Washington, D.C., and at San Francisco's Trans-Bay terminal, for example.” 

In Georgia, where a 2012 ballot referendum on a statewide comprehensive 

transit program (T-SPLOT) failed to pass, an alternate plan is moving 

forward to use tax-increment financing to fund the creation of a multimodal 

transit complex including bus, light rail, and train, much like similar devel- 

opments in cities like Denver.* While less direct in terms of cause and effect, 

well-known open space investments are upping the value of surrounding 

hyperdense development in projects such as Chicago's Millennium Park and 

St. Louis’s Citygarden. 

It is critical to note that most forms of infrastructure cost much less per 

capita in dense environments. Transit, power, water, and sewer systems have 

far less distance to traverse in cities than in sprawling areas; this means 
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PUBLIC/PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS 

Expensive infrastructural projects require so much upfront capital that they often face funding gaps. 

Funding gap 
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Local governments usually cannot afford to fund expensive infrastructure. Instead, they can 

finance projects by selling bonds that are repaid through future tax revenues. 
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cities can concentrate precious infrastructure 

dollars for maximum impact. One only 

need to look to traditional Japanese farming 

communities, in which most farmers live 

in compact villages with the farmland 

dispersed at the outskirts, to understand 

the advantages of lower infrastructure 
oo costs In more compact communities. 
ec ; Se Si isis model that could help guide 

' development of our own rural areas. 
COMPACTNESS IS EFFICIENT : ‘ 

TIF structures and public-private 
Japanese farming villages exemplify the : ala 
Biante ceo Conicackcommuniics, partnerships can help fund infrastructure, 

and such infrastructure does cost less 

per person in hyperdense environments. But a true Infrastructure of 

Opportunity will require significant government investment. Along with 

national defense and protection against climate change, our infrastructure 

is critical to our economic security, arguably more so than the exorbitant 

amounts our government is increasingly allocating to entitlement spending. 

A recent report by a major centrist group pointed out this shift, particularly 

in relationship to the retirement of the baby boomer generation and the 

subsequent expansion of entitlement costs: “Today, there is a $1 trillion gulf 

between what we are spending on major entitlement programs and the money 

we devote to public investments. In ten years, the gap will be $2.6 trillion.” 

Many rightfully argue that we can fund both entitlements and infra- 

structure if we just raise taxes, stop oil wars, or some combination thereof. 

Without question, the income tax rates under President Bill Clinton, 

combined with a more urban, less oil-dependent economy, would further 

our ability to fund legitimate social needs. But even in this framework, 

one worries that with entitlements the province of Democrats and tax cuts 

that of Republicans, infrastructure has become a political orphan. 

Given our system of governance, the widespread political neglect of 

infrastructure is not entirely a surprise. Infrastructure investments require 

a long-term view, often stretching the patience of our four-year political 

cycle. In addition, representatives on both sides of the aisle increasingly view 

infrastructure investments with skepticism because of skyrocketing costs 

and the inefficiencies embedded in their procurement, issues that both 

large-scale builders and labor unions must address. 

But the problem of high construction costs must be weighed against 

the lasting dividends that well-planned, merit-based infrastructure delivers, 

dividends that expand our tax base and support social services while keeping 

individual tax rates low. Historically, infrastructure investment enjoyed 
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some bipartisan congressional support, mainly because politicians of all 

stripes wanted to deliver projects for their constituents. Today, citizens often 

view such investments as political “pork, and when spending is not based 

on the merits, they may be right. 

But in debating the benefits of infrastructure investment, today’s political 

right too easily raises the specter of “bridges to nowhere” (even when they 

sometimes support said bridges). Simultaneously, some progressive groups 

increasingly favor bike lanes and express bus lines known as bus rapid 

transit (BRT) over the cost of building metros, despite the overwhelmingly 

superior capacity and environmental advantages of subways in big cities. 

It is interesting to note that in Bogota, Colombia, the government is planning 

to augment the heralded BRT system known as the TransMilenio with a true 
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underground metro. In the United States, 

some activists even adopt the tactics of 

Jane Jacobs to fight necessary infrastruc- 

ture improvements, all a vestige of the 

planning battles of the last century. 

When it comes to infrastructure in 

the United States, the left and right at least 

agree about their respective versions of 

antiauthoritarianism. Most Americans 

today, for good or bad, don’t trust big 

entities. This is the land of “do it yourself,” 

or DIY, but societies by necessity require 

collective action, particularly in a service 

economy that relies on functioning physical 

and virtual networks. The creation of an 

Infrastructure of Opportunity, whether 

built through the public sector or through 

public-private partnerships, requires some 

faith in big entities—big government, 

big builders, or, in most cases, both. Most 

Americans view these entities not with 

faith but with intense skepticism. Unless 

we can resolve the fundamental philosophi- 

cal question of whether we can muster 

at least a limited, vigilant trust in authority, 

ee = we will be stuck with traffic congestion, 

ae Geral 1886 unsafe roads and bridges, crumbling schools, 

2 Transcontinental Railroad, 1869 and derelict public spaces. 

3 Tennessee Vailey Authority, 
Rare lnsidoun tae 1643 But America, conceived as an egali- 

tarian nation, is no stranger to infrastructure 

investment by and for the people. From the Transcontinental Railroad to 

the Tennessee Valley Authority, we have an extraordinary tradition of 

infrastructure investment, which has waned only in recent decades. The 

construction of the National Highway System occurred under the aegis of 

Republican president Eisenhower; the National Park System was initiated 

by Republican president Teddy Roosevelt. Today, both live on as just two 

examples of our ability to build a world larger than ourselves, in pursuit 

of the common rights of access and opportunity. 

Individual cities, too, have flourished because of sound infrastructure 

investments. An economic powerhouse like Chicago would have been incon- 

ceivable without the construction of the Erie Canal, which allowed passage 
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of goods and commodities to the Atlantic. Light rail was critical to the 
development of Los Angeles, Boston, and many other cities across the United 
States until its downfall, due primarily to the National City Lines conspiracy. 
The New York City subway system originated through private investment 
but was later taken over by the public sector. Cities rely on layers of transit 
investments: Buses and sidewalks lead to subway stations and ferry stops. 
Subways connect with inner-city rail hubs. And in East Asia and Europe 

today, high-speed rail links these downtown hubs to other cities and inter- 

national airports. 

The dominance of passenger rail across our country, once the charge 

of corporate titans like Cornelius Vanderbilt, has atrophied due to the vastly 

disproportionate government subsidization of air and vehicular traffic, 

despite the proven economic and environmental efficiencies of rail. Even 

in corridors where demand for rail exceeds demand for air and car travel, 

persistent infrastructure problems plague the system.” Yet rail advocates are 

continually challenged to prove profitability, while few question whether 

airlines or auto companies would be profitable without the massive subsidies 

that enable runways, highways, SUVs, and bailouts. Similarly, critics of 

mass transit say it should be self-sufficient when, in fact, every mode of 

transportation, whether driving on a government-funded highway or walking 

on a public sidewalk, requires some form of subsidy. And because we do 

not properly price the cost of carbon emissions or the loss of productivity 

due to congestion, we do not charge car and airline passengers for the 

negative externalities of their behavior, a concept that dates back to Adam 

Smith and lies at the heart of any truly functioning capitalist marketplace. 

Consider this simple example: Sam buys a $4-gallon of gasoline for his 

Cadillac Escalade and uses it all driving 12 miles round trip to buy a laptop 

case. His neighbor Luisa takes a recently built trolley to run the same errand, 

spending $3 for the round-trip fare. Luisa spends 25 percent less than Sam, 

but for the rest of us the more significant issue is what their respective trips 

cost society, and whether society is able to recoup these costs. 

In Luisa’s case, she used a mass-transit system that, in all likelihood, 

required subsidization beyond fare revenues to build and maintain. The 

trolley used electricity that probably came from a coal-fired power plant, 

so Luisa has, at some minor level, contributed to pollution, for which society 

incurs costs. Arguably, though, the trolley would have run regardless of 

Luisa’s decision to ride it that day, so one can question whether Luisa’s 

societal cost would exceed her $3-fare by much if the trolley is well used.’ 

Luisa probably paid too little for her trolley trip if she were charged for all 

of the negative externalities of her behavior, but, at most, her fare should 

only have been a bit higher. 
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By contrast, Sam’s decision to drive his Escalade has demonstrably 
significant consequences because the cost of his behavior is a direct result 
of his choice to drive; and since only Sam occupies the vehicle, most of the 
societal costs of his errand are attributable only to him. His $4 of gasoline 
was likely taxed about 49 cents per gallon (the average joint federal and 
state rate), which is not nearly enough, according to most research, to cover 
his societal costs in terms of pollution, congestion, and highway use.’ Many 
studies have shown that when these costs are included, the price of gasoline 

should approach $10 a gallon or more, simply to pay for one individual's 

decision to drive." Based on this estimate, Sam should have paid $4 to the 

gas station and about $6 to the rest of us in order to compensate for his 

contribution to pollution and congestion. Chances are, if confronted with 

these expenses, Sam would probably trade his unprofitable relationship 

with his Escalade for a far more beautiful one with Luisa, since they could 

meet and fall in love on the trolley. 

Both carbon and congestion pricing, therefore, could be key financing 

sources for new transportation infrastructure if we have the political will to 

assess the funds from drivers in the form of taxes and fees. If drivers paid 

the true costs of their actions, it would result in an enormous infrastructure 

investment fund that could build and maintain mass transit, which would 

offset the congestion and pollution that driving causes. 

The Wall Street Journal has written about the billions of dollars of lost 

productivity associated with commuting in the past few decades.'° In addition, 

according to the Texas Transportation Institute, “In 2010, congestion caused 

urban Americans to travel 4.8 billion hours more and to purchase an extra 

1.9 billion gallons of fuel for a staggering annual congestion cost of $101 

billion nationwide.”"! From London to Los Angeles, congestion pricing has 

helped societies recoup these soaring costs. But in most cities in the United 

States, we have gone in the reverse direction, with politicians unwilling 

to charge constituents for the social costs of their own behavior, even as 

these costs have shot up with the expansion of suburban regions and the 

legalization of light trucks, such as minivans and SUVs, as noncommercial 

passenger vehicles. 

In cities across America, suburban residents commute into downtowns 

for economic opportunity, but they then expect the cities to fund the main- 

tenance and functioning of their streets and subways without fair payment 

in return. To the surprise of most drivers, existing tolls and taxes represent a 

fraction of the actual costs of these systems, obscuring the enormous penalties 

borne by the rest of us when suburbanites drive. Collectively, we as a nation 

subsidize drivers, and as more of us move to cities and drive less, it is in our 

best interest to inform them that their free ride is over. In addition, the housing 
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developers of exurbia and the automobile industry have both benefited 
tremendously from our lax conformance with Smith’s free market principles. 
These industries, just like companies that illegally pollute the air or dump in 

waterways, owe us for the negative externalities of their work. 

Pricing the negative externalities of behavior is critically important in a 

market-based society. But even if this were implemented, we still would not 

fully fund our infrastructure needs with such pricing alone. Infrastructure, 

when defined expansively, includes not just mass transit but schools, cultural 

facilities, parks, and other societal needs that drive opportunity. For major 

cities, this kind of essential infrastructure amounts to billions in both capital 

and operations expenditures, which nationwide would amount to trillions. 

Many will point to these trillions and decry the expenses as waste, blame 

unions for rising costs, and declare all spending as outrageous despite the 

public's clear need for and expectation of government services. Some waste 

and overspending exists in any large system, such as the defense budget, 

but is waste the real reason why we can’t fund the infrastructure we require, 

or is it simply a lack of fairness? 

Given that approximately 3 percent of the country—namely, its successful 

cities—generates approximately 90 percent of the nation’s gross domestic 

product, this means that cities produce the vast majority of the tax dollars 

paid to state and federal coffers. Yet these cities receive a fraction of that 

money back in government funding. Ironically, the states that most vocally 

rally against government spending are the largest recipients of public-sector 

largesse. Most of the “blue” states are urban donors—that is, they contribute 

more to the federal government than they receive. Most of the “red” states 

are rural recipients, pulling in far more government subsidy than what they 

pay in taxes. Similarly, most cities contribute far more to state revenues 

than they receive back. These facts directly confront the beliefs of many 

Americans that their tax dollars disproportionately support urban welfare 

mothers and corrupt urban contractors, views that are demonstrably false." 

Imagine if this situation were simply made equitable. New York has a 

wish list of transportation projects that, combined, would cost about $32 

billion—impossible to fund under current conditions. At the same time, 

the city sends approximately $18 billion more in taxes annually to Albany 

and Washington than it receives back in federal and state spending. If there 

were an equal balance of payments between the city and the state and federal 

governments for just two years, New York could fund all of its transportation 

projects, catalyzing an enormous boost to its economic and environmental 

performance—a gain that also would, no doubt, tremendously benefit 

Albany and Washington. 
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ANNUAL FEDERAL INFRASTRUCTURE BUDGET 

The federal government spends a disproportionate amount of money building and maintaining 

highways, nearly four times the amount allocated to all other transit modes. 
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If such a balance of payments were put into practice nationwide, cities, 
led by Democratic and Republican mayors alike, would suddenly move from 
debt to surplus, with replenished funds available not only for traditional 
infrastructure but also for schools, parks, cultural venues, and public-health 
facilities—the true Infrastructure of Opportunity. These improvements, 
in turn, would retain and attract more city dwellers, further expanding tax 

bases and creating a virtuous cycle of growth. The tired debate about 

government spending versus tax reduction could ultimately vanish due to 

the ability of infrastructure to fuel growth, expand the tax base, and lower 

individual tax liabilities. 

As I write this book, in late 2012, this very debate is playing out furiously 

on the national stage. It started decades ago but is now fueled by unthinkable 

rancor and dysfunction. Witness the fiasco that now passes for a legislative 

process whenever Congress makes that special sausage known as the surface 

transportation bill, or ISTEA, the main funding mechanism for the nation’s 

highways, bridges, and public transit. The last reauthorization was an embar- 

rassment, with critical transit and inner-city rail needs unmet. President 

Obama’ efforts to jump-start world-class infrastructure such as high-speed 

rail—in 2009, with ARRA (the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, 

otherwise known as the stimulus bill), and with the more recent ISTEA 

reauthorization—have been whittled down to a series of half-measures that 

are struggling to have the desired transportation or other stimulus impacts. 

Attempts to address the nation’s ageing infrastructure have bubbled 

up at the regional and state levels from time to time but none has gained trac- 

tion. Take, for example, Building America’s Future, the laudable coalition 

co-chaired by former governors Arnold Schwarzenegger of California and 

Ed Rendell of Pennsylvania, and Mayor Michael Bloomberg of New York 

City. Despite such heavyweights in charge, the coalition has had little impact 

on the ground since it was founded in 2008. It has neither succeeded in 

galvanizing support for new infrastructure spending nor has it systematically 

lobbied Washington for the kinds of projects that constitute sound invest- 

ments in our future, such as connecting our major cities via high-speed rail. 

If infrastructure is a political orphan, in President Obama it may have 

a found an adoptive father, although a distant and understandably distracted 

one. In his January 2010 State of the Union address, he said: “We can put 

Americans to work today building the infrastructure of tomorrow. From 

the first railroads to the interstate highway system, our nation has always 

been built to compete. There’s no reason Europe or China should have the 

fastest trains.” It is a watershed moment when any U.S. president spares 

precious moments from a State of the Union address to utter such words. 

It is extraordinary that we have a president who regularly uses the word 
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Number of miles 

HIGH-SPEED RAIL ACROSS THE GLOBE 
High-speed rail is defined as a system that supports trains that go faster than 155 miles per hour. 
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“infrastructure” in his speeches, or that our 

vice-president uses the word “density” with 

a palpable understanding of the concept as 

it relates to rail travel. Perhaps in the ever- 

maddening world of Washington, D.C.— 

the locus for the representatives of exurban 

America—such baby steps are the first 

moves toward a more urban America. 

Yet it remains confounding that the 

best we got in 2010 toward high-speed 

rail was $8 billion, much of it targeted for 

a new line between Tampa and Orlando. 

Thanks to Rick Scott, Florida’s then 

newly elected Tea Party governor, those 

funds were redirected to smaller projects 

nationwide. That left any hope for 

American high-speed rail in the hands 

of California governor Jerry Brown. But 
ADVOCATING : ; ; 
FOR INFRASTRUCTURE his plan to connect Los Angeles and San 

1 In 2008, Bloomberg, Schwarzenegger, Francisco with a first-phase pilot project 

ana Rendell introduced the infrastructure could unravel and threaten high-speed rail 
coalition that they co-chair. ; . B . . 
2 In January 2010, President Obama's elsewhere in the United States. At inception, 
State of the Union address prominently 

featured infrastructure as a central : aes ; ' : 

policy concern. with minimal ridership potential because 

it will only connect low-density areas 

the connections to the big cities are not 

yet funded. Cities within 500 miles of each other provide the true ridership 

potential for high-speed rail.'* Without significant federal cash to fund the 

expensive rights-of-way that must be created within the boundaries of large 

cities nationwide, high-speed rail will never succeed in America. 

We need at least $150 billion to properly connect the major urban cor- 

ridors within our megaregions, including Dallas-Houston, Chicago-St. Paul, 

Charlotte-Atlanta (“Char-Lanta”), the Cascadia region, the Northeast, and, 

yes, areas in California and Florida. Rail advocates, however, should fight 

any politicized effort to build high-speed rail in low-density areas where 

ridership would be minimal; this would only create white-elephant projects 

that would doom the future of American high-speed rail. To some degree, 

this has happened with Spain’s vaunted new system, which attempted to 

bring together the nation’s cultural mosaic but disregarded the ridership 

potential that rests only with big cities. Some economists believe that 

overspending on the rail system helped to fuel Spain's current debt crisis."") 

High-speed rail is expensive and should not be deployed for cultural, social, 
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or political reasons; it should be used to connect hyperdense cities to increase 
their economic output, which in turn increases GDP, lowers carbon foot- 

prints, and alleviates airport congestion nationwide. 

When infrastructure investments are merit-based and urban, the stimulus 

effects can be tremendous. Consider that Vice President Joe Biden, speaking 

about the Florida high-speed rail proposal in 2010, stated that the $1.25- 

billion investment in the corridor would have generated more than 23,000 

jobs over four years and that, by extension, 100 times that investment across 

the country could create over 2 million jobs nationally and connect our 

major cities. Now that would be stimulus. 

So perhaps we should take solace in the fact that President Obama in 2010 

referred to the overall $8-billion investment proposal as a “down payment.” 

Maybe in the subtle use of the these words, in a presidency in which every 

word is said with discipline, Obama is signaling that he will get to it all in 

his second term. 

Yet for the president to have stated, “There’s no reason Europe or 

China should have the fastest trains,” is, with all due respect, disingenuous. 

There are reasons. Those societies revel in their urban density, and they 

have the ability to allocate resources efficiently toward that end. China may 

soon overtake America in automobile production, but it also has unveiled 

the world’s fastest passenger train to connect its thriving, hyperdense cities. 

Beijing’s new emphasis on high-speed rail is particularly relevant to 

the American context because China’s land mass is similar in size to the 

continental United States. This means high-speed rail can be effective in 

connecting cities even in very large countries, contrary to critics who said 

it could only work in small nations, such as Japan. At a top speed of 217 

miles per hour, China’s Harmony Train, if operating in the United States, 

would propel us from Manhattan to downtown Charlotte via Washington in 

approximately three hours, eliminating an enormous amount of regional air 

traffic, freeing up runway slots for profitable long-haul flights, and resulting 

in far fewer delays for air travelers nationwide. This is not just a blue-state 

problem for the Northeast Corridor: Each year 1 million passengers fly 

between Atlanta and D.C., and similar numbers travel between Charlotte and 

New York City. The New South is in the house, and it has many of the same 

urban infrastructure needs that our older cities have—needs that perhaps 

should be fulfilled first in red and purple states if we are to be politically 

savvy about making our infrastructure investments appealing, successful, 

and merit-based. 
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HIGH-SPEED RAIL CAN WORK IN LARGE COUNTRIES 

America and China are roughly equal in land area, yet China has over 6,600 miles of high-speed rail 

connecting some of the densest cities in the world, whereas the U.S. has no high-speed rail. 
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Going forward, one could imagine a very different approach to 
our governance and our economic malaise based on the premise that large- 
scale urban infrastructure investment would be both economically and 
environmentally beneficial. After the bailouts of the past few years, when 
banks were considered too big to fail, we could be told that we as a nation 
are, in fact, too big to fail. After preventing the global financial system and 
the auto industry from falling off the cliff, the White House could finally say, 

“OK, folks, you really are next!” 

Imagine that early in President Obama’s second term, four terrifying, 

push-me-pull-you facts, hopefully, become clear to his team: 

1 Significant unemployment and middle-class wage stagnation will likely 

continue due to outsourcing, automation, and the ongoing transition to 

a service economy. 

2 Spiraling entitlement costs, particularly health care for baby-boomer 

retirees, will continue to threaten the deficit and the dollar, suggesting 

limited federal spending. 

3 Domestic energy supplies will continue to require controversial extraction 

processes like hydraulic fracturing, while Middle Eastern oil supplies 

will remain highly volatile. 

4 Polar bears will continue to perfect the doggy paddle. 

Faced with such facts, perhaps we might hear our leaders promote 

time-tested ideas of density and mass transportation, of cities using far less 

energy per capita than their suburban counterparts, of cities understood as 

being the solution to a vast swath of our problems, given the right emphasis 

on infrastructure. Imagine if the president said: 

America, we have a silver bullet. We are going to rebuild this nation. 

We are going to create an Infrastructure of Opportunity for all 

Americans, and while we're at it, we're going to create the jobs of the 

future, build an innovation economy, rein in health-care costs, lower 

our dependence on foreign oil, and lead the planet to sustainability. 

We are going to do this in one fell swoop, with one big idea, called the 

American Smart Infrastructure Act (ASIA). 

Imagine that Mr. Obama proposed to merge the federal transportation 

appropriations process with a revised version of cap-and-trade legislation on 
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emissions into a consolidated bill called ASIA. Its premise would be as follows: 

1 

bh) 

We will build and rebuild infrastructure that lowers greenhouse gas 

emissions and encourages urban density, with an emphasis on high- 

speed rail; urban mass transit; transmission grids from alternative 

energy sources; national broadband Internet; and critical roadway 

maintenance. We will deemphasize all infrastructure that exacerbates 

emissions, particularly roadway and airport expansion projects. 

To expedite infrastructure construction, lower costs, accelerate job 

creation, and bring both political sides to the table, the government 

will streamline the National Environmental Protection Act (NEPA) 

and negotiate project labor agreements with unions. Millions will be 

employed quickly, pouring liquidity into Main Street. 

3 Health-care costs will decrease as people rely less on driving and more on 

lifestyles that encourage walking. As people urbanize in response to new 

infrastructure and tax reform, rates of diabetes and chronic heart disease 

will decline, reducing the most costly sources of health care spending. 

4 lo pay for ASIA and help create an Infrastructure of Opportunity fund, 

we will recoup the hundreds of billions of dollars lost annually to traffic 

congestion by charging people for the costs of their pollution, particu- 

larly coal emissions, creating a market for cap-and-trade exchange. 

To do this fairly, we will a) pass a national $1-per-gallon gas tax whose 

revenues are committed only to smart infrastructure as defined above; 

b) override state legislatures that block cities from passing congestion- 

pricing plans at the municipal level, and offer matching federal ASIA 

grants to cities that enact congestion pricing; c) encourage public- 

private partnerships that build smart infrastructure by offering tax 

abatements, matching grants, and low-interest TIF bonds; and d) level 

the balance of payments between cities, states, and the federal government, 

allowing cities to keep more of the tax dollars they generate so long as 

they use these funds for smart infrastructure. 

It is this bill—this silver bullet—that demands the fierce urgency of 

now. Perhaps we can imagine ASIA in America, with the hope of generating 

a new landscape for a new millennium, one in which anonymous sprawl 

would give way to a green, healthy, prosperous urbanity. Perhaps we can 

build a Country of Cities, with this new Infrastructure of Opportunity as 

its primary vehicle. 
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But a Country of Cities requires the creation of new bridges, both physical 

and social. We need bridges that lead the population out of the dependency 

of the suburbs and into the productivity and sustainability of our cities. 

When people cross this bridge, they must be able to find, on the other side, 

an urban life of true opportunity. And that demands not only a functional 

infrastructure with accessible transit and good schools, but also housing that 

is affordable to the widest possible economic spectrum. We now turn to the 

challenge of building more equitable cities. 
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PER CAPITA COST OF INFRASTRUCTURE DECREASES AS DENSITY INCREASES 

The cost and complexity of building mass transit and providing basic services, such as water and 

power, are offset by larger populations living in complex, hyperdense communities. 
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URBAN 
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15 dwelling units per acre 
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INFRASTRUCTURE 

AO dwelling units per acre 

25,600 residents 
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UPZONING CATALYZES DEVELOPMENT, INCREASING LAND VALUES AND CITY REVENUE 

A municipality can increase the allowed density of an area to increase both property values 

and tax revenue. 

1 Opportunity 

2 Development team increases property 

values by building new mixed-use buildings 

that are energy efficient and amenity rich. 

Municipality 
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3 Local government upzones for potential 

new development. 

id 
AA 

4 Increased tax revenue finances new city 

and neighborhood projects. 
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(CESSFUL PUBLIC HOUSING 

Corine Vermeulen, Lafayette Park Towers 

Detroit, 2009 
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BUILDING THE 
EQUITABLE CITY 
All of the merits of cities laid out in the preceding chapters can be undone 
by a lack of affordability. If cities do not provide affordable choices for housing, 

schools, transportation, health care, and food, people will not choose to live 

in them, and all of the economic and environmental benefits that are within 

our reach will pass us by. Affordability is a threshold issue. 

America went through an extraordinary period of actually building 

urban public housing. During the Industrial Revolution, housing advocates 

grew concerned about the squalor in which many workers were housed, 

concerns that reached their apex a century later, in the 1960s, with the 

efforts of President Johnson and his Great Society. Under the auspices of 

Johnson Administration programs, visionaries such as Edward Logue built 

thousands of units of low- and mixed-income housing in cities across the 

country, often adopting the tower-in-the-park typology espoused by mod- 

ernist architects such as Le Corbusier, Bruno Taut, and Peter and Alison 

Smithson (albeit with different underlying philosophies). While most decry 

this as a failed model, there’s been little attention paid to housing of this type 

worldwide that continues to be successful, like Lafayette Park in Detroit, 

designed by Mies van der Rohe. Instead, projects such as Pruitt-Igoe in St. 

Louis and Cabrini-Green in Chicago—both now demolished—have become 

common punching bags for today’s design professionals with total disregard 

for the noble motivations that fueled tower-in-the-park housing.' While the 

architecture is often the scapegoat for the failure of such complexes, the real 

problems are poor management and maintenance; a lack of sufficient density 

and mix of uses; and an orientation to the automobile such that the “park” is 

actually a parking lot.’ 

In the Reagan Administration, during which Johnson's War on Poverty 

drew to a close, public-housing construction was transformed into a voucher 

system, and ultimately into the byzantine tax-credit system we use today to 

help finance housing for lower-income people. As funds dedicated to these 

programs steadily dwindled, the nation moved away from “public housing” 

toward the concept of “affordable housing,” in which the government 

partnered with developers to build mixed-income housing in return for various 

subsidies. This occurred concurrently with the stigmatization of public 
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housing and its residents, due to a new political mindset that government 
support of low-income housing was inappropriate, despite the massive 
housing subsidies that middle- and upper-middle-class Americans continue 
to enjoy. 

Yet there are many benefits to the system of developer-built affordable 
housing, primarily in terms of the mixing of incomes within buildings 
and neighborhoods as opposed to “warehousing the poor’—a criticism 
often waged by progressives concerned that public housing concentrates 
low-income residents in a single community. Studies show that poor urban 

families fare better in mixed-income environments, which typically feature 

better schools and less crime.’ Furthermore, the private sector typically 

incurs lower construction costs and manages housing far better than the 

public sector. 

The central problem with the current system, however, is the low 

amount of affordable housing it produces, despite the high amount of 

subsidies required. Often ranging in hundreds of thousands of dollars per 

unit produced, the subsidy levels used in current aftordable-housing production 

are unsustainable without decreasing costs, increasing overall government 

funding for affordable housing, or both. But it is extremely difficult to 

achieve either one, given the expensive nature of urban markets and the 

competition for public funds, conditions that pose an enormous threat to 

the overall health of cities should they become enclaves for the wealthy, 

like many European capitals today. The demand for affordable housing in 

American cities, particularly in light of the growing desire among many of our 

citizens to urbanize, is a massive challenge, but not an insurmountable one. 

It is no secret that successful cities are expensive. To some degree, 

they are victims of their own success. The combination of thriving urban 

economies, increased desire for urban lifestyles, and decreased urban crime 

has intensified the demand for urban housing and services. This demand 

now outstrips supply, making successful cities increasingly unattainable for 

families, workers, immigrants, and students, among others. 

To a small extent, this is not entirely negative: Expensive urban cores 

encourage people to spread throughout a large city, inhabiting and stabiliz- 

ing areas that otherwise would be homogenously poor. Over the last decade, 

in city after city, from Minneapolis to Memphis, urban fringes once charac- 

terized by crime and other dysfunctions have been transformed into vibrant, 

diverse, culturally thriving neighborhoods. While this naturally has raised 

fears about the potential problems associated with gentrification, studies 

indicate that such transformation can actually bring benefits to poor urban 

neighborhoods and the majority of their original residents, particularly in 

the form of more street life, lower crime, healthier food choices, and 
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Median household income (2010 dollars) 

Number of housing units 

HOUSING COSTS ARE INCREASING 

The median income in the United States has not kept up with the cost of housing. 
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AFFORDABLE HOUSING STOCK IS DECLINING 

While the total amount of housing units in the United States has increased, the proportion of housing 

units that meet the “affordable” threshold has decreased by nearly half. 
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enhanced schools. Gentrification need not represent displacement and loss 
of community.* 

Moreover, affordability is relative. For instance, New York is very expensive 
compared to Baltimore or Detroit; but it is less expensive, even accounting 
for income and other factors, than the global cities it competes with, such as 
Tokyo. Manhattan and Chicago today remain far more socioeconomically 

diverse than central London or inner-city Paris. On the world stage, successful 

American cities are, surprisingly, “a deal.” 

However, the New York Times has reported that inequity in New York 

City rivals that of sub-Saharan Africa, with alarming income disparities 

growing between the rich and poor.’ Obviously, we are not doing enough to 

address this abysmal state, but we must also consider what such inequity 

indicates. As economist Edward Glaeser points out, cities that are successful 

attract impoverished strivers who seek a better lot in life.” In that sense, 

most inequity metrics give us only a snapshot in time. Our true measure of 

success should be the opportunity we provide for strivers to succeed, encour- 

aging more people to follow in their footsteps. 

Nonetheless, most urban residents in the United States struggle to make 

ends meet. This is of paramount concern for not only those troubled by our 

lack of social equity but also those wanting to promote the general health 

and welfare of the city. Affordability, therefore, isn’t just about delivering 

housing across a broader economic spectrum; it is about ensuring the diversity 

of our cities and their cultures. An unaffordable city makes it impossible for 

workers who provide critical services to live there and threatens the cultural 

production of creative industries, which is increasingly understood to be 

vital to urban economies. 

The social ecology of a city is extraordinarily fragile. Once all the poor 

have been forced out, as has happened in most European capitals, the city 

becomes more cultural artifact than cultural hotbed, more museum than 

metropolis. It is precisely this European fate that American cities must avoid 

at all costs. 

So what are the factors that impact the affordability of cities? For most 

people, the single largest expense is housing. Affordable housing, by definition, 

costs no more than one-third of a household’s income.’ But other factors 

must be considered to understand whether an individual's or a family’s life is 

truly affordable. The cost of commuting is of increasing concern, with gasoline 

prices on the rise, not to mention the overall cost of vehicle ownership if one 

commutes by car. By contrast, mass transit almost always costs less, but if 

the transit system is unreliable, inconvenient, or unsafe, people will opt to 

drive or, worse, will be unable to either drive or walk to work. 
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LAND VALUES INCREASE WITH INCREASED DEVELOPMENT CAPACITY 

Higher allowable densities increase both the value of land and the value of the potential 

new development 

FAR 10 

cost per unit = 10% 

FAR 5 
cost per unit = 20% 

FAR 0.35 ~<| 
cost per unit = 100% i 

MMM CValue of land 

"Value of potential development 

Total built area of a building 
Floor Area Ratio (FAR) = 

Total area of the lot 

Value 

Allowable density 
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Similarly, and as we examined in chapter two, heating and cooling costs 
per person in single-family suburban homes are far greater than those in 
apartment buildings, largely because houses are highly inefficient thermal 
envelopes that allow heat and air-conditioning to escape through roofs, 
windows, and foundations. By contrast, apartments heat and cool each 
other; and since apartments tend to be smaller than houses, they lend 
themselves to far more efficiency and therefore lower cost per person. 

Also, infrastructure costs—less noticeable but no less impactful—are more 

expensive in suburbs than in cities. Services including water, sewer, oil, 

gas, police, ambulance, fire protection, and garbage collection must traverse 

greater distances to reach customers in dispersed communities than in 

compact urban districts. Suburban residents incur these additional costs 

in the form of higher taxes and fees. 

As journalist Alan Ehrenhalt describes in his book The Great Inversion, 

we are living in a period during which poverty is moving to suburbia. In a 

fully unanticipated twist of fate, and despite government incentives to the 

contrary, the city’s economic opportunities and lifestyle have intensified the 

demand for urban real estate, pushing prices up and pushing people out. 

Poverty in suburban America has skyrocketed as a consequence, resulting 

in a triple whammy for this new disadvantaged population.® For most in 

this group, homeownership is out of the question, particularly in a post- 

subprime mortgage environment that requires high credit scores and low 

debt-to-income ratios. Second, for all the reasons mentioned above, the 

costs of gasoline, automobiles, heating, and cooling are rising rapidly, as 

are municipal taxes. Finally, and most ominously, the wealthier suburban 

enclaves with good public schools are out of reach of the new poor residents, 

who are left clustered in suburban ghettoes with faltering school systems 

and increased crime, a frightening harbinger of racially segregated, riot-torn 

suburban Europe. 

For our society to avoid such a fate and maintain its advantages, we 

must reverse this trend, and once again, cities hold the key. Most cities today 

feature low-density areas within their municipal boundaries that have the 

capacity to house far more residents in economically and environmentally 

sound, hyperdense apartment buildings. Such affordable rental housing, 

located near mass transit, has the potential to spare people the costs of 

suburbia and keep socioeconomic diversity in our cities. 

At the same time, the per-unit price tag on building an urban high-rise 

is typically higher than the cost of building a single-family home, despite 

the fact that the per-unit operating costs of apartment living are lower. 

We must deploy the full variety of available methods to lower the initial 

costs of apartment construction. 
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CONSTRUCTION COSTS PER UNIT DECREASE AS DENSITY INCREASES 

While the cost of land increases where higher-density buildings are allowed, the cost to construct 

each unit goes down. 
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Three factors determine housing prices: 

1 The cost of land 

2 The cost of construction, including the infrastructure that serves it 

3 The cost of capital (that is, the interest on the loans needed to finance 

the project) 

The market determines the price of land, but government plays a heavy 

role in influencing the market. This is because the price of land is not 

typically based on the size of its physical footprint but by its development 

capacity. For example, in a city, a parcel of land 100 feet by 100 feet is not 

priced by the fact that it is 10,000 square feet but by what and how much 

one can build on that parcel, a factor usually dictated by municipal zoning 

and other regulations. If zoning allows this parcel to contain 10 floors of 

housing, the land becomes far more valuable than if zoning allows only a 

five-story factory for, say, garment manufacturing. Nothing lowers urban 

value faster than overly restrictive zoning, which often results from “not 

in my backyard” or other special interest politics. 

The greater the density permitted by zoning, the more the cost of 

land can be spread over a greater number of units. This is true despite 

the increases in land value that such an upzoning creates, because of 

the ability to amortize the higher land cost over a much larger building. 

Communities may choose to be parochial, fighting such densities in the 

cloak of Jane Jacobs when in fact it may be Jim Crow that they are channel- 

ing. Historically, there are far too many examples of communities fighting 

urbanization out of fear of racial and social integration, a fear to which our 

nation cannot afford to succumb. 

Hyperdensity is affordable housing’s best friend. The single greatest 

action municipalities can take to create urban affordable housing at a large 

scale is to increase density near transit stops, parks, and schools, potentially 

in return for affordable housing mandates. For years, municipalities avoided 

mandating developers to build mixed-income affordable housing because 

they didn’t want to dampen urban housing production across the board. 

But demand has been so solid and sustained in most successful cities that 

this concern should be rethought: In economically strong cities, we should 

be mandating between 20 and 30 percent affordable housing in exchange 

for zoning that significantly increases allowable densities. 
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THE MORTGAGE INTEREST DEDUCTION (MID) IS OUR LARGEST FEDERAL SUBSIDY 

26.1% 
CLAIMED THE MID 

73.9% 
e REST OF TAXPAYERS 
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The second factor in the expense of housing is the price of construction. 
Apartment-building construction costs are soaring; they diminished very 
little during the Great Recession. This is partially due to the fact that raw 
materials such as concrete are in heavy demand as the planet urbanizes. 
In addition, construction labor is typically much costlier for apartment 
buildings than for houses, because the skills required for high-rise construc- 
tion are more complex, more specialized, and often involve union labor. 
For years, developers and labor have been at odds over costs in a seemingly 

zero-sum game. 

But a breakthrough could be at hand with the advent of modular 

construction, in which union-built components are fabricated in controlled 

conditions and then stacked on-site like so many Lego pieces. This vast 

experiment is under way in New York City’s Atlantic Yards, one of the 

most significant redevelopment projects occurring in the country today. 

Developed by Forest City Ratner and designed by SHoP Architects, Atlantic 

Yards features a new sports arena surrounded by millions of square feet of 

affordable housing, all at Brooklyn’s main transit hub, where subway and 

commuter rail lines converge. Beyond its sheer scale, what makes the project 

unique is that its first phase will be built using modular construction in a 

high-rise configuration, promising the tallest modular building in the world. 

Featuring a projected construction-cost savings of 20 percent or more 

compared to conventional methods, and markedly higher architectural 

quality as a consequence of the controlled factory conditions under which 

the modules are being made, the project stands to revolutionize the way 

affordable urban housing can be built, all while delivering union jobs and 

a new manufacturing industry for our cities.” 

Finally, in terms of capital, urban housing typically requires higher 

construction and development financing costs than its suburban counterparts. 

Banks tend to view high-rise construction and development as riskier 

than single-family house construction, a dubious assumption given the 

catastrophic state of large-scale subdivision projects whose values have 

plummeted. But this financing bias is in large-measure due to the extraor- 

dinary backing of mortgages by Washington, which, for the most part, 

incentivizes suburban development. While the federal mortgage interest 

deduction (MID) also supports urban condominium development, the scale 

of these projects pales in comparison to the amount of owner-occupied 

suburban housing being subsidized nationwide. 

At well over $100 billion per year, the MID is the largest housing subsidy 

that our government grants—in fact, it is the largest federal subsidy of any 

type. The most galling aspect of this subsidy is the degree to which it helps 

the wealthy: The cap on the tax deduction for a married couple is over $1 million. 
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THE MORTGAGE INTEREST DEDUCTION IS NOT NECESSARY TO PROMOTE HOMEOWNERSHIP 

Other wealthy countries that do not allow the MID have similar homeownership rates as the 
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GRADUALLY ELIMINATE THE MORTGAGE INTEREST DEDUCTION 

The Congressional Budget Office modeled a gradual phaseout of the MID by reducing the 

maximum mortgage amount eligible for the interest deduction from $1.1 million in 2013 to zero 

in 2024. The annual increment reduction of $100,000 would boost revenues by $517 billion 

over the course of the phaseout 
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Does our society really need to lower the cost of million-dollar mortgages 
and second homes? 

Proponents argue that the MID has been central to American wealth 
creation. But as we witnessed during the Great Recession, the prospect of 
Americans being allowed to use their homes as ATM machines, based on 
false value suppositions, led to the worst housing crisis in our history. Some 
experts believe that American home prices in real dollar terms will not return 
to pre-crash values for two decades or more. Underwater housing—or housing 
worth less than the debt it carries—is an impediment to workforce mobility, 

in which renting rather than buying gives workers the ability to move where 

employment is strong rather than being chained to a mortgage that’s not 

worth the paper it’s printed on."” 

Canada, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands are among the 

many developed countries that do not offer an MID, and yet wealth creation 

continues in all three places with negligible impact on overall homeownership 

rates. And despite Canada’s geographical and cultural similarities to the 

United States, it suffers from far less urban sprawl. In a post-crash American 

landscape, our northern neighbor is a glaring reminder that housing is not 

a roulette wheel for bankers or homeowners. 

In our third category, then, reform of the cost of capital could— 

and should—happen at a federal level. Yes, through changes to municipal 

zoning that allow densification and through innovation in construction 

technologies, we can reduce the impact of the first two cost variables, land 

and construction, associated with urban housing. But no city, and no society, 

can deliver the housing needs of a broad socioeconomic spectrum without 

subsidies; the risks and costs are simply too great. A hodgepodge system of 

affordable-housing tax credits has replaced the federal system of directly 

building public housing units. Yet these tax credits and other subsidies 

for low-income Americans shamefully pale in comparison to the housing 

subsidies given to the middle and upper class. 

Today, the average cost of a new house in the United States hovers 

around $270,000, while the median cost of a new house is closer to 

$220,000." Yet the MID is disproportionately used by wealthier Americans 

who buy far more expensive homes. It is clear that the MID encourages 

the purchase of larger houses than otherwise might be bought if home 

investment were taxed on par with other investments. We should phase 

out the MID over time just as the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office 

advocated in its 2011 report “Reducing the Deficit: Spending and Revenue 

Options.”” The office recommended that the MID cap be reduced at a rate 

of $100,000 per year until it disappears. Such a gradual phasing out would 

prevent a shock to the housing market. It also would allow Americans to 
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THE MORTGAGE INTEREST DEDUCTION SUBSIDY BENEFITS THE WEALTHY 

As a result of the MID, which is claimed by only a quarter of taxpayers, the federal government 

forgoes collecting revenue that would otherwise help build schools or pay for much-needed 

infrastructure. Furthermore, the total amount of mortgage interest the federal government subsidizes 

gives the ultra-wealthy a subsidy that is nearly five times that received by people who make less than 

the national median household income. 
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adjust their consumer patterns away from the mindless consumption of 
larger and larger houses and toward savings and investment, a shift that 
economists from across the political spectrum support. 

As the MID sunsets, we should use half of the money saved for much- 
needed deficit reduction and the rest to help finance the construction of 
affordable rental housing in our cities."’ New, dense urban development 
would house people of a wide range of incomes, from the homeless and very 

poor, to the working poor, to the teachers, nurses, firefighters, and service- 

economy workers who deserve at least as much attention from the federal 

government as the residents of, say, Greenwich, Shaker Heights, Grosse 

Point Park, Bethesda, or Sausalito. Ironically, like wealthy Medicare recipients, 

few of the wealthy residents of these enclaves think they are receiving 

federal subsidies of any kind; they have come to believe in the MID as their 

God-given right. But the Book of Job tells us, “What the Lord giveth, the 

Lord taketh away,” and it is high time for the good Lord, or at least good 

government, to act. 

An annual redirection of approximately $258 billion from the MID 

toward urban affordable housing would generate tens of millions of apart- 

ments for lower- and middle-class Americans. Many will argue that this 

would represent redistributionist policy. So be it, but it is by no means 

economically unwise or socialist. To the contrary, the socialist nations of 

Europe allowed suburban ghettoes to grow unchecked, and we, in our 

capitalist nation, should not repeat this vile mistake. Thriving urban neigh- 

borhoods, accessible to strivers from the U.S. and abroad would fuel a new 

era of economic prosperity in our cities and, in turn, our nation. 

We must get serious about urban affordability because without it, our 

nation will not find its way out of its present economic and environmental 

morass. Without it, we will continue to push our population outward rather 

than upward, lowering our productivity, expanding our carbon footprint, 

and decreasing our public health. We can take the needed measures to 

address the cost of land, construction, and financing with a combination 

of market-oriented tools and the admission that today we subsidize middle- 

and upper-class housing, but tomorrow we can level the playing field for 

all Americans without stigmatizing those with lower incomes as “victims” 

dependent on government assistance. As President Obama has stated, this 

is about giving people a “hand up, not a handout.” Without these reforms, 

we will continue to be a country of countries, divided across the very lines 

along which we must unite. 

With these strategic and achievable reforms, we would bring urban 

housing within the reach of millions nationwide. Developer-built affordable 

housing, coupled with access to good, diverse public school systems and 
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convenient transit infrastructure, would unleash a new era of productivity 

that would help all Americans. This new era would be centered on the basic 

precept of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” by creating opportunities 

for everyone. Opportunity is the most American of values, and providing it 

fairly is the true meaning of social equity. We all understand that we will be 

born unequal and die unequal; the fundamental question for society is not 

whether we are equal, but whether we have an equal shot. 

No environment can better yield equal opportunity, with greater 

access to economic productivity and lower costs to achieve it, than the 

American city. We can build prosperous, sustainable, joyous cities for all 

Americans. We can do it with the tools and the funds at hand. And we 

should do it, because it is the right thing to do—and the smart thing to do. 

We must build, for all of us, a Country of Cities. 
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1937-74: DIRECT CONSTRUCTION OF GOVERNMENT-SUBSIDIZED PUBLIC HOUSING 

From the Great Depression through the Nixon era, the federal government directly 

funded construction of large-scale public housing projects across the country. 
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1974-86: GOVERNMENT-SUBSIDIZED PUBLIC HOUSING 

Declining interest in large-scale public housing led the federal goverment to implement a new 
voucher-based system that supplemented rents primar ily in suburban environments. 
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. 1986-TODAY: HOUSING TAX CREDIT SYSTEM 

With President Reagan's Tax Reform Act of 1986, a complex system of tax credits was created to 

involve private developers in the building of affordable housing within market-rate developments. 
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IN A COUNTRY OF CITIES: HYPERDENSE DEVELOPMENTS AND AMENITIES 

With funds redirected from suburban subsidies, new affordable urban housing can be built along 
with the amenities and infrastructure needed to support dense development. 
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MODULAR CONSTRUCTION: A POTENTIAL NEW MODEL FOR AFFORDABLE HOUSING 

Raw materials shipped to 

the factory in Brooklyn, NY. 
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LANTIC YARDS: A HYPERDENSE, MODULAR, AND AFFORDABLE FUTURE 
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Designed for modular construction, three new towers surrounding Barclays Center will create a 

hyperdense, mixed-use neighborhood at the nexus of various historic Brooklyn neighborhoods. 

enn emer 

Continuous retail frontage will add to the mix of retail already present along the arena’s perimeter, 

further contributing to the vitality and street life of the area, 
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A COUNTRY 
OF CITIES: 
OF TRAINS, 
TOWERS, 
AND TREES 

Imagine a Country of Cities. 

Imagine a new countryside dotted with large cities and small towns, 

dominated by trains, towers, and trees, with little but agriculture and 

nature in between. Imagine this transformation occurring in a matter of 

decades, just as it took only a few quick decades in the twentieth century to 

transform the beauty of America into anonymous sprawl. Imagine this new 

landscape, this Country of Cities, resulting not from new regulations or 

burdensome mandates but from the agency of ordinary Americans exercising 

market-based choices, free from the suburbanizing manipulations of the 

federal government. 

Imagine a country in which government policies would support 

the real desires of its citizens, not the desires that supposedly existed six 

decades ago, during the postwar era. Americans today are urbanizing, 

with the demand for high-rise multifamily rental housing increasing 

dramatically in the wake of the economic crisis. Young people, immigrants, 

and seniors alike want to live near mass transit, near shops and restaurants, 

and near each other. Economic opportunities, environmentalism, public 

health, diversity, and the inherent joy of cities are together creating a 

profound and lasting transformation of the lifestyle sought by everyday 

Americans. Many of us are flocking to cities without government assistance, 

unlike our suburban counterparts who continue, however unknowingly, 

to enjoy enormous subsidies in terms of highway funding, mortgage deductions, 

relaxed standards for the emission levels of SUVs and minivans, and 

undertaxed pollution and congestion. 
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The growing urbanization of America represents a rising tide against 

the pernicious undertow of federal suburban subsidies, subsidies that 

swelled the current housing crisis and left so many Americans adrift and 

underwater. This tide can now lift all boats and, guided by a new national 

imagination, carry us to a more prosperous and sustainable land. 

Imagine citizens who fully understood what most leading economists 

already know and what Jane Jacobs asserted when she wrote Cities and the 

Wealth of Nations: Cities wield overwhelming economic advantages in a 

global economy, advantages that, if unharnessed, would lead us out of our 

current malaise and establish a lasting, widespread American prosperity. 

Imagine environmentalists who truly embraced cities as the only 

sustainable means of creating a lasting future for a planet of many billions, 

a future in which the realities of climate change could be mitigated by the 

inherent resilience and resource efficiencies of urbanity. 

Imagine a culture that viewed cities as the central means of establishing 

a healthy and happy citizenry, a culture that not only walked more and 

reveled in the wonders of our vast urban parks but also interacted more 

across social and cultural boundaries to truly realize the thriving, vital, 

diverse nation that is our manifest destiny. 

Imagine a nation that embraced the indisputable facts about the 

economic, ecological, and health benefits of cities and, as a consequence, 

directed its intellectual energies toward the development of hyperdensity 

at the local level, defying NIMBYism and an outdated national-planning 

apparatus that attempts but fails to work for the public good. 

Imagine we could summon the will to build an Infrastructure of 

Opportunity by enacting ASIA, the American Smart Infrastructure Act, 

which would focus our resources on high-speed rail and mass transit, 

recapture the loss of hundreds of billions of dollars of societal pollution 

and congestion costs, and equalize the balance of payments cities make 

to state and federal governments. 

Imagine America returning to a country of open roads and clear skies, 

in which a trip to a summer cottage, a cross-country drive, or a family 

vacation abroad were free from the mind-numbing congestion that bogs 

us down, preventing us from enjoying the most precious asset of a service 

economy, time. ! 

Imagine we could call upon our fundamental beliefs as a nation to then 

build cities that offered equal opportunities for all Americans through the 

construction of extensive and accessible urban affordable housing, development 
in which costs could be brought down through greater density, public-private 

partnerships, efficient construction technologies, and a redirection of the 
billions in mortgage interest deductions currently pocketed by the wealthy. 
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Is it folly to imagine this Country of Cities? To imagine our population 
and our political system acknowledging the countless urban advantages laid 
out in section one of this book and, as a consequence, enacting the policies 
described in section two? No doubt, to any wise reader, this might seem 
like wishful, potentially delusional thinking. Even if convinced by the over- 
whelming data regarding the advantages of cities, who among us believes we 
could successfully act on it? Who, for instance, believes we could convince 
localities to embrace hyperdensity or persuade the federal government 

to pass smart infrastructure legislation, or phase out the MID and use the 

proceeds to fund affordable housing? Is a Country of Cities a far-off land 

in an urban fairy tale? 

But political sacred cows can be slain, and social third rails crossed, 

if we can just listen to each other regardless of political affiliation. Consider 

a recent editorial in the conservative Wall Street Journal, which stated in 

unambiguous terms: 

As an economic matter, the mortgage deduction has long done more 

harm than good, misallocating capital to housing at the expense of 

other industries that might create more national wealth. The economy 

would be stronger, and might have avoided the trauma of the last five 

years, if housing demand hadn't been artificially inflated by years of 

policy favoritism.” 

Similarly, an expansive 2011 article in the liberal New York Times on 

the same topic noted that most economists decry the MID and agree that 

it does not increase the rate of homeownership because it so dispropor- 

tionately favors wealthy consumers who would purchase homes regardless. 

Furthermore, one economist cited in the article went on to clarify the 

relationship between the deduction and suburbanization by noting that 

the deduction “hasn't helped to expand homeownership, but it’s helped to 

support purchases of larger homes.” 

Most significant, even the bipartisan Simpson-Bowles deficit-reduction 

commission suggested extraordinary reductions to the MID, including low- 

ering the eligibility cap and eliminating the shocking ability for the wealthy 

to use the deduction for second homes. To be sure, none of these entities 

suggested using recaptured funds from the MID to support urban affordable 

housing—most have talked about it mainly in terms of deficit reduction— 

but the point remains: At a moment of national crisis and transformation, 

everything should be on the table. 

In this book, I have challenged many sacred beliefs by proposing 

to charge for the negative externalities of personal behavior and redirect 
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subsidies for the wealthy to invest in an Infrastructure of Opportunity. 

These investments are critical for unlocking the widespread social opportunities 

embedded in any new hyperdense neighborhood enabled through munici- 

pal policies. And in order to be beneficial, new hyperdensity will require 

support systems that cannot be borne by new development alone. Building 

infrastructure is a core responsibility of any good government, and only the 

public sector can fill the substantial gap between the contributions of private 

partnerships and the actual costs of these necessary projects. 

To be clear: Fulfilling these needs through the redirection of existing 

subsidies will not incur new debt obligations for a nation already in deficit. 

On the contrary, these investments, unlike our currently unproductive sub- 

sidies, would have enormous potential to increase our GDP and ultimately 

transform our deficit into a surplus. 

Investments in urban infrastructure and affordability will result in 

the kind of shared prosperity that has eluded us, not only during this eco- 

nomic downturn but also through the previous decade, during which 

most Americans saw their wages freeze. The causes of that stagnation are 

supposedly well known—among them, the ongoing transition from a manu- 

facturing to a service economy; a significant shift in our tax code to favor 

the wealthy; and a staggering decline in our national education standards, 

which caused the United States to drop to fourteenth place in international 

rankings of reading skills.’ 

Yet few point to our car-oriented landscape as a culprit in our national 

morass, despite the dramatically increasing costs Americans are incurring 

to commute, raise children, buy homes, climate control environments, 

and stay healthy. And in the big picture, the diminishing wealth of the 

average American is leading to the collapse of municipal budgets, which 

still must fund everything from school systems to mass transit with only 

crumbs from the federal government. 

Americans may not consider our sub- 

urban landscape as the cause of our inertia, 

but perhaps we sense that we are trapped 

in a vicious cycle in which two-hour traffic 

jams might, in fact, be playing a role. Our 

physical environment is crumbling along 

with our social fabric. From Weeds to The 

é — Wire, we know in our hearts that we have a 

Ba mcs one talc in are very way we 

Fact CAPSS NEST live. Most of us feel the decline and together 

within and.without atthe end of the we sense that, as Roy Scheider’s police 

Bae sce i ine a chief in Jaws famously stated, we're “gonna 

need a bigger boat.” 
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Our nation may be politically divided, but at least we share in the 
knowledge that something is deeply wrong in terms of our economic, 
environmental, and global security. Much of the housing in sprawling places 
like Phoenix, Las Vegas, and Atlanta is in foreclosure, with concomitant 
increases in unemployment several points higher than in our functioning 

service-economy cities.” Our young men and women are dying in mountains 

and deserts around the world, struggling against enemies funded by an 

Arabian peninsula that we have enriched because of a profligate lifestyle 

we have endorsed. And to paraphrase former Vice President Gore's quip on 

Saturday Night Live regarding our looming climate crisis: “There are guys 

in flip-flops hanging around the Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center.” 

Confronted with this seemingly intractable knot of challenges, we arrive 

at the final and most important set of questions: Do we matter to ourselves? 

Do we protect our kids or do we act like children? Do we have the will to 

make investments that would break our cycles of debt and decline? Do we 

have the introspection to protect our coastlines, our cities, and our citizens? 

Do we have the strength to reject the threat that is fossil fuel, both foreign 

and domestic? Do we have the vision to recognize that we have seen 

the enemy, and it is the subsidization of suburbia? Do we have the will to 

embrace high-density, transit-based living as the only solution, the only 

land use that reverses our economic stagnation, our rising seas, our spiraling 

health-care costs, our vulnerability to petro-dictators, and our free fall into 

a sprawling national deficit? 

These challenges are not intractable; they are solvable through a national 

call to action. That call must focus on a different way of existing physically 

as a nation—a transformation as radical as the one that created the synthetic 

landscape of the twentieth-century United States. This is why we need a far 

more coherent public voice for true urbanity and the robust infrastructure 

it needs to prosper, a voice that speaks 

outside of the politics of both major parties 

until at least one comes to its senses. 

The right tends to decry public spending. 

The left tends to favor entitlements over 

investments. The right fights regulations 

that curb sprawl and prices carbon. The 

left fights for environmental regulations, 

bureaucracies, and unwarranted community 

control that can imperil infrastructure. 

ee All this to bicker, while Rome burns. 
Thomas Cole, Destruction, 1836. 

Oil on canvas, 39% x 63% in. 

Collection of The New-York Historical 

Society, 1858 
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A COUNTRY 
OF CITIES: 
THE MANIFESTO 
Let us form a truly urban coalition, one that binds the need for economic 

prosperity, environmental stewardship, and social mobility with the one- 

stop shopping of transit-rich hyperdensity. One that can rightfully claim 

that through smart urbanization, we can attack most of the major problems 

we see in the news media every day. One that can rally public sentiment 

to equally and credibly slay our demons, from foreclosures, to terrorism, 

to untunded schools, to devastating oil spills, to ever more powerful storms. 

Let us cry over natural and manmade disasters, towers destroyed by 

radicals, and Great Recessions, but let us then find some introspection 

in such tragedies. Let us rebuild this nation by being the America that 

constructed the Transcontinental Railroad and the Erie Canal; by being 

the America that welcomed striving immigrants to the shores of its cities; 

by being the America that envisioned vast national parks and the dignified 

wonders of the New Deal; by being the America that has always reveled 

in the majesty of its pristine landscape; by being the America that invented 

the Internet; by being the America that once believed we are all created equal. 

Let us together rebuild an America that embraces cities and rejects 

traffic jams. Let us be a nation of fair choice, in which the government's 

subsidizing fingers have been taken off the scales; a nation where the best 

of market forces, driven by the desires of all of its people, allow cities to 

flourish. Let this new United States be a place where we heal our differences, 

pay our debts, and leave a replenished planet for generations to come. 

We can build hyperdensity, along with an Infrastructure of Opportunity 

to nurture it. We can forge a nation where every one of us has a fair shot. 

We can provide more prosperous, more sustainable, and more joyful lives 

for all of our people. We can create a superior version of our most significant 

global export: the American city. We can and should construct not just 

a bigger boat but a better boat—an urban ark that delivers us to the sate 

harbor of prosperous shores. 

We can, we should, we must, build a Country of Cities. 
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AUTHOR'S NOTE 

ee ie 

VISHAAN AND HIS FAMILY, 1969 

In 1968, my parents—with two small children, $32, and graduate degrees in 

hand—made their way from the intellectual hotbed of Calcutta to the cultural 

upheaval of late-1960s America. A byproduct of President Johnson’s liberalizing 

of the nation’s immigration laws, my family’s journey mirrored those made by 

thousands of others—including my wife, Maria Alataris, who with her parents 

and sister braved the trip from Greece the same year as our clan. 

My parents crossed the Pacific for prosperity, adventure, intellectual 

freedom, and a more open education for their children. Suddenly freed by 

the advent of commercial air travel, little did they grasp their impending 

immersion into the world’s cities. We, en route from Calcutta to Los Angeles, 

stopped overnight in Tokyo and, to my later amazement, spent the evening 

in town, far from the airport, to experience the city. I have always suspected 

that night transformed two young adults from villagers into urbanites, 

forever transfixed by the wonders of the metropolis, forever seeking to 

expose us to cities worldwide as we grew up on a shoestring budget and 

tooled around in a Dodge Dart that lasted over a dozen years. 

My parents’ struggles, in many ways, reflect the struggles of the 

contemporary metropolis. City building is invariably about ever changing 

forces seeking to innovate, discover, construct, reconstruct, and begin anew. 

It is to some degree this freedom from history that attracts us to cities, the 

sense that the sins of our predecessors can be cleansed by the reinvention 

and redemption available on every sidewalk. 

Blessed with this great privilege of traveling across oceans and across 

the United States (I had the good fortune to traverse the country three times 

in my old Honda Civic), I have come to realize that all cities share this 
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VISHAAN AND HIS FAMILY, 2010 

thread of progress through reinvention—of goods and services, art and 

architecture, technology and religion, personal identities and relationships, 

and professional definitions and collaborations. Luckily for me, the eclecti- 

cism of my education—erratically spanning art history, engineering, urban 

planning, and architecture—and my multiheaded profession as an architect, 

planner, and urban development academic all unwittingly reflect the fluid 

spirit of the contemporary city and its constant demands of both left brain 

and right. My experiences bringing these professional threads together 

as the Holliday Professor at Columbia University and a partner at SHoP 

Architects, and raising a family in New York City (enriched by train trips to 

our weekend cottage in the village of Bellport, with its smart planning, small 

houses, and preserved barrier island), continually reinforce, in my mind, the 

need in our epoch to work horizontally across disciplines to meet the hybrid 

economic, environmental, aesthetic, and social demands of city building today. 

Little did I realize that hybrid call of the city is personal but also pertinent— 

pertinent to the global challenges we now confront as a society. It is one 

thing to have a private passion for a painting or a technology or a concerto, 

but it is something altogether different and humbling to realize the potential 

significance of one’s calling to a larger world beset with challenges. It is with 

this passionate humility in mind, and with a deep and abiding love for this 

unique nation, that I offer this manifesto for an urban America. It is my 

naive but enduring hope that we can build a Country of Cities in the lifetime 

of our children, and for them set the stage for an economically, environmentally, 

and socially better world. 
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