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Chapter 46 - Bacon’s Rebellion Columns
COLUMNS
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September 8: A Picture is Worth a Thousand Lies. One reason it's so hard for people
to envision functional human settlement patterns is that the images peddled by the
Business-As-Usual crowd are so deceptive.

130

September 8: Katrina Yet Again. The hurricanes keep coming -- and they always will.
We can continue Business-As-Usual, making ourselves more vulnerable, or we can
evolve safer, better protected human settlement patterns.

129

August 25: Asphalt Deserts. The American addiction to Autonomobiles and imported
oil drains our economy of wealth in ways obvious and subtle. We convert green
landscape into swaths of pavement, contributing to our own desertification.

128

August 3: Beyond the Headlines. A thread runs between many newspaper stories:
Higher energy prices are reordering everything from international trade flows to housing
affordability. Too bad our Institutions are responding so sluggishly.

127

July 21: Rocky Mountain Low. A WaPo story highlights the threat of converting
Montana wilderness into masses of McLodges. But there's more to the story: Developers
are destroying the land they exploit and, with rising energy prices, are creating the ghost
(non) towns of tomorrow.

126

July 7: The Wealth Gap. Sooner or later, an economy built on wildly unequal incomes,
cheap energy and debt-fueled mass over-consumption will collapse. Mass denial will not
change this reality.

125

June 23: Shaping a Functional and Sustainable Future in Greater WarrentonFauquier. The “future” will not be an extension of the past. Traditional (“Business-AsUsual”) strategies are not working now and will not work in the future. We are living in
an era of “Punctuated Equilibrium.”

124

June 2: Riding the Tiger. Many citizens, abetted by the MainStream Media, are clinging
to oil and Autonomobile dependency to the bitter end. A dismal reality of ever-climbing
energy awaits them.

123

May 19: Three Little Words. The phrase "no cheap energy" embodies an economic
reality that is shaking the foundation of First World Civilization. But citizens and
politicians still act as if they can ignore it.

122

May 5: The Beltway to Easter Island. Like the Eastern Islanders who built the bigeared moia, the engineers of the well-treed Capital Beltway are oblivious to the signs of
impending ecological collapse.

121

April 21: The End of Flight as We Know It. Between fuel prices, terrorism and the
environment, air travel is losing altitude fast. In the not-too-distant future, plane rides will
be a luxury for those at the top of the economic pyramid.

119

April 7: Two Spheres of Fraud. While the media salivates over the subprime lending
fiasco, journalists are overlooking the main reason why Americans can't afford housing:
the building of the wrong kind of housing in the wrong places.

118

March 24: Good News, Bad Reporting. As the economy weakens, you can count on the
MainStream Media to defend MassOverconsumption and Business-As-Usual in a
desperate bid to keep the advertising dollars flowing.

114

January 28: Who Killed Rail-to-Dulles? Many people share the blame for the collapse
of the Rail-to-Dulles financing scheme. The feds are only the first in a long line of guilty
parties.
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December 27: Why Metro-to-Tysons Is a Mess. The reason the Metro-to-Dulles project
is in danger of collapsing can be traced to unbalanced development, conflicting interests
among landowners and developers, and the politics of Business-As-Usual.

107

November 12: One More? Two More? How many more years of political fraud must
we endure? Here are some proposals to make the political system more responsive to the
needs of a 21st-century polity.

106

October 29: A Waste of Energy. Most "energy conservation" initiatives fall short
because they don't address dysfunctional human settlement patterns, the root cause of
excess consumption.

105

October 15: Tulips and the Maritime Highway. Moving goods on water rather than
roads can be a good thing, but it's only a tiny part of the solution. Creating a sustainable
trajectory for civilization requires shipping goods shorter distances.

104

September 4: A Second Stroll with Katrina. We haven't made much progress preparing
New Orleans for another hurricane, but at least we have a clearer idea of what went
wrong. Dysfunctional human settlement patterns + Business-As-Usual governance =
disaster.

102

July 30: End of the Family as we Know It. The word "family" means many things to
many people. For purposes of examining human settlement patterns, the term

"household" is more precise.
101

July 16: How About Sustainable Logic? In the community of people who think
seriously about economic development and the natural environment, "sustainable" has a
specific meaning. In Virginia, that meaning has been corrupted by loose usage.

100

July 2: Still No Exit. Earth is the only biosphere we've got. Gliese 581-C-A, the closest
potentially earth-like planet yet discovered, is 20 light-years away. We must build a
sustainable civilization here at home.

99

June 19: The Conservation Imperative. No fantastical technology, green or otherwise,
can keep the world on its increasingly energy-intensive development path. We need to get
serious about conservation.

98

May 14: What Is Wrong with this Picture? Yes, the United States does need to invest
more money on infrastructure. But without Fundamental Change in human settlement
patterns, most of the spending would be squandered.

97

April 30: Recent Clippings. Overshadowed by the horror at Virginia Tech, the
MainStream Media contributed some solid reporting last week about taxes and the
environment. All the stories lacked was an overarching context.

96

April 16: All Aboard! An above-ground version of METRO rail can work in Tysons
Corner. But it will take two things: Public Way Rights and a Pyramid development
strategy.

95

March 21: Size Really Doesn't Matter. Yes, the world would be better off if everyone
drove smaller, fuel-efficient, non-polluting cars. But even small cars can't solve traffic
congestion. Only functional human settlement patterns can do that.

94

March 5: Taxes, Status and Ladies' Purses. Why do politicians resist raising taxes for
basic government services? Blame the all-too-human preference for status and luxuries
over necessities.

93

March 5: Conservatism and Fundamental Change. The principles behind The Shape
of the Future have been called "socialist," "fascist," and everything in between. We call
them profoundly conservative.

92

February 5: Solving the Commuter Problem. There are no magic technological fixes
for rush-hour traffic congestion. The only real solution is building balanced communities
that support fewer, shorter automobile trips.

91

January 8: Can't Take This -- Not Another Day! Virginia politicians have finally
discovered the "land use" word -- they just don't know what it means. Their so-called
reforms will solve nothing.
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December 18: Neighborhood Values. If you want to promote family values, dispense
with cultural wedge issues like abortion and gay marriage and focus on creating
supportive dooryards and neighborhoods.

88

December 4: Clueless Parties. Politicians talk about protecting the "American Dream."
What they refuse to tell voters is that the greatest threat to an unsustainable American
way of life is... the American way of life.

87

November 20: Moldy Bread, Lame Circuses. November's elections decided only this:
that the two-party duopoly would remain in power, that Fundamental Change would not
occur, and the nation would continue its slide down an unsustainable path.

86

November 6: Bread and Circuses. The philosophy of "Buy More Stuff" does not make
Americans particularly happy, and it definitely is not sustainable. But politicians of both
parties still peddle the fantasy.

85

October 23: Big (Gray, Brown) Sky Country. Afflicted by global climate change and
energy- inefficient human settlement patterns, my home state of Montana is on an
unsustainable growth path.

84

October 9: Grow Your Spinach! Food safety is like water -- it's one of those things you
take for granted until you don't have it. A food distribution system based on regional
produce would be far easier to keep safe than what we have now.

83

September 25: Jackpot Winner. Americans are like the overweight Lotto winner who
squanders his winnings. The discovery of oil deep in the Gulf of Mexico will do little to
halt the coming energy crash.

82

September 11: Two Steps Backward. Tim Kaine has made two decisions that will
aggravate Virginia's dysfunctional human settlement patterns: He nixed the tunnel for the
Tysons METRO extension and he picked a traditional highway guy to run VDOT.

81

August 28: The Whale on the Beach. The era of massive over-consumption of the
earth's natural capital is coming to an end. The only prayer for sustaining our quality of
life is to adopt more efficient human settlement patterns.

80

August 7: Soft Consumption Paths. Energy consumption in the United States is growing
at an unsustainable rate -- and we're running out of time before a crash landing. We need
to think seriously and comprehensively about conservation.

79

July 10: Burned Out. The story of Bill Downey, a Fauquier County supervisor who
declined to run for re-election, is more than the tale of one man's frustration: It's
emblematic of spreading dysfunction as non-urban communities begin to urbanize.

78

June 26: The Free Ride is Over. The General Assembly paid lip service this year to the
transportation-land use connection but it didn't come close to Fundamental Change. Until
it does, Virginia's mobility crisis will only get worse.

77

June 26: Envision This! What the "Washington region" needs is not another visioning
session -- it needs a rational definition of the region, an understanding of the nature of its
problems and the political will to enact real change.

76

May 15: The Problem with "Mass" Transit. Light and heavy rail are expensive,
inflexible alternatives to the automobile. It's time to consider a 21st-century solution to
mobility in New Urban Regions: Personal Rapid Transit.

75

March 20: Words Matter. There's no hope of making progress on Virginia's most
intractable problems when our words only cloud understanding. Our goal in 2006 is to
introduce a more robust Vocabulary.

74

January 3: Babble Postscript. The use of confusing vocabulary in the discussion of
human settlement patterns just won't go away. Here's an update of uses and abuses since
our last column.

73

January 3: The Devil's Dance. The fiendish whirl of activity during the 2006 General
Assembly session won't come close to addressing the fundamental problems facing the
Commonwealth.
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December 12: Deconstructing the Tower of Babel. The words "suburb," "urban," and
"city" mean different things to everyone who hears them. Without a precise vocabulary,
writers can't communicate clearly on the most pressing issues of the day.

71

November 28: The Foundation of Babble . In the study of human settlement patterns,
sloppy language leads to sloppy thought. Take, for instance, the use of the word "sprawl."

70

October 31: Mobility and Access: A Report Card. Philip Shucet ran a tight ship at
VDOT, but his 10 recommendations for transportation reform reflect the tunnel vision of
a highway engineer. He still doesn't get the need for fundamental change in human
settlement patterns.

69

October 17: Reality-Based Regionalism . Most people talk about "regionalism" with no
clear idea of what they mean. A regional approach to solving problems is a good idea -- if
informed by Geographic Literacy.

68

October 3: A View from the Heartland . Scattered, low-density settlement patterns
make us sitting ducks for energy shocks and natural disasters.

67

September 19: Post Labor Day Funk. Political campaigns are supposed to pick up in
September. But the yack-fest that passes for debate in Virginia has only obscured the
fundamental issues and distracted voters.

66

September 5: Down Memory Lane with Katrina. Hurricane Katrina was anything but a
"natural" disaster. New Orleans' vulnerability to a Cat 5 hurricane has been well
documented since the 1970s, if not earlier.

65

August 23: Balanced Communities. Developing "balanced communities" is critical to
achieving sustainable New Urban Regions in a globally competitive economy. Herewith
is a primer on what they are and how to create them.

64

August 8: "Collapse," an Appreciation. Jared Diamond's master work surveys the
collapse of unsustainable societies from the ancient Mayans to the Greenland Norse.
There are lessons there for 21st century Virginians.

63

July 25: Solutions to the Shelter Crisis. The price of housing is getting out of reach for
a majority of Virginians. The solution isn't more government subsidies, which are part of
the problem, but putting houses in the right location.

62

July 25: Discordant Trio. Adam Smith, Andrew Jackson and Henry Ford originated
powerful strains of thought in American democracy. Each one has its merits. But working
in concert, they create an unsustainable society.

61

July 11: Transport in the November Election. Politicians are fixated on finding more
money for Virginia's ailing transportation system, whether through taxes, tolls or private
investment. But without Balanced Communities, there will never be enough money.

60

June 20: Reforming the Property Tax. Forget about providing "relief" for residential
property taxes. That's a Band-Aid. Restructure taxes to eliminate incentives behind so
much of today's dysfunctional economic and social behavior.

59

June 20: METRO Ills and Base Closings. In the absence of balanced system capacity
and Subregional demand, the METRO will be a long-term drain on Virginia's treasury.
But the proposed military base realignment could help create that balance.

58

June 20: Cohousing and Dooryard Density. The "Cohousing" movement provides
useful data on density for residential projects. If re-developed at "Cohousing" densities,
our Subregions could accommodate growth for years without consuming any more land.

57

June 6: Regional Rigor Mortis. The latest Urban Mobility report confirms what we all
know: Traffic congestion is getting worse. As Virginia's transportation systems decay, so
do our regional economies and quality of life.

56

May 23: The Shelter Crisis. Massive housing subsidies and dysfunctional human

settlement patterns make a volatile mix. We're witnessing the worst housing bubble in the
history of the United States. The inevitable bust will be painful.
55

May 9: Antidotes. Land use myths are propagating like a virus: Find a cure for one, and
new mutations multiply. Here, we offer three approaches for quarantining these bad ideas.

54

April 25: Gimme Shelter. Rising housing prices create a false prosperity. Taxes are
rising, newcomers are priced out of the housing market and the real estate bubble will
bring widespread misery when it busts.

53

April 11: Take Me Home, Congested, Non-Urban Road. Dysfunctional human
settlement patterns and traffic congestion are spreading to West Virginia's panhandle.
Traditional conservation tactics will not work.

52

March 28: Land Conservation Quandary. Traditional conservation techniques aren't
working. Because of Geographic Illiteracy, they're accelerating the spread of
dysfunctional land use patterns.

51

March 14: Land Speculators 2, Citizens 0. Property rights zealots are cackling over the
overturn of Growth Management initiatives in Portland, Ore., and Loudoun County, Va.
Land speculators profit, and the public loses again.

50

February 28: Interstate Crime. Business-As-Usual interests are calling for bigger,
wider Interstates to improve interregional mobility. The schemes won't work because they
don't create Balanced Communities.

49

February 14: The Mother of All Dysfunction. A failing education system puts
Americans at risk in a globally competitive economy and undermines our democracy.

48

January 31: Education and Human Settlement Patterns. Want better education for
Virginia's children? We need to change the size, location and funding of our schools.

47

January 17: The Commuting Problem. Mass transit is just one more "solution" that
won't work in the absence of Balanced Communities. Money spent on helping commuters
is money squandered.

46

January 4: New Year's Resolution. Our politicians and pundits could resolve to tell the
truth about what it takes to ameliorate traffic congestion. Of course, they're no more likely
to do so than they are to lose 20 pounds.
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December 13: A Summing Up. No one disputes the facts regarding the debilitating
impact of dysfunctional human settlement patterns -- but Virginia opinion leaders ignore
them all the same. Ever optimistic, we suggest some light holiday reading.

44

November 29: From Myth to Law. The Private Vehicle Mobility Myth and Myth of the
Big Yard induce citizens to make millions of small decisions that lead to dysfunctional
settlement patterns. Only by spreading the obverse of those Myths-natural laws--can we
reverse the trend.

43

November 15: The Skycar Myth. Small airplanes have their uses, but the idea of
subsidizing their development as personal mobility vehicles is unsound. There is no
substitute for functional human settlement patterns.

42

November 1: Dying Young in Traffic. Why are so many teenagers dying in auto
accidents? Because the lack of walkable, balanced communities means young people
have to drive a car to go anywhere or do anything.

41

October 18: Rethinking Metro. Investing in the METRO is the single best bet for
improving mobility and access in the National Capital Subregion -- but only if it serves
the interests of citizens, not Business As Usual.

40

October 4: Chasing out the Mouse. Fending off the Disney's America project 10 years
ago was a victory -- but only a temporary one -- against the relentless spread of
dysfunctional human settlement patterns.

39

September 20: Spinning Data, Spinning Wheels. Traffic congestion is actually worse
than stated in the widely touted 2004 Urban Mobility Study. And the only real solution -fundamental land use reform -- is downplayed for reasons of self interest.

38

September 7: Looking for Mr. Goodgrowth. The time is ripe for a gubernatorial
candidate to defy the Business-As-Usual special interests and take the case for
Fundamental Change to the voters.

37

August 23: The Trap of Great Examples. Good examples, even great examples, of
development have failed to influence the descent toward dysfunctional human settlement
patterns and chaos.

36

August 9: Media Myopia. Articles and editorials in Virginia's newspapers consistently
obscure the origins of traffic congestion and legitimize the special interests that benefit
from raising taxes/building more roads.

35

July 26: Out of Chaos. There is only one solution to intensifying traffic congestion -Fundamental Change in human settlement patterns. Other touted remedies only tinker at
the edges.

34

July 12: The Perfect Storm. Virginia has the ideal combination of a strong state
transportation agency, uncontested local control over land use and a clueless public
officialdom to ensure a dysfunctional road and rail system for years to come.

33

June 21: Death and Taxes. Your tax dollars at work: More Americans have died in
traffic accidents than in all wars in U.S. history. Rather than subsidizing our automobile
dependency, we should be taxing it.

32

June 7: Self Delusion and Fraud. Megaprojects like the Springfield interchange and
Woodrow Wilson Bridge are monuments to futility. They cannot improve mobility in the
face of dysfunctional human settlement patterns.

31

May 24: Where the Jobs Are. Despite attention given to fast-growing counties on the
edge of the National Capital New Urban Region, 94 percent of new office space built in
the Virginia portion is within 20 miles of the urban core.

30

May 10: Were they Listening? Or Was it Just Luck? Nah, they weren't listening. Still,
the inability of the General Assembly to raise taxes for transportation gives Virginia one
more chance to get things right.

29

April 26: Yes, but... That sums up the response to my recent arguments for Fundamental
Change. Trouble is, any compromise with "Business-As-Usual" condemns Virginia to
entropy and decay.

28

March 29: An Open Letter. While caterwauling about the budget and tax "reform", the
General Assembly has avoided addressing the fundamental issues. To initiate real change,
here's where we need to start.

27

March 15: Tax Deform. So-called reform that "expands the tax base" sounds like a nice
way to pay for public services. But growth in Virginia today is so dysfunctional that it
also drives up the cost of government.

26

March 1: Delusional Thinking. Politicians in Richmond are peddling the fantasy that
raising taxes and building more roads will ameliorate traffic congestion. Wrong. Higher
taxes will just perpetuate the Business-As-Usual practices that got us in the mess we're in

.
25

February 16: The Shape of Richmond's Future. Without Fundamental Change, the longterm outlook for the Richmond New Urban Region is grim: traffic gridlock, "sub"urban
decay, escalating cost of government services, and more.

24

February 2: No Context. The Washington Post could reforest the Amazon with the
paper it's wasted on transportation issues. Without illuminating the underlying causes of
gridlock, the stories are worse than useless.

23

January 19: Clueless. Far from illuminating the causes of traffic congestion, the
Washington Post editorial page last year perpetuated the myths that sustain Business-AsUsual.

22

January 4: Rail-to-Dulles Realities. Running a rail line to Dulles Airport could be a

great idea -- if planners cluster the right kind of development around the rail stations.
Otherwise, it's just Business-As-Usual.

- 2003 21

December 15: Summing Up. Ed Risse boils down a year's worth of columns into five
pithy tenets about how human settlement patterns shape the future of development in the
Washington-Baltimore New Urban Region.

20

December 1: A Yard Where Johnny Can Run and Play. American families have been
sold on the idea that kids need big yards to play in. In reality, large-lot development
makes inaccessible many of the amenities required for a healthy, happy childhood.

19

November 17: Slow Growth Isn't Smart. Many elected officials tout "slow growth" as a
remedy for the ills generated by dysfunctional human settlement patterns. But it's a
hopeless mishmash of an ideology.

18

November 3: Fire and Flood. Much of the damage from natural disasters like Isabel is
entirely preventable. Rather than subsidized scattered habitation in exposed locations,
public policy should cluster people in areas that can be protected efficiently.

17

October 20: The Myths that Blind Us. To solve many the most pressing problems of
contemporary society, citizens must abandon fallacious beliefs that guide their everyday
actions and perpetuate dysfunctional human settlement patterns.

16

September 25: Scatteration. Virginia's Countryside is dying the death of a thousand
small cuts. Scattered urban land uses are eroding the foundation for a sustainable future.

15

September 8: Wild Abandonment. A short-term focus causes developers, consumers
and municipal governments to abandon places that could become high-quality, welllocated places to live, work and seek services.

14

August 25: Commuter Tax? Yes! A commuter tax is a great idea -- but only if it
incentivizes commuters, employers and municipalities to create communities with a
balance of jobs and housing.

13

August 11: Where is Northern Virginia? There are multiple definitions of the
subregion known as Northern Virginia. Informed discussion is difficult if you don't know
which one you're using.

12

July 14: The Housing Dilemma. Most people want affordable, accessible housing for all
Americans -- as long as the poor don't live near them. The current governance structure is
incapable of solving the problem.

11

June 30: Access and Mobility. There will never be enough money or transport facilities

to ward off traffic congestion without fundamental change in human settlement patterns.
10

May 26: Beyond The Clear Edge. The best way to preserve Virginia farms, forestry and
rural landscapes from destruction is to change the tax policies that encourage scattered
development.

9

March 24: Three Questions. Oblivious to the decisive role of human settlement
patterns, the United States has made itself dependent upon foreign oil and blunders
through the reconstruction of Middle Eastern nation states.

8

March 17: Fiddling Around. Nero fiddled while Rome burned. Virginia's legislators
diddle while the state and its regions sink into dysfunctional governance. Only informed
citizens can hold them accountable.

7

March 3: Silver Lining. Smart growth initiatives were toast in 2003. If it’s any
consolation, they wouldn’t have worked anyway -- and legislative defeat may set the
stage for electoral victory this fall.

6

February 17: Affordable, But No Bargain. "Affordable" housing is often a code word
for opening up cheap land for development. But home owners pay a price for the
perpetuation of dysfunctional human settlement patterns.

5

February 3: A Home for Homeland Security. The search for a Homeland Security HQ
sheds new light on the ideal locations for airports, transit and public facilities within the
Washington New Urban Region.

4

January 16: Smoke and Shadows. Rather than edify the public about the dynamics
behind Northern Virginia's transportation congestion, The Washington Post obscured the
causes and touted harmful solutions.
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December 23, 2002: Too Little, Too Late. Governor Warner's proposal to link
transportation and land use planning might have made a difference -- 30 years ago. Now,
far more radical measures are called for.

2

December 2, 2002: Wrong Solution, Wrong Problem. Since the sales tax referendum
went down to defeat, government officials have started lobbying for more federal
transportation funds. But more money will only make matters worse.

1

November 25, 2002: What’s Next? The defeat of the taxes-for-roads referenda was a
triumph for common sense. Now comes the hard part: deep reform of government, taxes
and land use.
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What’s Next?
The defeat of the taxes-for-roads referenda was
a triumph for common sense. Now comes the
hard part: deep reform of government, taxes
and land use.

The 5 November 2002 vote on the sales tax was a
great victory for common sense and a significant
defeat for land speculators, as well as “business-asusual” politicians and those that supported them. At
the same time, the outcome presents an
unprecedented challenge for those who desire a
sustainable future.
Despite all the noise and ink, little of lasting benefit
will come from the election unless citizens can take
advantage of the opportunity provided by this
refutation of business as usual. Citizens must step
forward and forge intelligent, fundamental change in
settlement patterns and governance structure. The
scope of needed change is far more profound than
just securing a fair allocation of existing funds or
finding additional sources of money for transport
facilities.
The vote was a refutation of past
action and inaction. It was not a vote
for a sustainable future because there
is not yet a broad awareness of what
is needed to achieve that goal.
With the defeat of the referendum, speculators,
developers and builders cannot mask the fact there is
little prospect for new roads to open more land for
scattered urban land uses. That is a big plus.
However, the vote will have lasting impact only if
smarter growth interests attack misleading ad
campaigns that mask locational reality.
The smart growth forces must do more than stop,
hobble and postpone projects. They must generate a
base of support for the fundamental change needed
to create balanced communities in sustainable New
Urban Regions. Balanced, Alpha Communities are the
sine qua non of really smart growth.
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The pre-election debate failed to educate governance
practitioners or the media. They do not yet grasp the
reality that no amount of money, no matter what the
source, will solve traffic congestion unless there are
fundamental changes in human settlement patterns
and the evolution of balanced communities.
In conceding defeat of the tax measure, Governor
Warner said he was not “giving up on better roads
and improved mass transit.” No one is giving up on
better functioning streets, roads or shared vehicle
systems, but the “solution” is not trying to build
transport facilities to serve dysfunctional settlement
patterns.
The day after the election, The Washington Post was
still spending editorial page space supporting the
sales tax as the “solution.” This was in spite of the
vote and the fact that the paper’s own news stories
provided some of the best ammunition the anti-salestax-forces had. The facts did not support the editorial
position of the Post during the campaign.
In the media coverage since the election, nearly
every proposed solution is presented with an equal
and opposite reason why it will not work. This is a
continuation of the “let's you and him fight” media
coverage that characterized the election. Many
proposed solutions, and most reasons why proposed
solutions will not work, are rooted in a failure to
understand the importance of functional human
settlement patterns. The one solution that is not yet
being widely discussed is fundamental change in the
pattern and density of land use and the creation of
balanced communities.
Beyond the need to understand the imperative of
functional settlement patterns and the need for
balanced communities, is the fact that many of
Virginia’s most pressing fiscal and mobility problems
stem from relying on a tragically flawed tax strategy
and an 18th century governance structure. The
Commonwealth must evolve a revenue stream based
on taxes and fees that reflect the level and location
of services rendered. Virginia must also evolve a
governance structure that reflects economic, social
and physical reality.
In the most simple terms, during the debate on the
sales tax:
No state or municipal office holder
who supported the sales tax increase
committed to plan transportation and
land use together.
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There was almost no discussion of the
need for fundamental change in
settlement pattern, tax strategy or
governance structure.
By putting the sales tax on the ballot, the legislature
opted for stopgap political expediency. By supporting
the measure, most governance practitioners and
some business leaders fell in line for more of the
same. The citizens were too smart to accept a nonsolution. From the most optimistic perspective, the
sales tax measure hastens the day of reckoning on
transport, land use, tax strategy and governance
structure. It makes the 2003 elections much more
important.
While the vote provides an opportunity for progress,
the real work is just beginning. Without a common
basis of understanding among governance
practitioners, citizens and the media, a new
generation of leadership must still come forward with
solutions. They must overcome the tendency of
incumbents -- especially those who have controlled
Virginia politics for decades -- to say to citizens who
voted against the sales tax, “OK, you turned that
down, now you can live with the consequences.”
Citizens must not allow politicians to cobble up
another non-solution.
-- November 20, 2002
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Wrong Solution, Wrong Problem
Since the sales tax referendum went down to
defeat, government officials have started
lobbying for more federal transportation funds.
But more money will only make matters worse.

At their first meeting following the defeat of the 5
November Sales Tax referendum in the northern part
of Virginia, members of the Transportation Planning
Board (TPB) started to sing an old, familiar song.
According to The Washington Post, TPB members made
it clear that, in light of the tax vote, they would ask for
more federal money for transportation facilities.
Excuse me? That is just what the federal government
did in the ‘60s, ‘70s, ‘80s and ‘90s.
During the last four decades of the 20th century, the
federal government kicked in 80 percent of the capital
cost of METRO, among other transport investments.
While the early METRO cost estimates ballooned to $12
billion, plus or minus, the feds hung in with their 80
percent share. Some Interstate money was traded for
METRO funding, but the majority of the federal money
was a bonus no other region received. The justification
for this largess was that much of the demand for
mobility in the National Capital Subregion is created by
the activities of the federal government, its employees,
contractors and petitioners.
The feds provided the METRO money on the
condition that the states and municipalities
would ensure that land uses around METRO
stations evolved so as to create travel
demand that matched the METRO system
capacity.
The municipal and state governments reneged on the
deal. Thirty-five years later, most METRO trains leave
most METRO stations essentially empty. This is a
terrible waste of federal, state and municipal
resources. With the exception of Arlington County’s
Rosslyn/Ballston Corridor and a station or two in
Montgomery County, METRO station area development
is wildly out of balance.
In the federal district and other core jurisdictions, even
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those stations areas that aren’t vacant and
underutilized have an imbalance of jobs, housing,
services and recreation. Furthermore, most METRO
platforms are insulated from the places METRO riders
would like to be by long escalators, enclosed ramps,
extensive tunnels, parking garages, parking lots and
highway rights-of-way.
There are bright spots in METRO station area
design but, by and large, there is a gross
mismatch between the ridership demand
generated by land uses around the stations and
the METRO’s system capacity. Station areas do
not yet form cores of balanced villages, and
groups of station areas do not yet constitute the
cores of balanced, Alpha Communities.
This past action by municipal and state agencies
was unintelligent, and perhaps even illegal. But
it’s history. The question now: Is it productive for
municipal and state office holders to ask for even
more federal money?
No! The reasons are simple: More federal money will
only feed the municipal and state propensity to throw
at cash at congestion and gridlock. More federal money
will only postpone the need to address the core
problem. More federal money, before a comprehensive
strategy is in place, will only postpone a long-term
solution.
Transport congestion and eventual gridlock
is not just a problem of money or more
transportation infrastructure. To
paraphrase Wilford Owen: “There are
almost no transportation facility solutions to
access and mobility dysfunctions: There are
only land use solutions.”
If more money is not the answer, what is it? The
answer is a fundamental change in human settlement
patterns and selected new transport infrastructure.
More money, more roads, more rails, or a regional
authority will not solve the region’s transport
dysfunction. The region must evolve patterns and
densities of land use that create balanced, Alpha
Communities configured in a way that creates a
sustainable New Urban Region. Once democratic
processes have established the desired future regional
settlement pattern, then the region can focus on what
transport facilities to build.
Selecting which new transportation projects make
sense requires a regional plan that creates a balance
between the travel demand generated by sustainable
settlement patterns and the capacity of the planned
transportation system.
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As you may have noticed, the media, academics
and "business-as-usual" interest groups do not
challenge these facts. They just try to avoid any
discussion of them.
The academics and talking heads that filled the
airwaves and editorial pages during the fall tax debate
agreed with the wisdom of ‘smarter growth.’ However,
they observed that municipal and state governance
practitioners have not taken the actions necessary to
support the fundamental change and the creation of
functional human settlement patterns. These actions
include creating and following a sound regional plan
and establishing effective agencies and policies to
manage growth so there is a balance between
transport system capacity and travel demand.
Of course, these sages-for-hire are right, intelligent
action has not yet been taken. Why have these actions
not yet been taken?
We live in democracy, and fundamental change should
be based on citizen education. Citizens do not yet
understand the dynamics of pattern and density of land
use. Only when they do will they insist on intelligent
alternatives to ‘business-as-usual’ practices that result
in gridlock and stifle prosperity.
Who should be informing the public about the realistic
alternatives? The media, academics and governance
practitioners come to mind. The problem is that all
three groups are fatally conflicted, as evidenced by the
recent sales tax referendum debate.
The Media: Media outlets have a direct interest in
continuing "business as usual." The conservation/good
government/smarter growth/sustainability interests do
not buy millions of dollars worth of ads for autos and
homes that run week after week. The ads sell
dysfunctional new development projects and reinforce
the myths that drive the unenlightened consumption.
The Academics: Many of the academics who are most
vocal on the issue of transport, congestion and
settlement patterns sit in chairs funded by (and named
for) builders and raw land development interests.
Others carry out research for ‘business-as-usual’
interests both public and private. It is natural for them
to seek more chairs and more grants from those that
benefit directly by avoiding fundamental change.
The Governance Practitioners: Governance
practitioners, especially the elected ones, benefit from
‘"usiness-as-usual" PACs that pump millions into both
parties and any candidate who will repeat their mantra.
While the implementation of past transportation plans
in the National Capital Subregion has not been
exemplary, the solution to avoiding future gridlock is
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not more money for more facilities. Based on the
current pattern and density of development, there is a
multi-billion dollar backlog of projects just to maintain
the current level of congestion. Without changing land
use practices, additional funds will only make matters
worse.
The feds should put more money on the table only
when state and local government exhibit a clear
understanding of what makes sense and what does not
– and when the are assurances that municipal and
state interests will live up to their promises.
-- December 9, 2002
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Too Little, Too Late
Governor Warner's proposal to link
transportation and land use planning might have
made a difference -- 30 years ago. Now, far more
radical measures are called for.

On 6 December, Gov. Mark R. Warner announced
that he intends to improve transport/land-use
relationships as part of his reformation of the Virginia
Department of Transportation. At the community,
subregional, regional and intraregional scales, the
failure to plan transportation and land use in concert
has resulted in growing traffic congestion and will
lead to eventual physical and economic gridlock. For
this reason, it is great news that among the items
Warner lists in his VDOT reform effort (and one that
The Washington Post conveniently overlooked in its
coverage) is to plan transportation and land-use
together.
However, there are at least three problems with
Warner’s promise on coordinating land use and
transportation:
●

●

●

It is 30 years too late because citizens,
enterprises and agencies have already painted
the Commonwealth into a corner from which it
will be very difficult to escape.
There are no comprehensive regional land-use
plans and no generally-accepted criteria with
which to judge when a balance exists between
land-use trip generation and transport-system
capacity.
The specific method to coordinate
transportation and land use the Warner listed
in his press release will compound the existing
problems.

30 Years too Late
For a pledge to tie land-use and transportation
planning together in Virginia, especially in the
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northern part of the Commonwealth, 1972 would
have been about the right year.
First, in 1972, Virginia was still as a leader among
states in the field of regional planning. Today it is
never even mentioned in the same breath as Oregon,
Vermont, Hawaii or even Maryland. Back then,
Virginia was in the first rank with coastal zone
management and open space preservation, and
regional planning district commissions played a
meaningful role in spacial issues including
transportation.
Second, 1972 was just over 10 years after the Plan
for the Year 2000 (“Wedges and Corridors”) was
released. This plan had the backing of the Kennedy
Administration and was the first plan since 1791 that
attempted to balance land use with transportation in
the National Capital Subregion. This document
established a rational basis for comprehensive
subregional and regional sketch plans. The
subregional plans that were based on the Wedges
and Corridors Plan, especially those for the northern
part of Virginia developed in the mid-60s, exhibited
an intelligent balance between the area designated
for urban land uses and area reserved for nonurban
land uses.
Third, construction of METRO was underway in 1972.
The National Capital Subregion could have a heavy
rail transit system as the armature of its
transportation system if only land use was
intelligently planned in METRO station areas.
Fourth and most important, the area already devoted
to urban land uses in 1972 was about as much land
as would be needed to serve a 2050 population of
6,000,000 for the National Capital Subregion and
10,000,000 for the WashingtonBaltimore New Urban Region. All that was lacking
was a quantification and locational articulation of
land-use demands. With this information, realistic
community-scale plans with a functional
transportation system could have been a reality.
These plans could have guided the rebuilding of the
urban area into sustainable human settlement
patterns.
The Commonwealth Has Been Painted into a
Corner
Over the past 46 years, engineers, municipal
planners, winner-take-all development projects and
least-common-denominator land use plans have
painted citizens of Virginia (and the rest of the United
States) into a corner. What happened throughout the
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Commonwealth happened with the greatest negative
impact in the northern part of Virginia. What
happened in Fairfax, Loudoun and Prince William
Counties and in the other municipal jurisdictions
within 70 miles of the core of the National Capital
Subregion is as bad as anywhere in the United
States. That is why the Subregion has one of the
nation’s most dysfunctional transport systems
measured in terms of hours of delay, length of trips
and wasted resources.
There are no easy alternatives to address today’s
traffic congestion problem. The current congestion is
projected to grow exponentially unless there is a
fundamental change. All the conventional ‘solutions’
are expensive and/or ineffective. Because the
Commonwealth has been opting for short-term, noncomprehensive fixes for so long, there are in fact no
solutions except to implement fundamental change.
For this reason, the state and municipal governments
are paralyzed. Politicians, transportation
professionals and governance practitioners in
general are frozen in the headlights, and a crash is
eminent.
(For background and exploration of this issue, see
Physics of Gridlock and two other PowerPoint
presentations that explain why traffic is bad now and
going to become worse. These presentations by S/PI
will be available soon on the Bacon's Rebellion web
site.)
The multi-billion dollar overruns of the Big Dig in
Boston is the national poster child of urban core
transport restructuring expense. Virginia has its own
poster child with the I-95/I-395/I-495 Springfield
Mixing Bowl. Consider the cost of all the mixing bowls
it would require to rebuild the Capital Beltway and its
interchanges. Even 30 and 40 miles from the core in
places like Gainesville and Warrenton (where they
have already tried four bypass surgeries) there is no
room for major highway projects, even if funds were
available. Some of the expensive responses to
congestion and lack of mobility will create even more
problems. All of the real solutions are counterintuitive
-- that is counter to conventional wisdom.
During the past 30 years, there has been no pretense
of tying the planning of land use and transportation
together. Take the example of Fairfax County. When
it comes to land use, Fairfax County is the 1,000,000person gorilla of the northern part of Virginia. Most of
the land in the Commonwealth within 20 miles of the
National Capital Subregion’s core is in Fairfax County.
Here is what a gorilla with land-use controls but no
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responsibility for balancing transportation can do to a
Subregion. In the period from 1973 to 1975, Fairfax
County revised its comprehensive plan. According to
the County’s own transportation planners at the time,
the land uses in the new 1975 Fairfax County
Comprehensive Plan generated four times more trips
than could be served by the transportation system
shown on the plan. This is a prima facie case of
failure to achieve a balance of transport and land
use. This is without even worrying about who would
pay for the roads on the plan. What was not clear
until recently is that no matter what roadways were
on the plan or how much money was available,
mobility cannot be provided for dysfunctional human
settlement patterns.
In the late 80s, Fairfax County changed its plan again
because the result -– exactly what was planned in
1973-1975 -– was not working. By then, low-density
urban land uses were scattered across the County,
and METRO station platforms were insulated by
administrative convenience spaces, parking lots,
parking garages and highway rights-of-way from the
destinations METRO riders wanted to access. In
addition, new urban land uses were being sucked into
the land-use black holes created by overplanning and
overzoning in Loudoun and Prince William Counties.
It all started over 60 years ago when the idea of an
“interregional” expressway system began to morph
into an intraregional urban commuter system.
Beware of initiatives launched in the name of
‘national security.’
The real losers are the citizens who relied on
conventional wisdom in traffic engineering and real
estate investment. They must now pay for the results
–- scattered urban land uses, dysfunctional human
settlement patterns, expensive and degraded
services and a fatally flawed transportation system.
Most citizens will have no way to get to where they
believe they need to go.
There Are No Plans Against Which One Can Test
Land-use Projects or Transportation Facility
Proposals
The crowning irony is that there are not yet any
regional or subregional sketch plans that balance
jobs, housing, services, recreation and amenity at
the community scale. In addition, there are no
criteria that can be used to judge alternative
transportation facilities plans.
Warner's Solution is to have VDOT Help Create
Better, County, City and Town "Comprehensive
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Plans"
Space does not permit an exploration of the tragically
flawed municipal planning system, but just getting
help on the transportation element will not solve any
known problem. (See The Role of Municipal Planning
in Creating Dysfunctional Human Settlement
Patterns.)
Where to From Here?
Kill the Private Vehicle Mobility Myth!
If Governor Warner wants to address transportation
congestion and put VDOT on a sound footing, the
first step is to drive a stake through the heart of the
two-part Private Vehicle Mobility Myth. This myth
sustains private vehicle pseudo economics and leastcommon-denominator public policy. This myth can be
stated as follows:

Individuals can work wherever they can
find a job, live wherever they can afford
a house, seek services and recreation
wherever they wish and then it is
possible to build a roadway system so
they can drive in a private vehicle
wherever they want, whenever they
want to go there and arrive in a timely
manner.
An enterprise can locate its business
wherever it wants, and hire employees
who can live wherever they can afford a
house, and it is the enterprise’s right to
have the public fund a roadway system
so its employees can drive to work and
its vehicles delivering goods and services
can travel wherever they want, whenever
they want to go there and arrive in a
competitive time frame.
When plainly stated, the Private Vehicle Mobility Myth
is clearly just that, a myth.
Governor Warner could, if he were serious about
congestion, set up process to dispatch the Private
Vehicle Mobility Myth.
Next he could initiate a program to create regional
sketch plans for every region and subregion in the
Commonwealth.
The Governor then could require that all state
transportation funds be spent on projects that
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support the creation of balanced, Alpha Communities
that have plans based on real, regional and
subregional sketch plans.
Now that would tie transportation and land-use
together. Anything short of these bold actions is
window dressing.
-- December 23, 2002
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Smoke and Shadows
Rather than edify the public about the dynamics
behind Northern Virginia's transportation
congestion, The Washington Post obscured the
causes and touted harmful solutions.

Traffic congestion and regional mobility are
important topics in the northern part of
Virginia. Most citizens get their in-depth
perspectives on these complex issues from the
region’s dominant newspaper, The Washington
Post. Just what can they learn about access
and mobility by reading The Post?
This column provides an informal survey of key
articles and editorials on transportation and land use
carried by The Post during 2002. This summary can
be used to achieve a better understanding of these
issues and help interpret coverage in 2003.
THE NEWS SIDE
In anticipation of the Fall 2002 vote on increasing
the sales tax to fund transportation, The Post
provided extensive coverage of transportation and
land use. Many of the articles focused on soft news
-- the impact of congestion and long commutes on
individuals and families. Some articles, however,
addressed technical and substantive issues. Stories
in The Post provided the anti-tax advocates with
some of their best material.
The September 2002 Post article “Roads Projects
Wouldn’t End N. VA.’s Misery” (B-1, 19 September
2002 by Katherine Shaver) documented that the
proposed tax would generate a only drop in the
bucket of need. No amount of money would “solve”
the problem of traffic congestion. Widely circulated
by anti-tax advocates, this article helped citizens
understand that, as we emphasize below, building
more roads or other infrastructure will not eliminate
congestion.
The Post’s substantive coverage of access and
mobility issues also provided information upon which
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intelligent longer-term decisions could be made.
Here are some examples:
Acknowledging that the “reverse commute” is now
almost as bad as the normal peak flow (“A Reverse
Commute No Breeze,” Lisa Rein, A-1, 6 July 2002 )
establishes a context for understanding a
fundamental reality:
It is not physically possible to design a
regional transport system that pumps a
full cycle only once a day -- in during the
morning peak, out during the evening
peak.
Human settlement is an organic system controlled by
the laws of physics and biology. Because of the same
natural laws, it would also not be possible to design
a mammal whose heart beat just once a day.
It is also good news that parking perks were back on
the front page as a major cause of transport
dysfunction. (“Area Parking Perks Keep More Cars on
Road, Experts Say,” Katherine Shaver, A-1, 8 July
2002 .) An understanding of free parking and other
subsidies that encourage private vehicle use opens
the door to exploring the real solutions to traffic
congestion.
Level the playing field and let
economic competition balance travel
demand with transport system
capacity. Drop the counterproductive
subsidies on single-occupant vehicles
(and private vehicles in general) and
thereby improve access and mobility
for all citizens.
This perspective is critical. The current United States
ground-transport policy is centered on the myth of
“freedom” provided by the private automobile. The
surface transportation policy was forged in the 1920s
and reinforced in the 1950s. What was good for 5
percent of the population in the 1920s and for
General Motors and 30 percent of the population in
the 1950s is not good for all the citizens -individually or collectively -- in the 21st century.
It should have been front page news that the Private
Vehicle Mobility Myth crafted by special interests in
the 20s is still controlling public transport policy.
Some media and governance practitioners support
the transport facility design/build lobby and the
myriad land development interests in perpetuating
the Private Vehicle Mobility Myth. (Our December 23,
2002 Bacon’s Rebellion column, “Too Little, Too Late”
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articulates the Private Vehicle Mobility Myth in the
context of what Gov. Mark Warner can do
immediately to improve transportation in the
Commonwealth.)
The most common form of this myth is related to
residential decision-making. Since World War II, the
transportation design/build lobby, along with many
politicians, have been telling individuals, families and
organizations that in this great country universal
mobility is akin to freedom of speech. Those who
benefit from wide-spread belief in the myth reinforce
it with advertising, public policy and news coverage.
The myth when fully stated as below is obviously
just that, a myth:

Individuals and families can live
wherever they can afford and work
wherever they can find a job. They
can seek services and recreation
wherever they choose. It is
government’s obligation to build a
roadway/highway/expressway
system that allows them to drive a
private vehicle wherever they want to
go, whenever they want, and to arrive
in a timely manner.
This myth is richly supported by The Post’s
advertising and reporting. A June 2002 Post story
highlights the enterprise-oriented Private Vehicle
Mobility Myth. (“Clogged Roads Cost Area Firms
Billions: When Employees Get Stuck in Traffic, Profits
Can Stall, Too” Neil Irwin, A-1, 21 June 2002 .) This
article documents that businesses base investments
on the Private Vehicle Mobility Myth.
Entrepreneurs can start an enterprise
wherever they want and seek
customers wherever they want. It is
government’s obligation to build a
roadway/highway/
expressway system that allows
companies’ vehicles to deliver goods
and services wherever the enterprises
want, whenever they want, in a
timely manner.
Of course, if the business’ vehicles run into
congestion, it is someone else's fault. Employers
also believe they have the right to have their workers
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drive to work and arrive on time without regard to
the location of the workplace. These variations of the
Myth are as preposterous as the citizen/family
location variants.
There is no basis for any form of the Private
Vehicle Mobility Myth. It is a fiscal and physical
impossibility in a large New Urban Region such
as Washington-Baltimore, the fourth largest in
the United States , to create ubiquitous privatevehicle mobility. Such friction-free driving is
impossible in a universe controlled by the laws
of physics and biology. Data from the Texas
Transportation Institute’s annual urban mobility
analysis have been making this point for nearly
20 years.
Most of The Post’s news coverage since the 5
November elections has focused on the fact that
there is no money to build even a few of the
transport system improvements that road and rail
advocates champion. Face-saving stories about how
politicians plan to squeeze blood from turnips have
been the theme. What goes unsaid is more
important:
Unless there are fundamental
changes in human settlement pattern
-- and in citizen expectations -- there
will be no end to transport gridlock.
Three initial steps would be to remove
the counterproductive subsidies,
rationally allocate the costs of access
and mobility and kill the Private
Vehicle Mobility Myth.
It also went unreported in 2002 that it is impossible
to know what transport facilities the National Capital
Subregion needs, if any, because the distribution of
land uses is now so dysfunctional. The Subregion
cannot rationally, reasonably or economically fix the
problem of immobility and lack of access until there
is a comprehensive Subregional land-use plan that
balances transport demand with transport-system
capacity. The last time that Washington had such a
plan was 1791 – the planner was Pierre Charles
L’Enfant. The closest we have come since is the
Finley/Hoppenfield 1961 Plan for the Year 2000.
THE EDITORIAL SIDE
Those in control of the Washington Post’s editorial
and op-ed pages demonstrated a clear failure to
grasp the transportation/ land-use issues. Editorial
policy supports the interests of the publishing
company and thus its advertisers -- home builders,
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues03/01-13/Smoke_and_shadows.htm (4 of 7) [1/10/2008 1:02:27 PM]

Smoke and Shadows

lenders, home furnishers, agents, road builders, land
speculators, auto sales and service and others in the
minority who profit directly from dispersed,
dysfunctional settlement patterns.
As a general rule, citizens would be well advised to
do just the opposite of what Post editorials
recommend for transportation and land use. Indeed,
that is what the voters did on the tax referendum.
Whatever one thinks about the Post editorials on
national, continental and global issues, they are
deplorable on regional and subregional ones. This is
especially true in the case of land use and
transportation.
On 5 July 2002 , The Washington Post editorial
writers stated their misperception very clearly. After
citing the recent coverage on the woes of citizens
using roads and rails in the National Capital
Subregion, they stated: “Even the smartest growth
from now on won’t eliminate the need for massive
spending on transit and road improvements.” A
number of citizens probably agreed with that
statement. The problem is that it is dead wrong.
Growth is not smart, smarter or
smartest unless the changes in land
use that result from this growth
reduces the demand for vehicular
transport, especially in singleoccupant private vehicles. Growth is
not smart unless it helps create a
balance between transport-system
capacity and travel demand.
This point is made in our Bacon’s Rebellion column
“Wrong solution, Wrong Problem” (December 9,
2002) in paraphrasing of transportion guru Wilford
Owen: There are almost no transportation facility
solutions to transportation congestions problems.
Between mid-May and the November election, The
Post ran 15 editorials, consuming more than 80
column inches, obscuring this reality. The editorials
had a single theme: Transportation problems can be
solved with more money. On election day, voters
rejected this position.
Moving from editorials to the op-ed pages, the
situation becomes more complex. Some op-eds such
as Hank Dittmar’s “Next Move for Transportation” on
December 30, 2002, which advocates an integrated
system of air, rail and rubber-tired vehicles to meet
long-distance travel needs, makes a significant
contribution to the discussion and understanding of
the transport issue.
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By contrast, Rob Atkinson’s “In Virginia, Roadkill
from the Start” (November 10, 2002, Page B-4)
which Monday-morning quarterbacked the sales tax
strategy, confused transportation/land-use issues
and provided “expert” advice that is dead wrong.
Perhaps the most important step in the right
direction was an op-ed on “congestion
pricing.” (“Pricing the Fast Lane,” Jerry Taylor and
Peter Van Doren, 12 July 2002 , A-21.) Congestion
pricing is a great idea, but not a silver bullet. There is
the issue of equity:
In a democracy with a market
economy, a transport system that
leverages the rich to get richer is not
acceptable as a “solution.”
Congestion pricing is a useful tool,
but in the United States, where more
and more of the wealth is held by
fewer and fewer citizens and the gap
between rich and poor grows each
year, using the mobility system to
reinforce that trend is not good policy
or good politics.
Congestion pricing has many constructive
applications. More importantly, it opens the window
for citizens to understand the root cause of
congestion. The underlying problem is dysfunctional
human settlement patterns. Congestion pricing
illuminates the need for the fundamental changes in
land use in order to balance transportation-system
capacity with travel demand. It does not eliminate
the need for these fundamental changes.
Failure to rationally allocate the
public cost of providing access and
mobility -- including the failure to
implement any form of congestion
pricing -- exacerbates the problem of
dysfunctional human settlement
patterns. However, relying only on
congestion pricing masks the core
reality: Ubiquitous private (or public)
vehicle mobility without a land-use
balance is a fiscal and physical
impossibility, period.
Politicians might as well promise voters that they can
fly by flapping their arms as to suggest that
governments can make unfettered mobility a reality
by just building more roads and/or more rails. The
issue of shared-vehicle mobility and access is more
complex than with private vehicles, but even with
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shared vehicles (aka, transit), the level of mobility
and access promised by governance practitioners and
lobbying groups is a pipedream without major
restructuring of land uses.
To maintain economic competitiveness, social
stability and environmental sustainability, it is
imperative that the Washington-Baltimore New Urban
Region solve its transportation crisis. This will require
a fundamental change in human settlement patterns.
It will require the evolution of balanced, Alpha
Communities that are intelligently distributed to
create a sustainable region. The Post is still a long
way from contributing to citizen education on this
reality
-- January 13, 2003
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A Home for Homeland Security
The search for a Homeland Security HQ sheds
new light on the ideal locations for airports,
transit and public facilities within the
Washington New Urban Region.

For those concerned with creating functional human
settlement patterns and a nation of secure citizens,
last week brought good news. The announcement of
an interim headquarters for the Department of
Homeland Security was a breath of fresh air. Other
potential sites made public over the last month
might have been profitable for influential groups at
top of the economic food chain, but none would have
contributed to creating secure citizens.
After weeks of speculation about which locality and
which project owner would reap the benefit of a
hasty search and an unseemly inter-municipal tug of
war, the U.S. Navy Security Station in Washington,
D.C., seems like a wise and secure choice for a
temporary facility.
Few decisions are as important in the National
Capital Subregion as the selection of the site for a
new federal agency headquarters. The location of the
Pentagon in Arlington before World War II, for
instance, proved decisive in the evolution of the
Northern Virginia economy. Likewise, the location of
Homeland Security’s permanent home could shape
the Region’s future for decades to come.
The Temporary Location
The Security Station in not a likely place to anchor
an agency’s long-term headquarters, even if only a
few of its 170,000 employees actually work there.
Contrary to the press coverage, shared-vehicle (aka,
transit) access and service is poor. The nearest
METRO station is three times the recommended
maximum distance from platform to door for
effective shared-vehicle operations. Nearly 3/4 mile
is not good for college students; it certainly is not
acceptable for an agency headquarters. The
Tenleytown METRO station is six stops away from
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the nearest interline transfer station. Relying on a
single station that is distant from the core and
served by a single line provides neither quality of
access nor security. A single breakdown could isolate
the facility.
Already, buses, taxis and cars fight significant
congestion going to or from the Ward Circle area at
most hours of day and night. Boosting the number of
jobs without augmenting the housing stock, business
services and the mobility systems that serve the
area is a recipe for gridlock. Helicopter access will
cause significant noise and safety issues.
Future public access and visibility are also important.
Security in a democracy cannot be a black hole. As
the Department of Defense, the Federal Bureau of
Investigation, the Central Intelligence Agency and
now the National Security Agency have learned over
the years, public relations and public information are
important in a democracy. Over the long term, if
governance agencies are to attract talented
employees and maintain public support – and,
therefore, congressional funding -- they cannot allow
themselves to sink into a Darth Vader world of
secrecy.
Trains, Planes and Politics
As the National Capital Planning Commission’s Plan
for the Year 2050 pointed out, many locations would
meet the transport and image needs of a new
agency. From a land-use and transportation
perspective, the best place for the Department of
Homeland Security as currently envisioned would be
one that supports positive change in the core of the
Subregion. For some, the ideal solution seems
obvious. But first, some background:
Let’s go back to the subregional land-use/
transportation context of the mid-70s. At that time,
construction of the METRO rail system was
underway. METRO provided the potential for a
shared-vehicle system to become the primary
armature for transporting citizens of the National
Capital Subregion.
In the mid-70s, Washington Dulles International
Airport (Dulles Airport) was open and had worldclass runways but little air traffic. In fact, the Dulles
runways were the longest and least encumbered by
inappropriate surrounding development east of the
Mississippi. They provided better air-side access than
any airport that was within 100 miles of a major New
Urban Region’s core.
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On the ground side, it was a different story. There
was no easy way to get to the Dulles Airport from
the core of the National Capital Subregion. Building I66 inside the Beltway and adding the Dulles Spur
helped, but did not solve the location problem.
Dulles Airport remains a long drive away from the
core.
The original plans for Dulles Airport and the Dulles
Access Road provided for rail transit in the median.
There was, however, no money to build it. A
proposed METRO line to Tysons Corner would have
gotten METRO cars three miles closer to Dulles
Airport but was rejected in favor of the METRO
Orange Line terminating at Vienna/Fairfax City. This
location was chosen because the Vienna/Fairfax City
site was surrounded by vacant land that could be
developed as “transit station-oriented
development.” (How that site has developed is a sad
story for another time.)
While ground access to Dulles Airport’s world-class
runways was a problem, Reagan Washington
National Airport (“National Airport”), the other
airport serving civilian traffic to the Subregion, was
plagued by opposite problems. National had short,
dangerous runways and a crowded, outdated
terminal. The runway problems had existed even for
smaller prop-driven aircraft for which National
Airport was designed before World War II. As air
carriers started using larger planes and jet
propulsion, a serious problem of safety and noise
impact has become much worse.
The quality of urban life for a million people at home
and at work deteriorated every time National added
a bigger plane or added a flight. In this context, it is
not surprising that a coalition of interests emerged
to shift air traffic from National Airport to Dulles
Airport. The coalition was made up of public officials,
private enterprises and institutions including homes
and civic associations that were negatively impacted
by overflights. These Friends of Dulles had a unifying
theme: Sell all or part of National Airport and use
the money to build world-class ground-side access to
serve Dulles’ world-class, airside runways.
Many questioned the need for four major airports -Dulles Airport, BWI, Andrews Air Force Base and
National Airport -- to serve the cores of WashingtonBaltimore New Urban Region. There was consensus
that the federal government had to be taken out of
the day-to-day operation of the civilian airports.
The Redskins do not often get to the Super Bowl, but
political football is played every day at the highest
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levels in the region. Despite the intelligent
alternatives on the table, a deal was cut to keep
National Airport open. This was so congresspersons,
Supreme Court judges and others could jump on a
plane to a fundraiser or their home district without
the long drive to Dulles or BWI. As a consequence,
three airports were expanded when two could have
logically served the New Urban Region.
The subregional airport authority that emerged from
the negotiations was committed to improving access
to and facilities at Dulles Airport but also had an
obligation to built a large new terminal and make
other improvements at National Airport. Among
airports that have spent more than $1 billion in the
past decade, National has the most unsafe runways
in the world.
9/11
Then came 11 September 2001. Immediately, it
became apparent that it was not smart to have
airplanes – each one a potential bomb – flying in and
out of National Airport in the core of the Subregion,
passing over the Pentagon and flying near the
Capitol and White House.
The long-term context of air travel has changed as
well. Airplanes still make sense for long-distance
travel. But for reasons of security, energy
consumption and land-use efficiency, high-speed
ground travel makes more sense for mid-range
trips.
For reasons of security, energy consumption, air
quality and quality human environments, it also is
apparent that airports need to be located safe
distances from concentrations of potential targets of
terrorism. This means airports are a long way from
large concentrations of potential riders.
National Airport was closed for months after 9/11
because planes flying in and out were deemed to be
too dangerous to important national assets on the
ground. The airport will close again the first time
someone tries to light their shoes or necktie on a
flight in or out. Just as 11 September 2001 forever
made the decision to expand National Airport
inappropriate, it also brought into question the
location of the Air and Space Museum Annex and the
National Reconnaissance Office near the flight paths
in and out of Dulles. Both are potential terrorist
targets that are very close to the runways.
The search for a new home for the Homeland
Security Agency gives the Region an opportunity to
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review past decisions in new light. If the Department
of Homeland Security had located near the National
Reconnaissance Offices in Chantilly, as was
proposed, ponder the impact that a threat to Tom
Ridge’s office would have on the operation of Dulles
Airport. Consider how much more secure the White
House and the rest of the core of the Subregion
would be if there were no private or commercial
flights in or out of National Airport. Imagine sipping
coffee on a terrace in Georgetown, or anywhere
along the Potomac, without the roar of planes
landing and taking off from National Airport.
The Department of Homeland Security solved its
short-term needs for a secure home. It needed a
place to get organized. Now we need an open,
intelligent review of the long-term alternatives for a
permanent home.
The Bigger Picture
There is also a larger issue. Is the Department of
Homeland Security the right agency to provide
security for the citizens of the United States? Again,
the land-use location issue provides a context to
consider this question.
As Aristotle would have put it: Happy and safe
citizens are the best assurance of long-term
security.
Since the nation-state has turned out not to be a
fundamental building block of a secure global
society, perhaps we should rethink the idea of
assigning the function of homeland security to the
national government as opposed to making it a
distributed responsibility. Addressing this question is
essential for two reasons:
●

●

Governments will not end terrorism until they
end the causes of terrorism;
Citizens must have safe dooryards, clusters,
neighborhoods, villages and communities if
they are to have safe and secure regions from
which to build a safe and secure world.

An open discussion of the location of homeland
security may provide a forum for consideration of
these issues.
In the end, if we do not treat the homeland security
issue as another political football game, we may
recycle a useful region-shaping strategy.
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●

●

●

●

●

Close National Airport as a commercial airport,
sell part of the airport land, and use the funds
to build rail access to Dulles as proposed 25
years ago.
Swap the Air and Space Museum, still under
construction, for the National Airport Terminal.
Refashion the Smithsonian facility at Dulles
Airport into the long-planned South Dulles
Terminal.
House the permanent Homeland Security
headquarters at National Airport.
Allow room at National for other uses, such as
a museum/information center on security and
safety, or a riverside community could serve
as a model for safe, secure human settlement
patterns.

These steps would start an evolution toward
functional and sustainable human settlement
patterns and could contribute to a better balance
between transportation-system capacity and landuse trip generation in the Subregion.
-- February 3, 2003
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Affordable, But No Bargain
"Affordable" housing is often a code word for
opening up cheap land for development. But
home owners pay a price for the perpetuation
of dysfunctional human settlement patterns.

It is now widely agreed that "affordable housing" is
a primary rhetorical obstacle to more intelligent
human settlement patterns. Nationwide, major
initiatives to improve the pattern and density of land
use have been derailed by claims that the proposed
action to make human settlement pattern more
functional will "wipe out affordable housing."
While nearly everyone favors affordable housing as a
theoretical goal, there is much more that needs to
be understood about it. The core issues have to do
with location/spacial distribution and with confusing
"affordable housing" with "low-quality housing."
If a community is to have affordable housing (as
opposed to poor-quality housing), the most effective
strategies are:
●

●

Raise the income of the households without
adequate housing;
Lower the price of the existing housing stock
by introducing competition.

The problem with the first approach is that the range
of housing options now being offered does not meet
the needs of the majority of those in search of more
suitable housing. A companion problem with the first
approach is that subsidy and income redistribution
have staunch ideological opponents -- "I have mine;
let them earn theirs."
The problem with the second approach is that the
majority of existing homeowners do not want to
have the value of their existing homes driven down
due to affordable (aka, less expensive) housing
coming on the market in their dooryard, cluster or
neighborhood.
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HOUSING, A COMPLEX ISSUE
It is clear from these two points that achieving an
affordable range of housing options is a complex
issue. Upon further review, it gets more convoluted
very quickly:
· Policies and programs at federal, state and
municipal levels have established multi-billion-dollar
subsidies (e.g., the mortgage interest deduction on
income tax) that are intended to lower an
individual's cost of housing. However, the great
majority of the subsidy goes to those at the top of
the economic food chain.
Increasing home ownership is a positive goal for
society as the ads by Fanny Mae and Freddie Mac
espouse. However, owning a home in a dysfunctional
location is not a benefit to the occupant or the
community.
· Both the land for housing and the dwelling units
themselves are sold in transactions involving agents.
This means there is a third party in whose interest it
is to see that the price is ratcheted up as high as the
market will bear.
· Housing is supplied by a speculative, profitdriven competitive process. Because of the municipal
control mechanisms now in place, the housing units
being built are the ones that yield the highest profit
per unit for the builder, not the ones in greatest
demand in the market.
· Trickle-down housing supports the
entrepreneurial goals of a market-driven society, but
it does not work any better than socialized housing
in providing `decent and affordable' housing for all
the citizens of a community.
The last two issues are related to the larger issue
that in the United States -- as contrasted with all
other nation-states in the First World -- speculative
gain is the primary driving force in creating human
settlement patterns.
CHEAP LAND AND AFFORDABLE HOUSING
The goal of affordable housing is often raised by
those who argue that making more land available for
development will create affordable housing. Those
who gain monetarily from housing in scattered
locations advocate the extension of highways to
provide access to "cheap land."
Cheap land does not yield affordable housing.
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If land is cheap, it is because it is not worth as
much when compared to other land in the
region. This "cheapness" is no "bargain"
because it yields no socially desirable benefit
for the future occupant. There is no "bargain"
to be had except to the project developer.
Dwelling units are sold by builders for the highest
price that the market will bear (i.e., the prospective
homebuyer will pay) in that location. The homebuyer
does not get a "good deal" on the price of his home
because the developer bought the land on which the
house sits at a low cost. The builder does not pass
on the land-cost savings.
Bargains can be found in the retail trade where, due
to a relatively well-informed market, the law of
supply and demand can operate. True bargains can
almost never be found in land within New Urban
Regions or Urban Support Regions in the First
World . Land in remote locations may be priced
based on its value for extensive (non-urban) land
uses -- e.g., forestry or agriculture. This land is not a
"bargain" because it is not appropriate for urban land
uses like housing. These sites result in scattered
units, dooryards or clusters of urban housing. hey
are, by definition, dysfunctional human settlement
patterns.
Cheap land does not yield "affordable housing"; it
yields "lower-quality" housing. Housing that is
dramatically less expensive per square foot is almost
always housing in bad locations relative to jobs,
services, recreation and amenities. This poorly
located, lower-quality housing is subsidized by the
taxpayers in the municipality, the state and the
region.
Less expensive but lower-quality housing is also
subsidized by the homeowner. How do the owners
subsidize their own housing? By spending their time
in travel to jobs and services, by paying the
transport costs to and from the home's dysfunctional
location and by doing without quality services,
recreation and amenity. Also, when these owners
decide to sell, their homes are on the market longer
and they appreciate less than well-located dwellings.
The Surface Transportation Policy Project has
documented the costs for housing that is badly
located in a report titled Driven to Spend, STPP,
2000. "The $100,000 Difference" explores the
difference in price and value of identical houses in
two different locations in the Virginia Subregion in
the report titled The Shape of Loudoun County's
Future, SYNERGY/Resources, 1998.)
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QUALITY VERSUS AFFORDABILITY
Quality housing is a prerequisite of a stable society.
Quality housing for all is a critical goal in a
democracy. Affordability is only one requirement for
quality housing. Another important one is
accessibility. Location is as important as sound
construction or affordability. A good dwelling unit in
a bad location will not provide a quality home.
Sound, affordable and accessible housing
cannot be created by "Business as Usual." It
requires fundamental change.
The best way to achieve affordable and accessible
housing is not to try to stop change. Critics of
"gentrification" complain that residents in the
National Capital Subregion are being "priced out of
their neighborhood" as in Georgetown in the '50s,
McLean in the '60s, Old Town in the '70s, Capital Hill
in the '80s and Reston in the '90s. The "enemy" that
the critics of gentrification need to attack is not
change but the driving force now controlling
civilization -- unbridled economic competition.
The more useful path to expanding the opportunity
for affordable and accessible housing is to rebuild
every community -- and all the components within
those communities. The goal should be to make
every place where there is housing into a desirable
place to live. This will require rebuilding,
revitalization and renewal of the components of
human settlement to create balanced communities
within sustainable regions.
The current level of public subsidy for housing
would be more than sufficient to assure there
was affordable and accessible housing for all
citizens if this subsidy were directed toward
building better components of human
settlement pattern. At the present time, the
vast majority of these resources are used to
subsidize the individual units of well-to-do
citizens, along with developers, their agents
and other stakeholders in the development
process.
Finally, it must be understood that the problem is
not a shortage of land devoted to urban land uses
including housing. There is already more land
devoted to the built environment than could be
efficiently and effectively used to house and serve
the projected population through 2050.
SUMMARY
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Creating affordable and accessible housing is one of
the key challenges to achieving functional human
settlement patterns. Citizens must understand the
role of housing location and the occupant's
accessibility to jobs, services, recreation and
amenity in the formula for creating quality housing.
Building balanced communities in sustainable regions
is the only feasible path to creating affordable and
accessible housing.
-- February 17, 2003
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Silver Lining
Smart growth initiatives were toast in 2003. If
it’s any consolation, they wouldn’t have worked
anyway -- and legislative defeat may set the
stage for electoral victory this fall.

Smart growth received a thrashing in the 2003
General Assembly. Builders and “property rights”
lobbies beat up the odd-fellow collection of interests
– municipal governments, conservationists, infill
developers, growth management proponents -- that
comprise the smart growth movement. Bills dealing
with environmental protection, accessible housing,
functional transportation and related issues all got
trounced.
But that’s not necessarily bad news, even if you
believe in smart growth.
For starters, the advocates of smart settlement
patterns probably got as far as could be expected in
the no-win legislative climate of the General
Assembly this year. More to the point, even if
passed, the smart-growth bills wouldn’t have done
much good. In fact, success in enacting the
measures might have made the prognosis for a
sustainable future worse off rather than before.
The problems the smart-growth bills addressed are
real. But the remedies do not go far enough.
Adequate Public Facilities
For the past several General Assembly sessions, and
again in 2003, the hottest issue has been legislation
giving towns and counties the power to consider the
existence of adequate roads, schools and other
urban services when deciding whether to issue
building permits. The proposed legislation also would
have allowed municipal governments to charge
developers and builders impact fees to cover their
share of the costs of urban infrastructure and
services. The proposed new powers are collectively
called “adequate public facility ordinances” or APFOs.
For years, public opinion polls have shown broad
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public support for APFOs. However, those who profit
from the land-use status quo worry that APFOs will
raise their cost of doing business as usual. For this
reason, they think APFOs are a bad idea. As one
Northern Virginia Building Industry Association
spokesperson stated the problem, “APFOs saddle the
cost of growth on a tiny segment of society.”

Most voters think this “tiny minority” is just who
should pay. This small group, after all, profits from
placing urban land uses in dysfunctional locations.
Many scattered, outlying developments are not now
supported by quality urban services and facilities –
and there may never be any way to serve them
equitably or cost effectively.
Builders will pass along the impact fees if they can,
boosting the price of housing. APFO critics say this is
unfair to new entrants into the housing market. Most
existing homeowners never had to pay these fees –
why should newcomers pay the full costs of growth?
Such policies discriminate against the young and the
upwardly mobile.
The aim of APFOs isn’t to load the cost of
government onto new houses, however: It’s to
ensure that houses built in poor locations bear the
cost of providing infrastructure and delivering public
services to those locations. The question is properly
framed this way: Why should taxpayers subsidize
projects in dysfunctional locations by extending
services to them for free while responsible
developers who build their houses within existing
service areas – often paying more for their property
-- receive no special consideration?
There is broad support for APFOs
because there is a disjunction
between those who benefit from
development in scattered,
dysfunctional locations and those
who pay the economic, social and
physical costs of serving those
locations. Many so-called “property
rights” advocates are really real
estate speculators seeking public
subsidies to justify the inflated
values they paid for property in
scattered and uneconomical
locations.
APFOs are frequently blamed for the demise of
“affordable” housing. But this scare tactic is the
reddest of red herrings. The rhetorical ploy works
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because the public and policy makers fail to
understand that housing must be not only affordable
but accessible. Scattered, dysfunctional locations
impose costs in time and transportation expense for
homeowners driving to where they work, shop, run
errands, go to church or otherwise conduct their
lives. These costs, which don’t show up on the
mortgage statement, can make so-called
“affordable” housing unaffordable. (For a brief
survey of the facts related to affordable and
accessible housing, see our 17 February column
“Affordable, But No Bargain.”)
After the defeat of regional sales taxes in Northern
Virginia and Hampton Roads, which would have
funded regional transportation projects, smart
growth interests believed they had a chance to get
APFOs passed. They went all out with mass e-mail
appeals and other tactics to get legislators to pass
legislation authorizing APFOs. But the bills never got
out of committee – to all appearances, a loss for the
good guys.
APFOs Without a Comprehensive Framework
Here’s the sad truth: If the APFO legislation had
passed – especially if it had been a watered-down
compromise version -- it would have not created a
“great leap forward.” No matter how strong or weak,
APFO would have given legislators an excuse to do
nothing else for the indefinite future. Worse, APFOs
would have been applied in the same government
maze as existing land-use controls.
On one point, APFO opponents are right: APFOs are
subject to blatant abuse. There is a real danger of
larger, more sophisticated jurisdictions using the tool
to push development out to more remote
jurisdictions which lack the institutional capacity to
pass or administer APFO regulations. Instead of
more equitably distributing the cost of changes in
human settlement patterns, APFOs might end up
pushing urban land uses to less desirable locations
even more remote from jobs and services. This is
what has happened with “gold-plated manhole
cover” regulations and lifestyle zoning masquerading
as “quality construction standards,” “agriculture
preservation” and “open space protection.”
In this context, APFOs are similar to the package of
land-use control tools already in widespread use.
Existing tools include the comprehensive plan,
zoning, subdivision control, the official map and
capital budgeting. (See “The Role of Municipal
Planning in creating Dysfunctional Human Settlement
Patterns” for a glimpse at how municipal
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comprehensive planning has evolved to become a
major part of the problem, not a solution.)
The problem with applying old tools or new ones
such as APFOs is the total lack of a comprehensive,
workable framework in which to apply them. All such
tools are doomed to failure until regional and
subregional land use and transportation are planned
together. The problem is not the lack of any tool; it
is the failure to create rational land-use plans on a
regional and subregional level.
Transportation Funding
After the defeat of the sales tax referenda last fall,
some legislators came to Richmond in January
hoping to find ways to address citizens frustration
with traffic congestion. If they couldn’t raise the
sales tax, perhaps they could scrape up some state
funds to pay for more transportation projects. This,
they thought, would take the heat off them for not
supporting the APFOs, and they could live happily
ever after – or at least until after the 2003 election –
without having to address the hard issues of creating
functional settlement patterns.
Most smart-growth advocates sat out the funding
debate because, in their appraisal, most
transportation dollars go for roads that make
settlement patterns ever more dysfunctional. (As
noted in our column of 9 December 2002 , Wrong
Solution, Wrong Problem, the issue is not a need for
more money.)
As it turned out, even the most meager
transportation funding proposals failed to pass.
Indeed, as if to toss salt into the wound, the General
Assembly ended up siphoning money out of the
transportation trust fund to “balance” the budget,
leaving even less money than before for new road
projects.
Why Defeats Are Good News
In summary, the legislative defeats are good news.
The reasons are simple:
●

●

The best legislation that might have
passed, given the existing process and
current cast of legislators in the General
Assembly, would not have made a
material difference.
Legislative half-measures would have
given lawmakers an excuse to do nothing
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to move toward sustainable settlement
patterns.
●

The interests supporting fundamental
change in human settlement patterns will
have issues with which to hold existing
officeholders accountable in the
upcoming fall elections.

Some savvy smart-growth advocates are gearing up
for the elections. The worse things get and the more
inaction they can document, they expect, the more
citizens will demand comprehensive change from
business as usual.
In our next column, we will examine the obstacles
faced by those who take these issues to the voters
and seek constructive changes in human settlement
patterns in order to secure functional transportation,
economic prosperity, social stability and a
sustainable future.
-- March 3, 2003
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Fiddling Around
Nero fiddled while Rome burned. Virginia's
legislators diddle while the state and its regions
sink into dysfunctional governance. Only
informed citizens can hold them accountable.

The results are now in: Barring a miracle between
now and the end of the Veto Session, the day after
April Fools Day, those concerned with smart growth
and a sustainable future were hosed at the 2003
General Assembly.
In our last column (See Silver Lining, March 3,
2003), we examined why the very best that
advocates of sustainable human settlement patterns
could hope for from the 2003 General Assembly
session was a set of clubs to use at election time.
Every seat is up for election this fall, and those who
have the fortitude to face voters after the last session
will be standing for reelection.
The question is: What chance do those who favor
responsive, efficient state and sub-state governance,
and desire human settlement patterns that support a
sustainable future have of achieving fundamental
change?
From a logical perspective, the odds look good.
First, we have the support of the voters on these
issues, as demonstrated in poll after poll over the
past decade.
Second, the support is concentrated in the three
largest New Urban Regions of the Commonwealth.
These urban places are not only have the most
voters, they are the most prosperous. Most
important, the citizens of these three regions have
the greatest institutional capacity and the best
networking potential.
These three regions are the economic engines that
pay Virginia's bills. As of July 2002, these regions
had 67.3 percent of the population. If one-personone-vote is the law of the land, and it takes a twothirds majority to achieve fundamental change, then
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supporters of this change should have no problem,
right?
I don't think so!
There are four obstacles confronting any effort to use
the legislators' positions on issues related to land use
and transportation in the 2003 session as a lever to
get a rational and responsible majority in the General
Assembly this Fall.
Seniority and politics. If the smart growth interests
are successful and the voters toss out many of the
current legislators who stand in the way of
fundamental change, the result could end up being a
re-enactment of the 70s following the first suburban
awakening. The first awakening occurred in the thenemerging economic dynamo -- the northern part of
Virginia. In this Subregion angry voters tossed out
many of those whose vote did not to represent their
interests every two years.
This made good government advocates feel better,
but it resulted in the leadership of the legislature
falling into the hands of the very forces that most
opposed the perspectives of the majority of the
population living in the northern part of Virginia. The
legislature ended up in the control of delegates and
senators from large, very-low density districts south
and west of Richmond. Their names became
household words in the 80s and 90s as Virginia
emerged as a leader in 21st century technology and
18th century governance. These legislators have
repeatedly been quoted as saying that any growth is
good and that their constituents would love see a
new Wal Mart, power plant and 15 McMansions on a
cul-de-sac in their districts, no mater where they
were located.
The primary alternative to attempting wholesale
replacement of current representatives is to get a
promise-carved-in-stone that existing office holders
will mend their ways and work for the common longterm good as determined by the public, as opposed
to engaging in party political horse trading and
soliciting campaign contributions from special
interests. For instance, fear of losing builder PAC
money was often cited as the reason individual
legislators gave for opposing Adequate Public
Facilities Ordinances.
The retread/promise-in-stone strategy worked with
some supervisors in Loudoun County in 1999, but will
it work with legislators across the Commonwealth? As
the next election approaches, the Loudoun effort may
be unraveling due to intra-party squabbling. This
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intra-party dissension is rooted in the fact that the
party leadership/party faithful do not hold the same
views as the majority of the party members, much
less the majority of the voters.
The only cure for this problem in a democracy is
extensive citizen education. That process takes time
and professional help that no one seems willing to
support. This leaves control to the political party
apparatus, which means the citizens lose and
business-as-usual interests and their PACs win.
The current legislative process. No matter how
many responsible legislators are sent to Richmond to
represent the urban majority of the Commonwealth,
the current legislative process in Virginia is black hole
that adsorbs time and resources from those seeking
fundamental change. The only good thing about the
current mock legislature is that it lasts only a few
weeks each year. The rest of the time the legislature,
which acts as if it is indispensable during those few
weeks, goes into hibernation.
The current system is one established to respond to
18th century technology, economic relationships and
population distribution. There is no thought of
working to create a more perfect union, or more
responsive governance processes at the state and
sub-state levels. There is a near perfect governance
vacuum at the Regional and Alpha Community scales.
The only winners are those who avoid getting tossed
out of office and return for more fun times in
Richmond. The current legislative process is a yearly
re-enactment of Lucy jerking away the football
before Charlie Brown can kick it. The core problem is
that it is the only game in town, and no one is
stepping up to make fundamental changes in the
process.
As bad as these two structural problems are, two
others may be even harder to address.
Faux fiscal conservatism. Faux fiscal conservatism
is a disease that has morphed Virginia's tradition of
"fiscal conservatism" into something completely
different to suit the short-term political objectives of
both parties.
Fiscal conservatism has served the citizens of the
Commonwealth well in many ways. It has led to
intelligent investment in education and infrastructure.
Taking advantage of the institutions and prosperity
created by these investments, opportunistic
politicians have changed intelligent fiscal constraint
into something completely different. The new theme
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seems to be "government is bad but less government
is less bad." A lower tax burden and not better
services is a sign of good government and a pledge
of "no new taxes" is the only assurance of a
representative acting in a responsible manner.
Campaign after campaign on these themes have
convinced voters that they are overpaying for the
services, and the way to solve it was to elect those
who pledged to pass no new taxes. Citizens fell for
this ploy and are paying for their mistake with
reduced services and growing governance
inefficiency. The real goal should be to efficiently
provide services and create an effective governance
structure.
The "no new tax/smaller government is good
government" phobia infects all government services
and deprives every citizen of the services they should
be able to expect -- education, health care, resource
conservation, etc. The disease negatively impacts
human settlement patterns in many ways. For
example, failing to fundamentally change the state
and sub-state funding structure encourages
municipalities to chase non-residential tax base to
pay for "sub-state" (aka municipal) services for
residents. This creates a wild imbalance in land use
control process and exacerbates the problems
associated with dysfunctional human settlement
patterns. "Tax reform" is the current buzzword.
Failure of the state government to address even the
most blatant abuses of the current system gives
citizens little hope that there will be a serious effort
to make fundamental changes.
Providing for the safety and prosperity of its citizens
is a government responsibility. As Aristotle noted, the
primary path to safety and happiness of citizens is
creating and maintaining quality human settlement
patterns. This process costs money, and in a
democracy, the role of government is to fairly and
equitably allocate these costs.
Under our federal Constitution, it is the
Commonwealth's responsibility to enable and support
prosperous and stable communities within
sustainable New Urban Regions. The 2003 legislative
session proves again that those in office have no idea
what this means or how to achieve these objectives.
The obsession with private interests and
neglect of public responsibilities. Perhaps
because the citizens elected representatives who are
unwilling to address the larger issues, the legislature
and the executive branch have become obsessed
with issues of private rights and actions (e.g., seat
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belts and parental notice) without concern for private
individual's collective responsibilities. The obverse is
that the Commonwealth governance structure has
become incapable of focusing on the collective,
commutative impacts of government action and
inaction that impact the health, safety and welfare of
all its citizens.
Traffic fatalities, traffic congestion, air quality, water
supply, economic prosperity, social stability and
environmental sustainability -- all items directly
related to human settlement patterns as well as
many others such as education, health and safety
that are indirectly related -- are ignored in favor of
sometimes trivial and uniformly less important
issues. The Lt. Governor recently distributed an email to supporters lauding his efforts in facilitating
distribution of deer meat to poor residents of the
Commonwealth as an important legislative initiative.
This last point is perhaps the most troubling. Most
agree that our individual prosperity and family
welfare is directly tied to our region's economy, and
the region's economy is directly dependent on our
competitive role in the global economy. In this
context, state government is taking profoundly
counterproductive actions and crisis-sustaining
inactions. The focus on "individual rights" and
especially on "property rights" with no mention of the
collective private responsibilities violates a basic
economic reality. Robert Samuelson termed it "The
Fallacy of Composition": What is good for one is not
necessarily good for all.
The stock market demonstrates the wisdom of this
observation every day. There is, however, no more
dramatic demonstration of Samuelson's truth than in
the pattern and density of land use.
One curb cut on an arterial road is a convenience to
the user and an occasional inconvenience or safety
concern to the users of the arterial. Thirty curb cuts
is strip development that reduces the arterial road to
a collector road and may require a bypass.
One urban house on a 10-acre lot in a small valley of
farms is by-in-large tranquility with an occasional
conflict. One hundred urban houses on 10-acre lots in
the valley puts an end to agricultural activity.
Reviewing and approving a series of "projects" that
may all meet the general criteria of the municipal
plan often results in a cumulative mess that requires
expensive public intervention after the fact. This is
demonstrated in every urban area in the
Commonwealth.
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If the proverbial Man from Mars were to drop in on
Virginia and listen to the Richmond rhetoric, he would
not believe that according to the Year 2000 Census,
fewer than than one percent of Virginians live in
families that are classified as "farm" (e.g. nonurban). Nearly 79 percent of Virginians live in the
eight metropolitan regions, and the other 20 percent
are urban residents who live in urban dwellings
scattered across the countryside.
The inter-planetary visitor would think most
Virginian's were yeoman farmers living in a bucolic
1840 landscape. Those who did not farm were
engaged in small family businesses -- most of them
rolling cigarettes, making shoulder holsters and other
gear to conceal weapons or running mortuaries. It
would also appear that these genteel souls are being
protected by the legislature from a demon force
called "sub-state (aka, municipal) government" that
is seeking to steal their privacy, property and
innocence.
The common theme of discussions and decisions
about governance in the Commonwealth is
competitive, partisan, party politics-driven
squabbling.
In grade school world history classes, I was
fascinated by the suggestion that Nero fiddled while
Rome burned. In our town, when something was on
fire, everyone helped put out the fire. Then it
occurred to me that Nero was not really playing the
fiddle, he was just fiddling around. Democracy has
come to this: In Virginia it is not the emperor who is
fiddling; it is the whole governance system that is
fiddling around while the Commonwealth grows ever
more dysfunctional.
Those who like to play the political game and want to
beat legislators over the head for their poor
performance in Richmond during the 2003 legislative
session have an insurmountable obstacle course
unless they start with Civics 001.
-- March 17, 2003
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Three Questions
Oblivious to the decisive role of human
settlement patterns, the United States has
made itself dependent upon foreign oil and
blunders through the reconstruction of Middle
Eastern nation states.

Why don’t we understand the reasons for the war
with Iraq?
October 1973, the initiation of the Arab Oil Embargo,
was a turning point in modern human activity on the
planet. At no time in human history has the future
been more clear. At no time have there been more
educated citizens who have ignored an obvious
“tipping point.”
We argue that many events since the Arab Oil
Embargo are a result of the failure to understand the
importance of October 1973. Among those events
are:
●

●
●
●
●

The 1990-1991 recession (See opening of
Chapter 7 of The Shape of the Future)
Gulf War I (1991)
The Dot-com bust of 1998-2000
The attacks of 11 September 2001
Gulf War II (2003)

World Wars I and II started in Europe and were
caused by the spacial distribution of coal, iron and
thus steel. Creation of the European Union was an
intelligent response. Korea and Viet Nam were wars
driven by the spread of a tragically failed governance
idea that imploded of its own weight. It was not
match for capitalism as a reflection of human nature.
The Gulf wars are the result of auto-dependent
settlement patterns – here in Virginia as elsewhere
throughout the United States – that create a
dangerous dependence upon Middle Eastern oil.
Every decision impacting the Middle East since
England and France carved up the region has been
driven by competition for petroleum. The problems
have been exacerbated by a fixation with the sanctity
of the 19th century nation-state.
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Why is the United States repeating in Iraq the same
mistake made in Afghanistan?
Nation building in Afghanistan is, according to news
reports, progressing very slowly, if at all. The process
is very costly and there appear to be major hurdles
ahead. Few Afghans have benefited much from more
than a year’s worth of effort and money by the U.S.
and its allies.
It would have been far smarter to start with a focus
on viable components of human settlement rather
than trying to smash together parts that do not fit
into a contemporary nation-state. A reasonable
approach in Afghanistan would have been to assign
two-star generals to each of 15 regions rather than a
general with four stars to the whole territory called
Afghanistan. The strategy should have been to
consider building a nation-state after there were
functioning regions.
In the early 20th century Great Britain and France
made hash out of the Middle East by trying to create
nation-states from medieval city-states, nomadic
tribes and arbitrary straight lines in the sand.
Afghanistan was a nation-state before the Soviet
take-over only because it was so isolated from other
nation-states and it had no resources that
neighboring nation-states wanted.
If nation-states have a future, it will be as a
voluntary union of economically, socially and
physically viable (aka, functional) regions.
The evolution of the European Union, the continuing
turmoil in the Middle East, the demise of the former
Soviet Union and the disintegration of the former
Yugoslavia provide ample lessons and perspectives
on the importance of functional regionalism in nationstate building and maintenance.
Before the bombs started to fall on Baghdad, we
suggested that there were already three zones in
Iraq created by the no-fly edicts. We could have
started there by refuting the legitimacy of the
imaginary “nation-state” and the obvious
disadvantage of central control from Baghdad over
the Sunni Kurds to the north and the Shia Arabs to
the south.
We could have started to build functional regions in
the north and the south. If Saddam had tried to
intervene, what better provocation could there be for
taking stern action? We could have pushed Saddam
out of the role of “national” leader and he would have
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become just another war lord/gang leader with oil
money.
At least in the short run -- say the next ten years
plus or minus -- the US of A will “win” Gulf War II.
However, official sources report we are planning to
make the same “nation building” mistake in Iraq as
we have in Afghanistan. This could turn a short-term
victory into a long-term defeat.

Where do we go from here?
In the outline of an essay we started in London on
the night of 12 September 2001 , we suggested:
●

●

There is a difference between patriotism and
jingoism, and
There will not be an end to terrorism until we
end the causes of terrorism.

There are two choices:
●
●

A future controlled by Darth Vaders, or
Human settlement patterns that create Alpha
Communities within Sustainable New Urban
Regions.

We won Gulf War I for the Gipper. We may well win
Gulf War II for Dad. Now how about one for the rest
of us?
-- March 24, 2003
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Beyond The Clear Edge
The best way to preserve Virginia farms,
forestry and rural landscapes from
destruction is to change the tax policies that
encourage scattered development.

Last week, Jim Bacon’s column (“Taxula Rasa”, May
19, 2003) opened an important line of inquiry
concerning property taxes and consumption taxes.
In this edition of The Shape of the Future, we
expand on Bacon’s observations concerning property
tax outside the Clear Edge.
First, what is a “Clear Edge?” Our use of the term
comes from Ed McMahon of The Conservation Fund.
Ed cites the need for a Clear Edge around urban
areas as a fundamental principle for creating “better
development patterns in Virginia.” The concept of
the Clear Edge is, however, as old as human
civilization and is immediately evident to anyone who
has visited historic as well as contemporary urban
and nonurban areas of Western Europe. In
contemporary application, the Clear Edge might be
called, alternatively, the “urban service district
border,” the “urban growth boundary” or the “inside
edge of the greenbelt.” Whatever it is called, the
Clear Edge demarcates the boundary between
Urbanside and Countryside.
Surprisingly, despite dysfunctional scatteration of
urban land uses across the U.S. landscape over 50
years, a rational place to draw a Clear Edge is not
hard to find around most of the Cores of New Urban
Regions. Likewise, a Clear Edge can be located
around urban enclaves in the Countryside.
Bacon’s column nailed down the rationale for taxing
land but not improvements inside the Clear Edge.
Owners of vacant land wind up paying a larger share
of the cost of providing urban services, making the
land more expensive to hold for speculative purposes
and encouraging conversion of the land to its most
profitable use. By relying upon market mechanisms
to alter economic behavior, the tax is far more
efficient than complex land-use codes at creating
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compact, sustainable settlement patterns.
Outside the Clear Edge, there are two options for the
property tax:
1. Abandon the property tax altogether and rely on
user fees and consumption taxes to pay for public
services
2. Tax the improvements rather than the land – the
inverse of tax policy inside the Clear Edge.
Abandoning the Property Tax
Outside the Clear Edge
From a tax strategy perspective, a shift to user fees
for urban services outside the Clear Edge makes a
great deal of sense. Most functions of contemporary
state and sub-state governments, even in so-called
“rural” areas, are to provide urban services such as
roads, water, sewer, fire, rescue, police and
education. The cost of providing these services is
significantly higher in scattered locations.
Charging a user fee for services outside the Clear
Edge, based on the cost of providing those services,
would discourage the scatteration of urban land
uses. (See the ubiquitous Cost of Services Curve
documented in my book, The Shape of the Future.)
Bacon’s use of fees to allocate the true cost of
transport -- congestion fees and weight-distance
charges -- would serve as a model for urban services
in the Countryside.
Inverse Henry George
The concept of taxing only improvements is
anathema to champions of Henry George, the
influential 19th century theoretician who advocated a
tax on land, not improvements, upon whose concept
the idea of taxing land inside the Clear Edge are
based.
However, “Inverse Henry George” applied outside
the Clear Edge may provide a transition to a pure
fee-for-service system. It would be easy to
administer, and it would change economic incentives
– making landowners think twice before scattering
urban land uses over the Countryside -- though
perhaps not as dramatically as the fee-for-service
system would.
I am not convinced that an “Inverse Henry George”
tax system is a good idea, but I advance it here to
put the issue in sharp focus.
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If one were to apply “Inverse Henry George” outside
the Clear Edge, the first step would be to find an
equitable way to treat land improvements that
support economic activity such as farming and
forestry, as opposed to scatering urban uses such as
subdivisions and retail clusters. I would suggest
treating barns, silos, fences, wells, irrigation ditches
and other improvements as capital investments, just
as tractors, log skidders and forest management
software are now. The “property tax” on a farmer’s
land would be on dwellings and recreational
improvements not required for productive use of the
land. Planners already make this distinction for landuse control purposes on a regular basis.
The Objective of Property Taxes
Outside the Clear Edge
The primary goal of any tax on property outside the
Clear Edge should be two-fold:
●

●

Provide revenue to cover the cost of public
services.
Encourage the preservation of extensive land
uses, not only to preserve farming and
forestry as an economic underpinning of the
community but to protect distinctive rural
landscapes that provide a "green" context for
urban enclaves where most citizens in the New
Urban Regions actually live.

Many local governments have altered their tax
policies in an attempt to achieve the latter objective.
Some low-density jurisdictions have designated 70
percent or more of their land area to land-use
categories -- agriculture, forest and open space –
that qualify for special tax treatment. Unless these
tax zones are coupled with preservation easements,
however, most observers see these zones as
encouraging long-term land speculation. Even
conservation easements provide for some future land
subdivision. Relying on land-use tax valuation to
preserve Countryside resources simply is not
prudent.
This brings us to the most important reason to have
some form of property tax, or small parcel fee, on
land outside the Clear Edge. As the new Virginia
license plates touting the Jamestown
quadricentennial remind us, Virginians have been
subdividing the Commonwealth for 396 years. There
is already more land in urban use -- and serviced for
future urban use -- than there is a foreseeable need.
Intelligent management of land resources and public
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finances suggest that public policy should be
fostering parcel consolidation. A sliding-scale tax that
is higher on smaller parcels would encourage parcel
consolidation.
As Bacon pointed out in “Taxula Rasa,” it may take a
while to sort out these issues, but we better start
soon, both for fiscal reasons and to secure a
sustainable future.
-- May 29, 2003
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Access and Mobility
There will never be enough money or transport
facilities to ward off traffic congestion without
fundamental change in human settlement
patterns.

Not a day goes by without someone documenting
the need for improved transportation infrastructure
to serve the economic, social and physical needs of
Virginia's citizens. At least weekly, someone
announces that more transportation money has been
diverted to other uses, or that a project on VDOT's
current Six Year Plan (sic) must be put off for the
21st year.
But is money the problem? The prospect for
improved access and mobility in the Commonwealth
as it relates to transportation funding can be
summarized by these facts:
1. The money available for transportation facility
construction is diminutive and shrinking. There are
far fewer resources available than there are needs.
2. Even if advocates of new transportation facilities
were given all the money they've been lobbying for,
there still would not be enough to fund the roads and
rails called for by adopted plans. Higher gas taxes,
transfer fees, more federal money, repayment of the
"borrowed" transportation trust funds and other
revenue-enhancing strategies will not generate
enough funds to meet perceived needs.
3. Even if every road and every rail on every
adopted transportation plan were built, congestion in
large urban regions still would worse.
No one can refute these facts although some try to
mask reality with arm waving, finger pointing and
reorganization plans. I would even go one step
further:
4. Even if there were a free, non-polluting source of
energy for private vehicles plus funds for every road
and rail project anyone could think of, but there is
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no fundamental change in human settlement
pattern, then every large region in the United States,
including those in Virginia, would move inextricably
toward gridlock.
(This axiom is based on the facts presented in our
Bacon's Rebellion columns, "Too Little, Too Late,"
December 23, 2002 , and "Smoke and Shadows,"
January 16, 2003, and is explained by my analysis,
"The Physics of Gridlock.")
Without changing human settlement patterns,
building more transportation facilities only makes
matters worse. The problem is not lack of money.
The problem is the failure to match transportation
system capacity with land use-generated travel
demand.
We do not need to rehash how we got here. It's
sufficient to know that whatever was done in the
past, it has not worked, and that fundamental
change is required. Our background report "Anatomy
of a Subregional Bottleneck" provides a concrete
example of the process that now paves the path to
gridlock.
There is no urban agglomeration of community, subregional or regional scale in Virginia with an adopted
transportation plan that balances realistically
anticipated transportation capacity with the travel
demand generated by adopted municipal
comprehensive plans. While the Commonwealth is
responsible for transportation, sub-state entities
have responsibility for land-use patterns and
densities. Each contingent proceeds on divergent
paths. (See "The Role of Municipal Planning in
Creating Dysfunctional Human Settlement
Patterns.")
Citizens' mobility and access will continue to
deteriorate unless there is fundamental change in
human settlement patterns. That will require change
in governance structure and in the programs,
incentives and controls that deliver transport
services. Existing governance structure provides
incentives for the current players, who believe their
best interests are served by business as usual, to
continue their current practices.
There are no incentives to plan
transportation facilities and land uses
together for the purpose of creating a
balance between capacity and demand.
There are, however, many complex and
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues03/06-30/Access_mobility.htm (2 of 6) [1/10/2008 12:57:36 PM]

Access and Mobility

powerful disincentives to achieve this
balance.
FUNDAMENTAL CHANGES THAT WOULD SERVE
CITIZENS' INTEREST BY CREATING MOBILITY
AND ACCESS
First, devolve all VDOT functions to new regional
authorities in the three largest regions of the
Commonwealth. The initial regional devolutions
would involve the Hampton Roads MSA, Richmond
MSA and the Virginia portion of the WashingtonBaltimore CMSA (aka, "Virginia Subregion").
Next, transfer all Commonwealth and federal funding
available to these new agencies but only after:
●

●

The sub-state entities (counties towns and
cities) within the Metropolitan Area -- not just
those that make up the current metropoltian
planning organizations, or MPOs -- have
conveyed power over all land-use decisions of
regional or extra-territorial impact to the new
agency.
The new agency has adopted a balanced landuse/transportation plan and a system of fairly
allocating the true, full cost of providing
mobility, including weight-distance charges
and congestion pricing.

All new regional authorities should have a directly
elected, at-large governing board. Any
representation by "districts" would raise problems of
one-person, one-vote requirements. The physical
distribution of land uses necessary to create
functional settlement patterns in New Urban Regions
does not yield an even dispersal of population. It
would not therefore, lend itself to one-personone-vote districts. To create transportable land uses
region-wide, at least 75 percent of the population
needs to occupy 10 percent of the land (the
Urbanside) and not more than 25 percent of the
population can occupy 90 percent of the land (the
Countryside). This distribution is approximately what
exists now but is growing untransportable because
the region is not yet made up of Balanced
Communities, which are necessary for a balance of
transport capacity and land use. The current
distribution of land uses results in an increasingly
untransportable distribution of trip origins and
destinations.
In the process of separating issues of regional
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impact from those of non-regional impact, existing
sub-state entities that now control land use must
reconstitute themselves. The objective would be to
create a governance structure that reflects the
organic composition of the Urbanside and
Countryside of which Regions and subregions are
composed. This will require abandoning jurisdictional
borders delineated before the Revolutionary War.
The result would be a system of governance that
matches the contemporary economic, social and
physical reality of New Urban Regions.
The proposed realignment of transportation and landuse planning will provide regional coordination of
mobility and access, which everyone agrees, is now
dysfunctional and getting worse. Devolution of the
transportation function to the regional and subregional level and articulation of community and subcommunity governance structure will put decisions
closest to the citizens affected.
There should be a similar devolution of existing
transportation functions to the Commonwealth's
smaller metropolitan and "micropolitan" areas
represented by reconstituted Planning District
Commissions as soon as the area outside the three
major New Urban Regions are prepared to take on
the responsibilities and prepare plans that balance
land use and transportation within communities.
The agencies now under the Commonwealth's
Secretary of Transportation would be consolidated to
form a single inter-modal department responsible for
interregional and interstate transportation. The vast
majority of the current Virginia transportation
activity is devoted to the development and
maintenance of regional, sub-regional, community,
village and neighborhood roads, streets and other
facilities. Commonwealth-wide interests are buried
under tens of thousands of miles blacktop of purely
local concern.
WHO WILL OPPOSE THE FUNDAMENTAL
CHANGES NECESSARY TO IMPROVE ACCESS
AND MOBILITY?
Virginia is marching towards gridlock because key
players in the public and private sectors believe that
business as usual is in their individual, short-term
best interest. They include:
●

Municipal governance practitioners. Office
holders and those who work for them have a
short-term interest in tax base "beggar thy
neighbor" land-use control strategies. (See
"The Role of Municipal Planning in Creating
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Dysfunctional Human Settlement Patterns.")
Until voted out of office by irate citizens, they
will continue to overplan and overzone for
employment and service uses and provide
incentives for large-lot, low-density residential
development. In the current governance
context these strategies serve short-term
needs of governance practitioners. However,
these strategies also yield untransportable
human settlement patterns.
●

●

●

State governance practitioners. State
officeholders and those who work for them find
it convenient to blame municipal officials for
land-use decisions and at the same time
champion "property rights" -- the agenda of
the individual self-interest/property value
lobby -- and "no tax" strategies. They deny
sub-state governments the power to exercise
controls that would impose a rational
reallocation of the costs and benefits of urban
expansion and redevelopment.
Transport infrastructure lobby. The
transport infrastructure industry makes its
money from big projects. Big project studies
as well as big construction projects are
lucrative. The bigger the project, the greater
the potential for profit. Only the citizens
collectively benefit from small, innovative
projects and from elegant solutions that result
in positive changes in human settlement
patterns.
Owners of nonurban land in the
Countryside. Much of the money to support
the election of sub-state and state officials and
fund new transport facility lobbying comes
from those who own land that cannot now be
developed for urban land uses. This land is
almost always beyond the Clear Edge around
Urbansides. Their speculative investment
properties are unusable for urban uses without
extensive public investment. Compact,
transportable Urbansides complemented by
Countrysides that are primarily devoted to
nonurban land uses would dry up the market
for urban use of this land. These speculatively
held lands have value for nonurban land uses
such as farming and forestry, but not for urban
uses -- unless the public extends transport
infrastructure to provide access. Those driven
by land speculation and others who profit from
developing subsidized, scattered, low-density
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urban land uses largely drive the business-asusual process that results in growing gridlock.
Devolving state transportation functions to regions
and evolving new sub-state governance structure
would provide mobility and access for Virginia's
citizens. Implementing this fundamental change
would threaten the business-as-usual interests with
loss of political advantage. But these interests have
failed to constructively address the mobility and
access issue, so they have forfeited their standing to
complain. If they have an idea which will, in fact,
improve access and mobility, they should have put it
on the table in the last century when less drastic
remedies would have sufficed.
CITIZENS GROW DISGRUNTLED AS
PROSPERITY, SAFETY, MOBILITY AND ACCESS
SLIDE TOWARD THE ABYSS OF ENTROPY
The proposed change in transportation and land-use
strategy may take some time to implement.
However, time is available: There simply is no
money to fund transportation projects in the
traditional manner. And there is little prospect that
money will become available as long as citizens
mistrust the governance structure to convert money
to mobility. In addition, within the current context,
without existing balanced transportation/land-use
plans to determine project priority, money spent on
transport facilities would, in all likelihood, be
counterproductive.
-- June 30, 2003
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The Housing Dilemma

Most people want affordable, accessible
housing for all Americans -- as long as the poor
don't live near them. The current governance
structure is incapable of solving the problem.

There is broad-based agreement on the need to
expand the supply of affordable and accessible
housing. There is no consensus, however, on how to
achieve this overarching goal.
A myth is perpetuated in some circles that any
attempt to intelligently coordinate the location,
timing and design of development (aka, growth
management or smart growth) limits the supply of
affordable and accessible housing. The primary
advocates of this position are members of the
individual self-interest/property-value lobby (aka,
the property rights lobby). Advocates are supported
and bank-rolled by those who profit from the
development of badly located land for cheaper,
inaccessible housing. (The relationship between
“cheap housing” and “affordable and accessible
housing” is explored in "Affordable, But No Bargain,"
February 17, 2003).
Addressing these topics in May, The Brookings
Institution convened a conference on the “Relations
Between Affordable Housing and Growth
Management.” The think tank convened a
distinguished group of scholars and practitioners
from across the country to review and discuss five
research papers.
Collectively, the papers document that “growth
management” and “smart growth” are not causing
housing to be more and more unaffordable and
inaccessible. On the other hand, these studies also
show that “growth management” and “smart growth”
are not the “answer” to creating affordable and
accessible housing either.
Taken together, the studies do not provide the basis
for significant change in “business as usual,” which is
the real culprit behind unaffordable and inaccessible
housing for those who near the bottom of the
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economic food chain.
There is nothing in the Brookings conference papers
that will:
●

●

Inspire Congress or the federal administration
to modify the current policies that make
affordable and accessible housing unavailable
to those who need it most.
Encourage state governors and legislatures to
use powers reserved under the U.S.
constitution to create functional human
settlement patterns or sub-state governance
structures that reflect regional economic,
social and physical reality.

Only under these circumstances will affordable and
accessible housing be available to all citizens.
The Brookings-sponsored research also will not
impact other important actors in the current housing
supply process. For example, this research and these
resulting documents will not:
●

●

●

●

Provide an incentive to change the municipal
land-use control practices that exacerbate the
problem of unaffordable and inaccessible
housing.
Quell opposition to any policy or action that
purports to improve housing options for those
at the bottom of the economic food chain.
Cause Fannie Mae or Freddy Mac to stop
spending millions to advertise the benefits of
citizens buying housing units in locations and
in spacial configurations that cumulatively
cannot be made affordable, accessible or
sustainable.
Challenge the myth that trickle-down housing
is a better way to provide safe, affordable and
accessible housing than is created by
socialized housing.

On both sides of the Clear Edge between Urbanside
and Countryside, there is a desperate need for a
fundamentally new approach to provide affordable
and accessible housing. As currently practiced,
“growth management” and “smart growth” do not
accomplish this objective. In fact, none of the
options on the street adequate to the task.
So, what can be done?
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Brookings Senior Fellow Anthony Downs convened
the session. Downs has, on other occasions, pointed
out that in a democracy it is hard to change a set of
policies that benefit individuals at the top of the food
chain when the negative impact is primarily felt by
those at the bottom. It is, however, imperative in
the case of housing that this difficult task be
accomplished.
The housing delivery system in the United States of
America -- and human settlement patterns that
result from the same forces that are shaping the
housing delivery system -- are slouching toward
Gomorrah. The process that provides "the built
environment" is a near-perfect demonstration of the
2nd Law of Thermodynamics.
The pattern of human settlements is
moving toward entropy. A primary
casualty, along with mobility and
access, is affordable and accessible
housing.
In the keynote address at the May conference,
Downs suggested that neither smart growth nor
affordable housing will get far in the face of
municipal (aka, “local”) scale NIMBY attacks.
Raising the income of those in need
of affordable housing, lowering the
cost of new housing or lowering the
value of existing housing all raise
red flags for "sub"urban
homeowners and the "sub"urban
municipal governments that they
control.
Downs' talk provides a clear outline of why growth
management and smart growth or affordable and
accessible housing interests have not and will not
make much progress as single-issue campaigns.
Downs points out that both affordable and accessible
housing strategies and growth management/smartgrowth strategies must be implemented at the subregional and regional scales.
Downs suggests that it may be possible to build a
coalition of interests to promote affordable housing.
These would include "churches and non-profits
interested in social justice, businesses seeking
housing for their workers, and developers who want
to build low-cost housing." Downs doesn't sound
terribly optimistic about the prospects for success,
and for good reason:
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In the mathematics of politics,
Unpopular Cause 1 + Unpopular
Cause 2 do not = Popular Cause 3.
What does make sense is to combine many interests
-- including advocates of affordable/accessible
housing and intelligent growth -- who support the
broader goal of fundamental change. Assembling
housing, smart-growth, clean-air, safe-water groups
under a fundamental-change umbrella could create a
critical mass. Transportation, which most agree is a
regional problem, could be the “bell mare” for real
sub-regional and regional solutions on many fronts
including housing. Lead the way with a cause, like
improved mobility and access, that's popular, easy
to explain and easy to generate support for. (See
"Access and Mobility," June 30, 2003.)
Contemporary society is using natural capital,
financial capital and human resources leveraged by
transport technology to dysfunctionally scatter
human activity across the landscape. The
Countryside is dying the death of a thousand small
cuts from scattered urban dwellings. The Urbanside
is rendered dysfunctional by the irrational
scatteration of urban activity at the unit, dooryard,
cluster, neighborhood and village scales. The
collective result is growing immobility and an
irrational distribution of resources. Transport
congestion and the lack of affordable and accessible
housing are two good indicators of that dysfunction.
The components of human settlement must be
redirected to form synergistic configurations that
make up organic components of Balanced
Communities in sustainable New Urban Regions. A
pact by interest groups with compatible sub-regional
and regional goals must be formed to bring about
the fundamental change necessary to provide
affordable and accessible housing.
-- July 14, 2003
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Where is Northern Virginia?
There are multiple definitions of the subregion
known as Northern Virginia. Informed
discussion is difficult if you don't know which
one you're using.

Before citizens can plan where they want to go, they
must know where they are. For those who live, work
or seek services in “Northern Virginia,” this is a
significant problem because it is not clear where
“Northern Virginia” starts or stops.
Geographic confusion has a greater impact in
Northern Virginia than anywhere is the United States
-- except perhaps Northern California, where
residents periodically attempt to create a separate
state. No one's started a serious secession
movement for Northern Virginia yet, but that's not
for a lack of a distinct regional identity that some
down-staters have jokingly likened to "the People's
Republic of Northern Virginia" or "Northern Occupied
Virginia."
A secessionist movement is not likely to ever get off
the ground, if for no other reason that the organizers
are unlikely to ever agree upon a definition of the
region. All the vituperation and confusion masks the
fact that the official Federal designation based on the
Year 2000 Census indicates that nearly one-third of all
residents of Virginia are in Northern Virginia.
Based on official and widely-used sources, Northern
Virginia is region populated by 1.36 million to 3.0
million people -- a difference of 2X plus. This place,
according to these sources, has an area of between
280,000 acres and 3 million acres -- a difference of
10X plus. What exactly, and where exactly, is this
mythical place?
The following is a summary of ‘official’ designations
of “Northern Virginia.” The graphic below tracks the
conflict definitions.
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(1)
“Northern Virginia” is the area defined by
the jurisdiction of the Northern Virginia
Transportation Commission and other agencies
and public offices serving this geography. This
is the area covered by the widely-used multijurisdictional “Northern Virginia Street Map
Book” (atlas) published by the Alexandria
Drafting Company (ADC).
This definition of “Northern Virginia” includes the City
of Alexandria, the Counties of Arlington and Fairfax
plus the cities and towns surrounded by these
jurisdictions and is 283,000 acres, 1,357,300
population, 4.8 person per acre density.
A recent use of this definition in the media is found
in Robin Shulman's “Loudoun Considers Buying Bus
Fleet,” The Loudoun Extra, The Washington Post, 13
July 2003, regarding the proposed use of buses to
transport Loudoun residents to Northern Virginia.
This geographic designation, adopted by many
institutions and enterprises, has been reinforced with
references such as “Free delivery within Northern
Virginia.”
(2)
“Northern Virginia” is the contiguous
“urbanized” area in the northern part of
Virginia as designated by the U.S. Bureau of
the Census. While important for statistical
purposes, this area is not easily identified, and
maps are hard to find. Area codes recently lost
their geographical meaning. Prior to that, this
geography was roughly the area covered by
Area Code 703. It was depicted on the cover of
some telephone books.
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This definition of “Northern Virginia” covers (1)
above plus ‘urban’ portions of Loudoun and Prince
William Counties – it adds an undetermined area
and population with approximately the same
density.
This territory is rarely used, even in media coverage
of census data. For instance, the annual stories of
the Texas Transportation Institute’s traffic
congestion report do not note that the urbanized
area is the basis for travel tabulation for the
northern part of Virginia.
(3)
“Northern Virginia” is the area covered
by the Northern Virginia Planning District
Commission (NVPDC), which was recently and
confusingly named the Northern Virginia
Regional Commission (NVRC) as opposed to the
Northern Virginia Subregional Commission. This
territory is the same as the Virginia
Department of Transportation’s Northern
Virginia District (NV VDOT) and the Virginia
portion of the Washington Metropolitan Area
Council of Governments (Wash COG)
membership area. It is also the jurisdiction of
other institutions and agencies.
This definition of “Northern Virginia” includes (1 &
2) above plus the remainder of Loudoun and Prince
William Counties including the cities and towns
completely surrounded by those counties, for total of
840,000 acres, 1,935,000 population, 2.3
person per acre density.
The media often uses this definition when reporting
on activities of Washington COG, Northern Virginia
VDOT and NVRC. It is also used to describe the area
of some federal programs. See Maria Glod's “Task
Force To Track Gangs: Area Police Share Fed Grant
to Curb Gang Activity,” Loudoun Extra, The
Washington Post, 2 Feb 2003. The article lists the
jurisdictions.
(4)
“Northern Virginia” is the Virginia portion
of the Washington Metropolitan Area
established by the 1980 Census also known as
1983 Washington MSA. This is the area
included in the Virginia portion of the territory
subject to Federal Air Quality Standards control
of air quality.
This definition of “Northern Virginia” includes 1, 2 &
3 above plus Stafford County for a total of
1,013,000 acres, 2,026,200 population and 2.0
persons per acre density.
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A recent use in the media is William Banigin's
“Stafford Teens Charged in Burglary Ring,” The
Washington Post, 14 July 2003. Stafford County is
noted as one of the Northern Virginia jurisdictions in
which the ring operated. This is also the Northern
Virginia referred to in all media coverage of air
quality in the National Capital Subregion.
(5)
“Northern Virginia” is the area of the
“Regional Northern Virginia” atlas produced by
the Alexandria Drafting Company. This new
atlas contains the Northern Virginia atlas (1)
plus the maps for Loudoun, Prince William and
Fauquier Counties. The atlas was first published
in the late 1990's.
This definition of “Northern Virginia” includes 1, 2 &
3 above plus Fauquier County for a total of
1,280,000 acres, 1995,000 population and 1.6
persons per acre density.
Media coverage for definitions (5) through (9) is too
confusing to sort out in this context. In general, “the
regional press” and media outlets use varying
geographies for Northern Virginia which include
these areas, especially in sports, business and
lifestyle coverage. The community media in the
jurisdictions outside (3) almost always refer to
Northern Virginia as being “over there,” a place apart
from their community. Enterprises, institutions and
agencies use differing geography depending on
whether they seek to be inclusive or core focused.
(6)
“Northern Virginia” is the Virginia portion
of the Washington-Baltimore Consolidated
Metropolitan Statistical Area (CMSA) and the
Washington Primary Metropolitan Statistical
Area (PMSA) as established by the 1990
Census. As noted in (7) below, this geographic
configuration has been superceded by the 2000
Census, but it has become implanted in a
number of formal and informal territorial
agglomerations.
This definition of Northern Virginia includes 1, 2, 3, 4
& 5 above plus Clark, Culpeper, King George,
Spotsylvania and Warren Counties and city of
Fredericksburg for a total of 2,305,000 acres,
2,308,100 population and 1.0 persons per acre
density.
(7)
“Northern Virginia” is the Virginia portion
of the Washington PMSA as established by the
2000 Census. Between the time the Census
Bureau and the Office of Management and
Budget designated MSAs, PMSAs and CMSAs
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based on the 1990 Census covered by (6)
above to those geographies based on the
2000, Census the definitions were changed.
The change in definitions was made in reaction to
the pressure from congressional offices, municipal
officials, local chambers of commerce and others.
These entities did not want urban enclaves in their
territory to be subsumed under the name of the
region’s core jurisdictions from which they desire
name differentiation, whether or not economic,
social or physical differentiation exists in reality. The
reality of interconnection is, of course, the reason for
calling the entire area “Northern Virginia.” Two
counties, Culpeper and King George, were dropped
from the 1990 Census PMSA because the commuting
percentage does not meet the new minimum
standard.
This definition of “Northern Virginia” includes 1, 2, 3
& 6 above minus Culpeper and King George Counties
for a total of 2,060,000 acres, 2,254,600
population and 1.1 persons per acre density.
(8)
“Northern Virginia” is the Virginia portion
of the Washington-Baltimore Consolidated
Metropolitan Statistical Area (CMSA) as
established by the 2000 Census. As noted in
(7) above, the Census Bureau definitions have
been changed. The result is that the
Washington-Baltimore CMSA is now larger than
the CMSA based on the 1990 census because it
includes the new “Metropolitan” and
“Micropolitan” areas centered on Winchester,
Va., and Chambersburg, Pa., as well as
Cambridge, Easton, Hagerstown and Lexington
Park, Md. Questions about these new
designations are legion.
This definition of “Northern Virginia” includes 1, 2, 3
& 7 above plus Frederick County and the City of
Winchester for a total of 2,360,000 acres,
2,341,600 population and 1.0 persons per acre.
Only when one reaches definition (8) does it include
Frederick County which includes the northernmost
territory in Virginia.
(9)
“Northern Virginia” is the Virginia portion
of the Washington-Baltimore New Urban Region
(NUR). Those who have read The Shape of the
Future understand the regional reality of this
geographic agglomeration.
This definition of Northern Virginia includes 1, 2, 3, 6
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& 8 above plus Caroline, Lancaster, Madison,
Northumberland, Orange, Rappahannock, Richmond
and West Moreland Counties as well as portions of
Essex, Page and Shenandoah and other counties for
a total of 3,000,000 +/- acres, 2,600,000 +/population and .9 persons per acre density.
And now, to move from the subregion to the
region...
The above geographic entities listed above are
candidates for “Northern Virginia” or the ‘Virginia
Subregion’ of the National Capital Subregion of the
Washington-Baltimore CMSA and of the WashingtonBaltimore NUR. One would be correct to assume
there is an even wider range of possibilities for
definitions of the multi-state National Capital
Subregion, the Washington-Baltimore CMSA and the
Washington-Baltimore NUR.
It is reputed to be unpopular to be part of a
“subregion.” This is strange because many are proud
to be in what is called a “sub”urban area.
Region and subregion are relative terms. Both must
be used with modifiers to identify which region or
subregion is being referred to. Since “northern
Virginia” means different areas to different people
using “Northern Virginia” without a modifier is
misleading.
So, what different does it all make?
Why is knowing where you are (aka, geographic
literacy) so important? My book, The Shape of the
Future, devotes most of Chapters 3 and 16 to this
question. Perhaps a paraphrase of an ad for The
Washington Post sums it up best: “If you don’t know
what you are talking about, you don’t know what
you are talking about.”
Nowhere is this dictum more clearly illustrated than
by media coverage that refers to “Northern Virginia”
but does not say which Northern Virginia the writers
are referring to. See, for example, Kenneth
Bredemeier's “Tennessee Bank Plans Virginia Debut,”
The Washington Post, page E-1 21, July 2003.
It is imperative to understand geography in order to
understand the economic, social and physical
parameters of creating a sustainable future. One of
the foundations of dysfunctional human settlement
patterns is citizen’s failure to comprehend the
consequences of the decisions that they make.
-- August 11, 2003
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Commuter Tax? Yes!
A commuter tax is a great idea -- but only if it
incentivizes commuters, employers and
municipalities to create communities with a
balance of jobs and housing.

A citizen who is active in subregional transportation
and land-use issues recently asked, “What about the
commuter tax?” Here is how a fair and equitable tax
on commuting fits among the strategies to create a
sustainable future.
The overarching goal must be to create sustainable
human settlement patterns that support a
prosperous, safe region. This means creating
Balanced Communities. By definition, Balanced
Communities have a relative balance of jobs,
housing, services, recreation and amenity. A balance
of jobs and housing means there would be few
traditional “commuters.”
So! Let’s create tax-based incentives to reduce
commuting. To help achieve Balanced Communities
and vastly reduce the need to commute, the four
entities listed below should share responsibility in
the National Capital Subregion:
●

●

●

●

Jurisdictions that do not provide housing to
balance their jobs
The federal government, which caused and
exacerbates the imbalance in the federal
District of Columbia
Employers that hire workers who live in
remote locations
Long distance, single-occupant-vehicle
commuters

The following summary of who should pay what to
whom may seem complex. However, creating
Balanced Communities is a complicated task.
Citizens and their representatives need to start
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solving the core problems rather than patch over
deficits with new taxes and other stop-gap remedies.
Reducing the commuting problem to
help create Balanced Communities
in the National Capital Subregion
will be far easier than living with the
consequences of current practices.
The citizens of the subregion cannot
continue to do things the way they
have been done and hope to resolve
the economic, social and physical
impact of dysfunctional human
settlement patterns.
As Will Rodgers noted, doing the same thing over
and over and expecting a different result is an sign
of insanity.
Jurisdictions
An equitable commuter tax would be structured to
encourage all communities to become more
balanced. If communities were balanced, the
location-variable services that citizens must have to
achieve a quality life would cost much less. Over
time, there would be fewer traditional commuters,
and the commuter tax would revert from a revenue
source to a reminder of why communities must be
balanced.
The largest commuter tax burden
should fall on the jurisdictions which
have a surplus of jobs over housing
accessible to job holders.
Communities with more jobs than housing should
pay a commuter tax to those communities with an
abundance of housing and paucity of jobs. The
concept is similar to the luxury tax in the National
Basketball Association: It levels the playing field.
Communities with more housing than jobs now are
forced to provide residential services for those with
excess jobs and insufficient housing.

The goal of all jurisdictions should
be to create Balanced Communities
by matching jobs with housing and
providing quality services,
recreation and amenities for all who
live, work and seek services in the
community. This will be a relative
balance, and there will always be
some cross-boundary movement,
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but the goal should be to achieve a
balance, not compensate for
imbalance.
Overcoming transport dysfunction (aka, imbalance)
that results from random distribution of jobs and
housing cannot be overcome by building new
transport facilities. (See “Too Little, Too Late,”
December 23, 2002, and “Access and Mobility,” June
30, 2003.) The National Capital Subregion’s jobs/
housing imbalance starts in the Federal District,
which has the greatest disparity. However, there are
imbalances that should be addressed throughout the
Subregion.
A fair commuter tax would mean that a community
such as North Arlington (the Rosslyn-Ballston
Corridor is the core of this community) would pay
communities such as West Prince William (Manassas
is the core of this community) to help cover costs
such as education, fire and police, etc., for those
who work in North Arlington but must live and seek
services elsewhere such as in West Prince William.
The tax would generate significant revenue flow from
North Arlington to West Prince William only until
North Arlington created the housing necessary for it
to qualify as a balanced community.*
Federal Government
When we consider the commuter tax that the
municipal government in federal District of Columbia
is currently suggesting, it turns out that this
jurisdiction has many more jobs than houses for
individuals who work in the jurisdiction. So, why are
those in the District raising the commuter tax issue?

Municipal officials in the federal
district are calling for the opposite
of a fair and equitable commuter
tax. The federal district’s commuter
tax proposal would reinforce
dysfunctional job and housing
relationships.
The municipal government in the District of Columbia
needs money because the federal government does
not pay the taxes and fees for federal facilities and
workplaces that a private corporation would. To add
insult to injury, the federal government also provides
free or subsidized parking for many of its employees,
which encourages them to rely on single-occupant
vehicles.
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Some federal agencies now support shared-vehicle
and telework programs. An active program should be
mandatory for the entire federal government.
Penalties should be assessed if an agency program
falls under X percent of workers who live outside the
community in which they work.
In addition, under federal management (aka, federal
oversight), the federal District of Columbia has
become a place where a few very rich and a lot of
not-so-rich people live. The current spectrum of
residents is inadequate to support Balanced
Communities in the federal district. Federal
"oversight" has resulted in some of the most
unbalanced communities in the United States. Places
such as these have very high service demands and
high service costs. Thus, the federal district’s
municipal officials are calling for a new tax.
The sorts of folks needed to create Balanced
Communities in the federal district have been leaving
for six decades in order to find acceptable places to
live. They will not come back until education, fire
and police, health care, parks, potholes, pollution,
rats and politics are fixed, and there is an equitable
distribution of costs and benefits for those living
there. Many workers are unable to find suitable
housing in the federal district because the costs are
too high and/or housing does not exist due to
municipal misallocations of land and fiscal resources.
In the context of eliminating commuters, Joe
Passonneau, a nationally respected transportation
facility designer, cites a 1944 Federal study that
advocated keeping houses close to jobs in the
federal district. The study was ignored while another
1944 Federal study advocating an
“interregional” (sic) highway system was
implemented in 1956. Many former residents of the
federal district now rely upon the Interstate (nee,
interregional) expressway system to commute from
new homes far from their jobs.
A partial solution is for the federal government to
provide the federal district’s municipal government
with a more equitable payment in lieu of taxes and
fees. The federal government also should pay an
annual liquidated damages penalty to compensate
for its bad oversight in the past. These payments
would be made only if the federal district’s municipal
government agrees to pay its share of a fair and
equitable National Capital Subregional commuter tax
program. (The alternative would be for the Federal
government to help the whole region switch to a tax
system based on consumption and user fees.)
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A significant amount of the federal payment to the
federal district’s municipal government would go to
communities which currently are forced to house and
service the federal workers but do not have a
revenue stream sufficient to pay for the services
they require. Core communities within the federal
district would pay the jurisdictions now faced with
servicing their workers.
The communities that are all or partly located within
the federal district would use the rest of the
enhanced federal payments to do the things that are
required to make those communities desirable places
to live and seek services as well as to work. If they
addressed the problems listed above, more people
would want to live and seek services in the
communities within the federal district -- leading to a
greater balance within these communities.
One of the significant problems associated with
creating Balanced Communities in the District of
Columbia is that those in control of the federal
district –- both in Congress and in the municipal
government -– could not be more satisfied with the
status quo. After all, they now are in control.

Many who hold leadership positions
in the Federal District want more
money to do what they want to do.
That does not include assisting in
the evolution of Balanced
Communities. Fundamental change
would benefit all the citizens but not
the current “leadership.”
Employers
The next group to whom a commuting tax would
apply are large companies whose employees
commute outside the community in single-occupant
vehicles.
Taxing employers will encourage them to locate new
jobs in communities with adequate housing, hire
workers who live close to the job locations, and
encourage employees to support shared-vehicle and
telework programs.
One action that employers could take immediately
would be to eliminate subsidies of free parking. This
subsidy, in effect, lowers the wages of those who
now walk, bike or use shared-vehicle systems to get
to work.
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Commuters
Finally, some individual commuters would be taxed.
Before that can happen, however, there need to be
significant changes in public policy and programs so
that citizens have realistic alternatives to longdistance commutes. This is especially true for those
who work in the core of the National Capital
Subregion.
To implement a fair tax directly on individual
commuters, there must first be a region-wide landuse and transportation plan. This plan must balance
transportation-system capacity with land-use travel
demand. An important element of this regional plan
would be detailed strategies to create a balance
between METRO station-area land uses and the
METRO rail system’s capacity. Under current
conditions, many METRO station areas are wasted
with vacant and underutilized land including parking
lots and uncovered roadways. For this reason, the
METRO system’s station-area land uses do not
balance with the transit-system capacity. Proof of
this condition is that while some METRO trains are
overcrowded at some times, most trains leave most
stations most of the time essentially empty.
With these substantial changes in
place, it would be possible to tax
single-occupant-vehicle commuters
who travel over ‘X’ miles. In
addition, the tax could be broadened
to cover workers who hold jobs
outside the community where they
live and do not use available sharedvehicles systems to get to work.
Where to From Here?
The long-range goal of the National
Capital subregion should be to foster
Balanced Communities. Balanced
Communities have vastly fewer
traditional commuters so the
commuter tax should be crafted in a
way to facilitate positive change, not
a way to pay for the status quo.
Just say "yes” to a commuter tax. This will create
the fora in which the real role and the complexity of
a fair commuter tax which is comprised of these four
elements can be explored.
-- August 4, 2003
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*A note on potential Balanced Communities: The
process to determine the boundaries of potential
Balanced Communities is spelled out in Handbook:
The Three-Step Process to Create Balanced
Communities in Sustainable New Urban
Regions. The potential Balanced Communities of
“North Arlington” and “West Prince William” were
selected for purposes of illustration. In the discussion
of the commuter tax, think community. Do not be
distracted by municipal (town, city or county)
borders. For example, the current Fairfax County
borders encompass eight or nine potential balanced
communities. Potential Balanced Communities are
called "Beta Communities" in The Shape of the
Future.)
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The Myths that Blind Us
To solve many the most pressing problems of contemporary society, citizens
must abandon fallacious beliefs that guide their everyday actions and
perpetuate dysfunctional human settlement patterns.
This is the third of three Special Reports addressing contemporary human
settlement patterns. The first two reports discussed how settlement patterns have
become dysfunctional, causing some of the most pressing problems our society
faces today. (1)
Overpowering forces are ruining the vitality of Urbansides and are eroding and
destroying the Countryside. In Part I (" Wild Abandonment ," September 8,
2003), we outlined the forces that are thwarting promising components of
Urbansides from evolving into high-value, high-quality places. In Part II ("
Scatteration ," September 25, 2003), we illuminated the anatomy and impact of
scattering urban land uses across the Countryside landscape.
Although citizens cannot always articulate their grievances, they identify the
same problems in opinion poll after opinion poll:
•

Congested and failing transport systems;

•

Lack of Affordable and Accessible housing;

•

Erosion of economic prosperity for a growing segment of
the population;

•

Fragile and aging infrastructure;

•

Deteriorating personal safety and Community security;

•

Escalating costs and deteriorating quality of education,
healthcare and other public and private services;

•

Loss of historic resources, erosion of the Countryside and
degradation of the environmental quality;

•

Lack of accessible jobs, housing, services, recreation and
amenity, including open space.

As documented in The Shape of the Future, these problems are part of the same
systemic crisis. (2) But they are difficult to solve because citizens to not
understand that they stem from a common cause, dysfunctional human
settlement patterns, which are, in large part, the unintended consequences of
billions of their own, well-intentioned actions. Conditions are growing worse
even though citizens believe they are doing what is best for themselves and their
Organizations.

This report steps beyond the direct causes of settlement pattern dysfunctions
considered in the first two Special Reports. It focuses on citizen's underlying
perspectives and misconceptions which drive dysfunction. These “myths”
exacerbate the forces eroding both the Urbanside and the Countryside.
Myths guide individuals, Households and Organizations in our contemporary
competition and MassOver Consumption driven society. The myths are
perpetuated by the billions of dollars spent each year on advertising,
infomercials and image building by those who profit from Business-As-Usual.
Myths are also reinforced by political action committees (PACs), by governance
practitioners who hold their positions thanks to PAC contributions, and by
MainStream Media “news.”
Following a review of myths that impact human settlement patterns and the
factors that perpetuate these myths, this report explores three overarching
obstacles to reaching intelligent, considered public judgment on the need for
Fundamental Changes in human settlement pattern:
1.

Lack of time and opportunity for citizens to thoughtfully consider important
issues;

2.

Failure to recognize the need for fundamentally restructuring governance;

3.

Absence of a comprehensive collective worldview – a Conceptual Framework
and Vocabulary – with which to discuss dysfunction and Fundamental Change.

Widely held misconceptions are hard to challenge effectively when citizens
have so little time to consider their immediate personal needs along with those
of their Households and Organizations, much less the time to focus on larger
contextual issues. Even if they had the time, existing democratic processes are
not capable of arriving at intelligent decisions about collective best practices.
Also very important, citizens have no “worldview” - Vocabulary and
Conceptual Framework -with which to consider these issues.
As long as citizens and Organizations base actions on myths and
misconceptions, they can do little to ameliorate dysfunctional human settlement
patterns and, thereby, address transportation congestion, lack of Affordable and
Accessible housing, deteriorating prosperity and related problems.
Myths at the Root of Dysfunctional Human Settlement Patterns
Society is controlled by myths today no less than it was in 1500 A.D. Today’s
society and the myths nurtured by proponents of Business-As-Usual are more
complex but no less inscrutable to current citizens than were many of the beliefs
people held during the time of Copernicus.

This report explores broad, societal myths and misconceptions. (3) It also
examines the context in which these myths operate. The misconceptions thwart
attempts to generate support for broad, Fundamental Changes in human
settlement patterns and governance structures. They erode the social compact
that underlies civil society. (2)
Myths cloud the citizens’ ability to absorb and process facts.
As author Paul Waldman notes: “...the way we interpret
information and arrive at conclusions is colored by what we
already believe.” (4)
The following is a sampling of key misconceptions arranged in ascending order
of abstraction. The myths range from ones that can be dismantled with the
application of basic physics (e.g., mobility) to those that must be addressed by
metaphysics (e.g., the human need for “community” to achieve economic, social
and physical objectives of civilization).
The further down the list one goes, the harder it is to tie down the facts
necessary to refute the myths. But the facts and analysis techniques do exist and
must be applied.
While some myths involve metaphysics as well as physics, they remain in the
realm of science -anthropology, psychology, socio-economics and consilience to
name a few. Debunking these myths requires that the quagmire of uninformed
preferences, policy and Politics-As-Usual be avoided.
Mobility and Access. The Industrial Revolution vastly expanded transport
options. However, the power of mobility to make citizens happy and safe is
vastly oversold. The primary misconception concerning Mobility and Access is
often expressed this way:
Contemporary technology gives citizens a broad range of
mobility and communication choices. These choices make
access a function of desire and resources. For this reason,
“location” is largely irrelevant.
This misconception is often expressed in terms of the “Private Vehicle Mobility Myth:”
Citizens can live wherever they can afford a house, work
wherever they can find a job, seek services, recreation and
amenity where they want. Further, having made these choices,
it is possible for government to provide a mobility system so
citizens can go wherever they want, whenever they want to
travel and arrive in a timely manner. (See “ Too Little, Too Late
,” December 23, 2002.)

Employment. In the winner-take-all, competitive economic environment, a
well-paying job is important in order to pay for all the things that are needed by
citizens to assemble a quality life. Job-related misconceptions that are embraced
by citizens include:
It is good practice to take the best-paying job available
regardless of location.
The geographic context of the job and its relationship to the
worker’s Household is less important than the salary.
Housing. The desire to own and control one’s Household and the desire to make
as much money as possible intersect to form a range of housing-related
misconceptions:
A Household can buy the home of their dreams and live the
good life regardless of location.
When homeowners want to move, they will be able to sell their
house at a profit regardless of whether or not they have invested
time and money in the Unit or invested time and effort in the
Dooryard, Cluster and other organic components of the
Communities where they live.
When one decides to acquire a different house, what is most
important is getting the most house for the dollar, regardless of
the location.
There is no possibility of another residential real estate crash or
widespread residential property value depression, such as the
ones that decimated the banking/savings and loan industry, the
building industry or stock markets in the last 25 years.
(See “ Affordable, But No Bargain ,” Feb. 17 2003. “ The Housing Dilemma ,”
July 14, 2003; Pam Woodall’s “House of Cards," The Economist, May 29,
2003.)
Education. “Securing a quality education for their children” is a prime reason
for choosing a Household location. A number of misconceptions confound those
concerned with securing a quality education for their children or maintaining
their status as an educated individual.
To get a good education for their children, all parents have to
do is move to a school district with a good reputation, open the
door and send the child off on a school bus.

Education is a commodity that once achieved is good forever
without further investment of time or effort. For this reason,
the location of Community education infrastructure is of little
importance for adults.
Safety. When the Cold War ended, citizens of the First World escaped, at least
for the time-being, the unthinkable calamity of World War III. After 11
September 2001, new threats rooted in past mistakes came into focus. It turns
out that what most citizens are trying to escape is MainStream Media-driven
xenophobia and the collective impact of well-intended actions. Here are some of
the safety and security misconceptions with respect to criminals and terrorists.
The first step to insure Household safety is to move to a house
on a big lot in a low-density jurisdiction.
For those who can afford it, the very best safety strategy is to
move to a gated housing enclave and associate only with people
just like themselves.
Up to this point, we have either addressed the myths previously in the context of
human settlement patterns or they are blatantly silly when clearly articulated.
The myths surrounding safety, and those that follow, require additional
comment.
With the topic of “safety,” one moves into the metaphysical – the realm of the
social sciences – economics and socioeconomics, as well as psychology,
anthropology and consilience. This is not straightforward math and physics, but
neither does it belong to the universe of preference polls of uninformed citizens
and political posturing.
Contrary to popular belief, distance does not yield security. A gated enclave is
the contemporary version of the walled Village. Technology has made walls and
gates permeable and thus largely irrelevant with respect to serious safety threats.
Those who move to gated “Communities” seek safety but find neither safety nor
Community.
Private Property vs Community Responsibilities. At the heart of the
misconceptions about human settlement patterns are myths grounded in age-old
conflicts between privacy and Community, between urban activities and
nonurban (aka, “rural”) activities and the need to Balance competition with
cooperation.
With respect to human settlement patterns, the need for Balance is often clouded
by intentional misinterpretation of constitutionally protected property rights. The
misconception is often stated as follows:

There is no need for Community property; we just need more
respect for private property rights.
In fact, it is very important to sort out property ownership and rights. Individual
self-interest and the common good is best served by an intelligent Balance of
private and Community rights and responsibilities. Since the time of Greek
colonization, the Planned New Community has provided a context where newly
urban residents could learn the skills needed to peacefully share urban space.
Key strategies employed in Planned New Communities are common ownership
of land and self-governance for the organic components of human settlement
patterns. One objective of Ebenezer Howard’s garden cities was to help educate
and acculturate the cadre of new urban residents who were drawn from the
Countryside into the Urbanside during the 19th century by the prospect of urban
jobs. Three generations of citizens reared in “sub”urban spaces where separation
and distance are seen as unblemished good things.
The conflict between privacy and Community is articulated as a conflict
between two forces by Amitai Etzioni in his memoir My Brother’s Keeper
(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2003):
“First, the advance of modernity, the march of enlightenment, the
rise of new technologies and industries, and secularism were
undermining the traditional society based on life in small
Communities.” (There were “small Communities” both within
Urbansides and in the Countryside.)
“Second, at the same time, the resulting loss of social fabric, the
increase in human isolation, threatened people’s mental health
and moral character, resulting in alienation and crime. It makes
people yearn for a more communal life.” (“Social fabric,” could
also be termed “social capital,” and “communal life,” is now
widely referred to as “civil society”.)
The rise of global and regional economic competition and the ensuing winnertake-all environment exacerbate this conflict. It is not possible to make a lot of
money by building “Community,” either physical Community, as pointed out in
the first Special Report, or Community as a social entity. In fact, consumption is
now a substitute for genuine social satisfaction and fulfillment. Retail
consumption, gambling and entertainment are the big moneymakers.
For 2,000 years, Communitarians have been wrestling with how to meet the
need for Community in the face of the powers and the demands of empire,
church, king, prince, mercantile monopoly, nation-state, dictatorship and now
global economic force. Contemporary Communitarians have yet to understand
the spacial (aka, “spatial”) aspect of “Community” and the absolute need to
create “Community” at the level of each one of the components of organic

human settlement patterns that make up Balanced Communities in sustainable
New Urban Regions.
Misconceptions are Reinforced by Ads, News and Political Pronouncements
No one who reads a regional newspaper or watches commercial television
disputes that the myths listed above are reinforced daily by advertising and by
the “news” that is provided by MainStream Media. But why are the myths
systematically reinforced? The answers are simple:
•

Individuals and Enterprises make a lot of money as a
result of actions based on these myths. Over two-thirds of
the current economy in the United States is driven by
consumer decisions, many of which are controlled by the
myths articulated above.

•

The leaders of Institutions and Agencies are rewarded
(e.g., get raises and get re-elected) if citizens embrace the
myths over reality.

The direct tie between advertising and sales/MassOver Consumption is obvious.
The indirect tie is not always clear. MainStream Media are private Enterprises
supported by advertising revenue. The owners of these outlets are keenly aware
of the need to perpetuate the myth-driven consumer decisions that keep the
economy expanding even though unsustainable and dysfunctional settlement
patterns are also expanded. The more concentrated the MainStream Media, the
more powerful the bias becomes.
Governance practitioners say they get “wake-up calls” from time to time, but
they do not wake up to the need for Fundamental Change. They face each new
crisis with “concern” and then propose “solutions” that have already been tried
and have not worked. The old ideas are presented with “optimism” and to
question them is unpatriotic. Where is George Orwell when we need him? “In
this great town, ‘city,’ state or country, we can overcome the evil doers by doing
what we have done before” and by waving the flag with more fervor.”
Without changing any of the global economic parameters,
human settlement patterns in the United States would
become infinitely more sustainable if the total cost of land
conversion from nonurban to urban land uses and the cost of
providing urban services were rationally and fairly allocated
to those who profit from those actions and use of those
services. (See Special Report Two.)
Even this modest change is apparently beyond the pale of consideration by
contemporary governance structures and the MainStream Media that support
them.

Cumulative Impacts
One fact that makes a Fundamental Change in human settlement patterns
difficult to secure is that the dysfunctional and unsustainable patterns and
densities of land use are cumulative conditions that result from billions of
individual, well-intended actions.
Committing the Fallacy of Composition is the operative axiom in this case.
Brookings Senior Fellow Anthony Downs has pointed out that in a democracy it
is hard to change policies that benefit individuals near the top of the food chain
when the negative impacts are primarily felt by those at the bottom. This is
especially true when the negative impacts are cumulative ones that are obscured
and confounded by myths. It may be easier to move forward when it is shown
that the negative consequences are moving up the ladder and now impact all but
a very few at the top.
Abandonment within Urbansides and Scatteration in the
Countryside are the cumulative result of myth-driven actions
and reactions.
Abandonment and Scatteration are, however, not the only drivers of dysfunction
in human settlement patterns. There are direct and indirect threats to the
maintenance and creation of Balanced Communities within Urbansides and to
Disaggregated Balanced Communities in the Countryside. They include the loss
of jobs in manufacturing, processing, fabrication, customer service, back office
and communications due to global competition, electronic communications and
offshore outsourcing. The loss of jobs exacerbates the problem of creating
Balanced Communities in both Urbansides and the Countryside. State and
municipal jurisdictions spend their energy on tax-base catch-up and fighting
brain drain. A new generation of budget-breaking “mega-projects” now
threatens both Urbansides and the Countryside.
There are direct threats to the Countryside from industrial agriculture, clear-cut
timbering and mountaintop-removal mining. There are also indirect results of
these practices, e.g., air and water pollution. Scattered urban land uses also
exacerbate the problem of Countryside management. For example, scattering
urban houses in the woods dramatically raises the cost of managing forest fires.
There are bright spots, such as ecologically sound specialty agriculture and
resource- and commodity-based tourism, which are focused within the urban
enclaves in the Countryside. However, all the “solutions” are made less
attractive and viable when they must compete with traffic and other impacts of
scattered urban land uses that are in the Countryside due to the forces outlined in
the first two Special Reports.

Marketplace of Ideas
The traditional practice of journalism turns out to be a significant problem. The
“let’s you and him fight” and “he said/she said” approaches of “Balanced”
journalism are not conducive to breaking through widely-held myths and
misconceptions. When challenged about misleading stories, graphics or
editorials, the response from MainStream Media is “Balanced reporting,”
"journalistic integrity” and “freedom of the press.” No, the map is wrong and
misleading. No, building more roads without changing the settlement patterns
makes congestion worse, not better. (See “ Smoke and Shadows ,” Jan 13, 2003,
and “ Access and Mobility ,” June 30, 2003.)
Every substantive issue related to human settlement patterns
has a set of obfuscations masquerading as “Balanced
journalism.”
MainStream Media currently does not sort fact from opinion. A science-based
fact is given less credence than the opinion of a “notable” person who has a
stake in preserving the status quo (aka, Business-As-Usual). An unsubstantiated
view of an office holder is given preference over fact-based analysis. A complex
problem with far-reaching impact is given less air time than some looney action
by a sports figure or a silly pronouncement by the star of a sitcom, especially the
ones who happen to work for the same network or channel as the news program.
Everything is entertainment. Medicine becomes “ER,” law enforcement
becomes “NYPD Blue,” sports becomes “Playmakers” and politics becomes “ K
Street.” With respect to Regional and Community news, “if it bleeds, it leads.”
If it bleeds a lot, it is national news.
The reason that 19th and 20th century journalism no longer works is that
contemporary civilization is now at a stage similar to that at the end of the 15th
century. At that time:
•

Geography and exploration were controlled by a belief that the
earth was flat.

•

Human health practice was dominated by rumors, humors and
spirits.

•

Physical and chemical actions and reactions were thought to be
controlled by mystic forces and supernatural powers.

•

History and the potential of a better future fell into the realm of
revealed truths perpetuated by both church and state.

Humans were able to move beyond those constraints, but it was not done by
relying on the leaders of the day to reconsider their positions or by taking a vote
among those who believed the prevailing myths. No amount of discussion

between uninformed partisans will wipe out myths. In the current context, the
marketplace of ideas via major MainStream Media outlets only offers soft drinks
and fast food.
In the late 15th century, as is the case now, those who profited
from Business-As-Usual controlled the fora.
More importantly, due to the global economy and Regional markets, there is
now a single language - money. The default setting for the control of
contemporary civilization is “Economic Competition" (3) . Those who support
Business-As-Usual are now making the most money the fastest. It is hard to
overcome the unified voice of money:
•

Individuals, Households and Enterprises are making
money directly.

•

Institutions and Agencies are profiting indirectly.

•

“You do want to support the economy and have a good
job, don’t you?”

These issues have been aired before. They are ignored, and the impact grows
worse. More and more citizens are disenchanted with the options offered by the
current political process. However, no one is stepping forward to support
Fundamental Change.
The role of MainStream Media must be reexamined. As author and MainStream
Media critic Paul Waldman notes:
“Once misconceptions are known, journalists have an
obligation to highlight the facts in a prominent way, writing
stories specifically about where people have misunderstood or
been misled, and correcting the misimpressions. The average
citizen can’t be expected to wade through the euphemisms
and competing claims, research the evidence, and come to a
conclusion about who’s telling the truth and who isn’t.” (4)
As noted at the outset, there appears to be three overarching obstacles in coming
to intelligent public judgment about Fundamental Change. These are subjects
not commonly raised in the context of these human settlement patterns, but they
should be. The following three sections address these concerns:
1.

Lack of time and opportunity necessary to thoughtfully
consider important issues

2.

No understanding of the need for fundamentally
restructuring governance

3.

Absence of a comprehensive collective worldview–a
Conceptual Framework and Vocabulary–with which to
discuss the issues

Time and Opportunity to Consider the Myths Impacting Human Settlement Patterns
The first fundamental contextual problem is that citizens lack time to carefully
consider the issues raised in these three Special Reports. This fact is intuitively
obvious. To drive this point home, here is a summary of why citizens do not
have the time to consider the issues and realize that myths control contemporary
society as much now as in 1500 A.D.
At the Top of the Economic Food Chain. Those at the top of the economic
food chain believe that “they can have it all, and do it all.” That's certainly what
advertisements and politicians tell them. Here is a partial list of “all” for the
contemporary Households.
•

Both Household partners have meaningful careers and
continuously keep up-to-date on professional and work
skills.

•

Parents raise beautiful, well-adjusted children who have
good relations with siblings, peers, Household members,
immediate and extended, and those they meet by
happenstance.

•

Beyond the extended Household, both partners and their
children maintain close and mutually supportive
relationships with a range of friends who share their
history, interest and geography.

•

The Household always prepares and enjoys Balanced,
nutritious meals.
Parents work together to ensure that the children get
quality, comprehensive educations.

•
•

Children participate in activities such as scouting, music,
dance, sports and other extracurricular activities for which
the parents provide active support.

•

Adults continue to expand their horizons through
effective continuing education.

•

Parents keep current with the most intelligent health and
exercise information, practices and routines for
themselves and their children.

•

Household members who are so inclined write, paint or in
other ways participate in creative pursuits.

•

Travel and vacations provide relaxation and reinforce
positive, authentic experiences.

•

The Unit is creatively decorated and maintained to reflect
and support the lifestyles and unique experiences of the
Household.

•

The Household creates and maintains an ongoing visual,
audio and material archive of activities and shared
history.

•

The Household intelligently manages and maintains
home(s), cars, yard and, if they choose, a second/vacation
home, in such a way as to prevent dangerous build-ups of
mold, carbon, bats and other adversities.

•

Both partners learn and follow best practices to minimize
the environmental impact of Household, cars and yard
maintenance.

•

The Household performs cleaning and maintenance tasks
and/or competently manages contracts for services,
utilities and repairs.

•

The Household intelligently manages funds and plans for
retirement.

•

Voting age citizens are informed on current Community,
Regional, national and international events so that
informed decisions can be made at elections in which they
always vote.

•

The parents choose whether the Household joins a
religious or other spiritual-based institution, and if they
belong to one, they attend and follow the ethical and
moral teachings of the faith.

•

The parents and children intelligently choose and attend
the best live entertainment available in the region.

•

The Household intelligently chooses and enjoys the best
entertainment available electronically.

•

The Household contributes to the health, safety and
function of the Community by volunteering in clean-up,
governance, safety, education and other activities at the
Dooryard, Cluster and Neighborhood scales.

•

Both parents support their favorite educational institution
and follow its teams and activities.

•

The Household acquires and uses the latest appliances,
entertainment, electronics, tools, telecommunications and
other equipment.

The list could go on. There are no hobbies here. No bird watching, no golf, no
serious gardening, cooking or woodworking. There is no coin collecting, no
book clubs, no league bowling or fantasy football leagues. For sure there is no
Stitch and Chatter Club and no bingo. The list is, however, sufficient to
demonstrate the futility of thinking anyone can “have it all” or “do it all” in the
context of contemporary lifestyles.
For example, it is fully possible to take seriously the last point and spend almost
every waking hour, year after year, selecting and learning how to use every
feature of the appliances and equipment that those at the top of the economic
food-chain acquire. If this were accomplished, Households would have no time
to consider the other 22 potential considerations on this list.
If, of course, the Household falls for the myths related to Mobility and Access or
home and job location, only the bare minimum of any of the considerations can
be attempted much less achieved.
The possibilities for life experiences and activities are infinite,
but time to pursue them is finite.
One cannot “do it all.” In fact, one cannot do most of it. Who is fooling all these
well-intended citizens? Check to see who is making money by selling goods and
services that are never, infrequently or partially used.
At the Bottom. At the other end of the economic spectrum, the situation is
reversed. Those at the bottom have almost none of “it.” They have little or no
control. Worse yet, they have no concept of what would be useful to control if
they could. For starters, they are forced to live in locations that allow them time
and resources to address only a bare minimum of the elements of a quality life.
A Few in the Middle. There are a few in the middle who have found a great
place and have tried to sort out what they think they can do. Just keeping it all
sorted out is itself a full time job. Some have adopted the following mantra:
Keep up the good work, abandon the rest. No one can do it all.
The problem is how does one determine what is the “good” work? A classic
example is the time and effort that co-housers devote to finding just the right
clustermates. The co-houser’s search is like finding exactly the right partner –
only exponentially harder. The exponent in this equation is the number of
Households involved. Try solving a problem when each of 32 variables is raised

to the 32nd power. Co-housers work exhaustingly to find the best team
members. As soon as they move in, things start to change.
The Professionals. There is a parallel problem with time. Due to the two
contextual issues addressed below, academics, professionals and governance
practitioners who should address the myths and their impacts instead spend their
time chasing shadows on the wall in a classic demonstration of Plato’s Allegory
of the Cave. They are fully occupied being “notable,” publishing their ideas,
speaking at the right conferences and getting on the right talk shows. They have
little time to consider the larger context of their specialty. (2)
Ways to Restructure Governance
The second contextual problem deals with governance. Achieving Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns requires a change in governance structure.
A major problem is that those who support Business-As-Usual are those at or
near the top of the existing economic food chain. They are getting richer as the
result of maintaining the status quo (aka, Business-As-Usual). They raise the
money and buy political influence to preserve the status quo.
Twenty-five years ago this month, Czech playwright and “dissident” Vaclav
Havel wrote a 90-page essay titled “The Power of the Powerless.” This essay is
widely credited with fundamentally changing the course of modern history in
the Soviet bloc -– especially in former Czechoslovakia and Poland. Although
Havel focused on “post-totalitarian society driven by ideology,” he also had a lot
to say about what might be called “two-party totalitarianism driven by
competition, MassOver Consumption, commercialism and automatism.”
Few in the United States would have agreed with Havel’s characterization of
democracy 25 years ago. In light of the continuing march toward dysfunctional
settlement patterns and entropy, many more may find his characterizations
timely today. Political footballs such as health care, welfare reform, Affordable
and Accessible housing, campaign finance reform, improving education, defense
and security, growing income disparity, deregulation (as a universal panacea),
tax reform, as well as tax cuts and subsidies for the very rich, may generate
support for a new perspective on governance.
Perhaps there is a need for someone to identify how to create “parallel
structures” in the “pre-political” sphere of “two-party totalitarianism.” Havel
talked of “dissidents” bringing reality (“living within the truth”) to those “living
in the lie of post-totalitarianism.” There is a need for a new generation of
dissidents to bring the reality of living within the truth to those living in the
myths of two-party totalitarianism. Living in truth would be much easier with a
governance structure that is congruent with the organic composition of human
settlement patterns.

Problem of Worldview
The third contextual problem is that of limited perspective or “worldview.” This
has also been called the problem of Vocabulary and Conceptual Framework .(2 )
The need for a consistent, agreed-to Vocabulary is easy to understand.
“Conceptual Framework,” which may be thought of as a “comprehensive
geographic context,” is more complex. “Worldview” is perhaps a better, more
all-encompassing term.
The current prevailing worldview is characterized by what The Virginian-Pilot
calls the “Me Firsters” in an editorial published September 13, 2003 . Me
Firsters have been growing in numbers and diversity since they emerged as the
“baby boomers” and the “Me Generation.” The Virginian-Pilot editorial was
aimed at those who want to protect and expand individual tax exemptions, but
Me Firsters interests go much farther. They are the heart of the “Club of
Growth” (aka, Club of Consumption) theory of economic expansion and
prosperity. Their simplistic mantra is “A rising tide raises all boats.” This is not
true. As noted in the first Special Report, (1) a rising tide in this context swamps
most of the small boats. What it does do is to meet the needs of those few who
have the “biggest ships.”
There is a necessity for a more comprehensive worldview, one that becomes a
basic element of all public education. Each human’s existence can be
represented by a giant four-dimensional matrix. The problem of a constrained or
warped worldview is that no one knows the scope of their own matrix and how
it fits within the infinitely larger shared ‘n’ dimensional matrix. A person fills in
only a small part of his personal matrix from his own experiences and education.
Then he acts, based largely on myth, to optimize his own self-interest.
In the current context, citizens have no sense of the whole, no conceptual
framework and no Vocabulary with which to describe and discuss it. This is
because these things are not part of the current educational experience of most
students or the continuing education of adults.
Geographic illiteracy is just the tip of this iceberg. Iceberg is a good analogy to
use with this contextual issue because the answers are submerged in the
psychology of learning, socio-economics, consilience and other emerging fields.
Where to From Here?
As noted at the outset, citizens understand that fundamental
problems exist. With each new crisis, more come to believe
that the problems are at least partially the result of
dysfunctional human settlement patterns and outmoded
governance structures.

But what can be done about it? The need is to focus these interests to achieve
positive change.
Initiate a Process to Discuss Issues
The first step is to initiate the processes – no one approach will suffice – to
create fora and bring the issues of Fundamental Change to the forefront. A
diverse coalition of compatible interests must be energized to address the forces
outlined in these three Special Reports.
The use of study circles in Sweden to adopt a national policy on sustainability
(The Natural Step) and to join the European Union offers insights. So might
reviving the League of Women Voters of the ‘50s and ‘60s in the United States
with a comprehensive focus and without a preoccupation of working within the
existing governance structure.
Explore Ways to Come to Public Judgment on the Best Course of Action
The Kettering Foundation, the Pew Trust and others such as the Center for
Deliberative Polling are exploring ways to enrich and revitalize democracy.
The six “Overarching Strategies” spelled out in The Shape of the Future (2)
and the 12 steps outlined at the end of the first Special Report (1) are places to
start on the path to functional human settlement patterns. The steps to
fundamental governance reform are not as clear.
-- October 20, 2003

1. Special Report One, Abandoning Potentially Great Places (“Wild
Abandonment,” baconsrebellion.com, 8 Sept 2003 ) and Special Report
Two “Sub”Country–Scatteration of Urban Land-Uses in the
Countryside (“Scatteration,” baconsrebellion.com, 22 Sept 2003). The
observations contained in these reports, as well as this third report are
supported by the fundamental principles and theories established in The
Shape of the Future and document the importance of “The Third Way”
laid out in HANDBOOK: The Three-Step Process to Create Balanced
Communities in Sustainable New Urban Regions. A series of
PowerPoint programs illustrate The Three-Step Process. This third
Special Report reflects input from Linda Risse, SYNERGY/Planning,
Ret. and from Professor Joseph Freeman, Lynchburg College.
2. See Risse, E M. The Shape of the Future (2000) and HANDBOOK
(2003). Warrenton, VA: SYNERGY/Resources.

3. The HANDBOOK: The Three-Step Process to Create Balanced
Communities in Sustainable New Urban Regions outlines the
classification of myths and misconceptions that directly impact any
strategy to improve human settlement patterns. Section III of the
HANDBOOK (“Myths and Misinformation Which Drive Dysfunctional
Human Settlement Patterns”) focuses on specific myths that relate to the
pattern and density of land use. There is some overlap, but in general, the
HANDBOOK myths are primarily of importance to those working to
make specific changes to the forces that impact human settlement
patterns.
4. Waldman, Paul. “Why the Media Don’t Call It as They See It.” The
Washington Post, 28 September 2003 B-4.
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Fire and Flood
Much of the damage from natural disasters like
Isabel is entirely preventable. Rather than subsidize
scattered habitation in exposed locations, public
policy should cluster people in areas that can be
protected efficiently.

During late July and early August, the town where I grew
up came within a grizzly whisker of burning down. The
urban enclave at the west entrance of Glacier National
Park, Montana, would have been incinerated but for
backfires and aerial bombardments. The fires in Glacier
and the Flathead National Forest were unprecedented in
extent since modern equipment has been available to
measure and manage forest fires.
On the day in September when western Montana residents
could be assured that the worst of the fire season was
over, Hurricane Isabel come ashore in the Outer Banks of
North Carolina. Though only a Class 1 hurricane by the
time it reached the mainland, Isabel wrought havoc in the
Mid-Atlantic States. Disruption was extensive; the cost of
damage mounted into the billions of dollars.
During the cool, calm days of November, it would be wise
to come to a dispassionate understanding of how these two
events illuminate the way humans are despoiling the
surface of the earth.
The fires. In a two million-acre area of the Northern
Rocky Mountains west of the Continental Divide, over
300,000 acres were burned by 23 named fires and fire
complexes. It does not take a rocket scientist or a regional
planner to know that burning 15 percent of an area larger
than Alexandria, Arlington, Fairfax, Loudoun, Prince
William, Fauquier and Stafford Counties combined is a lot
of fire.
Weather conditions set up the woods to incinerate.
Fuel moisture levels in the forest were at record lows.
Major burns started by lightning would have been
impossible to avoid. Many argue that forest fire is a
natural process and should be managed, not
“fought.”
As one who grew up with Smokey Bear and put
himself through college working on forest fire control,
I find that new perspective basically correct.
Whatever forest fire strategy is employed, the major
cost –- tens of millions of mostly federal dollars –
amounts to “structure protection.” The U.S. Forest
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues03/11-03/Fire_flood.htm (1 of 5) [1/10/2008 12:52:43 PM]

Fire and Flood

Service spent over a billion dollars on forest fire
suppression before the fires erupted in the Los
Angels New Urban Region. In the Northern Rocky
Mountains , air ship, dozer-skidder, gypsy crew and
municipal engine resources were spent primarily on
protection of scattered urban swellings–first and
second homes of urban citizens.

The majority of the expense could have
been avoided had not urban land uses
been scattered through the forest. Other
expenses could have been eliminated by
intelligent management of the land
around urban enclaves that support
tourism, forestry and “wilderness
experiences.”
The climatic conditions and settlement patterns in the Los
Angles New Urban Region are different but the same
general principles apply.
Wind and water. Hurricane Isabel cut a swath through
the Mid-Atlantic Region and brought normal life to a
standstill. The impacts can be summarized by considering
trees, flooding and utilities.
Trees in the wind. The first storm damage coverage
focused on downed trees. There were a lot of blocked
roads, downed power lines, crushed cars and damaged
roofs. One can still see the evidence along streets and
roads in Isabel’s path. During the summer, walking up
Culpeper Street to the Warrenton-Fauquier farmer’s
market, we noted numerous dead and dying trees and
even more with dead limbs. Most are now gone along with
items the owners would have preferred not be crushed.
Intelligent letters to editors and op eds since the storm
have pointed out the idiocy of planting and saving big
forest trees in “sub”urban settings. This is a theme
stressed in The Shape of the Future, see Chapter 11,
Box 11.

Unfortunately, none of the wise council
on trees noted the overarching
contextual problem: scattered urban
housing.
The water is less murky. Engineers and marine
architects know how to build near, in and under water.
Hardened structures and demountable amenities are the
answer for those who want or need to be close to water.
But everyone knows, or should know, that it is silly to build
in floodplains and areas subject to tidal surges because
building there is very expensive. Take an umbrella to the
beach, but put the house and the shop in a safe place.
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Scattered urban dwellings took the
biggest hit from Isabel’s flooding. Tidal
surge took out scattered, cheaply
constructed buildings along with urban
areas that have been “improved” or
“restored” without necessary protection.
Please turn on the lights. The biggest problems,
however, related to the urban utility infrastructure.
Overflowing sewers, inappropriate storm drains,
unprotected water intakes, leaking water mains and the
failure to provide backup power for vital functions cost
billions of taxpayer dollars directly and indirectly. Citizens
were most extensively impacted by loss of electrical, cable
and telephone service. Deregulation, competition and
pressure to build the most extensive but lowest cost
infrastructure have resulted in vulnerable utilities. Electric
power enterprises seeking short-term profit and lowestprice services have endangered long-term performance
and reliability as the Northeast Blackout of 2003
documented.

There is a common theme that runs
through the impact of fire, wind and
water: scattered urban land uses and the
failure to define and respect a Clear Edge
between Urbansides and Countryside.
A port in the storm. One of the most compelling stories
in the days immediately following Isabel was that during
and after the storm, “downtown Washington” –- the core
of the federal District of Columbia -- was an oasis with
power, water and civility. The surrounding “sub”urbs were
a mess. That is exactly why they are called “sub”urban.

Just as there is an exorbitant cost for
providing urban services to scattered
urban land uses, there is a very high cost
to protect scattered facilities from fire
and storm. There is a cost to hold nature
at bay, and it gets much more onerous in
dysfunctionally distributed locations.
Where to from here? There are two choices: Humans
can work to reduce the incidence of ‘natural disasters’ or
they can take action to protect themselves from impact of
these occurrences.
An oft-heard bromide heard in response to ever more
intensive storm systems is to “stop global warming.”
Global warming may or may not be a cause. Even if it is,
the responses now on the table (e.g., the Kyoto
Agreement) would be too late and too feeble. Whether the
cause is global warming or the end of a benign interlude in
weather patterns, storm events are becoming more
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extreme and more frequent than in the recent past. The
intensity and frequency is not, however, unprecedented in
recorded history, much less geologic time frames.
The answer to fire and storm damage lies in limiting the
vulnerability of structures and facilities. That means
making more intelligent location and design decisions.

Citizens must become smarter and take
actions to make humanity’s ecological
footprint smaller and protect urban
structures and utilities from natural
events.
The most important collective, long-term strategy to
diminish the ecological footprint is to reduce the human
population. The church with the most souls in Heaven does
not win. The market with the most consumers does not win
either. In the United States of America , making the
ecological footprint smaller will solve many problems.
A reasonable goal would be to significantly reduce the
population over the next 100 years, but there is an easier
strategy. The U.S. devotes far more land to urban land
uses – about five times too much -- than can be efficiently
used for the foreseeable future, even if the population
continues to grow at current rates. The priority should be
designing a process to create settlement patterns that
make citizens safe and happy. As luck would have it, the
cost savings of functional human settlement patterns over
scatteration will more than pay for the structure and utility
hardening necessary to protect structures and facilities
from fire, wind and water.
A first step will be to recognize the necessity of a Clear
Edge between the Urbansides and the Countryside. How do
we get there? In a society driven by economic competition,
the answer is simple. The path to implementation will be
easy and collectively painless if we create a fair, equitable
and fact-based:
•
distribution of the costs of converting land from
extensive, nonurban use to urban use
•
allocation of the location-variable cost of urban
services required to maintain urban activity.
At first blush this may seem hard. But not necessarily so.
CNN ran a number of informal polls during Isabel’s run
through the Mid-Atlantic Region.
The first we saw was scary. Fifty-six percent of 130,000
respondents said “government should not restrict building
in hurricane-prone areas.”
The second poll restored our faith in citizens and in the
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economy. Over 166,000 answered the question: “Who
should pay for rebuilding homes and businesses damaged
by Isabel?” Only five percent said “government,” while 22
percent put the burden on the property owners and 73
percent said insurance companies.
Right on! Like owning a car, everyone should have
insurance for any structure they own or occupy. Let the
insurance company calculate a competitive cost of hazard
insurance. There may be a need to subsidize some
insurance during the transition. The federal flood
“insurance” program has demonstrated the weakness of
the current process. We should be able to learn from our
mistakes and do a better job with comprehensive coverage
of all location-based risks.
Before the “victims” get their damaged property repaired
by grants or government-subsidized insurance, they should
stop making bad location decisions that expose them
unnecessarily to natural hazards.
Back to the western front. Brush and forest fires are
obscured by even more myth and disinformation than are
wind and water. Before recommending “clear cut logging”
as a solution to “save” the forests, we need to understand
the interaction of logging, urban dwellings and managed
fires.
The way we read aerial photos, several of the Northern
Rockies fires started in areas, already managed for timber
production, that had been clear cut. That is why a road
existed for a 4X4 to drive to the fire ring where the Robert
Fire started. The Robert Fire is the one that burned over
55,000 acres and almost destroyed West Glacier.

The modest per-acre fee Montana now
collects for forest dwellings does not
begin to cover state, much less federal
and municipal and not-for-profit
expenses. It is, however, a step in the
right direction. With fire, wind, water
and other “weather hazards,” raise the
fee to cover all cost of the location
decisions and watch the behavior change.
We also need to move beyond negative treatment of bad
location decisions. We must start creating sustainable
human settlement patterns nationwide. Dysfunctional
human settlement patterns are caused by
counterproductive policies, programs and subsidies.
Charging citizens and their organizations full price for
energy and non-renewable resources and stopping the
subsidy of consumption is the place to start.

-- November 3, 2003
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Slow Growth Isn't Smart
Many elected officials tout "slow growth" as a
remedy for the ills generated by dysfunctional
human settlement patterns. But it's a hopeless
mishmash of an ideology.

The fall political extravaganza referred to as “the election
process” placed a spot light on the precarious position of
democracy in America. The mean-spirited campaigns, the
low voter turn-out and the evaporated hope for significant
progress on tax reform, mobility, governance restructuring
and prosperity cause one to pine for the days when Alexis
de Tocqueville found democracy in the United States a
stimulating subject to explore.
For many, the confusion over “growth” (smart-, slow-, no-,
robust- or sustainable) will have the longest-term negative
impact. According to media reports, “slow growth”
advocates lost in some jurisdictions (e.g., Loudoun County)
while in others, “slow growth” advocates won (e.g., Prince
William and Fauquier Counties). In much of the
Commonwealth, any “growth” would be welcome, but
where growth is a possibility, it is misunderstood and
confusingly characterized.
First, Let's Get a Handle on the Speed of Growth
Fast growth: As Edward Abbey has made it famously clear,
“fast growth” is a dead end –- “Growth for the sake of
growth is the ideology of the cancer cell.” Whether in a
smokers' lungs or in “the second fastestgrowing county in the United States,” fast growth is not
sustainable, period. Nearly everyone agrees with that
reality.
No growth: “No growth” gets citizens to the same place.
No growth is stagnation, and in an organic system such as
human settlement patterns, that is the equivalent of decay
and eventual death. There are abandoned, dilapidated
buildings and ghost towns all over middle America that
bear mute testimony to this fact.
An intelligent, middle ground: So, what we need is a
smart, intelligent, rational, sustainable, middle ground with
respect to the speed of “growth.”
Growth of What?
Media speak has deprived the debate over growth of most
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substantive content. Growth of what is an overlooked
question.
Population? No, on a global scale; there are already too
many people. The region, nation-state or continent with
the most mouths to feed, educate and protect is not the
winner.
Consumption? No, it is not possible to support
contemporary levels of per capita consumption, even with
a smaller population, if the current levels of consumption
at the top of the food chain are extended to a broader
population. Economic expansion driven by escalating
consumer consumption is not sustainable growth. Once the
genies of education, equality and global communication are
out of the bottle, it is not possible to limit mobility, choice
and safety to a select few in any region or to a select few
nation states. Take your choice: Either brutal totalitarian
dictatorships on the one hand, or smaller, less
consumptive democracies on the other.
Urbanized land? No, there is already vastly more land
devoted to urban uses than can be used in a sustainable
way. Even if sustainability is not yet a front hook concern
for many, there is too much land already urbanized to
optimize the functionality or value of urban property for
the benefit of any region’s residents.
Happy and safe? The only quantitative measure of growth
that makes sense is the one Aristotle articulated over
2,000 years ago. A smaller population that consumes less
per capita but is happy and safe is the best and most
viable measure of intelligent growth. We call this
“prosperity within sustainable (aka, functional) human
settlement patterns.”
Growth Where?
Next, let’s understand that the core issue concerning
growth is location, location, location, not absolute or even
relative speed.
It turns out a lot of the confusion about growth exists
because there are two fundamentally different
configurations of growth. Which formulation is intelligent
depends on location:

- Inside the Clear Edge
- Outside the Clear Edge
(See "Beyond the Clear Edge," May 26, 2003 for an
exploration of the Clear Edge around the core (aka,
Urbanside) of every New Urban Region and also the Clear
Edges around the urban enclaves that exist in and support
the Countryside.)
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues03/11-17/Slow_growth.htm (2 of 6) [1/10/2008 12:52:11 PM]

Slow Growth Isn't Smart

Inside the Clear Edge. Inside the Clear Edge, growth of
economic, social and physical activity has to be as fast as
possible to achieve (and then fast enough to maintain) a
relative balance of jobs/housing/services/
recreation/amenity (J/H/S/R/A) at the community-scale.
A sustainable New Urban Region is by definition an organic
agglomeration of human activity made up of Balanced
Communities that achieve a balance of J/H/S/R/A.
Community economic growth rates are a derivative of
regional growth because the New Urban Region is the
fundamental building block of contemporary society. The
regional economic growth rate is directly related to nationstate and global rates of economic growth.
Communities can alter their social and physical growth
rates more easily than their economic growth rate. In
addition, optimizing social and physical growth has a
beneficial impact on communities’ economic growth within
regional parameters.
Outside the Clear Edge. Outside the Clear Edge, there
must be “ungrowth” in the sense that urban uses are
extracted from the Countryside and relocated within
Urbansides. These urban places include both Urbansides,
made up of communities that form the urban area around
the core of a region, and the small Urbansides that exist
within and support the Countryside with urban activity.
This relocation need not be a forced relocation. It should
be an enlightened, voluntary relocation that occurs as a
result of allocating the cost of scattering urban uses across
the Countryside to those who create and/or benefit from
these settlement patterns. The urban services needed to
support contemporary society are far more expensive for
scattered urban uses outside the Clear Edge than they are
for the same uses inside the Clear Edge. That is why the
Clear Edge is an essential economic, social and physical
imperative.
What, then, is intelligent, balanced growth? It is rational,
sustainable economic, social and physical expansion inside
the Clear Edge. This growth is essential to achieve happy,
safe citizens. There are many needs to be filled: mobility,
affordable housing, expanded educational opportunities,
meaningful jobs, repair of past environmental derogation,
creation and maintenance of useable and accessible open
space, and on and on. All this requires a healthy economy
with prosperous citizens and organizations in a socially
stable, physically sustainable environment.
Outside the Clear Edge -- in other words, outside the
urbanized area at a region's core and the urbanized
enclaves in the Countryside -- intelligent growth is
“ungrowth.” Ungrowth means reversing the trend of the
last 80-plus years of abandoning potentially great places in
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the Urbanside and scattering urban land uses in the
Countryside. (See "Wild Abandonment," September 8,
2003, and "Scatteration," Septermber 25, 2003) in Bacon's
Rebellion.
The Privileged Few
I can hear it now. Some are saying: “Wait just a damn
minute! Isn’t this just pandering to the desires of the
privileged few?”
No, it is the opposite. In fact, protecting the Countryside
through Reverse Growth, or ungrowth, is a painless and
intelligent income/prosperity/opportunity redistribution
that essential to preserving democracy in the United
States. Let’s consider two overarching principles and then
the equitable accommodation that reflects economic and
physical reality:

In the great American tradition of being
able to enjoy the fruits of one’s labor, or
the luck of being born into the right
family, the well-to-do should be able to
enjoy living in countryside unsullied by
scattered urban land uses.
(As an aside, I would note that all those who live in the
Urbansides benefit from the existence of viable and
sustainable Countryside as pointed out in Scatteration, but
that is not the only benefit, as noted below.)

Pursuant to an equally important
American tradition of paying for what you
get, those who enjoy living in the
Countryside should pay the total cost of
their location decisions.
Here is how these two principles are accommodated in a
sustainable context outside the Clear Edges:
Those who provide the food, fiber and recreation trade the
hard work of maintaining the Countryside for the privilege
of living there. Food, fiber and recreation is what the
Countryside has provided since urban places started
evolving 8,000 years ago.
We now know that the Industrial Revolution’s impact on
agriculture, forestry and other non-urban (extensive) uses
of land requires different farm and forest strategies. We
also know that well over 95 percent of the population is
urban and requires urban services.
Urban citizens have the “right” to live in low-density
isolation and splendor so long as they pay the full cost for
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that privilege. Dwellings in the Countryside that are in fact
scattered, low-density urban land uses must pay the full
cost of the urban services they consume. The service
requirements for happy and safe citizens can be provided
much less expensively inside the Clear Edges, as noted
above. Those whose location decisions raise the cost of
those services should pay the true, total cost, not the
charges currently subsidized by other taxpayers. This
means that those who choose to live lightly on the land
and consume few of the 40 +/- urban services required to
support contemporary life pay a smaller amount because
services are based on equitable user fees. Those who
generate a lot of cost pay a higher toll.
This is the arrangement a well-governed
society must create in order to have the
resources necessary to pay for mobility,
affordable and accessible housing, good
schools, accessible openspace and other
public and private goods and services.
When urban citizens living in the Countryside are required
to pay the full, equitable costs for the goods and services
they receive, they will soon learn that spreading out into
the Countryside is much less attractive. Many will decide
not to pay for expensive urban services, and to live, work
and play where those services can be more efficiently. As
they move back, organizations in urban areas will benefit
from their contributions in time and participation in the
maintenance of a civil society.
Urban residents scattered in the Countryside will either
voluntarily move back to the Urbanside around the region’s
core, or they will help recreate the viable urban enclaves
that historically existed in the Countryside. These urban
enclaves collectively form “balanced but disaggregated
communities” that support a sustainable Countryside.
Where to From Here?
In the simplistic and confusing world of media-speak,
citizens and governance practitioners have fallen into
debates with meaningless buzz words. “Slow growth” is
among the worst. “Slow growth” homogenizes what should
happen inside the Clear Edge with what should happen
outside the Clear Edge. The result is a meaningless
mishmash which we term “dysfunctional human settlement
patterns” and which some call “sprawl.” The result is the
root cause of traffic congestion, rising service costs,
deteriorating levels of service and the other ills that
generate heat during the election season.
Slow growth is not intelligent growth nor a sustainable
strategy. It is a duck for cover, and let-things-go-tohell-in-a-handbasket s-l-o-w-l-y strategy. “By the time
things get really bad here, I will move somewhere
else.” The question is where? Perhaps Australia, where a
Clear Edge between Urbanside and Countryside is national
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policy.

-- November 17, 2003
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A Yard Where Johnny
Can Run and Play
American families have been sold on the idea that
kids need big yards to play in. In reality, large-lot
development makes inaccessible many of the
amenities required for a healthy, happy childhood.

Few tasks are more central to creating a happy, safe
society than raising well-adjusted children to carry
civilization forward. Yet few jobs are more difficult.
Judging by the number of dysfunctional families and
bratty kids observed in public places, raising children is a
task that few have mastered in 21st century New Urban
Regions of the United States. Any help that parents can
get in raising children is of profound personal and
communal benefit.
Money, Time and Two Working Parents
There are many tangible and intangible strategies,
facilities, programs and locational juxtapositions that can
help families raise children. Family psychologists suggest
the most important may be having two parents to share
the responsibility.
According to research on the topic, having sufficient
disposable income also is very important. We will revisit
this element later. However, it is also very clear that
children need more than Game Boys, big-screen TVs and
Tommy Hilfinger-brand clothing. Education, travel,
participation in stimulating activities and support from
family and neighbors also are beneficial.
Time is of the essence in raising children. The time
demands upon the two-income family are well known.
Less understood is how low-density and scattered human
settlement patterns aggravate the problems encountered
by two-income families. The eight hours per day that
parents spend at the workplace is only the beginning of
the drain on their time. Long commutes to and from
work and long trips between destinations when seeking
services, recreation and amenities also take away from
the time they could be spending around their children.
Child-Friendly Assets
Beyond two parents, money and time, there are many
elements that are helpful in child rearing. A list might
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include items such as:
●

A house with space for personal privacy and family
activities

●

At least one parent nearby in case of emergency

●

An outdoor place to play close to the home

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

Children of similar age living nearby with parents
who are willing and able to share and exchange
support
Access to a natural area in which to explore
Day care/preschool opportunities available in the
cluster and neighborhood
A neighborhood elementary school near enough for
a five-year-old to walk to and small enough to
create a sense of belonging
A nearby multipurpose field with a backstop,
soccer goal and backboard for dooryard- and
cluster-scale pick up games and for cluster- and
neighborhood-scale team practices
A job close to home for the parents that work
outside the home
A corner store with a neighborly shopkeeper
A middle school and a high school close enough
and a pathway safe enough for a 7th grader to
walk to school
After-school programs, clubs, sports activities, that
do not require vehicular access
Places to hang out that are visible enough not to
invite mischief
A nearby place for older children to work after
school, on weekends and during the summer
Several forms of commonly owned land to help
children (and their parents) understand how to use
and respect both private property and common
property
A library/information access beyond the Internet
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●

●

●

●

●

A social “third place” apart from home and work
that anchors the neighborhood for adults
A range of places for adult education, worship and
opportunities to do hands-on work together that
benefits the dooryard, cluster, neighborhood and
village
Close proximity to cultural and other stimulating
sites and services
Access to extended family –- aunts, uncles,
cousins, grandparents and parents' adult friends -living nearby
A shared-vehicle system (aka, transit) to provide
mobility for those too young to drive and access
for those unable to drive due to age or other
factors

The list could go on... While some items may vary
importance to different people, these are the priorities
that a focus group of parents and professionals in
childhood education and health might cite. After
thoughtful consideration, most parents would agree
resources, facilities and spacial relationships listed above
would be helpful for child rearing.
The Myth vs. Physical Reality
Despite general agreement on the elements in the list,
many parents would think there was an element missing,
one of overriding importance: A house with a big yard
where the children can play.
It never occurs to most parents, however, that buying a
house with a big yard conflicts directly with other
desirable goals. By maximizing the size of their yards,
parents perpetuate a scattered, low-density pattern of
development that precludes the existence of and/or
access to the vast majority of the other child-friendly
elements on the list above. In addition, the big yard eats
up time and money that could be more effectively spent
on other elements to support raising children.
Attaining a more functional human settlement pattern
can't guarantee that the elements on the list will be
available. But a settlement pattern defined by large
yards around single-family dwellings will assure that
most of the resources on the list will not be available for
most households.
A settlement pattern that provides most
houses with a big yard for the kids at
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the cluster scale forecloses the
opportunity for most of the other
elements on the list to exist in
functional proximity to the houses in a
cluster or in a neighborhood made up of
such clusters.
It is possible to design a cluster so either houses have
big yards or to design a cluster with minimal yards but
with common play areas for synergistically scaled groups
of homes so everyone has access to play areas in every
dooryard and every cluster. The latter design also
provides accessibility to other important elements. It is
not possible to design a big yard for every house in a
dooryard and then agglomerate these dooryards, clusters
and neighborhoods so that spacial arrangements
accommodate most of the child-friendly elements.
For this reason, the market dictates that houses enjoying
a rare combination of a big yard and access to the
amenities listed above typically sell at a very high
premium. For example, homes with large yards within
1/3 to ½ mile of METRO stations in the Rosslyn/Ballston
Corridor in Arlington County, cost four times the price of
the same house with the same size yard in an isolated
cluster in Prince William or Loudoun Counties. This is a
simple application of the law of supply and demand in an
arena controlled by physics not policy, politics or
preferences.
The cumulative footprint of many big yards results in
dysfunctionally low densities and lack of diversity at the
cluster, neighborhood, village and community scales.
Everything is a drive away, and only adults can drive.
Once in a car, distance is not as important, and this
results in scattered destinations. Places to drive and park
the cars required for access take up the space that is
needed for synergistically located child-friendly facilities
and programs.
It Takes a Community
Why is a fine-grained mix and diversity in the settlement
pattern so important? Recall the adage that “it takes a
village" to raise a child. We note in Chapter 9 Box 3 of
The Shape of the Future that it takes a Balanced (Alpha)
Community made up of functional dooryards, clusters,
neighborhoods and villages to raise a child from infancy
to adulthood. The automobile scatters origins and
destinations of trips, and dissolves the glue that holds
the components of a Balanced Community together.
What is Behind the Myth of the Big Yard?
Why has “a big yard for the kids” become the overriding
spacial and locational desire of parents for raising
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children? The reason is simple. A house with a big yard is
the only item for which an entire industry, in fact two-–
the auto/oil/asphalt/road builders industry complex and
the land speculator/developer/builder/
realtor/finance/home furnishings industry complex –
which make the most money only if a big yard is deemed
to be critically important. The big yard drives up per
capita land consumption up by a factor of three. Three
times as many land speculators go home happy each
year. Billions of dollars in advertising –- including ads by
federally chartered mortgage packagers -– pound away
at families daily imploring parents to do the right thing
for themselves and their children: Buy a house with a big
yard for the kids.
We did not specifically include the “big yard” as one of
the housing myths in The Myths That Blind Us (Bacons
Rebellion, October 20, 2003). We saved this element for
special attention. The quest for the big yard is one of the
most deeply ingrained in our national psyche. Any other
housing choice is seen as a poor second-choice
compromise.
In reality, given the existence of resources like those
listed above, the big yard adds little to the child-rearing
experience. When the oldest child gets strong enough to
kick a soccer ball into her father’s flowerbed, it is time to
move to a place with a nearby common field for practice
or a pick-up game. The cumulative impact of big yards is
that there are too few children living close by for even a
game of three-on-three. (A future column will focus on
additional design and use considerations of the big yard.)
Back to the Bottom Line
Ample research documents that money is the most
important consideration in raising a child. Nothing, not
race, not education, not place of national origin,
correlates with how well a child does as the level of the
family's disposable income available during
childhood. Getting a good education, avoiding teen
pregnancy, avoiding drug addiction, staying out of jail
and participating in sports all correlate closely with level
of disposable income during childhood.
The cost of buying and maintaining a big yard, putatively
for the benefit of the children, soaks up disposable
income that could be spent far more beneficially.
Further, maintaining a large lot consumes time and
sweat equity on such mundane tasks as cutting grass
and raking leaves. Because of these and other
drawbacks, few households take advantage of the
creative landscape and gardening opportunities of a big
lot. By the time the owner has the financial resources to
create a well-landscaped yard, the children have left the
nest.
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For these reasons, it does not make sense to tie up a
money in a big yard during a child’s formative
years. Funds could be more beneficially spent taking the
family on vacations, paying for music lessons, sending a
child on a class trip out of town, or simply enabling
parents to spend more time with, and in support of, their
children.
Where to From Here?
If many families live in houses with a
big, individual yards, it is rarely possible
to enjoy close proximity to other things
that would make raising children more
satisfying and more successful.
When citizens understand the realities of owning a big
yard, the market will shift. Compact, walkable clusters
and neighborhoods with close-by services and amenities
will gain favor. These functional components of human
settlement can be agglomerated into diverse villages and
Balanced Communities, which are beneficial in raising
children.
-- December 1, 2003
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Summing Up
Ed Risse boils down a year's worth of columns into
five pithy tenets about how human settlement
patterns shape the future of development in the
Washington-Baltimore New Urban Region.

This column marks a year's worth of ideas presented
in Bacons Rebellion. To commemorate our first
anniversary we are changing pace. This is a short
introduction to an old friend.
There are 20 columns including three Special Reports
plus three "Backgrounders" available from our Profile
page. Today, we add a fourth Backgrounder titled Five
Critical Realities That Shape the Future.
This Backgrounder is new to Bacon's Rebellion, but it
has a history. Five Critical Realities That Shape the
Future is a revised version of a summary of important
perspective's that were first identified as part of the
citizens' education program that preceded the 1999
election in Loudoun County. The presentation of the
issues then was refined in preparation of Blueprint
for a Liveable Region and re-sharpened for the first
edition of the Handbook: Three-Step Process for
Creating Balanced Communities in Sustainable
New Urban Regions.
While the Nine Fundamental Theses found in Box 1,
Chapter 1 of The Shape of the Future establish a
theoretical framework for understanding the
importance of human settlement patterns, Five
Critical Realities That Shape the Future present
five simple and fundamentally important
realities. Every citizen would benefit from
understanding these realities before they make
location-based decision -- where to buy a house,
where to look for a job or start a business, where to
acquire goods and services, where to seek recreation
and amenity.
While these five realities are documented for the
National Capital Subregion, they are also valid for
every New Urban Region in the United States. Given
the recent report by Southern Environmental Law
Center on the Richmond New Urban Region, they apply
to the third largest New Urban Region in the
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Commonwealth.
Read Five Critical Realities That Shape the Future.
Let us know your thoughts.
-- December 15, 2003
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Rail-to-Dulles Realities
Running a rail line to Dulles Airport could be a
great idea -- if planners cluster the right kind of
development around the rail stations. Otherwise,
it's just business as usual.

Moving passengers and workers to and from Washington
Dulles International Airport (IAD) in a high-capacity
shared-vehicle system -- currently known as the "Rail to
Dulles" project -- has been an important and laudable
regional goal for over 40 years. Achieving this goal
requires public understanding of two realities.
First, the prevailing settlement patterns, especially the
location of urban dwellings, in the National Capital
Subregion makes private vehicles the most convenient
way to get to IAD. Due to the scatteration of trip origins
and destinations, there is no efficient way to aggregate
the ridership necessary to support a sharedvehicle system primariliy serving Dulles.
Second, creating an economically feasible "Rail to Dulles"
project requires the creation of functional human
settlement patterns in the station areas along the
corridor connecting the core of the Subregion with IAD.
In other words, "Rail to Dulles" is a land-use issue, not a
transportation infrastructure issue.
Fortunately for those who would like to see rail service to
Dulles, there are are two major nodes of intensive urban
activity along the access corridor at and outside the
Capital Beltway (radius=10 miles+/-). If the station
areas serving Greater Tysons Corner and Greater Reston
are properly planned and developed, they can generate
the ridership necessary to support rail service in the
corridor.
The most recent attempt to get "Rail to Dulles" failed
because it was engineered by 30+/- major landowners
and related interests who would benefit financially from
building a "METRO Silver Line" to IAD. They believed
their financial interests were best served by focusing on
the "train," not on the pattern and density of land use in
the station areas.
Here is an alternative Tysons/Dulles Corridor plan that
would place the emphasis where it properly belongs, on
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land use. The plan would create the desired human
settlement pattern and shared-vehicle system ridership,
as well as lower construction costs.
A different tax district could be created that covers only
the area within a half mile of each station platform. The
district would include all of the land private and public.
Much of the land within a half mile of the station
platforms is devoted to public highway rights-of-way
(ROW) where air-rights development should take place.
Adjacent private owners would be provided the option of
leasing the air rights over the highway ROW where the
new station platforms would be located for 99 years and
paying the taxes. If they choose not to lease the air
rights to build over the right-of-way, they could be
auctioned to third parties. Alternatively, the public
agencies that own the ROW -- VDOT, Airports Authority,
etc. -- could pay the tax and preserve the option of
greater cash flow from future joint development of the
air rights.
Tax rates within the special district -- for purposes of
illustration -- could be 10 cents per 100 dollars valuation
when federal and state funding is guaranteed, 50 cents
when construction starts on the line to a given station
and one dollar when the trains are running. Five years
after the trains were running to a given station, property
and air-rights owners would pay the assessed value of
the land calculated on the basis of the full development
potential (hello, Henry George). This would create an
incentive for property and air rights owners to develop
their property rather that hold it in an under-developed
state for speculative purposes as is the case now
throughout the METRO system.
To cut costs, a New York Urban Development
Corporation-like (UDC) public benefit entity should be
created to design/build the rail system and the Tysons
and Reston circulators. This would avoid the bloated
METRO overhead cost structure and the nation-wide
practice in which engineer firm-led design/build teams
expand the project cost in order to increase their profit.
A number of plans for air-rights development illustrate
the future development: The Davis and Carter plan for
air rights at Reston Avenue, The Kane/Rando plan for air
rights at four Reston stations, The Kane/Tytran plan for a
Tysons Corner Central station, the plans for Tysons
stations prepared for The Blueprint for a Better Region
PowerPoint program, etc.
The major difference between the station-area tax
district plan and recent proposals is that there would be
500 +/- acres in the district around each station as
opposed to thousands of acres scattered along an 11http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues04/01-05/Rail_realities.htm (2 of 5) [1/7/2008 1:14:46 PM]
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mile corridor. The benefits of a shared-vehicle system
would accrue primarily to locations within a half-mile
radius of the station platforms -- within walking distance
for the most part -- not to private and commercial land in
the entire corridor beyond that radius. The spread of
shared vehicle-induced land uses beyond the half-mile
mark would dictate more scattered, private vehicleoriented development. Under the current tax district
scenario, station areas would remain vacant and
underutilized due to speculation as is the case now
around METRO stations.
There will be some benefits from a shared-vehicle system
beyond the half-mile radius but the district, municipal
jurisdictions and owners within the district could use the
Cordon Line Technique to allocate all costs and benefits.
A focus on the station areas would have a side benefit of
eliminating suits by distant landowners to forestall
further tinkering with the recent, flawed proposal.
If the current six-year federal funding window -assuming it really is a window and not a trap door -- is
missed, then there should be a fundamental review of
the whole "rail to Dulles" strategy. Perhaps it would be
better to use 20th century technology (Personal Rapid
Transit or PRT) rather than 19th century technology
(Heavy Rail/Subway) to make the connection between
IAD and the core of the National Capital Subregion. This
is, after all, the 21st century.
The use of PRT technology could involve building the
METRO Turquoise Line to Tysons and to Bailey's
Crossroads and perhaps the Inner Purple Line in
Montgomery County also using METRO technology. A
21st century "rail to Dulles" would rely on a high-speed
origin-to-destination PRT system with real-time variable
capacity. It would run from Dulles to the core of the
Subregion. The PRT line might follow the Dulles Access
Corridor to Tysons Corner, where it would interconnect
with METRO Turquoise and the Tysons Circulator, then to
Bethesda, where it would interconnect with METRO Red,
and then to the core of the National Capital Subregion to
interconnect with most METRO lines and the Federal Core
Circulator.
There are two choices: Create a station-area tax district
structure or start over. Either would work. The recent
discussion of creating two districts with all the
commercial land in the corridor will not.

End Notes
●

For a further exploration of shared-vehicle
transport alternatives, see " It Is Time To
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Fundamentally Rethink METRO and Mobility in the
National Capital Subregion"; SYNERGY/Resources;
January 1999.
●

●

●

●

As documented in The Shape of the Future, when
considering alternative shared-vehicle (aka,
transit) system infrastructure, it is important to
understand that each technology, system
configuration and hardware option has a "native"
or optimum station area settlement pattern. The
National Capital Subregion is, to this point,
primarily committed to a single line (no express
trains) heavy-rail (subway) system. A mix of
technologies and hardware options would provide
enhanced mobility in a comprehensive regional
system configuration. This is the case in Paris,
Wien (Vienna), Toronto and elsewhere.
Heavy rail/subway systems (e.g., METRO) as well
as PRT, Monorail, light-rail and fixed-guide-way/
fixed-station bus systems (aka, Bus Rapid Transit)
technologies can generate supportive station-area
land uses. Bus-on-the-street and similar nonstation shared-vehicle systems do not. While
buses, vans and jitneys can move people from one
place to another, they do not induce public or
private investment in functional, higher-intensity
settlement patterns in a station area as there are
no stations. For this reason, buses and bus-like
systems are not useful as a major "solution" for
creating urban area mobility.
There are other illustrations of the imperative of
planning the optimum settlement pattern before
selecting system technology and hardware. Bus
Rapid Transit Systems do not have the flexibility or
speed of PRT systems and do not have the capacity
of heavy-rail systems. When applied region-wide in
a large New Urban Region such as Curitiba, Brazil,
Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) can generate but not
serve intensive station-area settlement patterns.
In this case, Curitiba is phasing out BRT and
putting in rail transit with higher line capacity.
Light-rail because of low capacity, slow speeds and
frequent stops is best suited for specialty
applications (e.g. moderate intensity waterfronts,
large recreation venues and "garden districts") and
in small New Urban Regions. Ottawa, Canada and
Goteborg, Sweden are prime examples of creative
balance of land use with transport technology in
small New Urban Regions.
As one, can see from these illustrations, choosing a
shared-vehicle system is not simple. If one's focus
is making money and not on building Balanced
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Communities within a sustainable New Urban
Region, it is best to avoid complications.
Fortunately, we live in a market democracy and
must have citizen understanding and support for
major projects.
●

In considering alternative shared-vehicle
technologies, it is important to first determine the
desired station-area settlement pattern and keep
in mind the following axiom:
Shared-vehicle systems (aka, transit) create
mobility in large New Urban Regions not
because they move people efficiently but
because these systems facilitate the
agglomeration of human settlement patterns
in the station-areas that allow citizens to
meet many of their mobility and access needs
without resorting to any vehicle.
It is true that if origins and destinations of travel
are agglomerated in a station-area, a sharedvehicle system can move passengers much more
efficiently than private vehicles. However, that is a
secondary reason for creating shared-vehicle
systems, not the primary one. Lowering per-capita
vehicle-generated air pollution, making possible
the creation of large public gathering places or
venues for for sociality employment, recreation or
mobility venues (e.g., Wall Street, The Federal
Triangle, The World Congress Center,
intercontinental Airports, high-speed ground
terminals) and other factors are also important
considerations within the regional context.

-- January 5, 2004
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Clueless
Far from illuminating the causes of traffic
congestion, the Washington Post editorial page last
year perpetuated the myths that sustain Business
As Usual.

The January 13 The Shape of the Future column
("Smoke and Shadows") last year explored the role of
The Washington Post in providing information on
mobility, access and human settlement patterns.
A year has gone by. Traffic congestion has grown worse.
Mobility has become an evermore hotly debated issue,
especially during last Fall’s election season. One would
hope the National Capital Subregion’s major print media
outlet would have altered its position. The Washington
Post documents that mobility is a major regional
problem, and editorials, news stories and columnists say
that they want to help improve it. However, that does
not appear to be the net result.
The editorial side of The Post continues to support the
delusion that just building more transport facilities will
improve mobility and access.
The news side, as it did in 2002, provides useful and
often insightful perspectives in stories, columns and
features. However, in order to make sense of this input,
readers need to understand the overall context. Without
this framework, citizens cannot fit the stories into a
comprehensible whole. The news coverage and columns
focus on stories -- vignettes and fragments -- that lack
an overarching context. In addition, there is a trend to
focus on short-term “fixes” without a tie to longer-term
strategies.
This column examines The Washington Post’s editorial
treatment of access and mobility. The next one will
address the news side of transport coverage.
One-Theme Editorials
The one-note editorials which attempt to sell the position
that “more money to build transport facilities is what is
needed to improve mobility” continued throughout 2003.
Sometimes the “just build it” theme is coupled with the
suggestion that a “regional” agency to spend the money
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would be a good idea.
While the editors talk about the need to create a regional
agency to spend money, they do not mention the need
first to have regional and subregional plans and
strategies to create transportable human settlement
patterns. These plans, if implemented, would shape the
distribution of travel demand and thus determine what
new facilities, if any, are needed. There must be a
balance between land-use and transport that does not
exist.
Editorials focused on transportation facilities appear
nearly every week. It would be pointless to single out
one or two. Hundreds of column inches of valuable
editorial space that could have built regional and
subregional understandings have been wasted on onetheme opinions.
Beyond Editorials
The editorial staff also puts together “substantive”
material in the form of carefully screened and scripted opeds and “community feedback.” Typical of the op-ed
material was a set of items in the Sunday, November 16,
2003, Outlook Section. “Getting In Gear About Traffic...”
and “...A Tale From The Trenches” took up nearly half a
page. An “authoritative” item by John Mason is paired
with an entertaining vignette by John Kropf.
John Mason is a well-known politician with years of
experience as a military officer and a senior executive of
a Beltway Bandit consulting firm. This firm, SAIC, has
done millions of dollars worth of government and
developer transportation consulting work. Mason, also
the former mayor of a village-scale municipality within
Fairfax County, was defeated for reelection recently by a
candidate who professed to support more intelligent
policies impacting settlement patterns in the jurisdiction.
The op-ed page caption bills Mason as “a former Mayor of
Fairfax City and a former member of the National Capital
Region Transportation Planning Board.” This is true, but
there is no mention of his employer SAIC and its work.
John Kropf has experience living in Alexandria and
abroad but now drives to a VDOT park and ride lot just
east of the town of Warrenton in Fauquier County to
catch a ride to his job in the core of the federal district.
This park-and-ride lot is 40-plus miles from the Memorial
Bridge.
Two things would have made better use of the ink and
paper consumed by this November feature. I develop
these recommendations in some detail because they
could do much to cure what ails The Washington Post’s
editorial position on mobility and transportation.
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Reality One
The Washington Post could offer substantive help to John
Mason and fellow former municipal and state
officeholders along with those now in office. This
assistance should extend to the staffs of U.S. DOT, VA
DOT, MD DOT, WV DOT, PA DOT and DC DOT plus the
academics and consultants who provide advice to these
agencies. The Post needs to provide a special forum and
the incentive for all these parties to clearly state:
As long as millions of individuals in the
region believe it is in their families’ and
their organizations’ best interests to live
wherever they want, work wherever they
want and then seek services and
recreation wherever they want, there can
be no solution to the National Capital
Subregions mobility crisis, period!
There can be little professional disagreement with this
statement. It is, however, painful for elected officials,
road builders or consultants to admit this axiomatic
truth. The truth is hard to state now because they all
have been silent for so long. It not possible to design or
build a transport system for a large New Urban Region
that provides mobility and access to dysfunctionally
scattered trip origins and destinations. This point has
been made repeatedly since the 1970s by those who
recognize the need for a balance between the travel
demand generated by the settlement pattern and the
transport system created to provide mobility and access.
The fact that a dysfunctional distribution of origins and
destinations cannot be served by an economically
feasible and physically effective mobility system is not a
matter of policy or politics: It is a physical reality based
on the Natural Laws that govern the known Universe and
the market-driven democracy that now exists in the
United States.
The only response to the statement of trip-distribution
reality by governance practitioners is silence. This silence
allows conditions on the demand side to grow worse and
worse as documented by measures such as “person
hours of delay” on roadways. When mobility becomes a
matter of public debate, officials in one agency blame
those in another agency rather than the core reason for
congestion. When immobility gets so bad that citizens
are willing to change their pattern of activity, they are
given no guidance or help in understanding what changes
will improve access and mobility. If citizens understood
the truth at the outset, they could make intelligent
decisions that would benefit all.
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The Myth Behind Ill-Advised Location Decisions
Most citizens act as if they believe the Private Vehicle
Mobility Myth which would be refuted by the joint
declaration suggested above. This myth is reinforced
daily by auto, oil and development industry advertising
and lobbying. There are several variations of the Private
Vehicle Mobility Myth; here are two:
Individuals and families can live
wherever they can afford and work
wherever they can find a job. In addition,
they can seek services and recreation
wherever they choose. After citizens
make these choices, the myth holds it is
their right to have government build a
roadway/highway/expressway system
that would allow everyone to drive a
private vehicle wherever they want to go,
whenever they want to go there and
arrive in a timely manner.
Entrepreneurs believe they can start an
enterprise wherever they want, hire
employees from wherever they want,
seek customers wherever they want, and
then it is their right to have government
provide them with a roadway/highway/
expressway system so that employees
can get to work and company vehicles
can deliver goods and services wherever
the enterprises want them to go
whenever they want them to go there.
Additionally, these entrepreneurs believe
they entitled to have their employees and
the company vehicles arrive at their
destinations in a timely manner.
So long as citizens and their organizations believe these
and/or other variations of the Private Vehicle Mobility
Myth and they make location decisions based on this
belief, all the things John Mason warns against in his
November op-ed will happen. Traffic congestion will get
worse, air quality will get worse, and citizen frustrations
will continue to grow. John Kropf and his family will
continue to suffer, and eventually the Subregion will sink
into economic stagnation, social conflict and physical
gridlock. This future scenario is sometimes termed “
Bangladesh on the Potomac.”
Inappropriate and uninformed location
decisions by a few citizens does not
present a problem, but these same
actions by thousands upon thousands of
individuals, families and organizations
spell GRIDLOCK. Making this fact clear is
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the first step to securing access and
mobility.
Reality Two
The Washington Post editors and those who write items
that the Post editors favor need to better understand the
role of transport facilities in providing mobility and
access. For instance, in the November op-ed, John Mason
spends five and one-half paragraphs in a discussion of
short-term and long-term goals to achieve a balanced
transportation system. One might disagree with the
priorities outlined, but they are points worth making.
Mason then jumps into the abyss of confusion with the
sentence: “At the same time, we must ensure that there
will be more crossings of the Potomac and that new
highway capacity ensures a balance of transportation
network ...”
Having made the point detailed under REALITY ONE
above and having listed all the grave consequences of
not improving mobility, the same voices that spoke out
to refute the Private Vehicle Mobility Myth must next call
for fundamental changes in land use to create functional
human settlement patterns.
Only with functional patterns and
densities of land use can an efficient and
effective transport system be provided.
Without fundamental change in human
settlement pattern to achieve the
creation of Balanced Communities in a
sustainable New Urban Region, more
river crossings and more highway
capacity will just make mobility worse.
Once this fundamental truth is understood, then Mr.
Mason and others can advocate the evolution of a
transport system to provide mobility and access to the
settlement pattern that has been planned.
It is often noted that the last time the core of the
National Capital Subregion had a plan that balanced land
use with transportation was the L’Enfant Plan of 1791.
The last attempt to create such a plan was the 1960 Plan
for the National Capital. One needs to study the
schematic sketches of land use and transportation that
accompanied the 1960 plan to understand the vast
difference between where the National Capital Subregion
is now and where it must evolve to be transportable.
The Need for Post Policy Revision
It appears The Washington Post editorial policy does not
fairly present views contrary to the company position on
transport and land use. They newspaper has been
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accused of going so far as to use misleading headlines on
items that might raise questions about the viability of a
“just build more transportation facilities” strategy. For
example, see “Dense Solution for VA’s Transit
Ills” (November 2, 2003, page B 8). Who would want to
read about a “dense solution” to “transit” ills? A quick
reading indicates that the op-ed is about much more
than “transit,” and that “dense” is tossed into the
heading as a red herring.
The editorial staff is obsessively single-minded in its
“build more facilities” approach. Perpetuation of transport
myths makes a few rich folks richer, but does nothing to
improve mobility for millions in the National Capital
Subregion. The major stockholders and advertisers of
The Washington Post may be short-term winners.
Business-as-usual is a tiger no major media owner wants
to dismount. Business-as-usual may generate ad revenue
and get publishers and editors invited to nice parties, but
it impoverishes the citizens and their region. They and all
the citizens and enterprises in the region are the longterms.
In our next column, we examine the news side of the
Post's transportation coverage.
-- January 19, 2004
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No Context
The Washington Post could reforest the Amazon
with the paper it's wasted on transportation issues.
Without illuminating the underlying causes of
gridlock, the stories are worse than useless.

On 13 January 2003, The Shape of the Future explored
the perspective of The Washington Post as a source of
information on mobility, access and human settlement
patterns. Our 19 January 2004 column ("Clueless")
addressed the editorial treatment of transport since
January 2003. This column, examines The Post's news
coverage.
As in prior years, The Washington Post news coverage
and columns provide useful perspectives. However, in
order to apply these perspectives, the reader must
understand the overall context. The news coverage of
transportation continues to be extensive but focuses on
specific situations lacking context that could help readers
understand the dynamics of regional mobility.
To add to the confusion, there is a trend to focus on
supposed short-term "fixes" without providing the larger
context of these improvements. If citizens understood
the larger picture, they would also understand that shortterm and long-term "fixes" that ignore the land-use/
transport system link fail.
Plethora of Transport and Mobility Stories
Transportation and traffic congestion is a compelling
story and receives a lot of news coverage. The news side
of The Washington Post continues to provide interesting
stories and columns, but these materials do not provide
the overarching context which would empower citizens to
understand the events and conditions. In private
communications, many reporters and columnists say
they have an understanding of the big picture, but what
they say in private does not become part of the stories.
The typical story starts like this: Z is suffering from
traffic congestion, Y says she and her agency are
committed to solving the problem, but their hands are
tied by U, V, W and X. (You fill in the names/agencies/
causes.) Then the story moves to the details and the
experts. A says this; B says that. C suggests this, but D
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says it will not work because of ___. The story often
ends with something like: "... agree that more roads and
capacity are needed."
In a typical story's survey of the experts, there is an
array of "answers" like:
●

●

Those who favor Business As Usual can get away
with saying "build more roads" because the citizens
have no understanding of the basic elements
necessary for creating mobility and access.
The "smart growthers" who oppose Business As
Usual often shoot themselves in the foot by
suggesting simplistic ideas like "town centers,"
clustering at the dooryard-scale and "transitoriented development" as solutions.
The problem here, as noted in "The
Myths That Blind Us", is when citizens
do not understand the basics, the
traditional practice of journalism makes
matters worse, not better.

Solving mobility dysfunctions is not simple. It is next to
impossible if the readers do not understand the context.
Perhaps the most straight-forward statement of a
solution is found in Blueprint for a Better Region: "Put
development in the right places."
As a starter, every story about increasing mobility needs
to include reference to this basic reality:
Just building more transport facilities
without a fundamental change in human
settlement patterns makes congestion
worse in almost all cases.
Plans for and construction of new transportation facilities
are now embargoed region-wide by both a lack of funds
and a lack of a consensus on what facilities are needed.
This is, in large, part the result of a strategic stalemate
engineered by those concerned with the course of
development over the past two decades. The stalemate
is reinforced by the rising costs of transport projects,
shrinking resource streams and the diversion of transport
funding to meet other needs. Transportation funding is a
major ingredient of every "tax reform" scheme.
The forces of Business As Usual would like to break the
strategic stalemate and create a "multi-jurisdictional
transportation authority with a stable, reliable source of
revenue" to build more transport projects, some of which
have been on "six-year plans" for three decades.
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All this makes great fodder for news coverage. What the
press does not point out is that without fundamental
change in human settlement patterns, any new money,
new agencies and the revived projects would make
congestion worse, not better.
It is also important to repeat over and over that:
First, there is already more land in
urban use and committed to urban
development than can be provided with
efficient public and private services -including transport - in the foreseeable
future.
Second, there is far more land planned
and/or zoned for urban uses than there
will be a need in the foreseeable future.
Two Examples
The stories on transport issues are legion. Two examples
illustrate the need for the stories to reference the
realities noted above:
On 23 November in The Post, Michelle Boorstein ("GMU
Professor Urges Commuters to Do the Math") outlines
interesting work in the five-county Fredericksburg,
Virginia, Subregion. The headline tells it all. For a
somewhat lower salary, workers could save a lot of time
and money they now spend commuting. A similar study
was done by UVA for the five-county subregion centered
on Culpeper and Warrenton-Fauquier. There are a
substantial number of long distance travelers who
commute to the core of the National Capital Subregion
from outside the Clear Edge around the urbanized area of
this Subregion who say they would consider a job
relocation.
If these citizens understood that there was no feasible
mobility solution based on building more transport
facilities, they might start looking in earnest for ways
they could contribute to the creation of Balanced
Communities in Greater Fredericksburg, Greater
Culpeper and in Warrenton-Fauquier. Stories such as this
one do not provide the background or articulate the
futility of hoping for a fix.
The failure to address the issue of context infects not just
regional coverage but national stories as well. On 21
December, a major Post feature on page A3 addressed
mobility in the Boston New Urban Region. The story titled
"Boston Heralds Smoother Commute" focused on the Big
Dig, a project that replaced an elevated section of I-93 in
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the core of the Boston New Urban Region with new
trenches, tunnels and bridges. The $14.6 billion Big Dig
is claimed to be the largest public works project ever by
the United States, surpassing the Panama Canal and the
Alaska Pipeline.
The story suggests that the old roadways were projected
to be clogged up to 16 hours a day by 2010. The
headline and story focuses on the needs of
"commuters." Most agree that building the original
elevated expressway through the core of the region was
a mistake. But if all that is done is to construct a better
roadway system, then these new roads will also be
clogged soon. At this very moment, there are
developers, builders and home buyers scouring the
landscape for 50 miles north and south of downtown
Boston looking for places to develop, build and live to
take advantage of the new roadway capacity for
commuters. The focus should be on building communities
and eliminating the need for most to commute.
Without a commitment to build
Balanced Communities throughout the
Boston New Urban Region, the Big Dig is
just a $14.6 billion band-aid.
By creating functional human settlement patterns
Balanced Communities reduce the demand for:
●

The use of any vehicle to achieve access and
mobility

●

Long trips

●

Single-occupancy vehicle trips

Every one of the 68 largest urban agglomerations in the
United States could use a project similar to the Big Dig to
offset imprudent expenditures of Interstate funds from
1956 to 2003. It will all be wasted without a balance on
land use and transportation in each New Urban Region.
Did The Washington Post story explore these issues? No,
the story focused on canceled concerts, ribbon cutting
and relief for commuters. No where did it say that
without a move to create Balanced Communities, there
would be no relief for commuters.
Short-Term Fixes
There is a recent trend in The Washington Post coverage
to focus on stories that feature short-term
improvements. Noting that there is no money for major
projects, these stories examine "small fixes." No one
disagrees that there need for immediate, short-term
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fixes, as well as long-term strategies. Most understand
that short-term fixes are useful and will improve capacity
by from 5 percent to 15 percent over five or ten years.
However, hours of delay and other measures of
congestion are increasing at a faster rate. For this
reason, even if capacity is expanded by small fixes, such
as turn lanes, signal synchronization, telework, ridesharing, flexible work hours, HOT lanes, sidewalks, bus
signs and all the other good ideas, congestion still gets
worse year after year.

There must be a simultaneous
commitment to both long-term and
short-term solutions in the context of
regional strategies to balance travel
demand with transport-system
capacity. Without a commitment to
create Balanced Communities with
functional transport systems, just
talking about short-term fixes
engenders the false hope that
improvement is on the way. This allows
citizens and governance practitioners to
continue Business As Usuall without a
commitment to long-term, fundamental
change.
In other words, without changes in the
pattern and density of land use, both
short-term and long-term projects
contribute to the growth of congestion.
Another problem with short-term fixes is that some of
them make matters worse in that they make long-term
solutions more expensive.
Where to From Here?
Stories concerning mobility would benefit citizens if they
were presented and reinforced by contextual
understanding. In addition to embracing the Five Critical
Realities, there are three themes that would strengthen
every mobility and access story:
Unused Transport System Capacity: It is important to
state and restate that there is a substantial amount of
unused transport-system capacity in the National Capital
Subregion. Because of an irrational human settlement
pattern, the existing system is overloaded with
unbalanced (peak-hour) demand. The heart of the
system is expected to beat a complete cycle only once a
day. METRO and the major radials overflow toward the
core in the A.M. and out in the P.M.. Try to design the
circulatory system of any organic structure with a heart
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that beat only once a day and observe the result -death.
Vacant and Underutilized Land Already Served by
METRO: Another theme is that there is a plethora of
vacant and underutilized land within one-half mile of the
existing METRO platforms. The Virginia Subregion would
not need megaprojects like a METRO extension to Dulles
if the land use pattern were rationalized by fairly
allocating the full cost of urban services to those who
directly benefit from the services. These costs are now
borne by the public. This could be done if municipal and
state agencies would stop subsidizing current land-use
practice. (See "Wild Abandonment" and "Scatteration.")
Citizens must understand the cumulative result of their
land-use and transportation decisions.
Real Regional Plans. Yet another theme is the absolute
need for adopted, enforceable regional, subregional and
community plans -- not "state" or "municipal" blob plans.
There must be detailed, comprehensive plans that
articulate the evolution of Balanced Communities. These
plans can provide for a transport system that will support
a rational distribution of origins and destinations of trips.
The National Capital Subregion must create a balance of
land use and transportation. Again, almost no one
disagrees with this in theory, but it is not spelled out so
citizens have a basis for abandoning business-as-usual
practices and endorsing fundamental change solutions.
There are the parallels between the 21st century market
economy and contemporary human settlement patterns/
transport systems. Both impact the future of civilization
as we know it; both are driven by consumer decisions.
While the media provides a plethora of information on
the economy to help citizens make more intelligent
votes, investments and purchases, it provides almost
none that could help citizens evolve functional patterns
and densities of land use. Perhaps The Washington Post
needs a Settlement Pattern section with resources similar
to the Business section and the imagination of the Style
section.
The silver bullet is citizen education and citizen
understanding. The media in general, and not just The
Washington Post, continues to fire blanks.

The traditional practice of journalism
deprives citizens of information they
need to reach rational location decisions
impacting land use and transportation.
Being uniformed about the dynamics of
mobility and access results in citizens
continuously taking actions that cause
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mobility and access to deteriorate.
-- February 2, 2004
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The Shape of Richmond's Future
Without fundamental change, the long-term
outlook for the Richmond New Urban Region is
grim: traffic gridlock, "sub"urban decay, escalating
cost of government services, and more.

Two reports made public in the later part of 2003 paint
an alarming picture of the Richmond New Urban Region's
future. The regional indicators of dysfunction outlined in
these reports will translate into higher costs of doing
business, higher costs of living and higher service costs.
This is especially unfortunate for a region with so many
potentially positive economic, social and physical
attributes. It is clear that, unless there is fundamental
change, the future is not bright.
What has happened in the Richmond New Urban Region
(NUR) is worse in many respects -- e.g. land
consumption per capita -- than what has happened in
other urban agglomerations of similar scale and other
New Urban Regions in the Mid-Atlantic. The Richmond
NUR remains competitive only because other regions are
also similarly afflicted. Because the Richmond NUR is
relatively small, is the state capital and is all within one
state, there is the potential to rebound and achieve a
competitive advantage. This will happen only if current
trends are reversed and effective regional action is taken
to achieve fundamental change in governance and
human settlement patterns.
As bad as it is, what has happened to the Richmond NUR
should not come as a surprise. The facts that were
reported in 2003 were predicted in the '60s, '70s and
'80s. More important, although overall conditions are bad
now, they will be much worse in 2025 unless a process of
fundamental change is initiated.
We are often asked what "fundamental change" means.
This column outlines what is meant by "fundamental
change" in the Richmond New Urban Region.
This overview of the Richmond NUR's future is presented
in five parts:

1. What do these 2003 reports say from the

perspective of economic prosperity, social stability
and environmental sustainability?

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues04/02-16/Richmond's_future.htm (1 of 12) [1/7/2008 1:01:14 PM]

The Shape of Richmond's Future

2. Why are the existing regional indicators so bad in

the Richmond NUR?
3. Who is to blame for the escalating dysfunction?
4. What do the recent reports say needs to be done?
5. What really needs to be done -- what is the
anatomy of fundamental change?
What Do the 2003 Reports Say?
The first report, Where Are We Growing?: Land Use and
Transportation in the Greater Richmond Region, was
prepared by the Southern Environmental Law Center for
the Robins Foundation, the Richmond Community
Foundation and the Virginia Environmental Endowment.
Where Are We Growing? (SELC) examines demographic,
economic, land development and transportation trends,
as well as the impact of these activities for "Greater
Richmond." The report's area of focus includes most of
the Richmond NUR.
The second report, Are Richmond's Suburbs having a MidLife Crisis?, was prepared by William H. Lucy and David
L. Phillips who are senior faculty members at UVA's
School of Architecture. The report was prepared for the
Richmond District Council of the Urban Land Institute.
Are Richmond's Suburbs having a Mid-Life Crisis? (Lucy/
Phillips ULI) raises the hood on the core of the Richmond
NUR and gets into the nuts and bolts of what is
happening to property values in specific geographic
areas.
Important aspects of both reports were profiled in the
lead column of the January 19, 2004, issue of Bacon's
Rebellion. (See "Inflection Point.") Jim Bacon's column
does a good job of articulating the findings in the Lucy/
Phillips ULI report and provides an overview of the SELC
report. (1)
The "Inflection Point" column notes that property value
indicators for some city of Richmond census tracks
perspective are improving. While that's true, it does not
mean that overall the city and its governance structure
are on the mend. Therefore, it is overly optimistic to
suggest that "if Richmond (city) council members simply
refrain from graft and corruption, the rest will take care
of itself."
Outside the City of Richmond, it is clear from the Lucy/
Phillips ULI report that the property values in some
Census Tracks in Henrico and Chesterfield Counties are in
deep trouble, and the problem is spreading. In addition,
the regional indicators outlined in the SELC report do not
portend a healthy future for the Richmond NUR. It is not
true, however, that there are no obvious solutions to the
"suburban plight" that "Inflection Point" spells out in
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some detail. The solutions may be counterintuitive, and
they may not be popular; however, there are
solutions. Understanding the problem and outlining a
solution is the subject of this column.
What these two studies document is
that without intelligent regional
intervention leading to fundamental
change in the governance structure and
the settlement patterns, the future is
bleak. The cumulative impact of current
economic, social and physical trends will
cause the Richmond New Urban Region
to decline by most measures of
economic, social and environmental
health. Without regional guidance, the
Richmond New Urban Region will
wobble in unsustainable gyrations and
will not take advantage of any currently
beneficial trends.
What these two reports tell a regional planner is that the
Richmond NUR is in deep trouble, and these troubles
must be addressed now. However, these two studies are
too important for anyone seriously interested in the
future of the city of Richmond, in the Richmond NUR or
any of its organic components to rely on someone else's
reading. Get a copy of both reports and read them with
care. If you live or have financial interests in the
Richmond NUR, these reports are critically important to
the value of your house, the net worth of your family and
the future of your business. In fact, the reports may be
considered a predictor of per capita regional net worth,
as well as the safety and happiness of the region's
citizens.
Why Are the Regional Indicators for the Richmond
NUR So Bad?
Dysfunctional human settlement patterns -- the
conditions described in the SELC report and alluded to in
Lucy/Philips ULI -- are caused by many forces. The SELC
report using circumspect and politically correct terms
lists most of them. Lucy and Philips have written a book
titled Confronting Suburban Decline: Strategic Planning
for Metropolitan Renewal which outlines the background
of the trends they found in the city of Richmond, and in
Henrico and Chesterfield Counties as well as elsewhere in
the United States.
There is, however, a more direct answer to the question
of what in the Richmond NUR caused indicators of
dysfunction to be worse than in similar urban
agglomerations.
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In the case of the Richmond NUR, there
is one primary overarching cause of
dysfunction that exacerbates all the
other causes found in this and other
New Urban Regions. The problem is too
many new and expanded roadways -highways, expressways and arterials.
The problem is roads, roads, roads. The Richmond NUR is
the home of VDOT, the second or third most powerful
state highway agency in the United States. Over the last
80 years, VDOT has looked out for their home
territory. From steering I-85 to intersect I-95 to the
south of the Richmond NUR, to running I-95 and I-64
through the core of the city of Richmond, to building
Interstate and Virginia Primary and Secondary System
"bypasses" and toll roads, VDOT has done what it does -build roads. The department thought it was doing the
right thing. When was money was available, VDOT
poured it into concrete and asphalt. Mobility resources
were squandered on private-vehicle systems. Other than
buses serving people at the bottom of the economic food
chain, there is essentially no shared-vehicle system.
The roadways allowed citizens and their
organizations to wallow in the Private
Vehicle Mobility Myth.
The market, land speculation, and municipal land-use
controls responded to the excess roadway system by
scattering the origins and destinations of travel demand
in a widely dispersed pattern. This is documented by the
SELC report. Land consumption, loss of competitive
advantage, air pollution, cost of services, cost of doing
business, cost of living, loss of accessible open space and
other indicators of dysfunctional human settlement
patterns result from the mass scatteration of urban land
uses facilitated by too many roads that opened too much
land to urban development.
Those from other parts of the Commonwealth who
complained that every time they turned around the
Richmond NUR was getting another limited-access
corridor or more lanes of bridge across the James River
now can smile. All those who say they want to solve
traffic congestion by building more roads should look at
the data on the Richmond NUR. (2)
The "Five Critical Realities" explored in our last column of
2003 apply to Richmond New Urban Region with one
caveat: jobs and services in the Richmond New Urban
Region are more dispersed due to the market and
municipal regulatory response to the extensive (and
excessive) roadway system.
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Who Is to Blame for Escalating Dysfunction in the
Richmond NUR?
There are no villains in the sense that a specific group
schemed to make the Richmond NUR turn out so
dysfunctional. There are villains in the sense that many
of the region's "leaders" knew what was happening but
chose not to change it because they were making a lot of
money or were getting reelected to safe seats at the
municipal and state levels. The warnings have been
sounded for decades. No one can say they had no idea
this would happen. They cannot even say they did not
know it would get this bad.
A few have made a lot of money from
the creation of the current settlement
pattern. Almost all of the citizens
thought they were doing the right thing
for themselves, their families and their
organizations when they took the
actions that resulted in the current
patterns. (3)
SELC does a very politic job of spreading the blame,
noting the role of the market, of enterprises and of public
programs and policies. In fact, the location decisions of
every enterprise, family and agency contributed to the
current condition. Richmond is a perfect example of the
Fallacy of Composition: In an urban system, what may
seem to be good for an individual cannot begin to be
accommodated when undertaken by many.
Collectively the region's residents were guided by myths
like the Big Yard Myth, as well as the Private Vehicle
Mobility Myth and all the other myths outlined in The
Myths That Blind Us. The citizens and their organizations
followed the practices outlined in Wild Abandonment and
Scatteration.
The SELC reports an astounding finding: If things
continue as they have been, as much land will be
developed in the next 20 years as was developed in the
last 400 years. From regional competitiveness, cost of
doing business, cost of living, cost of services or value of
property perspectives, there are much more dramatic
problems ahead, as the Lucy/Phillips ULI report suggests.
It was, however, the land consumption number that
SELC put on the front hook.
For some, the scale of land consumption is scary. For
others, all that land being developed sounds very good
because they have been waiting for years to sell their
land for urban land uses. For most of the citizens of the
Richmond NUR, the land consumption (aka, loss of open
space) is "too bad" but they need to do what they need
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to do for themselves, their families and their
organizations.
In reality, without fundamental change,
the future is much more bleak than
these reports suggest.
What Do These Reports Say Need to Be Done?
The Lucy/Phillips ULI report does not lay out
recommendations. It does suggest that without
fundamental change the conditions will continue to
deteriorate. The report cogently summarizes why, in the
context of "business-as-usual," they will get worse.
Without fundamental change, there will be no overall
benefit from the positive signs exhibited by some of the
City of Richmond's Census Tracks.
"Where Are We Growing?" is the title chosen for the SELC
report. The whole report is written to catalyze a change
from past trends. The report spends 11 of its 40 pages
on "New Directions." There is not a bad idea in the lot,
but the changes, even if adopted, would not constitute a
basis for fundamental change.
The report documents the general public support for a
New Direction but provides little in the way of new ideas.
In fact, every one of the "solutions" SELC suggests was
discussed in the Commonwealth during the '60s and
'70s. Some have been on the table since the '20s. In
2003, there was better data, slightly different words, a
nice presentation and good references, but it is the same
old story. What has happened is just what Virginia's
"state planning agency" said would happen in the '60s
and '70s before it and the sub-regional planning district
commissions were emasculated. (4)
Missing from the SELC report is a list of things that
interested, concerned citizens need to do.
· Citizens have no quantitative basis for judging the
functionality of human settlement patterns at the
regional, sub-regional, community, village, neighborhood
or cluster scales. For instance, what are the minimum
and maximum density ranges in people, jobs or trip
ends per acre that are necessary to create functional
components of human settlement pattern at the
community, village, neighborhood, cluster and dooryard
scales? What are the parameters for balance and
functionality inside and outside the Clear Edge?
●

There is no call for quantifiable regional or subregional plans to rationally allocate
resources. There is not even a demand for
compatible relationships between "comprehensive
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plans" for adjacent municipalities.
●

●

●

There is no suggestion to abandon the municipal
borders that date from before the American
Revolution in order to create congruence between
governance boundaries and the boundaries of the
organic components -- communities, villages,
neighborhoods, clusters and dooryards in which
citizens live and work in the 21st century.
The is a call for a more balanced transportation
system -- but no formula for creating a
transportation plan that provides mobility for the
desired and functional patterns and densities of
land use.
There are no definitions or quantified parameters
for the reports objectives such as "traditional
development patterns" or "transit-oriented
development."

It is useless to talk to town, county and city staffs or
elected officials about "smart growth" until smart growth
can be quantified. Every member of the Virginia
Homebuilders Association knows how to say "smart
growth." At public hearings, one hears statements such
as "ten-acre lots save open space," townhouses in the
middle of nowhere are "Williamsburg-like clusters" and
strip centers with extra landscaping, benches and
tasteful signs are "pedestrian-friendly town centers." It is
very clear what citizens prefer. The market shows us
(See "Wild Abandonment") that we just have not found a
way to deliver it for the reasons spelled out by the Lucy/
Phillips ULI report.
While the SELC report is informative, well presented and
comprehensively documented, unless it leads to
fundamental change, it is not worth the recycled paper
on which it is printed. Seventy-five percent of the
economy is driven by consumer decisions and the rest is
directly or indirectly controlled by those you elect to
office. What different decisions will citizens make if they
read the reports? We believe it is safe to assume the
SELC report will foster no significant change.
That statement may sound harsh. Let's check this
assertion out with you, the reader:
The SELC report concludes with the admonition that "We
must choose wisely." Let us assume you have read and
believe everything that both reports say and that you
understand the Five Critical Realities. Now answer the
following questions:
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●

●

●

What different choices will you make before, during
or after your next auto trip to work or to acquire
goods and services?
What will be your position on the next rezoning
case that you fear will add cars to a roadway you
use to get from home to work or to regularly
acquire services?
What will be the key factors when you buy your
next car? Your next home? When you consider
switching jobs or locating a business?
Will you vote for incumbents and/or persons from
the party that controls the legislative and
administrative processes in the jurisdictions in
which you vote?

If your answer is: "I will make no changes," "I don't
know what I would change" or "I have no choice but to
continue to do what I have been doing," then in the
technical language of this regional planner:
The Richmond NUR is going to continue
to go to hell in the trunk of a car built by
GM, powered by EXXON on roads paved
by VDOT.
Every development project which resulted in the
maldistribution of urban activity condemned by the SELC
report was approved pursuant to some municipal
government's Comprehensive Plan and the zoning and
subdivision ordinances which Commonwealth law
requires be adopted to implement these plans.
Those plans and those projects were driven by
government policy including the intermunicipal tax-base
competition set up by the existing laws in the
Commonwealth.
It is clear that the qualitative decisions of citizens reject
most of what is built, but no alternative is provided.
A better way exists, but it will not flow from the ideas put
forward in the reports that document the problems or by
nature taking its course.
Where to from Here -- the Anatomy of Fundamental
Change?
What needs to be done? Two words: Fundamental
Change. What does "fundamental change" mean in the
context of the future of Richmond New Urban Region? It
requires fundamentally different human settlement
patterns that provide for Balanced Communities within a
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sustainable New Urban Region. To achieve this goal,
there needs to be a new governance structure.
Here is a simple formula for creating such a structure
and to start the process of evolving a human settlement
pattern that is sustainable. This is what "fundamental
change" involves:
Create a temporary regional agency for the Richmond
Metropolitan Area (MSA). The MSA is the counties of
Goochland, Powhatan, Chesterfield, Dinwiddie, Prince
George, Charles City, New Kent, Henrico and Hanover
plus the cities of Richmond, Hopewell, Colonial Heights
and Petersburg. Amelia, Louisa, and King William
Counties would be wise to petition to join, and this would
make the agency jurisdiction closer in area to the entire
Richmond NUR. Surry and Sussex would also be wise to
join unless they become part of a similar organization
centered on Hampton Roads.
The agency, with a 20-year sunset provision, would be
governed by a five-person board. The chair would be
elected at large, while four councilors would be elected
from pie-shaped districts centered on the corridors
defined by I-95 North, I-95 South, I-64 East and I-64
West. Each of the new districts would have the same
number of citizens -- one-person-one-vote guidelines
would apply-- and each district would have the regional
average of job locations and worker homes, as well as
the regional average of persons who live in census blocks
with over 10 persons per acre and those the live in
census blocks with under 10 persons per acre. This may
sound arcane, but it is critical. At first these parameters
may also sound hard to calculate, but recall how easy it
is to do the gerrymandering now employed to ensure all
the majority party candidates are in "safe" districts and
the minority party candidates are in "unsafe"
districts. Computers can do marvelous things.
The new agency should have three basic powers:
Regional Plans. Create a regional land-use plan and a
compatible regional transportation plan. The
transportation plan must provide mobility for the planned
land use. The first step would be to create a quantifiable
sketch plan for the region and for the organic
communities therein. This should follow the Three-Step
Process laid out in the Handbook. (5)
Balanced Communities. Implement the evolution of a
system of Balanced Communities within the New Urban
Region (but not necessarily related in any way to the four
interim governance districts). Each community would
have a relative balance of jobs/housing/
services/recreation/amenity. The population and job
location necessary to achieve this balance would
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determine the size of the communities. Within each of
the comminutes, the agency would oversee the evolution
of an organic system of governance with democratically
elected representatives at the village, neighborhood and
cluster scales.
The agency would construct an organic system of
governance so that the level of decision was at the level
of impact. This process would be completed as soon as
possible but prior to the 20-year sunset provision. The
regional functions of the agency would be taken over by
a new democratic assembly with representatives from
the Balanced Communities and from the citizens of the
region at large.
Allocation of Costs. Ensure a fair allocation of all the
location-based public and essential utility services
costs. The agency would also make citizens aware of the
location-based cost of all private services. As outlined in
The Shape of the Future, this is the key first step in the
process of evolving functional human settlement patters.
(6)
This is quick summary of what "Fundamental Change"
means. The second volume of The Shape of the Future
outlines why these activities are important and how they
can be implemented. Of the Six Overarching Strategies
outlined in Part Four of The Shape of the Future,
"creating an organic governance structure" is envisioned
in Strategy Six and the power to ensure that there is a
fair allocation of all location-based services is Strategy
One.
These modest proposals may be beyond the current
thinking of most who are concerned with the future of
the Richmond NUR. They are not beyond the steps
necessary address the dysfunctions outlined in the SELC
and ULI reports.
There is a choice: Fundamental Change or Business-asUsual.
Now you can choose: fundamental change or
acceleration of the indicators of dysfunction and
continuing decline of the economic, social and
environmental heath of the Richmond NUR.

END NOTES
1. A significant threshold problem is that the Richmond
NUR (as well as the Richmond MSA and many subsets of
this territory) and the City of Richmond are both
commonly refereed to as "Richmond" by residents and by
those outside of Central Virginia. While this may seem
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues04/02-16/Richmond's_future.htm (10 of 12) [1/7/2008 1:01:14 PM]

The Shape of Richmond's Future

like a simple issue, it leads to significant confusion.
Where Are We Going? (SELC) examines the Richmond
Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA). The MSA includes
the counties of Goochland, Powhatan, Chesterfield,
Dinwiddie, Prince George, Charles City, New Kent,
Henrico and Hanover plus the cities of Richmond,
Hopewell, Colonial Heights and Petersburg. The SELC
report refers to "Richmond region," "Richmond area,"
"Richmond metro" and "Richmond-Petersburg," but
sometimes to just "Richmond" when the larger area is
discussed. Are Richmond's Suburbs having a Mid-Life
Crisis? (Lucy/Phillips ULI), which Bacon's column quotes
at length, focuses on Census Tracks (surrogates for
"neighborhoods") that are small areas within the city of
Richmond and the counties of Henrico and Chesterfield.
For most readers of the reports and of Bacon's review, it
is not always clear what "Richmond" is being discussed in
a specific sentence or that the selected Census Tracks
make up only a small part of the City of Richmond or the
Counties of Henrico and Chesterfield.
2. On the national scale, one can look at the Houston
NUR and other NURs in Texas. Texas DOT is the most
powerful state highway agency in the Untied States.
When you add oil money and congressional power to the
mix, road builders' wildest dreams are fulfilled. For an
amusing contemporary summary see "Houston Puts on
Game Face: City Spruces Itself Up for the Super Bowl,"
by Lee Hockstader, The Washington Post, 29 January
2004 .
3. An effective way to consider who is really to blame
would be to recall your university's first assembly of the
freshman class at which the dean of students would ask
students to look to their left and then look to their
right. She would then intone: "One of the three of you
will not be here to start spring quarter." If we could
assemble the million plus residents of the Richmond NUR
in one place and tell them to look to the right, look to the
left, the line would be "All of you contributed to this
mess."
4. If you do not believe this, look at the reports and
books published between 1960 and 1975 that focus on
what SYNERGY/Planning, Inc. now calls functional and
dysfunctional human settlement patterns. There is a
library full of these volumes. Look at the text of the
displays in the visitor centers of Planned New
Communities started between 1965 and 1975. They said
move here and avoid what now make Richmond NUR
dysfunctional and unsustainable.
5. This process creates a regional sketch plan which
identifies a draft Clear Edge (singular) around the
urbanized area around the cores of the region. It also
identifies the cores of the (five to ten) potential Balanced
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Communities within this Clear Edge. The sketch plan
would also identify the Clear Edges (plural) around the
urban enclaves that exist in the Countryside outside the
Clear Edge around the core and the boundaries of the
disaggregated, Balanced Communities that exist in the
Countryside.
6. There is no way to tell now how many potential
Balanced Communities there will be in the Richmond
NUR; however, it is clear the boundaries around these
Balanced Communities will bear little resemblance to the
borders of the current municipalities -- counties, cities or
towns. This is because urban expansion over the past 80
years put the uses that will now logically form the new
cores of Balanced Communities at the edge of
municipalities and located limited-access roadways
through the middle of existing cores. Limited-access
roadways, unless they are decked over, belong on the
edges of organic urban components, not at the center. It
is also clear that the potential Balanced Communities will
not be defined by the districts of the temporary regional
agency.
-- February 16, 2004
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Delusional Thinking
Politicians in Richmond are peddling the fantasy
that raising taxes and building more roads will
ameliorate traffic congestion. Wrong. Higher taxes
will just perpetuate the Business As Usual practices
that got us in the mess we're in.

All the tax "reform" programs now on the table in
Virginia -- proffered by the governor, the Senate and the
House of Delegates -- have one thing in common. Every
one tinkers with old, tired revenue-generation vehicles.
Rather than reform governance practice or revenue
policy, our "leaders" aim to generate funds for the
programs that have been on state, municipal and
lobbyists' wish lists for decades (aka, Business As Usual).

There is, however, an even bigger
problem with the current tax "reform"
proposals. While some of the schemes
may be more "fair," they propose to
raise money under false pretenses.
Every supporter of "revenue enhancement" claims they
are supporting this or that scheme because of the need
for funds to improve transportation, education, health
and safety, environmental protection, economic
development and, of course, transportation again.
Money for transportation is almost always the first and
the last reason that is given to raise additional funds.
This is because "everyone" agrees transportation
congestion is growing worse every day.
How many times must it be said?
Without "Fundamental Change" in
human settlement patterns, more
money will not ameliorate traffic
congestion.
We will leave it to others to determine how much money
and what changed conditions are needed to improve
education, health, security, environmental sustainability,
economic prosperity and other important priorities of
intelligent governance at the state and regional levels.
However, it needs to be made very clear that suggesting
that more money for building more roads is the
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"solution" to transportation congestion perpetuates a
fraud.
The primary cause of transportation
congestion in the Commonwealth is
dysfunctional human settlement
patterns, not the lack of funds for
transport facilities.
More transport facilities without a Fundamental Change
in human settlement patterns will only make traffic
congestion worse. In fact, as noted in our last column
("The Shape of Richmond's Future," February 16, 2004),
too many road projects are a root cause of the Richmond
New Urban Regions immobility as well as other
dysfunctions.
Anyone who says they need more money to "solve" the
mobility crisis is attempting to take money under false
pretenses. To solve the mobility crisis, governance
practitioners must put their efforts behind creating
functional human settlement patterns and Balanced
Communities.
One might hope that the media would help citizens sort
out this fraudulent delusion. No such luck. Here is just
one example. On the front page of the Metro section of
The Washington Post for 21 February, Jo Becker and
Michael Shear's story on the House of Delegates version
of the tax plan it states: "Commuters would see far less
in the way of road improvements under the House
spending plan..." This suggests that "commuters" under
some other plan might hope to see not just more "road
improvements" but improvements in mobility that would
make commuting easier.
Road improvements and mobility improvements are very
different animals. Road improvements spend citizens' tax
dollars on roads. Improving mobility usually has little to
do with laying asphalt. At best, without improvements in
the settlement pattern, commuters will encounter road
construction projects that slow their daily travel. When
the road projects are finally completed, more housing
projects generating more single-occupant vehicles will
have moved to more dispersed locations. Study after
study shows this process makes mobility worse after
construction than before the construction started.
Sometimes projects improve flow in a specific corridor by
removing a bottleneck but on a regional and subregional
scale there is no improvement. Before long, the
measures of congestion in the "improved" corridor grow
worse unless there is a change is the settlement
patterns. Based on the recent vote in Loudoun County,
this problem will get worse faster in some jurisdictions.
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Let us get the facts straight.
First, the amount of new money generated by any of the
three major tax schemes on the table in Richmond is a
drop in the bucket compared to "needs" given the
evolving dysfunctional settlement patterns.
The current VDOT Six Year Plan has many fewer projects
than were on this plan just a few years ago. The Allen/
Gilmore fantasy projects were eliminated because there
was never the money to pay for them. In spite of this
paring back, last week the Transportation Planning Board
(TPB), an arm of the Metropolitan Washington Council of
Governments (COG), reported that the portion of Virginia
within their jurisdiction -- not all of the Virginia portion of
the National Capital Subregion by a long shot -- was $4billion short for the next six years. That does not include
most of the projects that Business As Usual road
advocates want. It is a drop in the bucket of the $43.4
billion overall shortfall TPB noted in 2001.
Second, in the Virginia portion of the National Capital
Subregion, COG numbers document that, as is the case
in large New Urban Regions nationwide, the measures of
congestion are growing faster than they could be
addressed by any "fiscally constrained" long-range
plans.
Herculean efforts far beyond any revenue package now
contemplated will be needed even to maintain the
current level of congestion, much less to reduce it. The
most optimistic analysts do not see "improvement" but
rather fantasize about conditions not deteriorating as fast
if we pour in mountains of money.
What is going on here? If citizens realized the magnitude
and the cause of the traffic congestion and mobility
problems, they might alter their actions which collectively
cause congestion to grow. They might demand that their
governance representatives tackle the Fundamental
Change necessary to create functional human settlement
patterns.
They might also toss out the office holders who support
Business As Usual at the municipal and state levels. Now
there is a plan to improve mobility!
-- March 1, 2004
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Tax Deform
So-called reform that just "expands the tax base"
sounds like a nice way to pay for public services.
But growth in Virginia today is so dysfunctional
that it also drives up the cost of government.

Whatever the short-term outcome of the current budget/
tax crisis in Richmond, there are no comprehensive longterm solutions in anyone's proposals. The "tax debate"
will renew as soon as this year's dust settles. Let us
consider the alternative to adjustment of taxes and fees:
Is expanding the tax base "the answer"?
One result of the current session is an apparent
agreement by most on the need for more resources for
schools, security, health and safety, mobility and other
public services. Anti-tax interests have attempted to
make "raising taxes" the third rail in public discussion.
Those who oppose "raising taxes" suggest "the answer"
to citizen demands for services is to "expand the tax
base."
In the post-2004 legislative confrontations, it will be
important to understand to what extent there is validity
in the simple answer: "expand the tax base." There are
at least three reasons why "expanding the tax base" is
no solution.
First, the phrase "expand the tax base" has been coopted by Business As Usual advocates. For many,
"expanding the tax base" is code for "uncontrolled
growth." That makes discussion of expanding the tax
base as a "solution" into a third rail in the growth/nogrowth strategic stalemate.
Second, and even more important, "expand the tax
base" is not "the answer" because expansion, or
development, in the wrong location perpetuates
dysfunctional human settlement patterns which are the
root cause of rising public and private service costs,
especially the cost of mobility and access.
The real answer for citizens seeking resources for
education, safety, transport and other governance
services is much more complex than just raising the tax
rate, creating new taxes, expanding the tax base or even
"changing the tax structure." It requires fundamental
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changes to human settlement patterns.
In order to lower costs and expand
services, governance practitioners must
work to evolve Balanced Communities
(aka, Alpha Communities). Balanced
Communities and their components
have inherently lower costs for
providing goods and services including
public services. Balanced Communities
also have lower costs of doing business
and lower costs of living.
Balanced Communities generate much higher property
values and thus larger tax bases because they improve
safety and happiness. Note that, in a Balanced
Community, development in the right location does
expand the tax base. That is a good thing. (See "Wild
Abandonment," September 8, 2003.)
Further, creating functional human settlement patterns
makes governance restructuring and a fair allocation of
costs a logical adjunct to the evolution of Balanced
Communities. In addition, Balanced Communities are the
places that creative people like to live and work (See Jim
Bacon's "Florida Hurricane," February 3, 2003.)
Third, and most important, using an enhanced "tax base"
to raise more money under the current taxing systems
and spending the money for the same old purposes make
matters worse. Society must change the way it pays for
goods and services to reflect location-dependent
differences.
To create and maintain Balanced
Communities, citizens, enterprises and
agencies must pay the true cost for all
location-variable goods and services.
This maxim opens the door to a whole new universe of
thinking about the optimum strategies to pay for public
and private goods and services.
Those who favor a sustainable future must start working
toward the creation of Balanced Communities.
Specifically, there must evolve:
●

Functional balance at the Alpha-Cluster, AlphaNeighborhood and Alpha-Village scales

●

Relative balance at the Alpha-Community scale

●

Sustainable balance at the New Urban Region scale
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The nature of the balance in any component of the
human settlement pattern -- cluster, neighborhood,
village, community, subregion or region -- depends upon
the location, intensity and mix of land uses.
Among the key location variables are:
●

●

Distance from the centroid of the New Urban
Region's core
Whether a component is:

1. inside the Clear Edge around the Region's
core Urbanside,

2. outside the Clear Edge (Countryside) or
3. inside the Clear Edge around one of the

disaggregated Urbansides that are within
and serve the Countryside. (See "Beyond the
Clear Edge," May 26, 2003.)

Among the key intensity and mix variables are:
●

●

●

Scale of the component
Scale and type of land use -- jobs/housing/services/
recreation/amenity
Citizen understanding of the need for component
balance
"Expanding the tax base" by continuing
Business As Usual without regard to
location or creation of Balanced
Communities and then spending the
new revenue on the same old priorities
is not "the answer." It failed strategy to
provide for the common good makes
matters worse, not better, in part
because it misleads citizens into
believing they are doing something to
improve conditions when they are not.

A simplistic bromide of "expanding the tax base"
subsidizes those near the tip of the economic pyramid at
the expense of the vast majority of citizens. This
majority provides the critical mass, balance and stability
that allows a market based economy work. In a marketbased democracy in which all citizens have access to
education, subsidizing those at the apex does not work
over the long haul.
-- March 15, 2004

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues04/03-15/Risse.htm (3 of 3) [1/7/2008 12:59:58 PM]

An Open Letter

The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

An Open Letter
While caterwauling about the budget and tax
"reform", the General Assembly has avoided
addressing the fundamental issues. To initiate real
change, here's where we need to start.
An open letter to:
Will Baker, President
Chesapeake Bay Foundation
Hugh Keogh, President
Virginia Chamber of Commerce
Chris Miller, President
Piedmont Environmental Council
Robert Peck, President
Greater Washington Board of Trade
___________, ___________
(Committed to improving education, not just generating
more money for the same tired programs)
___________, ___________
(Committed to improving mobility, not just laying more
asphalt and opening more land to dysfunctional
settlement patterns)
___________, ____________
(Committed to improving health and safety, not just
expanding the budgets of health/safety agencies and
institutions and the profit of health/safety enterprises)
The Virginia General Assembly was supposed to end its
2004 session over two weeks ago. The final results of
their efforts may not be known until well after the shad
are planked this year. Following months of their
posturing and wrangling it is still not known whether the
General Assembly will pass a budget, take the necessary
steps to keep the state and municipal governments
running or invest enough in the Commonwealth's future
to save the AAA bond rating. These are all critical issues
but to focus on them alone obscures a larger reality.
The General Assembly did not create a new, reliable
revenue stream to support needed services. Lawmakers
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did not make fundamental improvements in the tax code,
much less change the structure of governance to reflect
21st century regional reality. Consequently, they did little
to assure a prosperous, stable and sustainable future for
Virginia's citizens. Every legislator I have heard from has
someone to blame. It is almost always "someone" in the
"other party," the "other chamber" or the "other part of
the state."
As far as I can see, the legislature did not do much for
your core constituencies and interests. Is it a fair
assumption that some of your biggest "victories" were
things that you prevented from happening? That is the
case for the organizations that send me their legislative
updates.
Over the past three decades, you and the members of
your organizations have spent millions of dollars on
election and reelection campaigns and for lobbying
expenses. You have spent thousands of hours raising
money, attending meetings and communicating with
elected office holders. Has your money and hard work
secured:
●

●

●

●

Support for quality education at every level: preschool, k-12, higher education, job training and
continuing education?
A strategy to create human settlement patterns
that are sustainable and can be served with
effective and efficient transport and other services?
A reliable source of funds for needed infrastructure
to support economic vitality, security or health and
safety?
A program that will restore the health of the
Chesapeake Bay ecosystem or a program to
conserve and enhance the Virginia Countryside?

The list could go on...
These goals are the foundation of a prosperous economy,
a stable society and a sustainable environment. They are
all necessary to give the New Urban Regions in Virginia a
competitive advantage over other regions in the First
World. So are a fair, equitable and effective tax policy as
well as a fair and predictable regulatory framework.
These are also important goals the Commonwealth is to
have happy and safe citizens with competitive costs of
doing business and costs of living.
Is there any question that these goals have been primary
citizen priorities every year since 1970? If you have
doubts, take a look at the state plans prepared in the 70s
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or the goals reports published in the '80s. Is there any
question whether there is need for fundamental
governance reform to make the Commonwealth
government responsive to 21st century economic, social
and physical reality?
In the 2004 session, the General Assembly spent a lot of
time on topics that should be regional and community
issues like red-light cameras. They spent much of their
time debating "social" wedge issues that a few legislators
say they feel very strongly about but may not be state
government questions under the United States
Constitution. I am sure you each have your favorite
waste-of-time-issue -- perhaps like legislators excluding
themselves from Sunshine laws?
The elected governance practitioners are not bad people.
If the majority of citizens demanded Fundamental
Change, they would support it. If they feared being
swept out of office they would vote for the elements of
Fundamental Change. One of the primary problems is
that the current political process is set up to focus on
small, divisive issues that seek to achieve or maintain
"party" leverage. The process is manipulated to avoid the
issues that are critical to the economic, social and
physical quality of life in the Commonwealth. Otherwise,
why would the result be the same, year after year?
Some of you go to the Capital and participate in the
process and report on what transpires. It is natural that
participants want to find some merit in the time spent in
Central Richmond. No one likes to admit they were just
wasting time in Alice's Wonderland. But, honestly, can
you cite an instance from personal experience where the
General Assembly put the interests of the citizens of the
Commonwealth above their own personal interests, that
of the party to which they are beholden
or a major contributor? I hope you can recall an
example, few average citizens could name one.
Those who look at the results of
legislative sessions year after year see an
annual two-month-long junior high sleep
over. Legislators go to Central Richmond
and are paid to cavort with their friends
and plot against their enemies. They
party with lobbyists, engage in ritual
posturing and play arcane games that
leave the most important business to the
last minute or carry it over so they have
something to discuss in the off season.
The posturing and games feeds the superficial, "If it
bleeds, it leads/he said, she said" media news coverage.
The idea the legislature can address a 21st century
states' business in a few weeks once a year is itself a
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cruel joke. So far as we know, none of the Assembly
participants need to rush home to supervise the planting
of cotton and tobacco which must be the "reason" for the
current arbitrary time limits.
As someone said two years ago: "Politics is broken." The
way that current office holders play the game, it is a nowin game for citizens and organizations -- except for the
political parties.
The only reason that the Commonwealth, its citizens and
organizations are not in even more dire straights today is
because they are relying on momentum and living off
natural capital. The political leadership is also taking
advantage of the enormous good will of an electorate
that is too busy coping with everyday life to understand
that the honor and dignity of public service has been
buried in partisan politics.
Most at the top of the economic food chain enjoy
subsidies. The worst inequities are borne by those at the
bottom. That is not seen as a problem by the General
Assembly because those at the bottom are used to it. In
addition, they do not vote, and they have not rioted, yet.
The organizations you lead and participate in have been
doing much the same things for 30-plus years to achieve
their goals. It is a safe assumption that overall you are
not happy with this year's results or with the results of
the past three decades of legislative inaction and political
party "leadership."
If you continue to do the same thing
year after year and expect a different
result, you have tested positive for
collective insanity.
If politics is profoundly broken, it must be time for a
change. Here is a proposal:
The four of you hold a conference call and fill in the blank
addressees above. Then you all can get together for a
half-day meeting. Bring your Rolodex/PAD.
You personally know 50 leaders in Commonwealth who
embrace the goals listed above. They could come
together and establish a fair, broad-based, democratic
process to achieve the citizens' goals and restructure
governance to be responsive and fair.
Stop spending money on political parties and office
holders whose first priority is to get elected again.
Instead of spending the money on political parties, spend
it on broad citizen education that will help voters
understand the need for Fundamental Change. If you
would like a refresher on what Fundamental Change
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entails, see "The Shape of Richmond's Future", our 16
February 2004 column about the Richmond Region.
It will only take one of you to get the ball rolling. Make
the call.
If you do not make the call, do not complain about taxes,
regulation or services and do not expect things to get
better after another General Assembly session or another
election. You should begin now to prepare your
organizations for an acceleration of the long, painful slide
into chaos, entropy and darkness.
-- March 29, 2004
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Yes, but...
That sums up the response to my recent arguments
for Fundamental Change. Trouble is, any
compromise with "Business As Usual" condemns
Virginia to entropy and decay.

Over the past few weeks, we have received a number of
responses to our columns regarding the future of the
Richmond New Urban Region ("The Shape of Richmond's
Future," Feb 16, 2004) and the need for a
comprehensive new initiative on governance reform in
Virginia ("An Open Letter," March 28, 2004). Both
columns focused on the need for Fundamental Change to
achieve functional human settlement patterns. These
columns generated reactions that fall into three
categories:
Response One
"Yes, Risse is right, we need Fundamental Change. But in
the meantime, let's build more roads, hold conferences
on neo-traditional neighborhood design, support 'good'
projects regardless of location and work with existing
agencies and institutions to support 'best practices.'"
This response identifies those who have not learned to
read with care and do not understand what it is they
have read.
It is important to note that those who disagree with the
need for Fundamental Change are careful not to say a
word. They do not want to start a debate. Any discussion
would draw attention to the slide toward entropy and
chaos that is resulting from Business As Usual. Under
current conditions, a few at the top of the economic food
chain are making a lot of money from Business As Usual.
Others are getting rewarded, reappointed and reelected
by supporting it. Business As Usual advocates' shortterm interest is not served by rocking the boat. They
hope that by the time human settlement patterns get so
dysfunctional that the process of civilization starts to stall
out, they will be rich enough to avoid the consequences,
or they will have passed to their eternal reward. In the
later case, we can only hope for a just deity who
understands Regional Metrics.
Response Two
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"Yes, Risse is right, Fundamental Change is needed. But
Fundamental Change will never happen so we need to
continue to try to improve things by advocating
incremental change."
This response often comes from those who read and
analyze contemporary issues but are overwhelmed by
the prospect of Fundamental Change. They hope
incremental improvements will make things better. When
pressed, they often agree that by every quantitative
measure -- hours of traffic delay, cost of services, etc. -the conditions grow worse in spite of and sometimes
because of, random implementation of incremental
"improvements." While all these good ideas could fit into
a comprehensive strategy, without citizens who are
informed about the nature of and need for Fundamental
Change, there will be no consensus to support intelligent
action. In a democracy the absence of this support is
fatal for any campaign to achieve complex objectives.
The tragedy is that these nervous Nellys are right:
Fundamental Change will never happen so long as
thoughtful citizens, academics and journalists who
believe Fundamental Change is the intelligent course for
contemporary civilization continue to say "it never will
happen."
Response Three
"Risse may be on to something, but that is just
government stuff and conservation stuff; we have an
enterprise to run."
This third response comes from entrepreneurs, people
who have to meet a payroll. They are people who build,
supply and create goods and services. That is why their
response is the most dangerous and ill-informed reaction
of all.
Functional human settlement patterns are as important
to those who do business in the Commonwealth of
Virginia as are stable markets or the rule of law.
Dysfunctional human settlement patterns, bankruptcy/
depression and chaos/anarchy are interrelated and of
equal importance in supporting or impeding the creation
and maintenance of economic prosperity. It is not just
social stability and environmental sustainability that is at
stake but prosperity, health and safety as well.
We hear that "reading is fundamental" in education.
Locational literacy and an understanding the need for
functional human settlement patterns is just as
important in market-based capitalism.
Human settlement patterns control the public and private
bottom lines (aka, the cost of doing business and the
cost of services). Human settlement patterns determine
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the potential to achieve mobility and access. They also
determine the cost of living for all citizens including the
employees and owners of every enterprise.
"Growth" can make human settlement patterns better or
worse, but human settlement pattern is not just a
"growth" or a "mobility" issue that is the province of
municipal and state agencies and conservatives (aka,
conservation advocates).
Without Fundamental Change in human settlement
patterns, building more transport facilities in most cases
makes mobility and access worse on the community,
subregional and regional scales. ("The Shape of
Richmond's Future," Feb 16, 2004.)
Market-based enterprises can best flourish within Balance
Communities that make up sustainable Regions -- both
New Urban Regions and Urban Support Regions.
Enterprises are able to prosper now only because all
Regions are plagued by varying degrees of dysfunctional
human settlement patterns.
To achieve interregional and intercontinental competitive
advantage, private enterprise must support the evolution
of Balanced Communities in sustainable Regions. This is
where creative people that are the basis for 21st Century
prosperity want to live and work.
Public agencies and private enterprises that support
Business As Usual land-use and transportation policies
condemn all Virginians to economic, social and
environmental degradation.
The bottom line is that embracing Fundamental Change
in human settlement patterns with supporting mobility
policies and facilities and demanding the evolution of
Balanced Communities will make prosperity and stability
in a sustainable civilization achievable.
The cumulative impact of any other response would be
unthinkable.
-- April 26, 2004
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Were they Listening?
Or Was it Just Luck?
Nah, they weren't listening. Still, the inability of
the General Assembly to raise taxes for
transportation gives Virginia one more chance to
get things right.

Virginia's tax reform/budget nightmare is over for two
years. It is time to get up and get to work.
For now, there will be more money for the functions of
government in the Commonwealth. There are, however,
no Fundamental Changes to make education, safety and
security, health care and other responsibilities of
government more efficient or effective.
In mobility and access (aka, transportation), there is
some good news! Without new money for more transport
facilities, citizens have the leverage to implement the
changes in human settlement pattern necessary to
secure mobility and access. For years, it has been
obvious that without Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns, building more facilities just makes
transport more dysfunctional.
(See "What's Next?" Nov., 25, 2002; "Wrong Solution,
Wrong Problem," Dec. 9, 2002; "Too Little, Too Late,"
"Smoke and Shadows," Jan. 13, 2003; "Access and
Mobility," June, 30, 2003; "Five Critical Realities," Dec.
15, 2003; "Clueless," Jan. 19, 2004; "The Shape of
Richmond's Future," Feb. 16, 2004; "Delusional
Thinking," March 1, 2004; "Tax Deform," March 15,
2004; and my backgrounder, "Anatomy of a
Bottleneck".)
Now is the time to step forward to insure that the right
development is carried out in the right places:
●

Ensure optimum return on the public investment in
shared-vehicle systems like METRO by
concentrating the right land uses in the station
areas. The goal of all station-area projects must be
to balance transit system capacity with the
ridership demand generated by station-area land
uses.
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●

●

Recycle vacant and underutilized land to create
Balanced Communities in sustainable New Urban
Regions.
Guard against "innovations" in funding that result
in new transport facilities that generate more peak
hour/peak direction demand by encouraging the
wrong land uses in the wrong locations.

The first two strategies are straightforward. They can be
achieved by carrying out real regional planning and
avoiding the traditional practice of municipal planning.
(See "The Shape of Richmond's Future", Feb. 16, 2004
and my backgrounder "The Role of Municipal Planning In
Creating Dysfunctional Human Settlement Patterns.")
The third strategy requires new thinking: For years, the
sages have opined the "problem" is that municipalities
and the private sector are responsible for land use while
the Commonwealth is responsible for mobility. Ideas for
"innovative" solutions (aka toll roads and special tax
districts) have come mainly from private sector
engineers, contractors and landowners who benefit from
the construction of new transportation facilities. In the
future, such proposal must be accompanied by land use
changes that will ensure that the entire Region's mobility
system -- and not just the facility the petitioners want to
have built -- will become more balanced. By "more
balanced," we mean the creation of Balanced
Communities which reduce total travel demand,
especially intraregional peak hour direction and
congestion. (See "Rail to Dulles Realities," Jan. 4, 2004.)
The Commonwealth is faced with two varieties of mobility
dysfunction:
●

●

"Intraregional" congestion in the Virginia portion of
the Washington-Baltimore New Urban Region and
in the Hampton Roads and Greater Richmond New
Urban Regions; and
"Interregional" congestion, especially in the I-95
and I-81 corridors.

The intraregional congestion must be addressed by
regional strategies to create Balanced Communities for
the reasons Jim Bacon spelled out in his column in the
last edition of Bacons Rebellion. (See "The Vision Thing,"
April 30, 2004.)
Interregional congestion is the result of interstate
subsidies that make it cheaper to ship commodities long
distances via truck. The answer here is to make it more
attractive to use rail for long-haul freight and mediumhaul passengers.
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Neither intraregional nor interregional mobility problems
can be solved by just throwing money and asphalt at
them.
-- May 10, 2004
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Where the Jobs Are
Despite attention given to fast-growing counties on
the edge of the National Capital Sub-Region, 94
percent of new office space built in the Virginia
portion is within 20 miles of the urban core.

Where are the new jobs going in the National Capital
Subregion? If we know that, we can make intelligent
decision about where to locate housing, services and
infrastructure to create Balanced Communities.
New office location data from The Washington Post
provide important insight into current and future job
location reality. In the 10 May edition of "Washington
Business," The Washington Post published a compilation
of data and a map documenting new office locations and
building value for a portion of the northern portion of the
Virginia Subregion.
By applying a calculator and a compass to the
information compiled by Dana Hedgpeth, along with four
other Post writers and private data sources, a reader can
confirm that the trends of office/job location and building
value established over the last three decades continue as
before. The data and map confirm the extensive
information published by the Post in 1999 about the
location, value of buildings and the dollar volume of
businesses by location in the National Capital Subregion.
The data and map also confirm the information
developed by the Metropolitan Washington Council of
Governments in their "activity center analysis"
summarized in July 2002.
Why is it so important to confirm the trends of the last
30 years? Because it exposes as faulty propaganda much
of the advertising, slanted news, editorials and other
vehicles that reinforce damaging land-use and
transportation myths. This smoke-and-mirrors slant is
what the beneficiaries of Business As Usual would like
people to believe when decisions are to be made about
infrastructure, housing, facilities and services.
Here are some examples:
●

The news slant and editorial policy of The
Washington Post with respect to the need for and
location of new transport facilities in the
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Subregion. As if to refute their own job-location
data, the 10 May issue of the Post also printed
another in a long series of counterproductive
transport facility editorials. (See "Clueless," Jan.
19, 2004.)
●

●

The job-location "projections" and wishful thinking
of some subregional think tank/analysis centers, as
well as studies and advertising funded by those
who profit from the creation of dysfunctional
human settlement patterns. Every story about new
jobs in the National Capital Subregion includes a
talking head pontificating about the inevitable
prospect of new jobs sprouting 30 and 40 miles
from the centroid of the Subregion.
The news slant of The Washington Post concerning
desirable changes needed to create affordable and
accessible housing to support jobs in the
Subregion. The Post writers have suggested that
changing the zoning on land 30 to 50 miles from
the core would improve the Subregion's housing
supply.

The office buildings "completed or under construction
since 2001" in the portion of Virginia highlighted in the
Post have a total of over 18.1 million square feet of
space. That is enough room for between 70,000 and
95,000 new jobs. The 10 May data document that office
buildings within 10 miles of the centroid (1) of the
National Capital Subregion account for 68 percent of the
square footage (12.2-million + sq. ft.). A full 94 percent
of this office space (16.9-million + sq. ft.) is within 20
miles of the centroid (the R=20 mile radius area).
That leaves a mere 6 percent (1.1-million + sq. ft.)
within the 20- to 30-mile radius covering the "fast
growing" communities in eastern Loudoun County and
Greater Manassas in western Prince William County.
Because there are so few offices there now, the
percentage growth may looks impressive to some. These
percent-change numbers on on very low bases, and in
spite of very high vacancy rates and low per-square-foot
rental rates, are used to justify scattering urban
dwellings in these locations and beyond.
All the buildings under construction or recently
completed in the Virginia Subregion are within the most
logical alignment of a Clear Edge around the core of the
Subregion. (See "Beyond the Clear Edge," May 26,
2003.) This location reality means the jobs need to be
matched with housing, services, recreation and amenity
in Balanced Communities that are also inside the Clear
Edge.
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The Post data support the job location information
(Reality 2) in our most recent Backgrounder "Five Critical
Realities that Shape the Future" published at the end of
2003. When the information on the value per square foot
of the leases for new buildings is examined, it documents
the facts outlined in "Wild Abandonment" published 8
September 2003.
Perhaps most important this data and map underscore
the need for a regional sketch plan based on the facts,
not myths and municipal plans.
Current municipal plans are being driven by the wishes of
land speculators, road builders and the developers of
scattered urban dwellings and businesses. These
advocates of Business as Usual are aided and abetted by
municipal governance practitioners seeking to attract
"tax base" to dysfunctional locations. Business As Usual
advocates dismiss the need for Fundamental Change and
the creation of Balanced Communities. (See the
Backgrounder "The Role of Municipal Planning in Creating
Dysfunctional Human Settlement Patterns.")
The information provided by the Post is valuable in many
ways:
●

●

●

It indicates that the biggest current office building
project, the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office, is in
Alexandria. Alexandria is an urban enclave in the
core of the Subregion that has been agglomerating
for 300 years. Three days after the 10 May survey
was published, the Post reported a multi-building
lease signing in two other buildings under
construction in Arlington. This new project would
be among the largest in the survey. The biggest
projects are not in outlying areas where there is
cheap land. As we have noted in the context of
housing, the land is cheap because it is not well
located. That is what the building value data
confirms.
What advocate of "putting development in the right
places" could ask for more than the quote from
developer Ken Finkelstein? "Our whole thing is to
build ... around METRO stations, because those
markets are good through thick and thin."
Another important insight that can be derived from
the Post data is that large organizations which
have the resources to build and occupy offices in
relatively remote locations also have the labor
market clout necessary to shift the cost of office
space from the employer to the employee.
Companies like AOL and MCI (nee UUNet and
World Com) reap a savings from cheap space but
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burden their employees with long drives. The result
is lower operating costs for the employer and
increasing commuting costs, both in time and
money, for employees.
●

Some businesses -- again, AOL is an example -treat the provision of work space for their
employees as a profit center and become
speculative office builders with a guaranteed
market. These practices are the result of direct and
indirect subsidies for scattered office locations
provided by the Commonwealth and by
municipalities. As readers of this column know,
there is a cure for this dysfunctional practice:
Fairly and equitably allocate all location- dependent
costs to those who benefit from them.

As important as the Post information is, it is not golden.
It does not cover all of the National Capital Subregion
that falls in Virginia. (See "Where is Northern Virginia?",
11 August 2003.) It also appears to miss some projects
even in the geography covered.
There is one critical perspective that the Post does not
address: Where are the non-office jobs going?
Using Regional Metrics-like techniques, the Post suggests
that the office space delivered in 2003 would serve about
50 percent of the 50,000 new jobs created in the
northern part of Virginia during 2003. There are several
factors in play here:
●

●

●

●

Some of the new jobs that the Bureau of Labor
Statistics attribute to the northern part of Virginia
are not really here. Think Iraq.
Many of the new jobs are service and retail jobs.
Major retail and service buildings (e.g. hotels),
while not listed in this survey, are often in the
same or adjacent buildings. This is the move
toward "mixed use," and that is a very good thing,
especially in METRO station areas.
Any analysis of new jobs must examine the role of
work from home in all its forms: home-based
businesses, home offices, telework, telecommuting
and others. The scattering of urban housing
scatters these work locations and contributes to
dysfunctional human settlement patterns.
Most important, many of the new jobs are held by
workers who drive from place to place or to "job
sites" that change over time. Like homeowners
seeking the most house for the dollar, businesses
that "work out of the shop" tend to migrate to the
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cheapest land and/or shift the burden of a
dysfunctional location to the worker.
Much of the housing in the Subregion that is deemed
"affordable" is not "accessible." (See "The Housing
Dilemma," July 14, 2003 and "Affordable, But No
Bargain," Feb 17, 2003.) The scattered destinations of
job- and service-related trips for "work out of the shop"
and "work out of the home" workers make up a big part
of the peak hour/peak direction traffic congestion.
The "work out of the shop" workers frequently drive a
company truck, van or pickup. Based on a windshield
survey and the Post data, one might jump to the
conclusion that these non-office workers who drive to
and from dysfunctionally scattered locations might justify
the predictions of a rapid dispersal of jobs in the
Subregion. The Washington Metropolitan Council of
Governments "activity center" data on all jobs suggest
this is not the case.
It is likely that many of those vans and pickups that one
sees on the road are company vehicles being driven
home and back as a perk. Like "free" parking, driving a
company vehicle home is a perk that negatively impacts
mobility and distorts the cost of travel.
It is clear that, induced by advertising that promises that
they will "save money," shoppers spend hours and
significant automobility resources (aka, total private
vehicle-related expenses) to save a few cents on items
such as a box of disposable diapers. Non-office business
owners would be surprised at how much more productive
employees would be and how much more profitable their
business could be if their non-office business were better
located. That is exactly what the data on the value of
office buildings at and near the core tells us about those
who work in offices.
The facts are clear. Office jobs are center-weighted. So
are non-office jobs. We know the best strategy is to
evolve communities with a balance of jobs/housing/
services/recreation/amenity. In other words, Balanced
Communities. The good news is that the Post does a
great service by documenting the facts. The bad news is
their editorial writers as well as some editors and writers
either do not understand or choose to ignore the data
and their implications.
An understanding of the importance of Balanced
Communities and functional human settlement patterns
needed for a sustainable region would benefit all citizens.
Perhaps it is time to conform advertising, news coverage
and editorial policy so that they reflect reality.
-- May 24, 2004
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(1) In other words, that part of the Commonwealth within the 10-mile
radius of the Virginia end of the War Memorial Bridge.
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Self Delusion and Fraud
Megaprojects like the Springfield interchange and
Woodrow Wilson Bridge are monuments to futility.
They cannot improve mobility in the face of
dysfunctional human settlement patterns.

There has been a plethora of recent media coverage about
the reconstruction of the Woodrow Wilson Bridge and the I95/I-395/I-495 Interchange at Springfield. It is comforting
that some things are getting built rather than blown up.
But the reporters, and the delighted politicians and
engineers they quote, are overlooking the most important
question: Will these expanded facilities reduce traffic
congestion in the National Capital Subregion?

Are these facilities milestones on the way
to improving the mobility of the millions
of Virginians who will use the bridge and
the interchange, or are they building
blocks of self-delusion and fraud?
The answer depends on an understanding of human
settlement patterns and the characteristics of the
transportation systems needed to provide mobility and
access in urban areas. This is the first of three columns
that address the dysfunction of current attempts to provide
mobility and access.
Pictures of soaring fly-over ramps are impressive to the
National Capital Subregion’s editors, producers, viewers
and readers because they are not often seen here. Long flyover ramps are common in many places such as Texas
where, in spite of the graceful engineering and large
construction budgets, urban area traffic congestion is
among the worse in the United States.
Research shows conclusively that these soaring new ramps
and bridge spans are not fail-safe solutions to traffic
congestion. It is, therefore, important to ask: Will any
amount of new expressway and bridge construction
improve mobility and access? This question is answered in
two parts:
Will these or other similar projects improve
o
regional and subregional mobility?
o

Will these or other similar projects improve
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mobility in the corridors where they are being
constructed?
Reducing the Level of Regional and Subregional
Congestion
What does research conclude about the long-term regional
and subregional impact of major projects like
reconstructing the Woodrow Wilson Bridge and the I-95/I395/I-495 Interchange? It turns out that careful scientific
evaluation comes to exactly the same conclusion that
thoughtful citizens do. Consider these three situations:
o
Does anyone think that when these
improvements are completed it will be smart to work
in Arlington or the Federal District and live in
Loudoun County, much less in Frederick, Clark,
Rappahannock, Fauquier or Culpeper Counties?
o
Does anyone really think that reconstructing the
Woodrow Wilson Bridge and the I-95/I-395/I-495
Interchange will make it easier to commute from a
house in Annapolis to a job in Silver Spring or Tysons
Corner?
o
With these new facilities in place, does anyone
think it will it be intelligent to live on an acre lot,
much less a five or ten acre lot, where almost every
need of the family requires that someone get in a
private vehicle, a delivery truck or a school bus?
In the three examples above and similar scenarios, the
citizens live in the National Capital Subregion but may not
often use the reconstructed the Woodrow Wilson Bridge or
the I-95/I-395/I-495 Interchange in their journey to and
from work, services or recreation. Upon thoughtful
reflection, few citizens would suggest any of these
scenarios as a choice to live would be good strategies
because of these two major reconstruction projects.
Common sense is supported by the best science available.
According to the annual Texas Transportation Institute
survey of traffic congestion in the urbanized areas of the
largest Metropolitan areas in the United States, traffic and
congestion are getting worse regardless of the number of
new projects being built.
In spite of this reality, many citizens and organizations are
making location decisions that appear to be based on a
belief that these (or similar big “we must build this”
projects for which there is no funding) will improve mobility
and access region-wide. They are acting as if “improved”
transportation facilities will make location decisions a
matter of personal preference unfettered by spacial reality.
This is a case of self-delusion with significant economic,
social and physical consequences for the families and
organizations that make location decisions based on myth.
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In this region and across the United States, citizens and
organizations are betting on the wrong horse. They are
betting their savings, the future of their children and in
some cases their lives on belief in the Private Vehicle
Mobility Myth. In this case the myth might be stated like
this:

If “they” build enough facilities, then I
can go wherever I want, whenever I want
to go there and arrive in a timely manner
relying on automobility and the improved
roadways.
In “No Context,” ( February 2, 2004 ) this column profiled
the press coverage of the multi-billion dollar Big Dig in the
core of the Boston New Urban Region. Since that time, we
have searched for any major roadway improvement –- any
bypass, new or expanded circumferential or radial in a
large urban region –- that would improve access and
mobility across the region or major subregion without a
complementary Fundamental Change in settlement
patterns.

We have found no example where
increasing the capacity of one roadway,
several roadways or even a new sharedvehicle system has or would have the
long-term impact of improving mobility
for the region unless there is or would be
a Fundamental Change in the settlement
patterns.
It may be possible that a theoretical case could be
constructed. It is hard to imagine a scenario evolving in the
real world where the circumstances could exist, although
some very strange things happen vis a vis mobility at
national and state borders. The reason for the region-wide
growth of congestion in spite of new facilities is based on
simple physics. (See “The Physics of Gridlock,” SYNERGY/
Planning, Inc. 2003.)
Congestion and Immobility in Corridors Where New
Projects are Located
Again, it is expeditious to start with a specific example that
is easy to understand. Start with someone who lives in
Stafford or Spotsylvania Counties and wants to drive their
private vehicle to work at the Internal Revenue Service in
New Carrollton. This worker would drive through both the
reconstruction of the I-95/I-395/I-495 Interchange at
Springfield and the reconstruction of the Woodrow Wilson
Bridge.

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues04/06-07/Risse.htm (3 of 9) [1/7/2008 12:54:37 PM]

Self Delusion and Fraud

Does anyone believe they will get there any faster or with
less stress three years after the bridge is completed in
2011 than they did three years before construction started
during the late 90s? How about the congestion during the
15-plus years of construction?
Recall that the design of the “compromise” Woodrow
Wilson Bridge reconstruction:
●

●

●

Has a draw span in the middle
There is no shared-vehicle system that is part of the
project
Prince Georges County has approved a major
recreation-focused urban development at the
Maryland end of the Bridge

Most important there has been no municipal, state or
federal commitment to create settlement patterns to match
the capacity of the bridge or the interchange, much less to
use these facilities as a catalyst to build Balanced
Communities in a sustainable New Urban Region.
When completed, more people will be able to drive from
Fredericksburg to New Carrollton at the same time, but will
any of them get there faster or with less stress? The
corridor capacity will be increased by removing some
current bottlenecks. However, the intraregional traveler
(and the interregional traveler for whom the “Interstate”
expressway was built) will still face growing congestion
without a Fundamental Change in the settlement patterns
in the corridor and throughout the region.
The reason for the reemergence of congestion in the
corridor after facility expansion is explained by the “Triple
Convergence” axiom. This axiom was articulated by Tony
Downs of the Brookings Institution 12 years ago in a book
called Stuck in Traffic. Brookings recently has announced
a revision titled Still Stuck in Traffic. In a nutshell the
axiom notes that those who have avoided the corridor
because of congestion will return and establish a new
equilibrium. Congestion may have caused many drivers to
(1) change their route, (2) time or (3) mode of travel but
they will come back to absorb the new capacity. Since
VDOT and others have instituted special programs to
reduce private vehicle trips during construction and these
programs will be discontinued upon completion, it may be
“Quadruple Convergence” but Triple is enough to make the
point. Tony is a gifted writer, and his rendition of Triple
Convergence is a pleasure to read.
The Triple Convergence axiom explains why the traffic
dramatically grows to fill the new capacity. It does not
directly deal with the cumulative impact of misguided
location decisions that increase the total miles traveled in
the corridor by far more than can be accommodated by the
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added capacity. This growth is because citizens and their
organizations, under the delusion that new or hoped for
capacity is just for them, make unwise locations decisions.

The problem is that while roadway
“improvements” increase the capacity of
the corridor, they do not make the
transportation system “better.”
To make transport systems better, all the facilities –- new
and old –- must be balanced with the human settlement
patterns that the systems are intended to serve. As has
been stated frequently in this column:

Without Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns, just building new
transport facilities makes congestion and
immobility worse, not better.
There is a good example across the Potomac River in
Montgomery Count, Md. The widening of I-270 from four
lanes to 12 lanes in several stages over the past few
decades has vastly increased the capacity of this radial
arterial. The increased capacity from all this construction
has been overwashed by an even greater increase in the
vehicles miles traveled in the corridor. At some stages,
there was a temporary increase in the speed and
convenience of drivers. Now more people drive this corridor
with about as much congestion as drivers faced before the
widening started. The increase in the expanse and
complexity of the roadway also makes driving more
stressful and less safe.
The pattern and density of land use in the I-270 Corridor
has changed dramatically. It is not, however, the positive
Fundamental Change which is advocated in this column.
Many of the new users of I-270 are going to and from
thousands of urban dwellings that have been scattered
across and thus eroded the Countryside from Montgomery
County to the Pennsylvania and West Virginia borders and
beyond. In Montgomery County, along with the dispersed
single dwellings there are still scattered urban enclaves
that have less balance and/or a lower density than they
must have to be transportable. These places do not add up
to any Balanced Communities. (See “Scatteration”,
September 25, 2003 .)
The I-270 Corridor is an especially striking example of the
futility of project construction to reduce congestion
because there is a METRO line that runs roughly parallel to
the I-270 Corridor. There has not been significant
agglomeration of supportive land uses in the METRO
station areas. A different station-area settlement pattern
would be needed to balance METRO system capacity,
especially for the off-peak capacity. Is the lack of
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intelligent METRO station area development caused by the
widening of I-270 which has diverted the market to quicker
profit projects instead of projects with long term value that
create functional human settlement patterns? See “Wild
Abandonment”, Sept 8, 2003 .)
An understanding of the futility of facility construction must
be applied to the entire list of “we must build” projects:
Widening I-66 inside the Beltway, the “TechWay” crossing
of the Potomac, the Western Transportation Corridor, Hot
Lanes on the Beltway, widening I-81 and other
“improvements” impacting the northern part of Virginia.
The failure of “improvements” to improve mobility is not
just a problem in the Washington-Baltimore New Urban
Region (NUR). The reality that “improvements” fail to
improve mobility and access undermines the rationale for
every “must build project” in the Tidewater NUR, the
Greater Richmond NUR and in small urban agglomerations
as well.
It turns out that Triple Convergence and delusion-driven
location decisions happens in regions that spend a lot on
road construction per capita and those that spend much
less. As noted in “No Context” (February 2, 2004.), the
added capacity of building the Big Dig “improvement” will
fill up soon, but this is not just an issue involving multibillion dollar projects. It impacts every dollar spent on
transportation infrastructure. It is just easier to see the
futility in big projects. Even in relatively small regions like
Greater Richmond, these decisions exacerbate and
compound regional and subregional immobility and
congestion. (See “The Shape of Richmond’s Future”, Feb
16, 2004 .)
Understanding Triple Convergence in a single corridor and
unintelligent location decisions such as those in the I-270
corridor is a way to come to grips with what happens to the
settlement patterns and travel behavior throughout the
region unless there is a balance between the travel
demand generated by the land-use pattern and the
carrying capacity of the transportation system created to
provide mobility and access.

Regional congestion is the cumulative
impact of many corridor scenarios when
there is no balanced regional land-use
and transportation plan and no
commitment to creating Balanced
Communities.
Tony Downs’ answer to improving mobility in the face of
Triple Convergence is congestion. He has said for years
that “congestion is the solution.” When congestion gets bad
enough, citizens and their organizations will make more
intelligent location decisions. That assumes that someone
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whom citizens trust will tell them why their location
decisions need to be more intelligent and how to make
these decisions support their long-term self-interest.
This is where the issue of fraud reinforcing self-delusion
comes into play.
The position of the current transportation professionals and
governance practitioners on the impact of transport
“improvements” perpetuates the self-delusion. Stating or
implying the myth that widening and “improving” roads
results in improved mobility reinforces the companion myth
that citizens who make unintelligent location decisions
have no negative mobility consequences. Citizens want to
hear that they have the freedom to do whatever they want
to do. They want to go wherever they want, whenever they
want to go there and arrive in a timely manner relying on
automobility. This is a physical impossibility.
Self Delusion or Fraud
It is clear that “improvements” in one place or in many
places in a region will not reduce the level of regional or
corridor congestion without a Fundamental Change in
human settlement patterns. This brings us to the question:
Is the statement “let’s widen some roads to reduce
congestion” self-delusion or is it fraud? It depends on who
says it.

“Self-delusion” is being deluded by one’s
false belief. “Fraud” is a deception
deliberately practiced to secure unfair or
unlawful gain. Who is deluded, and who
is perpetrating a fraud?
Citizens could understand the causes of congestion and
immobility if they considered the facts. It is a human
proclivity to rely on myth and self-delusion in situations
involving the cumulative result of individual actions. These
delusion-driven actions will continue until the myth is
refuted by someone whom citizens trust. Under current
conditions, it is easier to blame “others” for the lack of
mobility when, in fact, immobility results from their own
location decisions.
If governance practitioners were less concerned with the
views and contributions of those who profit from delusion
and myth, they would demand to have the full story told.
Among those to whom they listen are land owners who
profit from land speculation and those who make their
money from converting land to urban land uses:
Developers, builders, engineers, contractors and agents–
lawyers, real estate, insurance, the list goes on. This is not
to say that they understand the transportation
consequences of dysfunctional distribution of land uses.
They do, however, profit from the current processes that
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are known as Business as Usual.
These interests have loud voices and deep pockets for
lobbying and campaign contributions but are a tiny
minority of the population. Even they and their families are
negatively impacted by the dysfunctional settlement
patterns and lack of mobility.
Governance practitioners fail to tell citizens the truth about
access and mobility. They get reelected, reappointed and
promoted, but is it fraud or the lack of understanding of
the myths? Is theirs an unlawful gain? It is clearly unfair.
Perhaps we should let citizens decide in the next election.
Most transportation planners know the truth. Instead of
telling the whole truth they tell only the part of the story –the part about increasing corridor capacity. Telling only
part of the story benefits those who pay their salary or
consulting fee. Improving capacity without matching travel
demand with system capacity results in congestion.
Transportation professionals suggesting that congestion
will decrease in the long term even though there is a
disconnect between land-use trip generation and
transportation system capacity perpetuate a fraud.
Reluctantly we have come to the conclusion that much of
transportation planning and much of transportation
research as currently practiced is at best misleading and at
worst, fraud. As you might guess, it is a difficult decision
because some of our best friends were transportation
planners.
Perhaps the way to make the relationship between
transportation and land use clear is to use a simple
analogy:

Building any transportation facility that is
not designed to create and serve
functional human settlement patterns
made up of Balanced Communities in
sustainable New Urban Regions is as
intelligent as loading the transportation
facility funds onto an aircraft carrier and
taking it out to the edge of the
Continental Shelf and shoveling all the
money off into the deep blue sea.
Where to from Here?
This is the first of three columns that focus on the tragedy
that is the current dysfunctional relationship between landuse and transportation systems in contemporary society.
The next column will address two timeless topics: Death
and Taxes. In the third column, the focus will be on the
response one hears from public officials who are
responsible for transportation. A good example was Ray
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Pethtel’s letter to Jim Bacon that was in the last issue (May
24, 2004 ) of Bacons Rebellion.
Stay tuned.

-- June 7, 2004
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Death and Taxes
Your tax dollars at work: More Americans have died
in traffic accidents than in all wars in U.S. history.
Rather than subsidizing our automobile
dependency, we should be taxing it.

This is the story so far:
Almost everyone agrees with the science-based research:
Traffic congestion in urban areas is growing steadily worse.
“Automobile” has become an oxymoron.
There is broad agreement that the lack of mobility and
access causes significant economic, social and physical
dysfunction in the urban areas where 90 percent of the
citizens of the United States live, work, seek services and
participate in recreational activities.
It is also well documented that new transportation projects
and facilities do not solve the traffic congestion problems
unless they are coupled with Fundamental Changes of the
human settlement pattern to create Balanced
Communities. As we saw in the last column, “Self Delusion
and Fraud” (June 7, 2004), transportation/land-use
dysfunction is reinforced by the acts of transportation
planners and governance practitioners.
These facts of land-use/transportation reality can be stated
as follows:
The current strategies to provide
transport services are tragically flawed.
Building more facilities a without
Fundamental Change in the human
settlement pattern costs billions of
dollars and makes congestion worse. The
flawed mobility strategies are
perpetuated by fraudulent claims that
new projects will solve congestion
problems.
In this context, we examine two timeless topics as they
relate to the transportation system: death and taxes.
Death
The United States and its allies have just come together to
dedicate a World War II Memorial to celebrate the 60th
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anniversary of D-Day and remember those who died in the
conflict. More than 400,000 men and women lost their lives
in service to the United States in the five years from 1941
to 1945, making the Second World War the bloodiest in our
nation’s history.
As horrific as World War II was, it takes only 10 years of
daily use of the highway system to equal the human toll of
the war in traffic deaths.
Since the close of hostilities in 1945, at the current kill
rate, the highway system has ended the lives of six times
the number of World War II deaths. It only takes 25 years
to kill as many men, women and children on the highways
as have died in all the wars since the start of the
Revolutionary War in 1775.
This would be a terrible price to pay for a mobility and
access system if it worked. It is an unthink able toll for a
system that it growing worse by the year, all the more so
considering that new construction, under current
conditions, only intensifies congestion and dysfunction.
The problem is not that we have designed or maintained
our road system poorly; it is that this system has spawned
a human settlement pattern that requires far more driving
than would be needed with functional patterns and
densities of land use. Many transportationrelated deaths result from the scatteration of urban
dwellings that put young and old drivers on the roads.
The dysfunctional distribution of the origins and
destinations of travel results in the practice of driving at
high speeds to get from where one is to where one wants
to be. This leads to road rage. Congestion also results in
thousands of person years wasted in automobiles. This is
termed “roadway person slaughter” in my book, The Shape
of the Future. The Texas Transportation Institute calls it
“person hours of delay.”
Even those who are not using automobiles are killed. The
current human settlement patterns created by leastcommon-denominator mobility strategies take a high toll in
pedestrian deaths. The current modus operandi is to build
the roadways for cars and let those not in cars get out of
the way.
It is not just automobiles that deal death. Trucks are
involved in accidents that kill about 5,000 citizens each
year. There so many trucks on the roadways because
current government mobility strategies undermine a
system of shipping freight by rail which is relatively safe
and far more energy efficient. Federal and state mobility
strategies require taxpayers to subsidize long haul, heavy
trucks and scatter the origins and destinations of freight
movement. These policies, programs, incentives and
“education” efforts cause the rail system to be less efficient
and effective. By subsidizing the use of trucks on streets
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and roads, there is inevitable conflict between big trucks
and ever bigger automobiles. Government action has
made freight movement more profitable for some, but it
comes at a high cost for almost all.
Similar government strategies have reinforced the shortterm economic goals of a few and dismantled potentially
efficient intra-urban passenger systems (confusingly known
as “Interurban” systems). These systems are now being
reinstalled in some regions at a cost of billions. The same
forces have also nearly eliminated efficient long-haul
ground passenger service.
With freight, intra-urban passenger and package-delivery
systems, as well as long-haul passenger service, the
scenario is the same. Transportation policies, programs,
incentives and "education" born of the conventional
wisdom have undermined improvable systems. These
strategies have made a few people richer, faster, but
impoverished the nation-state and its citizen-taxpayers.
As we will explore in the next column, the public agency
response is, “We did it all for you.” Governance
practitioners say the current system is what citizens want
and what the market “demands.” This is the way selfdelusion and fraud come into play, as noted in the last
column.
Traffic Deaths as a Global Problem
It is not only in the United States where death is an
indicator of transport dysfunction. Worldwide, 1.2 million
humans die in roadway/automobility accidents every year.
With the accelerating “motorization” of the Third World,
millions more per year will die unless the current paradigm
changes. If the United States is to be a “world leader,” it
needs to show the way, and not just with slightly lower kill
rates.
The fact that there is a lower percentage of deaths in the
United States than in some other nation-states causes
highway advocates to hold up our transport system as a
model of “safety.” In the U.S., we do kill a lower
percentage of the automobile travelers per mile traveled
than in Africa, Middle East, Eastern Europe and Asia.
The places with the lowest rates of death from
automobility, however, include Greenland and Western
Europe. There are almost no roads in Greenland. There are
lots of big, fast roads in Western Europe.
Why are the roads safer there? The human settlement
pattern in Europe allows many more citizens to meet their
daily mobility and access needs without resorting to a
vehicle. Further, the patterns and densities of land use in
Europe make a shared-vehicle the easiest and most
intelligent option for many trips. And as noted below,
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unnecessary and unenjoyable automobile trips are
discouraged by the total cost of gasoline.
Ironically, millions of American tourists vacation in
European urban areas precisely because they do not
require the use of an automobile. Not many visitors to the
National Capital Subregion will choose to camp out under
the new “Springfield fly-way-way-over.”
Death Summary
The national strategy on mobility and access is not
working. Building more facilities without Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns makes congestion
worse. The current system conceived in the '20s, legislated
in the '50s, and dominant for the past three decades, has
killed more citizens than all of our wars.
In theory, automobility may work for up to 20 percent of a
20th century population at great expense. Basic physics
dictates that automobility will not work for 70, 80, 90 much
less 100 percent of an urban population. In a
contemporary urban democracy, that is a long-term nonstarter.
The transport/land-use relationship must
undergo Fundamental Change because,
among other things, it is killing us.
Even in the face of these facts, highway advocates and
politicians love and defend the current system. It gives
them a source of easy money and gets them reelected.
They give every sign that they will not change until
someone pries their cold hands off the steering wheel.
There is a force, however, that often has proven to
discourage citizens from using single-occupant vehicles and
locating where the settlement pattern requires their use.
Money. That brings us to this week’s second topic: taxes.
Taxes
This discussion of taxes is not about keeping levies low to
encourage economic growth and entrepreneurialism, a
theme frequently sounded in Bacon's Rebellion. I am
suggesting instead that certain taxes should, in fact, be
higher in order to to conserve energy, especially imported
energy. Taxes on energy consumption also would improve
health and the environment, preserve economic prosperity
and promote social stability.
There are many ideas for comprehensive energy-related
taxes on the table that need to be considered. In a 1 June
2004 column titled “Why Gas Prices Are Too Low,” David
Ignatius in The Washington Post outlined the issue and its
context with clarity. He noted the political history and the
current stance of pandering politicians who have subsidized
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automobility and, thereby, edged the United States toward
and economic and strategic catastrophe. Ignatius
summarized a current proposal by energy economist Philip
Verleger, who proposed a 50-cent gas tax to the Ford
Administration in 1973. He later renewed this suggestion,
and it became the often scoffed at “Jimmy Carter 50-cent
gas tax.”
Verleger now advocates a major gasoline tax with a
specific purpose – to raise money to buy up gas guzzling
cars on the road and ease the transition into energy
reality. Under the Verleger plan, a $2 a gallon tax would
go into effect in 2009. The tax would then escalate a dollar
a year to $5 a gallon by 2012. That would mean the total
gas price would then be at about the same level as it will
be in the European Union by that time. In the Verleger
plan, the future tax revenue stream would be leveraged to
buy up gas hogs and get them off the road. Delaying
implementation to 2009 would allow for a phasing in of the
economic, social and physical adjustments. Without a
phase-in, these “adjustments” will be dramatic, immediate
and painful when Middle East oil (two-thirds of known
reserves) runs out or the flow is cut off. Did not someone
blow up an oil pipeline just yesterday? Who wants to bet
that today’s Saudi regime will be in power in 2012?
This column is not a forum to debate the right tax strategy,
but we outline one proposal to indicate that it is time to
take definitive action. A 50-cent gasoline gas tax would
have helped in 1973. Now we need real, effective energy
taxes that reflect the true cost of the consumption of
imported energy resources and encourages intelligent
market and consumer responses, especially vis a vis
mobility and access. That means Fundamental Change in
settlement patterns.
The Ignatius column has generated significant reader
interest. On 5 June, The Washington Post editors published
a suite of letters-to-the-editor in response to the column
titled “Pain At the Pump.” The letters document the level
and scope of reader illiteracy on transportation/land-use
relationships and related topics. The letter writers are
misguided on precisely the topics upon which we have
taken The Post to task for obfuscating the facts. (See
“Clueless,” Jan, 19, 2004 , and “No Context,” Feb. 2,
2004.) (1)
Energy Policy
Most people do not think of human settlement patterns
when the topic of energy policy comes up. Rather, they are
concerned about the continuing parade of record balanceof-payments deficits and the economic and security (as in,
two wars in a decade) dependence on foreign oil that is
controlled by unstable antidemocracies.
Thanks to the transportation strategy adopted in the 20s,
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oil has driven not only the domestic economy but foreign
policy. The United States and its World War I allies
attempted to create “nations” from medieval city states,
scraps of the Ottoman Empire and nomadic tribes. They
have coddled and catered to despots, dictators and ruling
families because they controlled oil reserves. As
yesterday’s, today’s and tomorrow’s headlines document,
we have made a hash out of their lives and ours. This is
why there is a need for taxes and other incentives to shape
the energy market.
Cost- and supply-based incentives do work. Between
October 1973 and October 1974, the percentage of those
who both lived and worked in Columbia, Md. , increased
from 17 percent to 37 percent. When oil crisis went away,
so did concern for living and working in the same
(Balanced) community.
While the United States has seen gasoline consumption
grow steadily since the 1970s, Germany and Great Britain
have cut consumption. The gross indicators of economic
expansion have not grown as fast in Western Europe as in
the United States. This is because the European Union and
its member states have chosen to devote resources to
shorter workweeks, longer vacations, better social safety
nets, Fundamental Change in governance structure and
more humane settlement patterns. These things benefit all
citizens, not just a few at the top of the economic food
chain who have benefited most from higher GNP growth.
Why It is Necessary for Citizens to Understand
Transportation Strategies
We open Chapter 13 of The Shape of the Future with the
rationale for the proposition that “Transport is a Waste.”
Transport facilities and energy are the resources used to
get from where citizens are to where they want to be.
S/PI has argued for years that if citizens were smarter
about where they chose to live and work, they would not
have to travel as much and, thus, waste as much time,
infrastructure and energy. They would already be at or
near where they wanted to be -– where they worked, lived
and sought services and recreation.
These well-located citizens would be smarter, have more
leisure time, have more time for their children and be
better off economically. That's because there is more
economic value created in places people that want to be –think Richard Florida’s creative people. The places people
want to be have higher value just because people want to
be there, and the market reflects this reality.
The reason these places cost more is not that they are
inherently more expensive to build or maintain; it is
because there are not enough of them. This is a pure case
of supply and demand. The shortage of good places is due
to the fact that those who provide shelter and mobility
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make more money in the short term from building and
providing shelter in cheaper and thus dysfunctional, hardto-get-to places. It is also because current transportation
strategies open cheaper but more poorly located land to
development. (See “Wild Abandonment,” September 8,
2003.)
The “cheaper” houses, land and buildings cost less because
they are badly located. In this case, less expensive is not a
bargain. (See “Affordable But No Bargain”, Feb. 17, 2003.
In fact, it costs more to live in one place and work, seek
services and participate in recreational activities in other
scattered locations. Even though the house may have
initially been cheaper or municipal taxes lower, the total
cost in time and resources is higher. These dysfunctional
places are marginally acceptable as places to live or work
only as long as there is cheap fuel and an uncongested
road to get where one needs or wants to be and back.
The uncongested roads are disappearing
and the cost of fuel is rising. Now you can
see why it is important to understand
death and taxes as they relate to
mobility, access and human settlement
patterns.
As we saw in the last column, “Self Delusion and Fraud,” to
make matters worse, transportation professionals are
reinforcing the myths that cause citizens to make the
wrong decisions in the first place.
Next time the response: We are from the government...

-- June 7, 2004

1. The letter by Rowland laments the impact of her bad location
decisions for which she expects the public to subsidize her chosen
lifestyle. (She believes the Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth. See “The
Myths that Blind Us,” 20 October 2003 .) The Kimmel letter
misunderstands the reality of affordable and accessible housing. See
“Affordable, but No Bargain”.). The Schlosser letter is a form letter that
rabid anti-tax groups circulate when anyone proposes a “tax.” This form
letter is sent without regard to the content or the fact that the column
addresses the specific purpose of a specific tax. The final letter is from
John B. Anderson (aka, Anderson of Illinois) who reprises a 1980
presidential campaign proposal.
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The Perfect Storm
Virginia has the ideal combination of a strong state
transportation agency, uninformed municipal
control over land use and a clueless public
officialdom to ensure a dysfunctional road and rail
system get worse with each passing day.

This is the transportation story so far: Current strategies
to provide mobility and access (aka, transportation
infrastructure and services) are tragically flawed.
Building more facilities without a Fundamental Change in
human settlement patterns costs billions of dollars and
makes traffic dysfunction and congestion worse.
The flawed mobility strategies are perpetuated by
fraudulent claims that new projects will solve congestion
problems. (See “Self Delusion and Fraud,” June 7, 2004.)
Besides not meeting citizens’ mobility needs, current
mobility strategies kill tens of thousands of individuals
every year and contributes to the United States' nonrenewable energy consumption, its dependency upon
foreign oil and its balance of payments deficits. (See
“Death and Taxes,” June, 21, 2004.)
With results like this, why have U.S. citizens not
demanded that their governance representatives develop
better strategies to achieve mobility and access? The
answer is clear: Citizens have been hearing the Private
Vehicle Mobility Myth for 80 years from those who profit
from auto-mobility. No public official with the authority to
change Business As Usual has been willing to openly
speak the truth -- certainly not here in Virginia, as I will
document in the last half of this column.
The Responsibility for Providing Transport
Mobility and access are a public/community/communal
(aka, “government”) responsibility. In a democracy,
mobility and access must be provided in a way that
serves the interests of the majority of citizens. By any
objective test, the current mobility system is a failure.
Current auto-mobility strategies favor those at the top of
the economic food chain yet, ironically, not even the elite
is well served.
Transportation is a government responsibility due to the
profound impact that mobility and access have a on the
public welfare. A government agency does not always
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have to provide the service directly. But, as with public
health and safety, government does have the
responsibility to ensure that citizens' transportation
needs are met.
In Virginia, state government is the entity responsible for
transportation, retaining virtually all relevant powers
reserved to the states under the federal constitution. At
the same time, the state has delegated -- or
relinquished, if you prefer -- to municipalities the power
to regulate land use. Perversely, by hewing to the Dillon
Rule, the state simultaneously limits local authority to
intelligently shape human settlement patterns. The Dillon
Rule is used as both a reason and an excuse for inaction.
By these actions, the Commonwealth of Virginia has
established the “perfect storm” of congestion, immobility
and lack of accountability.
Road Planning and Road Building
Virginia has one of the three most powerful
transportation agencies in the United States. The state
controls essentially all roadways, highways and
expressways and most of the other modes of travel
within the Commonwealth. To describe the state's role in
transport, one can start with the proposition that “there
are no significant municipal transportation
responsibilities.” In addition, there are no federal funds
or mandates that do not pass through state hands. One
can list exceptions, but they are minor.
State and municipal governance practitioners are happy
with this system as long as citizens do not come to fully
understanding the situation and short circuit
governments’ blame game. State officials can blame
municipalities for the land-use decisions and reap all the
political benefits of running a big transportation agency.
Municipal officials can say their hands are tied, blame
“the state” for not providing adequate transport facilities
and look like heroes when they provide small amounts of
money for a construction project here and there.
The disconnect between land use and transportation has
led to horrendous results. In the mid-70s after
completing an exhaustive and award-winning re-planning
process, the Fairfax County transportation staff
calculated that there would be four times the number of
trips generated by the planned land uses as could be
accommodated by the transportation system specified in
the Comprehensive Plan. And that assumed supporting
land uses surrounding METRO stations and funding for a
number of transport facilities not on the state agenda. No
one disagreed with the County staff’s assessment: not
the citizens who had helped allocate the land uses, not
the state transportation staff.
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Since those calculations were made three decades ago,
the disparity has widened significantly. In most cases,
the planned concentrations of development in METRO
station areas were abandoned. Many of the
transportation facilities were never built. Continual
amendments to the comprehensive plan have resulted in
a "build out" that exceeds that shown on the
comprehensive plan.
As bad as Fairfax County is, the transportation-land use
disparity is far worse in Loudoun and Prince William
Counties. See the two backgrounders “Role of Municipal
Planning in Creating Dysfunctional Human Settlement
Patterns” and “Anatomy of a Bottleneck”.
Congestion does not stem from any lack of planning. The
state highway agency planned a lot of roads in the late
1950s and early 1960s. Most of the roads, however,
were in the wrong location to serve the urban,
metropolitan population which has emerged over the last
50 years. Some roads were removed from state plans at
the insistence of municipalities under pressure from
angry citizens.
By the 1970s, smarting from the lances thrown by angry
citizens and posturing politicians, state transportation
officials adopted a strategy of building only roads to
which municipal and state politicians agreed. This
resulted in the overbuilding of roads in some parts of the
Commonwealth. Most of the overbuilt areas have been in
scattered, low-density jurisdictions far from the core
mobility needs. There is one exception. The Greater
Richmond New Urban Region, the home of VDOT, was
showered with asphalt. (See “The Shape of Richmond’s
Future,” Feb. 16, 2004.)
A companion problem is that the Virginia Department of
Transportation and its predecessor agencies have
constructed roads that have made urban areas more
dysfunctional. In Northern Virginia, VDOT has improved
roads on the fringe while neglecting those serving the
core. The resulting congestion in the core has driven
residents and businesses to migrate toward the
periphery. The removal of a 1930s culvert here and there
on primary roadways in the core would have yielded far
more congestion mitigation than four-laning farm roads
into the hinterlands.
From the 1950s through the 1980s, the over-politicized
succession of transportation agencies VHD/VDH&T/VDOT
built Lemming Roads. “You want to run off that cliff? Let
us build you a nice wide road so you can get there
faster.” Now the state has run out of money and has no
understanding of the Fundamental Change necessary to
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achieve mobility and access for the citizens of Virginia.
How bad are the current road plans in Virginia? Two
national organizations recently listed the 27 most
wasteful, unneeded road projects in the United States
(Road To Ruin). Virginia has six times its per-capita
share of really bad road projects, eight times its perjurisdiction share and fifteen times its area-served share.
A quick analysis of the projects suggests that none of the
Virginia roads on the list would serve the citizens of the
region where they are located or benefit the
Commonwealth as a whole.
Private Help for the Government
A solution frequently touted by conservatives who
oppose raising taxes to build more roads is to expand the
role for the "private sector".
Public/private “partnerships” can help government meet
its responsibility with respect to public mobility and
access. The private sector frequently can cut design,
construction and operating costs. However, the "what,
when and where" of the transportation infrastructure is
inherently a public responsibility that cannot be
delegated.
In many cases, the problems generated by private
money far outweigh the benefit. First, it is critical to keep
in mind that, by definition, the private party in the publicprivate partnership plans to make a profit. There is no
free lunch. If the private sector can provide a
transportation service or facility much cheaper than the
public sector, that is prima facie evidence that the public
system needs fixing.
Second, too much “private” interest in the public/private
partnership results in a push for projects that benefit
private interests, not public interests. If the private
sector can execute a project for much less than it costs
the public sector, it may be because the private sector is
more efficient. But it also may be because private
investors are benefiting in some way not readily apparent
to the public, or because the public sector is shouldering
some of the financial risk.
A third problem with public-private partnerships is that
they provide an easy way to cash in on political
connections, thus distorting the specifications and
location of transport infrastructure. Halliburton in Iraq is
not a unique problem. Consider the Cambridge
Systematics/American Highway Users Alliance program
to locate and remove “bottlenecks” (“Study Catalogs the
Worst Traffic Nightmares,” Leslie Miller, Associated Press,
Feb. 19, 2004) and then reread “Self-Delusion and
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Fraud”.
It is axiomatic: When private money goes to build public
infrastructure, benefits accrue to the private investors -often at the expense of the public interest. Zoning
proffers, for instance, put private money into the pot to
build roads, but almost without exception the
construction directly benefits the land owner. Rarely do
the new facilities improve the neighborhood or village
where the project is located, and almost never do they
move towards the creation of a Balanced Community in a
sustainable region.
A fourth problem is that two major private-sector
investments in Virginia transport facilities have been
busts. The Greenway Toll Road in Loudoun County, which
has just received permission to raise tolls again, has
never made a profit for the investors. The bonds for the
Pocahontas Parkway near Richmond are on a ratings
watch list. This toll road is also underperforming
projections, and there is a request on the table to build a
new interchange to generate traffic by encouraging
development in an unsuitable location.
This last point reinforces the axiom that transportation
facilities and land-use must be planned together. It is not
just imperative public policy, it is good investment
policy.
There is an overarching reason for the current popularity
of “public-private partnerships” among governance
practitioners in transportation: There is no public money
for new “projects.” There is a good reason for this lack of
funds. Citizens do not trust the government to spend the
money wisely to achieve mobility. Given this fact, is
tossing private money where public money will not solve
the problem a smart choice? Only the Business As Usual
crowd thinks it is a good idea. This brings us to the issue
of what governance practitioners have to say about
transportation and money to support the construction of
new facilities.
What the Government Says...
Having established that mobility and access are a
government responsibility, what do those in government
service tell citizens about mobility and access? What do
state transportation planners say to dispel the delusion
that just building “improvements” solve transportation
problems? Recall that it would be fraud to perpetuate the
self-delusion of the Private Vehicle Mobility Myth. Here
is a brief collection of recent, typical statements.
Secretary of Transportation Whitt Clement says...
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After the Governor, Secretary Clement is the person
chiefly responsible for ensuring mobility and access in
the Commonwealth. In a Richmond Times-Dispatch piece
published in May 2004 and distributed to Media General
papers around the Commonwealth, Clement gets about
as close to the truth as a politician ever does:
“...improving Virginia’s transportation network requires
far more than simply building more roads.”
That is absolutely true, but instead of following up with a
comprehensive statement about the need to balance
land-use trip generation with transport-system capacity,
Whitt and his staff launch into a paean on the importance
of transit (aka, shared-vehicle systems). Their message
is that the Commonwealth must build roads and build/
support shared-vehicle systems. This is true, of course,
only if there is a comprehensive regional plan for land
use that the shared-vehicle system can actually serve.
Clement implies that if we build both roads and rails, that
will solve traffic dysfunction.
Clement’s opinion piece never once mentions that
spending money on shared-vehicle systems where there
is not a supporting human settlement pattern, especially
in the station areas, is like shoveling money off the back
of the aircraft carrier with a really big shovel.
Building a new shared-vehicle system like the National
Capital Subregion’s METRO was sold as a way to solve/
prevent transport congestion. Congestion is less severe
now than it would have been if the same houses, jobs
and services were distributed in the same locations as
they are today and there were no METRO system. But
what percentage of citizens face less congestion now
than they did in the early 1960s when METRO was
conceived?
The reason METRO does not work better is that there is
no comprehensive land-use/transportation plan for the
National Capital Subregion.
METRO proves the importance of functional settlement
patterns. The citizens who now enjoy lower levels of
congestion live and work in fundamentally new and
different human settlement patterns -- exemplified by
the Rosslyn-Ballston Corridor -- that could not exist
without METRO. There are only a handful of functional
state-area locations, so only a tiny fraction of the
Subregion's citizens see an improvement. Those who do
benefit pay a high premium in home and work place
costs for the privilege. (See “Wild Abandonment,”
September 8, 2003.)
Clement’s article avoids the reality that building more
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roads and/or shared-vehicle systems will not improve
mobility and access without a Fundamental Change in
settlement patterns.
University Transportation Fellow Ray Pethtel
says...
The second example of a governance practitioner’s
response to the need to improve mobility can be found in
the letter from Ray Pethtel to Jim Bacon in the May 24
issue of Bacon's Rebellion (See “No Substitute for
Building More Roads”.) Pethtel, a former VDOT
transportation commissioner, has played a leadership
role in Virginia’s transportation efforts since Gerald
Baliles took office in 1986. He is now the University
Transportation Fellow at Virginia Tech. Pethtel does a
good job of articulating the thinking of senior state
officials over the past 20 years.
Pethtel apparently was traumatized early in his service to
Virginia by trying to drive to “Loudounville.” The incident
may explain why so few helpful transportation resources
have been focused on the northern part of Virginia since
1986. The Virginia Atlas and Gazetteer suggests that
“Loudounville” does not exist in Virginia. For that
reason, it would be hard to drive there on VA Route 7 or
any other road. Let’s assume he meant “Leesburg.”
Pethtel uses VA Route 7 as an example of a road that
needed to be widened. Now that VA Route 7 is four- and
six-laned from Leesburg to Tysons Corner, is it smarter
to live in Leesburg and work in Tysons Corner than it was
in 1970 or in 1986? How about making VA Route 7 into a
10- or 12-lane highway or building a toll road from
Tysons Corner to Leesburg via Reston/Herndon/
Washington Dulles International Airport to bypass VA
Route 7? That would solve the congestion problem,
wouldn't it? Actually, that's what actually was built -- and
congestion just gets worse.
Pethtel’s letter cites a number of roads built since the
Baliles administration increased road funding as
examples of why we need to build more roads now.
Some roads he listed were needed and serve a useful
purpose today. Some roads he lists are pure "pork." The
justification for many of the latter is the hope that if one
builds a wide enough road, some “jobs” will wander down
the asphalt and come to rest near the urban
agglomerations these new wider roadways divide or
bypass.
The roads that were (and are) needed would be better
investments if they served more functional human
settlement patterns. The pork roads made mobility worse
for reasons noted in “The Shape of Richmond’s Future”.
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Pethtel seems upset that Jim Bacon, in his column
"Straws in the Wind" (April 12, 2004) did not
acknowledge the modest demand management efforts
that have been undertaken by Virginia over the past 20
years. He asks “what planet” Mr. Bacon has been on. The
short answer that somehow must have been missing in
Mr. Pethtel’s education is any planet where the laws of
geometry, physics and Human Settlement apply. Pethtel
lists demand-management actions taken by the
Commonwealth to address congestion dysfunction on his
and his successors’ watch. The bottom line is the actions
do not solve the problems. And they never will.
Pethtel concedes that “better relationships between
transportation and land use” would help. There is nothing
in his letter to suggest, however, that the key to
improving mobility and access is not just a “better
relationship” but a balance between land-use travel
demand and transportation system capacity.
The accepted tactic in government and road advocacy
circles today is this: Never deny there is a transportation/
land-use relationship nor deny there is a need for stationarea land uses to support shared-vehicle systems. Just
do not let on how important these elements are, and
then build projects to support Business As Usual before
citizens wake up to reality.
VDOT Transportation Commissioner Philip Shucet
says...
Philip Shucet is the current transportation commissioner,
heads the Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT)
and chairs the Commonwealth Transportation Board.
In the lengthy three-part survey of transportation
problems published in Media General newspapers in
June, Shucet laments the politicized decision making that
took place during the Allen and Gilmore administrations.
There is a lot to lament. Besides committing all the same
sins of omission and obfuscation as the current
administration, Allen and Gilmore add massive cost
overruns and financial gimmickry. In his discussion,
however, Shucet focuses on the lack of money to start
new projects. The second of three articles ends with
Shucet saying that without new money, there will be
nothing to talk about. Nothing? How about Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns?
But road advocates should not despair, they have the
support of the Commissioner. In an “alert” distributed by
a road building advocacy group, Shucet is quoted as
saying we need to keep focused on the “future of
transportation,” and that means finding money to build
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new, large projects.
Urban traffic congestion continues to get worse. More
than 95 percent of the citizens of Virginia are urban
citizens based on their economic and social needs and
their mode of travel. Building more roads without
Fundamental Change in settlement patterns only makes
matters worse. Shucet never lets on that this is the case.
The failure to own up to the core problem of
dysfunctional human settlement sets the stage for
“shrewd” political tactics such as eliminating popular
services so citizens will demand more spending. You will
recall closing the DMV offices to dramatize the revenue
pinch. In another recent move, the Commonwealth
Transportation Board removed funds from the VDOT sixyear plan for an HOV connector between HOV lanes on I95 south of the new I-95/I-395/I-495 Interchange at
Springfield and the HOV lanes that exist north of the
interchange on I-395 (Shirley Highway). That translates
to “Let the carpoolers carry their cars around the new
Springfield interchange. That will serve them right for not
voting for the sales tax surcharge.”
VDRPT Executive Director Karen Rae says...
Karen Rae is the current Executive Director of the
Virginia Department of Rail and Public Transportation
(VDRPT). VDRPT is a little sister department to VDOT in
the family of departments under Secretary of
Transportation Clement. As the name suggests, Rae’s
department is responsible for shared-vehicle transport
systems.
In a letter to the editor in The Washington Post on July 5,
Rae cites the fact that there were over 200 public
meetings on the “Rail to Dulles” project since 1994 as
evidence that the extension and the public-private
partnership to implement that extension is a good idea.
(See “Rail To Dulles Realities,” January 5, 2004.) [add
link]
As far as we know, at none of these 200 meetings did
Rae or others in her department make it clear that
without supporting land uses immediately adjacent to the
planned METRO platforms, the extension will make
METRO less functional. The result will be more peak hour/
peak direction demand. This demand already exceeds
capacity.
VDRPT also did not point out that, without major changes
in station-area land uses, the line will serve only a
fraction of the Washington-Dulles International Airportrelated travel demand. METRO does not serve the areas
where most airport workers and airline passengers will
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be traveling from.
The extension is an exceptionally good deal for land
owners in the corridor who have agreed to pay a small
special tax and have played a key role in setting up the
public-private “partnership” to build the extension. Do
you see a pattern here? It is not a functional human
settlement pattern that you see.
Commonwealth Transportation Board appointee
Katherine Hanley says...
For nearly two decades, Katherine Hanley was a
supervisor or the chair of the Fairfax County Board of
Supervisors. In her terms on the board that ended early
this year, she had key a role in approving much of the
land use now lacking mobility. She also played a key role
in blocking the development of supporting land uses near
METRO stations. She was recently appointed to the
Commonwealth Transportation Board, the senior
transportation policy board in Virginia.
What did Hanley say about creating mobility and access
upon her appointment? According to The Washington
Post, she said: “The fact that most of the money is now
going to maintenance, and there’s not many new
projects underway to help relieve congestion, is a
concern.”
In another era, she might have claimed, “If we just had
more straw we could spin a lot more gold thread, and
then the King and his courtiers would all be able to wear
golden clothes.” Today, most citizens would know the
straw trick was a myth and a fraud. Soon, hopefully, they
will realize that the money trick is a myth too.
Money, Money, Money
Money will not “relieve congestion.” A lot of money spent
on the sort of projects that Clement, Pethtel, Shucet, Rae
and Hanley champion will only make things worse if they
are not accompanied by Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns. It cannot be said enough: Money is
not the problem.
If money will not relieve congestion, why the obsession
with it? Because focusing on money keeps citizens who
do not relish paying more taxes or tolls distracted and
away from the real solutions that take political courage.
It keeps citizens off the backs of governance
representatives and their transportation appointees for a
while longer.
From what those who are appointed to conduct the
Commonwealth’s transportation business say, it is easy
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to see why citizens are deluded into making bad location
decisions based on what their government is telling
them.
In the next column, we consider the other “solutions,”
the role of the media and what the path to mobility might
be.
-- July 12, 2004
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Out of Chaos
There is only one solution to intensifying traffic
congestion -- Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns. Other touted remedies only
tinker at the edges.
This is the transportation story so far:
Current strategies to provide mobility and access,
perpetuated by myth and fraud, are tragically flawed.
(“Self Delusion and Fraud,” June 7, 2004.) Current mobility
strategies kill tens-of-thousands every year, cause
dependency on foreign oil, run up balance of payments
deficits, and befoul the air and water. (“Death and Taxes,”
June 21, 2004.) All citizens hear from the public officials
responsible for mobility and access is that they need
money. When voters say no to tax increases, governance
practitioners turn to private “partners.” (“The Perfect
Storm,” July 12, 2004 ).
The Other Solutions
Many, including those who know that the only long-term
cure for immobility and congestion is Fundamental Change
in human settlement patterns, say, “Yes, you are right, but
there must be other solutions.” No knowledgeable
observer claims that any of these are "the" solution, but
advocates of Business As Usual and those who fear
Fundamental Change spin discussion of these tactics in
ways that make it seem that way.
In the July 12 issue of Bacon’s Rebellion ("The Network of
Space") Jim Bacon profiled the wonders of telework. Telework can be useful, but it can also exacerbate regional
immobility. Telework is not “the" solution. If it were, it
would have reduced immobility and energy consumption
already.
The idea of telework in all its current forms has been
around for over 30 years. The 1973 Arab oil embargo
brought forth scores of good telework ideas (including
telecommuting), teleservices (including telemedicine and
teleshopping) and telerecreation. These ideas were
predicted to save energy, slash automobile dependency
and usher in the good life. Three weeks ago, we recycled
from S/PI’s library well over 200 pounds of private and
public reports, including our own, written between 1969
and 1994 on these topics.
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As technology (hardware, software and bandwidth)
improves, so does the complexity of applications. That is
clearly the case regarding the substitution of
telecommunications for travel. When telework was first a
topic of intelligent discussion, 60 percent of AM Peak trips
were Journey-to-Work trips. Now because automobility has
disaggregated all elements of contemporary life, Journey to
Work accounts for only 25 percent of AM Peak trips.
In Virginia, the case on telework is very clear: Every
solution on the table in 2004 was outlined at an April 1993
Williamsburg Telecommuting Institute and Telework
Conference. “Workplace 2000" was sponsored by Virginia’s
Departments of Transportation and of Economic
Development. I am sure these topics were covered
because Linda (my wife and S/PI partner) and I were
responsible for the content and selection of nationally
recognized speakers for the conference. In addition, along
with Secretary of Transportation John Milliken, Secretary of
Economic Development Cathleen Magennis and Virginia
Chamber of Commerce Chairman Bob Skunda, Linda and I
participated in regional “opportunity to expand your
competitive options” fora on telework. Well attended fora
for private executives from across the Commonwealth were
held in Hampton Roads, Richmond and in the northern part
of Virginia to lay the ground work for the commonwealthwide conference.
That was 11 years ago. The regional fora, the Williamsburg
conference and a blue-ribbon Governor’s Telework Advisory
Council spread the word on telework but it barely made a
dent in the mobility problem. Congestion has grown faster
than telecommunication substitutions for travel could
remove automobile trips. In some cases, telework has
encouraged counterproductive disaggregation of travel
demand.
Besides telework, other tactics are often called “the
solution.” Transportation demand management tactics
including congestion pricing can help. Jim Bacon makes the
case for demand management in “Straws in the Wind,”
April 12, 2004, a column to which Ray Pethtel of Virginia
Tech took exception. Also see “Demand-Side Economics,”
October 20, 2003. Congestion management in all its forms
is exhaustively discussed in Tony Downs revised book Still
Stuck in Traffic. Intelligent transportation demand
management can help, but it is not “the solution.” In spite
of enthusiastic implementation in selected regions,
congestion continues to get worse in every single region in
the United States and that trend is projected to continue.
Smaller cars can help. In the early 1990s, one could see
two mini Mercedes backed into a single parking place
perpendicular to the curb in Berlin, Kobenhavn and
elsewhere in Europe. Mercedes says they will be importing
these cars to the United States by 2006. Pooled shortterm rental cars at METRO stations can help. See “Step Up
to Flex,” May 10, 2004 .
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Small, more efficient electric motors and hybrid gaselectric cars can help with both car size and energy
consumption. However, even if Iraq, Russia and Saudi
Arabia sent the United States their oil as a free goodwill
gift and even if every private vehicle had a new clean
emissions engine, it would not solve the mobility problem.
As a matter of science, not policy, none of these tactics –telework, demand management and smaller vehicles,
energy efficiency, etc. -– are “the solution” to growing
immobility. More widespread use of these tactics may
make congestion “better,” but each “improvement’
separately barely makes a blip, and all together they
cannot solve the problem of immobility and lack of access
caused by dysfunctional human settlement patterns. In
fact, adding these tactics to a program to build more
roadways without fundamental change in human
settlement patterns would only result in immobility getting
worse a little less quickly. As noted in “The Perfect Storm,”
July 12, 2004 , adding shared-vehicle systems to the mix
without the creation of supporting station-area land uses
just wastes money faster.
It turns out that none of “the other solutions” are really
“solutions.” Individually and collectively, the best that can
be said is that they can help mitigate immobility and lack
of access while human settlement patterns are changed
and transport system capacity is balanced with travel
demand.
Unfortunately, just talking about these tactics in glowing
terms gives governance practitioners –- both elected and
appointed -– an excuse to obfuscate reality. It gives
editorial writers the opportunity to champion this or that
idea. (See column by A. Barton Hinkle in the Richmond
Times Dispatch on July 13 citing with approval Jim Bacon’s
column “Straws in the Wind” noted above.)
A Matter of Physics
The core problem with private-vehicle-based mobility (aka,
automobility) in an urban society is a matter of geometry
and physics, not public policy. Length x width x height =
volume for each vehicle. This quantity plus the width x
length x headroom of roadways = the space required for
automobility. This is space that is consigned to
automobility even if there are no automobiles using the
space. Based on this geometry, physics determines the
parameters of traffic congestion. (See the PowerPoint
presentation “The Physics of Gridlock” by SYNERGY/
Planning, April 2003.)
Each standard-size private vehicle occupies 200 +/- times
more space to park and from 400 to 4,000 times the space
to drive as a person requires to stand and walk.
Collectively, the space occupied by a mobility system
relying on automobiles has disaggregated the origins and
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destinations of trips in contemporary society to such an
extent that the pattern of land use is not amenable or
convenient for human use unless they resort to a vehicle.
(One way to come to an understanding about the role of
automobiles in human settlement patterns is to understand
the place of horses in urban areas over the past 6,000
years. See End Note One, a reprint of a box from Chapter
13 of The Shape of the Future.)
Creating pathways and safety devices to accommodate
bicycles and Ginger/Segway, the two-wheeled human
transporter offered on Amazon.Com, cut space and energy
consumption as compared to automobiles. These alternates
also can make walking almost as convenient. But they
cannot be effectively applied in an automobile-dominated
human settlement pattern.
The bottom line is that there must be Fundamental Change
in human settlement patterns. That is good because the
settlement patterns that do “work” from a transportation
perspective also are the ones where humans feel most
happy and safe, as measured by the square-foot value of
urban property. (See “Wild Abandonment,” September 8,
2003.) Humans cannot achieve safety and happiness
relying on automobility.
How We Got Here
Before a path out of immobility is sketched out, it may be
useful to understand how we got here.
It would not have had to come to this, if only...
1.
There were not an oversupply of land for
urban development. This oversupply means that
developers, builders and the others in the “businessas-usual” crowd can make larger profits in the short
run by building in places where land is cheaper. The
land is cheaper because it is not well located with
respect to other, critical land uses. These important
uses are the same ones necessary to create a
balance of jobs/housing/services/recreation/ amenity
-- the resources needed to create Balanced
Communities. Building automobile roadways provides
access to remote land. This facilitates land and
building sales and short-term profits for developers,
builders and related sectors of the economy. These
roadways thwart the market which, but for the
subsidy, would agglomerate Balanced Communities.
2.
Developers, home builders, road builders,
land speculators were not quite so greedy.
Citizens need some land developed and a lot of land
redeveloped. They need new and renewed housing
and probably some new roadways. However, the
roadways citizens need are ones to serve functional
human settlement patterns, not roadways to create
new access to cheap land for scattered urban land
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uses.
3.
Transportation planners told the truth
and governance practitioners had the backbone
to tell citizens they have been led to have
unrealistic expectations and are deluding
themselves with respect to the realities of
access and mobility. (See “Self Delusion and
Fraud,” June 7, 2004. and “The Perfect Storm”, July
12, 2004 .)
4.
Citizens understood transport reality and
could therefore avoid making bad location
decisions based myths and misrepresentations.
Fortunately, in a democracy, there is a silver bullet -–
citizen education. Governance practitioners must begin
arming citizens with the information necessary to
understand what it requires to provide mobility and access.
How Do Virginians Extract Themselves from DelusionInduced Misrepresentations?
If government policy, programs, controls and incentives
are the problem, what is the solution?
An answer is not “less government,” but “better
governance.” Better governance does not mean bigger
state or municipal governments. It means that a
Fundamental Change in governance must go hand-in-hand
with Fundamental Change in human settlement patterns. It
means there needs to evolve a governance structure that
reflects the organic structure of human settlement patterns
at every level from the cluster to the New Urban Region.
Every sage observer of land-use/transportation dysfunction
correctly suggests the need for “regional transportation
planning.” Some even suggest “balanced, regional-scale
land-use and transportation planning” is necessary. The
idea of a “regional” transportation agency is a good one.
However, in large jurisdictions made up of multiple beta
communities like Fairfax County, no governance
practitioner (and no citizen) would support giving away
power to some even more remote body without profound
governance reform that also provides a voice to clusterscale, neighborhood-scale, village-scale and communityscale concerns.
Some argue that we need a strong hand to dictate where
transportation facilities go, even if it has to be over the
dead bodies of NIMBYs and BANANAs. Sorry, we have had
Robert Moses, and that does not work. Transportation
dictatorship does not function any better than other forms
of dictatorship. Neither does sneaking a project by the
woodchucks while they are sleeping, as was done in the
third quarter of the 20th century. The sleeping woodchucks
are now wide awake, active citizens.
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It comes down to this: If there is to be a
significant improvement in mobility and
access, there must be Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns and
in governance structure.
How will this happen? Citizens must understand
transportation/land-use relationships and the need for
Fundamental Change. Then there must be a process such
as the one outlined in “The Shape of Richmond’s Future,”
Feb 16, 2004. What are the alternatives? Growing traffic
congestion, economic stagnation, social instability and
environmental degradation.
You say that is good in theory, but “It will not happen.”
This is not a multiple choice issue. See “Yes, But...” April
26, 2004 .
The next column will consider the role of the media in
getting from where we are to where we must be.

End Note 1: The Carriageless Horse
Horses have been part of urban civilization for 6,000 years.
Horses were (and are) consumptive and expensive to
maintain, and so for most of this period, horses have been
limited to use in high value-added activities. These have
included war and transport of those at the top of the
economic food chain.
When large groups of humans -- e.g., those living on the
Steppes of Central Asia or the High Plains of North America
-- wanted to (or were forced to) take advantage of the
speed and range that the horse provided, they had to
move to much lower-density settlement patterns in order
to provide pasture for the horse and to dispose of the
horse manure. The horse required a density so low that
these peoples became nomads and/or mobile raiding
parties because they could not support themselves and
their horses in some more amenable pattern.
The pattern of human settlement that
accommodated the wide-spread use of the
horse proved, over time, to be less
desirable than an alternative pattern
which forsakes a horse for every adult.
Humans found it better to live in
settlement patterns where citizens did not
need to use the extended range and speed
of the horse in order to carry out their
everyday activities.
Horses made a run at changing human settlement pattern
early in the Industrial Era. The steel wheel and the gravel
crusher made horse-drawn omnibuses, coaches and
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buggies useful urban vehicles. The rising affluence and
expansion of the middle class, coupled with the conversion
of pre-industrial cities into industrial centers with
expanding “suburbs,” led to an expansion of horse
ownership for travel by individuals. The private horses plus
the horses used in public transit, i.e., the omnibus, caused
the urban horse population to briefly skyrocket.
Horse manure piled up in the streets. The European House
Sparrow introduced to North America to combat enemies of
the Linden Tree learned to feed year round on the grass
and hayseed that had passed through the horse. Horse
manure and sparrows became twin urban problems in the
cores of late 19th century North American Industrial
Centers. The first automobiles were seen as a nonpolluting
alternative to the horse.
When humans have used the automobile for as long as
they have used the horse, citizens will find the auto, like
the horse, serves civilization in much more limited ways
than it is currently imagined by auto manufacturers or
most citizens who do not yet realize there is a choice.

-- July 26, 2004
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Media Myopia
Articles and editorials in Virginia's newspapers
consistently obscure the origins of traffic congestion
and legitimize the special interests that benefit from
raising taxes/building more roads.

The public responsibility to provide mobility and access is
on the road to chaos. The question is: Who is leading the
charge to inform citizens so a new, more intelligent
strategy can be adopted? We have seen that it is not
governance practitioners, either elected or appointed. It
turns out that it is not the media either.
This is the transportation story so far:
●

●

●

●

Mobility and access are essential if citizens are to be
prosperous, safe and happy. The current strategies
to provide mobility and access are tragically flaws.
These strategies are perpetuated by myth and fraud.
("Self Delusion and Fraud," June 7, 2004.)
Current mobility strategies kill 10,000s every year
and are the major cause of dependency on foreign
oil and balance-of-payments deficits, as well as air
and water pollution. ("Death and Taxes," June 21,
2004).
All citizens hear from the public officials responsible
for mobility and access is that they need money.
When voters say, "no," to tax increases, governance
practitioners turn to private "partners". ("The Perfect
Storm," July 12, 2004.)
Many different tactics will ease gridlock temporarily,
but only Fundamental Change in human settlement
patterns and a balance between transport system
capacity and travel demand will put Virginians on the
path to sustainable mobility and access. ("Out of
Chaos," July 26, 2004).

All this makes for an easy to tell, straight-forward story.
Why have the media been so dead set against telling it?
The Post is Bad, but the Problem is Not Just the Post
For two years, this column has been documenting the
continuing shortcomings of The Washington Post coverage
of mobility and access issues. (See "Smoke and Shadows,”
Jan 13, 2004 , concerning the 2002 coverage
and "Clueless," Jan 19, 2004 , and "No Context," Feb 2,
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2004, for a review of the 2003 transportation and land-use
coverage in The Washington Post.
Just to show that The Post is still at it, I cannot refrain
from pointing out that the newspaper ran a story on June
16, 2004, entitled, “Connector Depicted as Cutting
Commute.” As documented by “Self Delusion and
Fraud,” (June 7, 2004), the only thing that will cut a
commute is to move the job or the home. Building a wider
road, a new road or a new rail line will not do it. The Post
followed up with another build-more-roads editorial titled
“Road Rage Brigade” on June 21,2004 .
But The Washington Post is not the only newspaper
supporting the delusions engendered by the Private Vehicle
Mobility Myth. During the second week of June, a team of
Media General staff provided a series of three stories that
ran in the Richmond Times-Dispatch and other Media
General papers across the Commonwealth. (“Drive Time in
Virginia,” June 7, 2004, “How We Got Here,” June 8, 2004 ,
and “Promises, Problems Drive Transport Issues,” June 9,
2004.)
The stories represent what many might deem good
journalism. They articles contain a wealth of up-to-date
information, good graphics and warm human interest
stories that bring the transportation issue into personal
focus.
The Times-Dispatch series probably will win journalism
awards because it is better than most similar efforts even
though it follows the “Citizen #1 is in dire straights
because ..., agency spokesman #1 says ..., agency
spokesman #2 says ..., citizen #2 says ..., expert #1
says ..., citizen #3 says ... but expert # 2 says...” format.
The shortcoming of this sort of coverage is that it never
gets beyond statements such as the quotes included in
“The Perfect Storm” (July 12, 2004 ). The link between
mobility and land use is mentioned but then dropped.
On 6 July, The Virginian-Pilot carried an editorial based on
a speech by state Sen. John Chichester, R-Fredericksburg,
who is chairman of the Senate Finance Committee. The
editorial entitled “Virginia Nears a Dead End” reviewed
remarks on the transportation crisis that Chichester had
delivered at the University of Virginia. The speech and
editorial included the obligatory “We can’t build our way
out of the problem” statement. However, the editorial led
into a list of “other options” with these words: “But political
inaction only accelerated the widening gap between the
demand for new highways and the shrinking pool of dollars
to build them.” The editorial followed the list of “other
options” with a prediction that “the transportation crisis is
sure to be at the center of next year’s fight” to succeed
Gov. Warner.
Then the editorial writer jumped to the familiar and
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counterproductive conclusion that the issue was raising
money with these words: “Already, there are hints that a
critical debate will turn on whether to build roads with sales
and income taxes, rather than just transportation- related
fees.”
Where was human settlement pattern in this discussion? It
was alluded to as “high-density land-use planning” under
ways to “cut demand.” No one wants “high density.” What
is needed is functional human settlement patterns and
Balanced Communities, not “high density.” What is so hard
about understanding that building more roads without
Fundamental Change in human settlement patterns makes
congestion worse, not better?
If you do not balance the trip demand
generated by the human settlement
pattern with the transportation capacity,
there is no “solution” to the transportation
crisis. Period! Why try to fool citizens by
making it into just a money issue when it
is not just a money issue? Money cannot
buy mobility if there are dysfunctional
human settlement patterns.
So there you have it: Three major daily papers in the three
biggest New Urban Regions in Virginia, where 85 percent of
the citizens live, punting the transportation issue. It is
impossible to have a “marketplace of ideas” when there is
only one brand on the shelf and the buyers have mythand advertisement-induced blinders on.
Let's Go "Local"
If the major dailies do not get it, how about the community
press? For starters, The Virginian-Pilot editorial was so well
thought of in community press circles that it was picked up
and run along with a supporting cartoon as the entire
editorial page in one community weekly.
As bad as the regional coverage is, the community news is
worse. In story after story:
●

●

●

Uninformed citizens lament the loss of the “rural”
past and blame traffic congestion on everything but
their own location decisions.
Politicians spout platitudes and promise to “do
something,” usually in a sphere over which they
have no control.
Self-serving transportation professionals tut-tut the
inevitable congestion and tell how much worse it will
become if they are not given a lot of new money
very soon.
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“Commuters Moving on Rural Roads” by Matt Hourihan in
The Potomac News on July 18, 2004, is a classic example
of this coverage that hits all these buttons. See the
backgrounder “Anatomy of a Bottleneck” for a review of
why these “commuters” in Prince William County are not
moving on roads that were once in “rural” areas.
The Bottom Line
The media problem is due to more than just bad reporting
or uninformed editors.
The traditional practice of journalism as
currently structured is not up to the task
of educating citizens about solutions to
transport dysfunction or settlement
pattern issues in general. This is because
writers as well as citizens are besotted
with, and now beholden to, the Private
Vehicle Mobility Myth. (See "The Myths
That Blind Us," Oct 20, 2003 .
But it goes deeper. Newspaper owners and many senior
editors are among those who believe they benefit from
Business as Usual. They fear the short-term economic
impact of Fundamental Change, especially on their watch.
That is not the only roadblock. There may be something in
the training of journalists or perhaps in the genetic
hardwiring of those who choose journalism as a career.
They tend to:
o Report stories concerning mobility and access as
if those who hold a transportation positions
understand the context of immobility and congestion
and will tell a reporter on the record what they know
even if it jeopardizes their job or that of their
superiors. (See “Self Delusion and Fraud,” June 7,
2004 .)
o Act as if they do not have a clue that there is a
inextricable link between transportation and land use,
or that, to make sense of this relationship, the media
need to use a vocabulary that matches the
complexity of the subject they are addressing.
o Appear oblivious to the fact that, as an organic
system, there is an overarching conceptual
framework that can be used to describe and
understanding human settlement patterns.
o Assume after a few interviews that they are
experts and are not about to be persuaded that they
are wrong about relationships they have seen
reinforced by auto, builder, and banker
advertisements for years.
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Like citizens in general, journalists tend to
believe what science says about things too
small to see (microbiology) or too large to
visualize (astronomy), but at the scale of
human settlement pattern, they are
experts because, after all, they live in it.
Journalists feed citizens a diet of “news” and commentary
using simplistic, misleading vocabulary. Then they say the
media cannot explore the complex issues because the
audience will not understand them and will just stop
reading/listening. The rule seems to be that it is better to
tell lots of folks a simple, misleading story than to tell
those who will listen the complex and counterintuitive
reality. After all, the volume of readership/viewership is
what pays the bills, not how much the readers/viewers
understand.
When these issues are called to the attention of reporters
or editors, they often bristle and offer platitudes about
journalistic integrity and freedom of the press. At other
times, they nod knowingly and with a shrug say they
“understand” but do not have time or column space for the
extended coverage needed to get across complex issues.
We focus on the print and web-based media in these
columns. In fact, reality has “outfoxed” all branches of the
fourth estate. We provide examples from print and the web
in our columns, but only because the electronic media do
not leave a paper trail. If you want to track them down,
you need to spend hours monitoring and recording and
playing back. Who has time to do that? The electronic
media hope no one has the time, and that is probably why
they pay so much attention to make-up and youthful faces
on camera. (For a review of the impact of electronic media,
especially television, see The Shape of the Future, S/PI,
2000. Also see Endnote One.)
Your Cards and Letters
Newspapers perpetuate public misunderstanding in yet
another way: their treatment of letters to the editor. A
good example is how they handle HOV lanes.
By way of preface, it is nearly universally acknowledged
that HOV lanes could work better. There needs to be more
uniform enforcement. And it is critical that human
settlement patterns at both ends of HOV lanes cluster jobs/
services and services/housing to make car and van pooling
or a bus the best mobility solution for large numbers of
citizens. We will return to the issue of enforcement in a
moment.
Even though HOV lanes could be made more effective, the
data show clearly that even now HOV and HOT lanes
“work.” They work in the sense that HOV and other
restricted lanes move more people per hour than in
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unrestricted lanes in the corridors where HOV/HOT lanes
are in use. At one point, the Shirley Highway reversible
HOV lanes were “the most efficient stretches of asphalt for
moving people in the Free World.”
Over the last 20 years, the public has initiated a subsidized
commuter rail line (VRE) from Union Station to
Fredericksburg. VRE offers an alternative to HOV lanes that
more is attractive to many in the I-95 Corridor. At the
same time, federal, state and municipal programs, policies,
controls and incentives have supported and subsidized
human settlement patterns in the I-95 corridor that
discourage the formation of car and van pools. Finally, bus
routes have been rerouted to feed VRE and METRO. The
Shirley HOV lanes still work. How long they will work
without a continuing path through the new Springfield
Interchange is a different question.
That is the present condition. Onto this scene comes an
articulate observer and his wife, who are driving along I395/I-95. They are creeping along, the HOV lane looks
empty. He is steamed and writes a letter to the editor.
Virgil H. Soule was in just this condition, and his letter ran
under the headline “HOV: Never Worked, Won’t Work.
Can’t We Get Rid of It?” (August 1, 2004, B-8 .) If the HOV
lanes worked as badly as they appear to Mr. Soule, and
others who write similar anti-HOV letters, the lanes would
have been torn up long ago. Transportation engineers may
be clueless on some issues, but they are not foolish
enough to support HOV lanes if the numbers did not justify
them.
Mr. Soule’s letter suggests raising the price of imported oil
as an alternative to HOV lanes. Higher burdens on energy
should be one element of any comprehensive mobility
program. (See “Death and Taxes,” June 21, 2004). But
that does not mean HOV lanes have no role in providing
mobility.
The core problem with Mr. Soule’s letter is not that he is
misinformed, it is that it is the way the editors present it.
The letters-to-the-editors staff wrote the full-page-wide
headline. Because they published the letter without any
balance or commentary, most readers would assume it was
a valid perspective. If Soule’s letter had claimed that his
grandfather’s pocket watch was more accurate than the
Naval Observatory Atomic Clock or that the earth was flat,
it would not have been printed. If it championed a
medically discredited procedure, it would not have been
printed -- or it would have been accompanied by a editorial
note or paired with a letter stating the scientific evidence.
But this does not happen with letters regarding HOV lanes,
building-more-roads-solves-the mobility-problems and
other myth-driven silliness. Those letters sail through with
big headlines.
Six days later, two short letters were printed under a small
headline “HOV Works for Me.” (August 7, 2004, A-20.) Too
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late. The damage has been done again.
Go back to the problem of HOV enforcement. If you are the
division commander, the shift supervisor or a patrol officer
at the State Police Barracks, do you want to send out or go
out and face the Virgil Soules of the world, who happen to
be friends of Joe Gibbs, Sen. Chichester or other important
persons, when you could be stopping a “real” crime?
This is just one specific example of how media punt the ball
on transport questions. What, then, is to be done?
A Modest Proposal
With little effort, any media outlet could retool to start
providing information of real value to citizens and
governance practitioners concerning transportation and
land-use issues. Most regional media organizations now
have a sports editor, a lifestyle editor and a business
editor. Some have added editors in areas like health,
gardening/landscape, as well as editorial page editors. The
information on transportation, mobility, access, land use
and other topics related to human settlement patterns are
left to “metro” or “news” editors who deal with politics,
crime and disasters.
A solution to a media outlets myopia on transportation and
mobility is to appoint a senior editor responsible for
mobility and access. That means a person who
understands the impact that human settlement patterns
have on transportation systems. Mobility and access will be
an important growth area for all media outlets as
congestion continues to morph into gridlock. The issues of
mobility and access and the transportation and land-use
relationships that control mobility and access will become
more critical to readers and viewers. It deserves seniorlevel attention. Just establishing a job description would be
a major learning experience in most publisher/editor-inchief offices.
The new editor may be titled the Mobility and Access Editor
but we will call him the Human Settlement Patterns (H/S/
P) Editor so that it is clear that a road building lobbyist
would not qualify. The H/S/P Editor would be responsible
for hiring and training reporters who cover transportation,
land use and related topics. A key problem of the turnover
due to cycling young staff through “transportation” would
be solved. The H/S/P Editor also would supervise the traffic
tips columnist, the Dear Abby of mobility and access
relationships. This position is called “Dr. Gridlock” in The
Post. The H/S/P editor would insure the responses go
beyond platitudes and instead make citizens aware of the
root causes of driver concerns. This editor also would be
responsible for reviewing all articles, editorials and letters
that deal with transportation and land use. It would be
their responsibility to contact well-meaning letter writers
like Virgil H. Soule and arrange for a balanced presentation
of facts.
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One of the H/S/P Editor’s primary responsibilities would be
to articulate a vocabulary to use in articles and editorials
about mobility, access and settlement patterns. Come to
think of it, the Metro editor might report to the H/S/P
Editor since human settlement patterns are a primary
determinant of prosperity, stability and sustainability in
New Urban Regions.
Whether the media take up the H/S/P Editor idea or not,
the question remains: Will the media continue to be tools
of political polarization and misinformation, or will they
step up to provide citizens with the information they need
to make democracy and transportation function?

-- August 9, 2004

1. Amazon.Com now has a “Search Inside the Book”
program. Customers of Amazon.Com can go to The Shape
of the Future page and use the search feature to look up
any topic, much like using Google or other search engines.
Searching the book for “television” gives some indication of
the impact on electric media on human settlement
patterns. Although the search function does not always
yield correct results, it is a start.
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The Trap of Great Examples
Good examples, even great examples, of
development have failed to influence the descent
toward dysfunctional human settlement patterns and
chaos.

From time to time, a land owner, developer or builder who
is inspired to create a special place – typically, a place that
adheres to the tenets of “smart growth” – suggests that if
they just get support for this project, then:
●
●

●
●

●

Buyers will flock to it,
Builders will see how successful it is and build places
like it,
Bankers will change their lending criteria,
Municipal governments will rush to change the
regulations that prevent many better settlement
patterns, and
The general public will come to regard row houses
and a neat village center over McMansions on fiveacre lots as the American Dream.

This has not happened and, in all likelihood, never will.
Tragically, good examples have failed to change the course
of consumptive, winner-take-all, dysfunctional settlement
patterns that have been agglomerating over the past 80
years. There are some willing buyers. There are a few
builders and bankers who have taken notice. Some
municipalities have provided alternative controls at the
unit, dooryard and cluster scale. But these isolated
examples don't come close to offsetting the vision of the
American Dream perpetuated by billions of dollars in
automobile, housing and lawn advertising.
Civilization is sliding towards entropy and chaos while
many well-intended professionals and advocates champion
“smart growth” projects. New Urban News lists hundreds of
"good" projects -- Transit Oriented Developments
Traditional Neighborhood Developments, etc. -- as
evidence of the growing popularity of “doing it right.”
Sadly, these projects represent a small percentage of the
current development pipeline. They cover an infinitesimally
small percentage of the land consumed by scattered urban
land uses in the Countryside and redeveloped into “more of
the same” in the Urbanside. As “good” as they may be
individually, they do not contribute to the creation of
Balanced Communities, and the shared-vehicle projects
have station areas that are not balanced with system
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capacity.
Many of the projects deemed to be "good" cluster-scale
and neighborhood-scale projects are in dysfunctional
locations. Look no farther than Haymount in Caroline
County for a good example. Even village-scale, Kentlands,
Md. is located just inside Radius = 20 miles. Scattered
projects suffer the market consequences of bad location
and never achieve the goals set by the initial plans or
advertisements. This is especially true in the areas of unit
diversity, usable common open space and the supporting
services necessary to create viable components of
Balanced Communities. Badly located projects go through
bankruptcy or are purchased at fire sales and morph into
more of the same Business As Usual. Even in the fastest
growing municipality in the United States, Loudoun County,
there are many examples such as Belmont Forest,
Cascades and South Riding.
There is a great need for good projects, but first there
must be an understanding of the basics. The imperative is
aggregating Balanced (Alpha) Communities in sustainable
New Urban Regions. Alpha communities will offer billions of
opportunities for good projects, new shared-vehicle
systems and even a road or two.
This will happen once there is an understanding of the
importance of balance (balance of land-use/transportation,
shared-vehicle system capacity/station-area land uses,
personal rights/community responsibilities, et. al.) and a
fair allocation of total location-variable costs.
Without an understanding of the need for
balance and a fair allocation of locationvariable costs, every step forward is really
one of a thousand steps going in the
wrong direction. These understandings
must also be supported by a
comprehensive conceptual framework, an
agreed-to vocabulary and quantification
based on science.
The issue of scale is critical here. As Daniel Burnham
noted: “... little plans (or small projects) have no magic to
stir men’s (sic) blood.” Ironically, really great small
projects which meet the needs of the owners are often not
a “success” in the market. Great places at the dooryard
and cluster scale do not turn over because the owners do
not want to sell these places. For this reason, there are no
sales and thus no “comparables.” As a consequence, the
price does not reflect the true desirability of the place
because the assessment/
appraisal does not rise as fast as the very same unit in a
less desirable context. While this may seem like a small
matter, it factors into the advice real estate agents give all
clients and thus dampens the market for both innovative
new units and for re-sales.
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At the other end of the scale, examples of how to “do it
right” that are of notable scale take a long time to build
and cost a lot of money. It turns out that the best of the
large-scale Planned New Communities (potentially
Balanced or Alpha Communities) have not been good
investments for the original developers, and they have not
become influential examples, even in the subregions where
they are located. They have even become excuses for
dysfunctional scatteration: "If you want to live in that kind
of place, go live in Columbia/Reston/The Woodlands. We
want our five-acre lot.”
This position is reinforced by landowners who understand
that even if the counties where these projects are located
were developed for twice the current population following
Planned New Community principles, most of the county
would remain vacant. This would mean they could not sell
their land for scattered urban housing. When SYNERGY/
Planning started using this metric in the mid-80s, almost
3/4th of Fairfax County would be have been vacant if
Planned New Community principles were applied.
Look at Columbia/Howard County, Md.; Reston/Fairfax
County, VA; St. Charles/Charles County, Md.; or The
Woodlands/Montgomery County, Texas. The land outside
these four Planned New Communities looks like similarly
located land in any New Urban Region. When Peter
Whoriskey needed an example of least-commondenominator development for the recent The Washington
Post series on “sprawl,” he found a perfect example in
Howard County, Md. Even the four Planned New
Communities have drifted away from their original
principles. The Woodlands has managed to stay the course
better than the others, but even there, some drift is
evident. Chapter 18 of The Shape of the Future provides a
summary of all the things one could (and still can) learn in
these places, but the lessons have not been absorbed.
There is a very good reason for what is built: The players
believe they can make more money. Economic competition
is the default setting for contemporary civilization. The
tragedy is that if the total costs of human settlement
patterns were fairly allocated, the settlement patterns
would be much different, and they would be much more
functional and closer to being sustainable. (For a summary
of the driving forces behind least-common-denominator
settlement patterns, see “Wild Abandonment,” 8
September 2003 .)
Last Friday’s announcement that the Rouse Company, the
developer of Columbia, Md., will be sold to a Chicago real
estate investment trust, and two books about Rouse
Company founder Jim Rouse reviewed recently in the Wall
Street Journal provide a timely opportunity to look at the
legacy and impact of major private sector attempts to
shape the future since World War II. A future column will
look at three of the large Planned New Communities:
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Columbia, Md., Reston, and The Woodlands, Texas.
The bottom line is that without citizen understanding of the
need for Fundamental Change, great examples, big or
small, have not made a difference except for a few
archeologists of contemporary settlement patterns.
Advocates waving pictures and leading walking tours for
converted New Urbanists do not faze those who make
money from dysfunctional land development – land
owners, speculators, developers, builders, bankers,
lawyers and other agents – or harried citizens who are
trying to make the right location decisions for their family,
enterprise or organization.

-- August 23, 2004
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Looking for Mr. Goodgrowth
The time is ripe for a gubernatorial candidate to
defy the Business As Usual special interests and
take the case for Fundamental Change to the
voters.

Information provided by Barnie Day in his recent Bacon's
Rebellion column ("Memo to Kaine and Kilgore," August 23,
2004) prove beyond the shadow of a doubt that:
If there was ever a year for an
independent candidate or a dark horse
from one of the two dominant political
parties to take the governor's mansion,
2005 is the year to do it.
Day demonstrates that the two presumptive party
candidates are determined to weasel out of addressing
transport, the most critical issue on the minds of voters
about which a Virginia governor could make a difference.
The 2005 election is pivotal for another reason: By 2009 it
may be too late to salvage anything like the current levels
of prosperity, stability and sustainability if the 2005
election results result in four more years of Business As
Usual.
Over the past four decades of the 20th century, winning
elections has grown more and more to be a function of
raising money. After the current national election process
is over, voters may be so fed up with politics as usual that
raising a lot of money could be a bad thing. 2005 may be
a year when intelligent ideas come back into vogue. For
anyone who wants to take on politics as usual and make
Virginia a better place, here are a few suggestions:
The most critical issue impacting every Virginian is traffic
congestion. It makes daily life miserable for many of the
85 percent of the Commonwealth’s citizens who live in the
three largest New Urban Regions. Congestion is projected
to grow dramatically worse. Already it impacts all
Virginians with added costs for goods and services. Now a
“moderate” coalition reportedly is lining up to elect
delegates committed to saddling citizens with higher taxes
to pay for more facilities that will make traffic congestion
even worse.
As candidate of integrity and vision, you should run on a
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platform of improving access and mobility. Transportation
dysfunction impacts every citizen and, unlike a lot of feelgood issues, transport is a state responsibility. In fact, the
Commonwealth has worked diligently for 80 years to
preempt any attempt by regional or municipal levels of
government to play a meaningful role in mobility. The
agencies under the secretary of transportation control all
federal funds for mobility in Virginia. Further, the state has
incentivized municipal actions that exacerbate immobility.
Virginia’s current immobility and lack of
functional access is clearly documented.
The inability of VDOT and its younger
sister agencies to provide mobility and
access is widely acknowledged.
Don't just blame today’s VDOT and its siblings for transport
dysfunction. Blame every governor and legislator as well as
every VDH, VDH&T and VDOT Commissioner since Harry F.
Byrd was elected governor in 1925 for politicizing the
Commonwealth’s transportation planning and
implementation. A special ring of hell should be reserved
for former governors Allen and Gilmore who took
advantage of this politicization to emasculate VDOT and
the rest of Virginia’s transport agencies and push them
over the edge for their personal short-term gain.
Barnie Day suggested that transportation is so important
that both presumptive candidates for governor should
agree on a solution long before the election. There is a
certain cache to the idea of getting the two leading
gubernatorial campaign fund raisers to agree on a
transportation strategy for the Commonwealth and take it
off the 2005 campaign agenda. Barnie, however, is
thinking that finding a way to raise money is a “solution.”
Do not jump to the conclusion that a transportation
solution means just agreeing on how to raise money. Recall
that:
Spending money without Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns just
makes transport dysfunction worse.
Citizens already realize that money is not the answer.
They proved that in last years elections in the Hampton
Roads New Urban Region and in the Virginia portion of the
Washington-Baltimore New Urban Region. You can review
past columns for details of a comprehensive mobility
strategy. (See “Tax Deform,” 15 March 2004 and the
references cited therein.)
The simple solution to achieve mobility and access which
every voter can understand is to scrap the current state
transportation planning process and start over. As
governor, the reform candidate and, upon his election, his
appointees, must make it clear that:
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Until there are region-by-region plans that
balance municipal land use plans with
state, regional and municipal
transportation plans, there will be no state
or federal money for improvements.
Who can argue with a balance between demand and
supply? If you win big, no one will even try. Once there are
balanced plans, finding money will not be a problem -- the
cost of a rational transportation policy would be so much
lower because it would not try to cure congestion with
congestion-causing projects.
There are many community, subregional, regional and
corridor Non-Governmental Organizations that are pushing
alternatives to building more roads. Support is building for
better use of rail in the Shenandoah Valley (I-81 Corridor),
and between the core of the National Capital Subregion
and the Middle North Carolina New Urban Region (Raleigh/
Greensboro/Charlotte) via both Richmond (I-95/I-85
Corridor) and Charlottesville (US Route 29/"I-85
Relocated" Corridor).
There also is interest in creating more efficient use of air
travel and better interfaces between transport modes. All
these ideas depend on the creation of Balanced
Communities served by shared-vehicle mobility systems in
every New Urban Region. Grass roots organizations will
provide support for your campaign in exchange for a place
at the table in the process to create new, comprehensive,
balanced transporatation/land use plans at the Alpha
Community and New Urban Region scales as well as
Commonwealth-wide.
Of course, as the Business as Unusual candidate, you
cannot run on transportation alone. You will need to take
positions on many other issues related to state and local
governance. Be aware, however that many of the so-called
“other” issues are, in fact, related to a functional balance of
transport and land use.
As dumb as the recent changes in human settlement
pattern are, and as much as these patterns contribute to
dysfunction in transport, do not run as a “smart growth”
advocate. As noted in "The Trap of Great Examples,"
August 23, 2004) smart growth has shown little ability to
make a real difference.

The Business-As-Usual (aka, dumb
growth) apologists have had nearly a
decade to come up with way to discredit
and obfuscate smart growth initiatives.
As an indication of the level of success of the
disinformation campaign among myth-besotted voters see
the Fall 2003 supervisory elections in Loudoun County.
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Those who favor more intelligent patterns and densities of
land use, including more efficient transport, lost the
Loudoun election because they had done nothing to
provide a robust vocabulary and conceptual framework
with which to frame the issues. Without these tools they
could not discredit dumb growth’s feel-good, unfounded
polemics. The smart growthers also did nothing to provide
a clear alternative to Business As Usual or address the
canard that smart growth leaves many out of work and/or
without an affordable house. If t" smart growth" could not
be sold retail in Loudoun County, the fastest-growing
jurisdiction in the United States, do not expect it to get a
leg up statewide.
There is another problem with jumping on the smart
growth bandwagon. As currently practiced, smart growth is
about doing better job at dooryard-scale, cluster-scale and
neighborhood-scale. Smart growth advocates have done a
poor job of informing citizens about regional and multiregional ramifications of more intelligent human settlement
patterns. It may be obvious but it is often overlooked that
a person seeking the governor's office is running for statewide, not municipal office. You need to stick to things the
governor and state government can really do.
There are ways to get the smart growth
vote without exposing yourself to the
slings and arrows of the dumb growth
advocates. Favoring a balanced land-use/
transportation plan is the place to start.
Express concern for the pattern of recent development but
never use the word “sprawl.” Again, the Business As Usual
forces have become experts at subverting sprawl bashing.
They turn it into a debate over property rights, affordable
housing and “in the eyes of the beholder” aesthetics.
“Sprawl” is “subjective.” Call the problem what it is
“Dysfunctional Human Settlement Patterns (DHSP).” DHSP
can be measured objectively. Dysfunction can be measured
in the number of vehicle trips generated per dwelling, the
amount of water consumed per unit and the total cost of
services required per dwelling unit. The percentage of
students who have to ride a school bus and the seat miles
per student are meaningful measures. The length of the
average commute and the distance to weekly retail and
service needs are also good metrics. The list goes on. The
creation of Balanced Communities minimize all these
measures.
Express concern for the environment but do not pledge to
“protect the Countryside.” Again, the Business As Usual
crowd will hit beat you over the head with “property
rights” (aka, the value of my land for scattered urban land
uses that do not pay their fair share of location variable
costs). They also will accuse you of harboring elitist
aesthetics.
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Those who have been trying to save the Countryside have
been using the wrong strategies. As I will document in
future columns, most “save the Countryside” strategies
have made matters worse. Fixing transportation will help
the Countryside, as will the rational and equitable
distribution of location-dependent costs of goods and
services.
Express your concern for the environment not with
broadsides about “sprawl ruining the Countryside.” Focus
on water quality and the quantity of water for future
generations. The effluent from municipal and private sewer
plants and from septic tanks is contaminating both
groundwater and surface water supplies as well as the
Chesapeake Bay. Get the data and drive the point home.
After you capture attention with transportation, Balanced
Communities and the environment, you can ease into the
major overarching issue:
The absolute imperative of establishing a
fair and equitable allocation of 40 +/location dependent costs that make
contemporary urban life possible,
convenient and safe.
Establishing a fair and equitable distribution of location
variable costs will not be easy. It will, however, shift the
argument away from command & control ("This is what the
government wants you to do") to an equitable economic
formula ("you pay the full cost of your location decisions").
In a civilization with a default setting for economic
competition and governance structure that is democratic,
“pay what you owe” is a powerful position from which to
work.
“Strip development” is ugly but the most damaging form of
Dysfunctional Human Settlement Patterns may be big
houses on widely scattered lots. Do not attack the owners
of those houses, just suggest that they need to pay their
fair share of all the location dependent costs and let the
market determine the outcome. Some big donors live in
those McMansions but the vast majority of voters do not.
We all know that under the current governance structure
many things are not fair and equitable – sugar, automobile
and drug industry subsidies come to mind. That is why we
need Fundamental Change in Governance Structure as well
as Fundamental Change in Human Settlement Patterns.
However, even under the current system, when an
unfairness or an inequity impacts enough citizens (and
traffic congestion meets that criteria) and citizens know the
facts, there is the potential for intelligent change.
Fair and equitable distribution of location-variable costs will
not solve all the problems. There are five other overarching
strategies listed in The Shape of The Future. But it is the
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place to start.
Beyond fair and equitable allocation of location dependent
costs the next step is quantification. This depends on
having a comprehensive conceptual framework and an
agreed-to vocabulary. Then there must be science based
research so that:
●

●

There is the data necessary to establish a fair
allocation of location-dependent costs
There is data to ensure that the settlement pattern
and the transportation, communication and other
infrastructure to serve this pattern is functional,
balanced and sustainable.

Back to transportation. Transport is so critical that Barnie
Day wants to take it off the political agenda for 2005.
While we are at it why not take public safety, education,
health care and all the other major issues out of the
political equation? Just take politics out of running the
Commonwealth altogether! That may be hard to do even in
a pure a democracy but at a minimum citizens need
Fundamental Change in Governance Structure as well as
Human Settlement Patterns. This can be the capstone of
your campaign: Fundamental Change in Governance.
Virginians love history. You can round out your platform by
championing the governance reforms outlined by the Gov.
Charles Robb's Commission on Virginia’s Future which
presented its findings in 1984. Those ideas are now old
enough to vote and they get more critical each year.
Good luck!

-- September 1, 2004
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Spinning Data, Spinning Wheels
Traffic congestion is actually worse than stated in
the widely touted 2004 Urban Mobility Study. And
the only real solution -- fundamental land use
reform -- is downplayed for reasons of self interest.

The headlines announcing the annual analysis of
automobile traffic congestion plaguing the 85 largest urban
areas in the United States are clear and compelling:
“Traffic Costs Billions of Hours a Year” heads an
AP story picked up by CNN.
“... Congestion Heavier, Costlier” notes the
front page lead in The Washington Post.
“...Losing the Race Against Traffic Gridlock
Growth,” proclaims the press release by the
study sponsors.
These headlines represent one of the rare instances when
more information is in the headline than in the body of the
story. This is because when it comes to traffic congestion,
“spin” is king.
The Texas Transportation Institute (TTI), a research center
at Texas A&M University, has been publishing annual
congestion reports for 20 years. The latest survey released
two weeks ago, compares the levels of congestion in 2002
with those for the prior 19 years. The number of regions in
the study have expanded over the years, and the current
roster of 85 urban areas include all those with over
500,000 in population. The decline in automobility in urban
regions where over 90 percent of the citizens of the United
States live and work is dramatically portrayed in Exhibit
One from the TTI study.
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The National Capital Subregion retained its place as one
of the most congested areas in the nation by scoring 3rd
or 4th in most of the congestion measures: hours of
delay per driver, wasted gasoline per driver, etc. By
various measures, other very large-scale New Urban
Regions -- New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco and
Boston –- scored worse. The National Capital Subregion
ranked 9th in population, so this Subregion “moved up”
to reach its 3rd or 4th worst position on the chaos roster.
When "Washington, D.C.," and "Baltimore" are
considered together they rank 4th in population. This
suggests there is a Natural Law that relates traffic
congestion to New Urban Region population. This is
consistent with other applications of Regional Metrics. In
general, the larger the region, the greater the level of
congestion as demonstrated by Exhibit Two from the TTI
study.
The New Urban Regions which fall mainly within the
Commonwealth of Virginia fared better. In Tidewater,
traffic congestion grew, but mobility deteriorated less
quickly there than it did in the average large-scale urban
area. In Richmond, traffic congestion also grew, but
again less fast than the average medium-scale urban
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area. Both Tidewater and Richmond had better
congestion rankings than their population would predict.
Exhibit Two documents the relative levels of congestion
in very-large, large- and medium-scale urban areas.
The bottom line: The part of the
Commonwealth with very severe traffic
congestion as defined by TTI is in the
National Capital Subregion.
VDOT and pandering politicians should stop the foolish
prattle about needing to address congestion
Commonwealth-wide. Either that or they must come up
with better measures for congestion than TTI has
done. For 80 years, the statewide allocation of resources
has been based not on real need but on VDOT’s districtbased Six Year Plans and municipal jurisdiction wish
lists. Planning for mobility and access must be more than
pricing out wish lists and looking for pots of money to
fund wish lists.
The current VTRANS 2025 "planning" process continues
this practice. It does not even attempt to crate a balance
between trip demand of existing and planned land uses
with transport system capacity. It also fails to optimize
the function and interconnection of transport modes.
Most important, it does not support the economic
prosperity, social cohesion and environmental
sustainability that VDOT's own citizen polls and focus
groups demanded from Virginia's access and mobility
system.
The good news is that TTI provides the
best numbers available to document
deteriorating automobility in the Untied
States. The bad news is that the TTI
analysis is tragically flawed by
geographical and methodological
limitations and by the authors failing to
“tell it like it really is.”
Beyond the geographical and methodological problems
with the TTI urban mobility study, each year the results
are spun to meet the objectives of the interest groups
that cite the annual report. The reporting of TTI
conclusions can be characterized as “a spinning elephant
as described by a committee of blind lobbyists.”
Before we get to the spin, it is important to understand
just what the congestion rankings represent. The biggest
problem with the numbers is that they do not address all
the automobile congestion in any logical “region.” The
numbers for what TTI calls “Washington, D.C..”
demonstrate the problem.
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According to TTI, the 2002 population of “Washington D.
C.,” is 3.8 million. Those conversant with population data
know that the federal District of Columbia had a
population of a little over 580,000. It is clear TTI’s
“Washington, D.C..” must be something else. That is
good because traffic congestion is, as almost everyone
agrees, a regional problem. But what is TTI’s definition of
a “region”?
In 2002, the Washington Metropolitan Area’s Council of
Governments (WashCOG) jurisdictions had about 4.7
million citizens. In 2002, the Washington Primary
Metropolitan Statistical Area (PMSA) had roughly 5.3
million citizens, and the National Capital Subregion of
the Washington-Baltimore New Urban Region had around
6 million citizens. Clearly, “Washington, D.C.,” does not
mean the federal District of Columbia or any of the easily
identified multi-jurisdictional groupings that are centered
on the federal District of Columbia, Alexandria and
Arlington. (To understand the impact that geographical
illiteracy has on population and land area and thus on
mobility and access, see “Where is Northern Virginia?",
August 11, 2003.)
It turns out that the TTI data is collected for an “urban
area” in each of the 85 regions. This limitation is justified
on the grounds of data availability and an attempt to
compare apples with apples. The TTI “urban area” in
most cases approximates what the US Census Bureau
calls “the intensively urbanized area.” In its reports, TTI
states that the criteria for boundaries and the schedule of
updates to reflect ongoing changes varies from region to
region.
The bottom line is that up to 2.2 million citizens of the
real area of concern -– the National Capital Subregion –live outside the area where the data was gathered.
It does not take a rocket scientist to
understand that, given the center
weighting of job locations in the
Subregion, citizens living farthest from
the core travel the longest distances.
(See “Where the Jobs Are,” 24 May
2004.)
There is a factual basis for the assumption that scattered
urban development generates more vehicle miles of
travel and more congestion. Within 20 miles of the
centroid of the region, there are 800,000 acres. There
are, in round numbers, 6 million acres in the National
Capital Subregion. Scattered over 5.2 million acres, the
2.2 million residents left out of the TTI study will
generate a lot of miles of travel and even more
congestion than the 3.8 million included in the study. (I
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document this conclusion in detail in The Physics of
Gridlock, SYNERGY/Planning, Inc., 2003. This PowerPoint
presentation also explains how the spacial distribution of
travel origins and destinations renders it impossible to
devise a fiscally responsible system that will provide
Subregional citizens with an acceptable level of mobility.)
You do not need to be a traffic reporter to know that
traffic jams are often found at the edges of the
Subregion or that congestion almost always extends far
beyond the area covered by the TTI analysis. More
important, many of the transportation demand
management tools that are suggested by TTI and others
are not relevant to (and/or are exorbitantly expensive to
provide for) those living, working or seeking services and
recreation in widely scattered locations.
From a practical perspective, the outer edge of the
“urban area” is the approximate location of a Clear Edge
between the Urbanside and the Countryside. This
demarcation is far from the edge of the area now being
urbanized in prosperous regions –- especially in the
National Capital Subregion. For example, most of
Loudoun County is outside the “urban area” in the TTI
study.
It is common knowledge that much of the new urban
development is scattered across the Countryside outside
the Clear Edge. (See “Scatteration,” September 22,
2003. These residents are among those who are most
heavily impacted by growing Subregional congestion, not
just in the morning and afternoon peak travel but during
evening and weekend trips when they use the automobile
in an attempt to to access and assemble the elements of
a satisfactory lifestyle. The TTI numbers do not address
the access and mobility of these citizens.)
The fact that there are 2.2-million
residents of the National Capital
Subregion not accounted for in the TTI
data is not just a detail. The New Urban
Region is an organic system and any
realistic measure of congestion must
address the region as a whole as well as
the organic components of the region.
The National Capital Subregion is an
organic component; the arbitrary “urban
area” is not.
Beyond the question of geography, there is the problem
of the way TTI assembles data within the limited area it
addresses. Because TTI does not have a uniform way to
identify the “urban areas” or to gather the required data,
they rely on the information gathered by state and
municipal agencies through a federally-mandated
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program. Which agencies gather the data? Why it is the
very same agencies which are responsible for providing
access and mobility. No one knows how many fox-in-thehen-house problems exist in this arrangement, and it is
not in the interest of anyone beholden to automobility -the automobile, roadway, land development lobby -- to
open this Pandora’s Box to find out. It is possible that the
VDOT data gathering contributes to the seemingly low
congestion levels that TTI has found in the Tidewater and
Richmond New Urban Regions. The vagaries of a similar
method used by the U.S. Census Bureau to gather
building permit information which has been documented
to be flawed gives pause to anyone concerned with the
accuracy of the data.
There is also a maddening misuse of the term “city.” The
“urban areas” are frequently termed “city” throughout
the report and in the press coverage. In the case of what
TTI calls “Washington, D.C.,” less than 15 percent of the
population is in the federal District of Columbia, and less
that 25 percent is in any “city.” Calling the urban core of
the Tidewater/Hampton Roads region “Virginia Beach” is
confusing. So is the heading that leads web browsers to
the tables for “your city.”
There is a clear aversion to geographic reality, spacial
analysis and quantification and to maps at TTI. In the
report, one finds lots of tables but no study area maps or
any application of regional metrics.
The study text and tables are not easy to read. Do not
take our word for it; go to the web site and see for
yourself. There are several reasons that the text is so
opaque:
●

●

●

First and foremost, the authors must write around
the whale on the beach. They avoid even
mentioning that there must be a balance between
the vehicle-trip demand generated by human
settlement patterns and the transport-system
capacity if there is to be mobility and access.
Second, the report has been pre-dumbed down to
help reporters get their stories into a fourth-grade
vocabulary. The misuse of “city” and the failure to
map the study areas is an example.
Finally, the text must be obfuscated to insure that
the federal and state agencies that pay for the
study are not offended. The same agencies that
fund the research are also responsible for
delivering a transport system that provides citizens
with access and mobility. The TTI data document a
complete failure to achieve that objective. One can
only imagine what the data would show if the
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numbers reflected the real region.
TTI learned which side its bread is buttered on several
years ago. After more than a decade of producing data
that showed steadily deteriorating mobility, the TTI
annual report started to get more strident in its criticism
of Business As Usual. This upset some sponsors who,
after all, did not want to help pay for a study that
undermined the core mobility strategy these agencies
were in business to support. (See “Self Delusion and
Fraud,” June 7, 2004).
As far as we know, there has been no comprehensive
analysis since 2001 of the numbers by any group that is
not part of the automobility lobby, those who support the
myth of private vehicle mobility. The 2001 outside
analysis demonstrated that the TTI data made it clear
that whether a region built more roads or less roads
made little difference in the growth of congestion. Four
key findings of the outside analysis are examined in
Physics of Gridlock, SYNERGY/Planning, Inc, 2003.
In spite of all this, the TTI numbers are the very best
numbers that exist. The reason is that no one is willing to
pay for better data or more comprehensive analysist. The
TTI survey is funded by the U.S. Department of
Transportation and state transportation agencies.
Because citizens do not demand a change, the study staff
takes direction, directly and indirectly, from those who
make money from automobility –- designing and building
roadways, selling cars, gasoline and oil –- and those who
profit from scattered urban land uses and the systems
that support them.
This provides a segue to the topic of “spin.” As suggested
above, the TTI report itself avoids speaking clearly about
real solutions to congestion in order to avoid offending
sponsors or clients of TTI. In the late 90s, one solution
TTI listed was to “put jobs, shops and homes close
together.” This smacked of addressing the issue of the
pattern and density of land use as a transportation
demand management tool. Carried to its logical
conclusion, putting jobs/housing/services/ recreation/
amenity in close proximity becomes advocacy for
Balanced Communities.
In more recent reports, the language in the TTI press
releases and the “what to do” portion of the reports has
morphed to the more opaque “diverse set of land-use
options.” This option is listed after the traditional
transportation engineering “solutions” which TTI is paid
to design and help implement. TTI avoids suggesting that
fundamental change in human settlement patterns would
be a way, in fact the only effective way, to decrease
demand for vehicle trips and improve access and
mobility.
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TTI sells transportation “research.” The Institute meets
its payroll by seeking and spending federal and state
transportation dollars to help transportation agencies.
There is nothing inherently wrong with helping these
agencies. However, instead of focusing on the real path
to less congestion –- functional human settlement
patterns -– TTI promotes as “solutions” the services that
TTI provides: traffic control enhancements, incident
management, improved pavement maintenance, etc.
All citizens and organizations benefit
from functional human settlement
patterns and a balance between the
trips generated by the pattern and
density of land use and the capacity of
the transport system. However, no one
directly earns money from this balance
in the short run, so there is no support
for this strategy. For this reason, TTI
pushes system demand management
and other band-aids which are the
services they offer to clients. (See “Out
of Chaos,” July 24, 2004.)
A more general variety of spin comes from both TTI and
the major media outlets. Both support the proposition
that finding more money to build more facilities will
result in mobility and access without instituting a
fundamental change in human settlement patterns. This
is, of course, ridiculous. (See “Clueless,” January 19,
2004; “No Context," February 2, 2004; “Self Delusion
and Fraud," June 7, 2004; and “The Perfect Storm," July
12, 2004. TTI also implies that congestion is an
inevitable result of prosperity. Another unfounded
proposition.
The worst form of spin comes from the road and bridge
advocates. The Northern Virginia Transportation Alliance
(NVTA) provides a perfect example. NVTA would like to
find a way to justify paving every desire line that has
ever appeared on any map if a new roadway in that
location will would provide access to the land NVTA’s
sponsors and friends own or would like to develop.
Six hours and three minutes after the TTI report’s
release, NVTA issued an “Alert” stating that the TTI data
demonstrated that the laundry list of roadways and
bridges that NVTA champions would improve mobility
and access.
Countering this blatant attempt at spin is why an
understanding of the geography of the urban areas that
TTI profiles is so critical. Almost all of the improvements
that NVTA would like to see built are outside the areas
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where TTI measured traffic congestion. The roadways
and bridges on NVTA’s wish list would have little impact
on the measured congestion. Instead of promoting
Balanced Communities, these facilities would primarily
foster patterns of development that result in greater
disaggregation of demand, more vehicle miles of travel
and in the long run more congestion.
Exhibit One and Two document that the current
automobility strategy in the United States is a road to
Sao Paulo. In the Brazilian New Urban Region of Sao
Paulo:
The extremely rich travel by helicopter
●
Daredevils ride motorbikes
●
The very poor walk
The vast majority of the region’s 20-million citizens
who attempt to travel in buses, jitneys or cars are
stuck in traffic jams that stretch for 60 miles.
●

●

Think how much worse the graphics in Exhibit One and
Two would be if in each case the whole region was
considered and the study was not run by a research
center that makes its living by selling band-aids.
A clear eyed review of the TTI data supports the
headlines but not the Business As Usual spin found in the
report or echoed in the press coverage.
-- September 20, 2004

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues04/09-20/Risse.htm (9 of 9) [1/7/2008 12:49:34 PM]

Chasing Out the Mouse

The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Chasing out the Mouse
Fending off the Disney's America project 10 years
ago was a victory -- but only a temporary one -against the relentless spread of dysfunctional
human settlement patterns.

It was ten years ago this month that The Walt Disney
Company pulled the plug on Disney's America. This
anniversary provides the opportunity to evaluate the
impacts of both the prospect of “The Mouse” coming to
Haymarket, Va., and what has happened to the Piedmont
Countryside since Disney abandoned its plans.
Chasing off the Mouse constituted a major victory for the
National Capital Subregion and for the Piedmont
Countryside. A broad cross-section of individuals and
organizations convinced The Walt Disney Company that
locating a theme park, timeshare apartments, hotels,
shopping, housing and associated activities on about 3,000
acres near Haymarket, at the gateway to the Piedmont,
was a bad idea.
The Disney fight was a milestone because the magnitude of
the project, along with its clearly definable location, made
it easy for citizens to visualize how they would be
impacted. It was graphically clear how a large injection of
urban activity in the Countryside would change economic,
transportation, safety, air quality, water quality and other
parameters in the region.
The veterans of that battle are justly proud of their victory.
Their struggle preserved, at least for a while, irreplaceable
economic, historic and environmental resources on the
periphery of the National Capital Subregion. Virginia
citizens held back, for a time, the forces of regional
entropy and dysfunctional human settlement patterns.
But how meaningful was the victory in the long run? After
10 years, we can reach an informed judgment. To appraise
the significance of the Disney defeat, it is necessary to
address two questions:
●

●

What happened due to Disney’s plans to come to
Haymarket and their abandonment of these plans?
What has happened to the resources that were
placed in jeopardy by the Disney development?
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DISNEY'S IMPACT
The Disney fight generated detailed research on the impact
of Disney's America and related development in the
western part of Prince William County, and the broader
impact on the Countryside in Virginia, West Virginia and
Maryland.[1] This section explores what happened as a
direct result of Disney’s activities over the past 10 years.
The "What If" Questions
It is impossible to know exactly how the Virginia portion of
the Washington-Baltimore New Urban Region would look
today if the land acquisition staff from Disney’s Timeshare
Group had never stumbled on a fire sale of surplus land
near Haymarket. However, we can say with confidence that
the flood of media coverage and publicity that “Disney is
coming” created a lasting impact.
The publicity touched off a rash of speculative land
purchases from the day of Disney’s announcement in
November 1993. The Disney-induced fever created
unfounded expectations among landowners as well as
amateur and professional speculators. After Disney pulled
out, much of this land was dumped at bottomfisher prices. As a result, more acres of land were put into
play for urban development over the next decade, and
more speculators lost more money, than would have been
the case with the garden-variety speculation that occurs on
the frontier of urban land uses. The cheap land invited
developer interest, shifting the focus of urban development
from where it had been, concentrated east of Gainesville.
At the same time, much of the land in western Prince
William, which the county had planned and zoned for
intensive urban use before the Disney episode, remains
vacant.
It is safe to conclude that land speculators lost a significant
amount of money as a result of Disney pulling out, but that
the stimulus of the proposed project subjected the area to
more urban development than it would have otherwise.
It is clearer what would have happened had Disney not
opted out of Disney's America. As SYNERGY/Planning, Inc.
(S/PI) noted at the time, citizens need only look at Orlando/
Orange County, home of Disney World, and surrounding
jurisdictions in Central Florida for a preview. A vivid
forewarning of ill-advised development likely to take place
occurred in the late summer of 1994 when the Prince
William County Board of Supervisors approved the Nissan
Pavilion (then called Cellar Door) application, with the
blessing of its professional staff but contrary to the
recommendation of the Planning Commission.
At the time, some insiders thought that Disney realized
that Prince William County and Virginia DOT were going to
be no better at stopping the surrounding sucker
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development than Orange County, Fla. and Florida DOT
had been. Some wondered if this grim prospect contributed
to their pulling the plug on Disney's American soon after
Cellar Door was approved.
S/PI prepared a detailed report and testified at the hearing
against the rezoning of the partially developed industrial
park for the promised “cultural Mecca” in the form of an
entertainment venue. The July 1994 report outlining the
testimony and the independent traffic study was titled
"Traffic Gridlock Will Arrive in West Prince William County
Through the Cellar Door". It did.
The Cellar Door proffers provided that the entertainment
venue was allowed initially to have 25,000 patrons per
event and 60 events per season. However, when specific
road improvements were completed, Cellar Door was
permitted to increase its capacity to 30,000 patrons per
event and hold 100 events per year. The proffers did not
require Cellar Door to pay for any substantial
transportation improvements. Over the past decade, every
time the public sector scrapes together money to make an
improvement in the roadways, Nissan Pavilion takes
advantage of the added capacity. A special “ring of hell”
has been reserved by those stuck in traffic for the
advocates who helped make Nissan Pavilion happen in
western Prince William County.
The explosion of tacky urban development due to the
Disney project would have been magnified manyfold by the
existence of a huge untimed bomb: the planned and zoned
land in the triangle between Manassas, the I-66/234
Business Interchange and Gainesville/
Haymarket, including the Cellar Door site. This 700 million
square feet of nonresidential land uses -- more than twice
the total office space of mid-town Manhattan -- was
correctly identified as a highly explosive condition by Ben
Forgey, architectural critic of The Washington Post. Forgey
called this potential development “Disneyoppolis.”
Before Disney came on the scene, there was no market for
these nonresidential land uses. Much of the zoned land had
been lying dormant for two decades. Disney would have
provided the detonator for the sleeping bomb of zoned but
vacant land as was demonstrated by the approval of the
Nissan Pavilion (Cellar Door) application. [2] (See
Backgrounder "Anatomy of a Bottleneck”.)
Development in the I-66 Corridor Since 1994
It is easier to evaluate what has actually happened since
Disney pulled out. At the outset, it is important to be sure
no one is misled by a few who snicker and suggest that
those who fought Disney's America are really are the
losers. One of their favorite lines is, “Look what is being
built on the Disney site now.”
EXXON and others had permission to build about as many
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dwellings as Toll Brothers and others are currently building
on the site. This is also true for many, but not all, of the
other projects that have been and are being built. The uses
for this land were planned and/or zoned by Prince William
County before Disney ever showed up. There have been
new rezonings, some of it on land put in play by Disney-era
speculation, but these projects were not caused by Disney
nor did they directly result from Disney going away.
There has been extensive scatteration of urban land uses
in the multi-county area served by I-66 west of VA Route
234 Business since 1994 when Disney left. The more
recent land development and building construction has
been driven by a market that did not exist before 1994 and
is unrelated to Disney. The dysfunctional patterns and
densities of land use since 1994 are the result of many
factors. Among the most important market-shaping factors
-– those forces creating demand and facilitating
construction -– are:
●

●

●

●

●

●

●

Failure of the federal, state and municipal
jurisdictions in the Washington-Baltimore New Urban
Region to refine and implement the regional and
subregional growth strategies sketched out in the
60s. [3]
Within the regional plan vacuum, Fairfax, Loudoun
and Prince William Counties failed to cooperate in
the development and implementation of strategies to
accommodate the expansion of population and urban
land uses in the Virginia Subregion.
From 1970 through 2004, there has been massive
overzoning for nonresidential land in the I-66
Corridor, especially in western Prince William
County.
In the absence of a subregional strategy, there has
been a complete failure to balance land use and
transportation within western Prince William County
as noted in the backgrounder cited in End Note Two.
Large tracts of land were available at fire sale prices
due to the Savings and Loan debacle in the late
80s. The exit of Disney caused additional land to be
available as noted above, but Disney had been
attracted to Haymarket by the fire-sale land prices in
the first place.
Interstate 66 was widened between US Route 50 and
VA Route 234 Business.
During the Allen and Gilmore administrations, there
were politically motivated and overly optimistic
“plans” for further I-66 widening and discussion of
extending METRO from Vienna to Centreville.
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●

●

A booming high-tech industry in the late '90s
generated a new generation of Dot.Com millionaires
who had the resources to buy McMansions but lacked
the information necessary to understand the
ramifications of their location decisions.
Citizens and their organizations failed to recognize
and adjust to the accelerating regional economic,
social and physical forces following Disney’s exit.

All of these factors are important. With the exception of the
last one, they are beyond the scope of this survey. The
quantification of recent changes is also beyond the scope
of the current work. Quantification supported by maps and
graphics on a limited area of the Piedmont are part of
ongoing work cited by S/PI in End Note 7.
Changes in Western Prince William County
There have been significant changes in western Prince
William County since 1994. A Washington Post article in
November 2003, titled “Disney’s Defeat Didn’t Stop Growth
–- or End Debate -- in Prince William” -- outlines many
elements of change.[4] The Post story is generally sound;
however, there are two aspects of the changes in western
Prince William County that deserve amplification in a
survey of the Disney impact.
First, the construction and controversy that would have
accompanied the implementation of Disney's America
would have, in all likelihood, meant that fewer households
with large disposable incomes would have been attracted
to western Prince William County. There would have been
fewer fire sales of land. For these reasons, there may have
been fewer McMansions in golf course developments or
scattered in the Countryside.
Over the past 10 years, the influx of better-off urban
households has raised household income in Prince William
County to the extent it currently has the third-highest
median household income in the United States for counties
of over 250,000 in population. Prince William has passed
Fairfax Count, Va., and Montgomery County, Md., to have
the second highest median household income for
jurisdictions with over 250,000 in population in the
Washington-Baltimore New Urban Region. [5]
Second, the conservation interests that came together in
the Disney fight played a key role in creating the “Rural
Crescent,” an 80,000 +/- acre 10-acre lot “conservation
area” in the western portion of Prince William County. As
pressure to develop large urban houses has grown, the
Rural Crescent has turned out to be largely a “paper
moon.” As will be noted below, 10-acre lots have
accelerated the consumption of nonurban land for urban
land uses–specifically urban houses on large lots. These
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houses, in turn, have driven the market for “Big Boxes”
and strip centers such as those being built in Gainesville
and at the edge of Warrenton.
DISNEY AND THE TRADITIONAL COUNTRYSIDE
STRATEGY
One large, though indirect, impact of the Disney's America
battle stemmed from the failure of Disney foes to exploit
the momentum of their victory. They never satisfactorily
addressed the scale and pace of urban development across
the Virginia Piedmont Countryside.
The victory over Disney engendered an
unfounded comfort level among active
citizens and their governance
representatives that the strategy they
had relied upon for the past 40 years to
protect the Countryside would continue
to work in the future.
“If we can beat The Walt Disney Company, we can win any
battle.” The venerable, and vulnerable, traditional
“Countryside Strategy” has three interrelated components:

1. Land conservation tactics
2. Land-use compatibility
3. Sufficiency of government structure
There are many facets to each of these components, and
unintended consequences have flowed from them. The
following three sections provide a brief summary to
illustrate the scope of the Countryside Strategy.
At the outset, there are several important points to make
clear:
●

●

The urban development pressures washing over the
Virginia Countryside are not unique to the
Piedmont. The identification of the shortcomings of
the Countryside Strategy is based on a survey of the
area between 30 and 100 miles from the centroid of
the Philadelphia, the Washington-Baltimore and the
Richmond New Urban Regions. [6] (See “Wild
Abandonment,” September 8, 2003; “Scatteration,”
September 22, 2003; and “Myths That Blind Us,”
October 20, 2003.
For 40 years many of the citizens and governments
in the Piedmont worked hard to stay ahead of the
pressures eroding the Countryside. They recognized
the importance of the resource they were protecting
and took action that reflected the value of that
patrimony. After the Disney victory, the guard
relaxed, and the forces of subsidized regional
expansion grew in strength.
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●

●

To the extent that new controls on the expansion of
scattered urban land uses have been implemented,
they have been focused primarily on the radial band
from a 20- to 35-mile radius from the centroid of the
National Capital Subregion. This has left the land
from a 35- to 100-mile radius vulnerable, protected
only by the Countryside Strategy which has failed for
reasons outlined below. For reference, Hillsboro,
Round Hill, Marshall, Warrenton and Bealeton fall
with the 40- to 50-mile radius.
The root cause of the failure of citizens to respond to
the evolving reality is the absence of communitywide education to assist citizens as voters,
consumers and leaders in understanding and
intelligently responding to land-use and
transportation changes over the past decade. In a
democracy, there is no alternative to citizen
education.

As an example, note the impacts of both the
1999 and 2003 elections in Loudoun County.
For many, the 1999 election confirmed that
Disney's departure signaled a change in the
tide, and that citizens could then relax,
expecting the traditional governance
structure to "do the right thing." The 2003
election documented that the earlier
convictions were wrong.
Each of the elements of the 40-year-old three-legged
Countryside Strategy is interlinked and mutually
reinforcing. Under a more comprehensive framework that
recognized the absolute necessity for Fundamental Change
in both human settlement patterns and in governance
structure, many of these elements would have an
important role in a new Countryside Conservation and
Enhancement Strategy. Without this context and in the
post-Disney euphoria, these elements combined to become
a Maginot Line. This line is disintegrating under the
pressure for urban development which evolved over the
past decade in the Virginia Piedmont.
One must consider all three elements of the Countryside
Strategy before its overall weakness is clear. In addition to
these three core elements there are other tactics such as
land value taxation that need to be carefully examined.
These issues are explored in the current work of S/PI noted
in End Note 7.
1. Land Conservation Tactics
The first element of the Countryside Strategy is the historic
reliance on four tactics:
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a.
b.
c.
d.

Residential parcel size
Conservation regulations
Conservation development
Conservation easements

As noted above, these tactics could be part of a
comprehensive, overarching strategy if that strategy
recognized the need for Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns and Fundamental Change in
governance structure.
Residential parcel size
An almost universally understood image of the erosion of
the Countryside is groupings of urban houses. A late 19th
century poem titled “A Northern Suburb” lamenting the
loss of Countryside north of London is often quoted by
Countryside advocate and Loudoun County farmer Chip
Planck. In the mid-'60s it was the modest Levitt/Greenbrier
houses on quarter-acre lots visible from US Route 50 near
West Ox Road that signaled the end of the
Countryside. More recently, it is the orphaned cluster-scale
groups of townhouses and now zero-lot-line houses visible
from I-66 west of Gainesville.
In the past, most have agreed that a simple way to
diminish the visual impact of urban houses was to increase
the lot size. Bigger lots have been seen as the easy
solution for over 40 years. The initial zoning outside the
settled areas in many jurisdictions in Virginia was
“agricultural” with a detached dwelling on a one-acre lot as
a permitted use. To prevent lotting off road frontage,
subdivision regulations were adopted, and the minimum lot
size was raised to two or three acres.
In the '70s, some jurisdictions that wanted to preserve the
Countryside increased the lot size to 10 or 20 acres, and a
few added the concept of a “sliding scale.” With a sliding
scale, the larger the mother parcel, the larger each of the
new lots must be. Clarke, Rappahannock and Fauquier are
considered Countryside conservation leaders because of
the adoption of large lots and the sliding scale.
Mathematics and economics have caught up with the
bigger-lot tactic in the years since Disney’s exit.
First, the math: Assume the demand is for 1,000 new
houses over a decade. On 10-acre lots, this level of
demand consumes 10,000 net residential acres. At the
minimum sustainable density for urban land uses (10
persons per acre at the community scale), 1,000 urban
houses consume a maximum of 300 gross acres. If there
were four decades of 1,000 new houses per decade, the
difference would be a minimum of 40,000 net acres vs. a
maximum of 1,200 gross acres. It is clear that the reliance
on large lots lead to from 20 to 40 times as much land
being consumed per dwelling unit when there is a market
for urban homes in the Countryside.
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Second, the economics: It has been was assumed that if
the lot were big enough, it would be so expensive that
prospective owners or builders would be discouraged from
buying it to build an urban house. However, as the marketshaping factors noted above expanded the urban frontier,
1,000 units in a decade moved closer to 1,000 units per
year. The large-lot tactic turned from a barrier to a
demonic multiplier, and the Countryside has disappeared at
an accelerating rate. [7]
In Fauquier County, the average land
consumption per dwelling for the past 11
years is in excess of 6.5 acres per
dwelling. That is 20 times the land
consumption rate for urban dwellings at
the minimum sustainable density.
Conservation regulations
Starting with the work of Ian McHarg in Baltimore County,
Md., in the '60s, the ecologically sound idea of not building
on sensitive land –- primarily floodplains, steep slopes and
on sites with poor soils -– gained favor. The recent
replanning and rezoning of Loudoun County relies on this
concept to “protect” the Countryside. While good in theory,
there is an unintended consequence if the urban-land
demands documented in End Note 7 are not recognized
and accommodated.
Because so little land is needed for functional patterns of
urban land uses (5 percent) as compared to the amount for
nonurban land uses (95 percent), simple-minded
applications of conservation regulations have the net effect
of disaggregateing urban development. If, following the
practice of McHarg, all the “development sensitive areas”
are assigned a distinctive color on map overlays, then the
white areas are target areas for scattered urban
development. For a discussion and graphic portrayal of the
minimum ratios between urban and nonurban land, note
Stark Contrast in End Note 7.
Conservation Development
During the '80s, the idea emerged that the visibility of
scattered urban dwellings was most objectionable. This led
to the concept of gathering dwellings into dooryard-scale
groupings (frequently in a wooded area) and then
agglomerating the unused land as a common reserve
around the units. This is known as “conservation
development.” This tactic improves the visual impact by
hiding urban houses “in the bushes” but leaves the
economic/fiscal, environmental and, most importantly, the
traffic impact of urban dwellings scattered across the
Countryside unchanged.
Scattered dooryards of urban houses are still scattered
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urban houses. Unless the occupants of a dwelling derive
their income from extensive use of the land, a house on a
one-, three-, five-, 10-, 50- or more acre lot is still an
urban house. [8]
Conservation development along with lot-size restrictions
and regulations on steep slopes are tactics used to protect
land not under easement in the “Rural Areas” portion of
the Fauquier County Comprehensive plan.
Conservation easements
Conservation easements have a number of laudable
attributes. In many cases, however, the application of
conservation easements is both good and bad.
Conservation easements are good for the landowner who
does not want to develop the land because it reduces the
cost of taxes, and they are good for the site because they
preserve open land.
From a larger perspective, though, conservation easements
which do not cover an entire natural land bay -- an entire
small watershed or a contiguous range of hills -- have a
negative impact to the extent they attract urban
development on the adjacent, unprotected land.
Realtors, developers, builders and land speculators are
keenly aware that land and dwellings that are adjacent to
land which cannot be developed is more highly prized. One
does not have to read many ads for “rural lots” before
finding one that describes a site as prime because it is
adjacent land that is under easement. This is, according to
marketers of “rural” land, “a highly desirable location for
building a dream home.” On a subregional basis, current
easement programs remove land from the market, and
thus raises the value of unprotected land. This creates and
incentive for landowners to sell their land resulting in
subdivision for development.
In no Piedmont jurisdiction did conservation easements
cover anything remotely approaching 95 percent of the
land area by the late 90s when the market made large,
scattered dwellings an attractive proposition. Less than 20
percent of Fauquier County is now covered by conservation
easements including easements acquired under the
purchase-of-development-rights program.
How development pressures since Disney’s retreat have
interacted to diminish the Countryside will become clear
following a consideration of the other two components of
the Countryside Strategy.
2. Land-Use Compatibility
The second element of the Countryside Strategy results
from a misunderstanding of the potential for compatibility
between urban and nonurban land uses. The core
misconception is that beyond the visual impact of a
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dwelling, urban land uses can be compatible with nonurban
uses if the urban land uses are on big lots or “hidden in the
bushes.” Residential parcel size and conservation
development are driven by this misconception.
Urban land uses in scattered, outlying locations are
primarily urban dwellings and facilities that provide
services and recreation for urban residents. Community
newspapers in the Piedmont document the urban-nonurban
conflict across property lines in story after story. Larger
lots do not eliminate conflicts between urban homes and
farms, nurseries, stables, vineyards and their accessory
uses.
Conflicts across property lines are only part of the
problem. Almost everyone agrees that “strip development”
which is the iconic image of the VA Route 234 Business
Corridor north of Manassas and of Gainesville/Haymarket is
unattractive and dysfunctional.
What most do not grasp is that scattered
units, dooryards and clusters of urban
housing make strip development
inevitable.
The strip developments expanding outside Warrenton,
Culpeper, Orange, Charlottesville and every other urban
areas in the Piedmont Countryside are the inevitable result
of scattered urban dwellings. These scattered urban
residents generate the need for 15 to 20 automobile trips a
day per dwelling. The national “average” is 10 trips per
dwelling. [7]
Land-use compatibility and the need to shift trips from
private vehicles (especially, single-occupant vehicles) to
shared vehicles, bicycles and pedestrian trips dictate the
need for a Clear Edge between the Urbanside and the
Countryside.
The failure to assign the full cost of
location-dependent services is a
fundamental cause of scattered urban
land uses.
3. Governance Structure
While functional human settlement patterns are needed to
protect the Countryside, so is a governance structure that
supports the organic components of human settlement
patterns. (For an introduction to Fundamental Change see
“The Shape of Richmond’s Future,” February 16, 2004.)
Concerned citizens gained false assurance from the Disney
victory. They believed that they would recognize future
threats to the Countryside and then could organize to stop
them by energizing their well-meaning governance
practitioners. It should have been obvious that this would
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not work, but it was not at the time, and, in 2004, it
appears that it still is not.
Disney did not leave because of government action. There
was strong support from the governor and no formal
opposition from the executive or legislative branch of state
government, from Prince William County or from the Town
of Haymarket. In fact, there was adulation and support
from the vast majority of the governance practitioners in
all these venues. Disney went away because it concluded
that pursuing the project would have been a bad business
decision -- despite receiving the government subsidies they
demanded and an open-armed welcome at both state and
municipal levels of the government.
In the last four decades, it has become obvious that
significant nonurban resources, when faced with urban
pressures, cannot be protected or enhanced by municipal
and traditional state government actions alone. In fact,
traditional municipal and state actions are one of the
primary causes of dysfunctional human settlement
patterns. The protection of nonurban resources such as
Adirondack Mountains (New York), the Pine Lands (New
Jersey) and Lake Tahoe (California and Nevada) has been
addressed by the creation of new levels and agencies of
governance that put control at the level of impact.
The root of the problem is that the late 18th century threelevel governance structure is not capable of meeting the
contemporary challenges of creating and maintaining
functional settlement patterns in the Urbanside or
providing protection and enhancement for the
Countryside. These issues are explored in the sources cited
in End Notes 6 & 7.
The problems with an unresponsive governance structure
are basic and pervasive. For 20 years, S/PI has argued
that the problems facing the Piedmont Countryside are
centered on development practices and regulations inside
and adjacent to the Capital Beltway (Radius=10 miles
+/-).
In spite of this reality, there has been no shift of
responsibility and power over large-scale/subregional and
regional impact issues away from the bloated mega
municipalities (large counties) and up to the level of impact
(subregional and regional). There has also been no
devolution of their power down to the neighborhood,
village and community levels on issues which have a
smaller-scale impact.
In addition to the new and modified governance actions
needed to address the problems noted above under Land
Conservation Tactics and Land-Use Compatibility, other
fundamental flaws include:
●

It is not possible to have functional human
settlement patterns when land-use decisions are
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made at municipal level and transportation decisions
are made at the state level.
●

There is an overwhelming impact on the municipal
(county and town) tax structure when urban houses
with children to educate are the primary new land
uses being developed in the jurisdiction.

The need for land-use/transportation balance should by
now be clear. The second point requires amplification to
make the futility of current actions apparent.
Since owners of expensive houses on big lots pay higher
taxes, they appear to be attractive for municipalities to
encourage. The taxes on these units may generate enough
revenue to cover the current, direct school costs -–
especially as the very well-to-do often send their children
to private schools. However, the taxes on expensive
houses do not cover the cost of municipal services when
the costs of externalities are calculated. The cumulative
environmental costs of septic tanks, lowering of the ground
water table and the consumption of farm-to-market road
capacity are not added to the tax bill.
More importantly, there is no accounting or tax adjustment
for the location-variable costs of the 40 +/- services that
make contemporary urban life possible and
enjoyable. When builders or homeowners make a location
decision that requires a subsidy from taxpayers, it is not
reflected in their annual tax bills at the municipal, state or
federal levels. When there is a budget shortfall as a result,
all citizens must make up the difference, regardless of
whether their pattern and density of land use contributes
to the cost.
Increased budgets to pay for urban services result in
municipalities taking actions to attract “tax base”
development to pay for the services that residents
demand. Economic development programs become a
buffalo hunt for jobs. Often the new jobs turn out not to
match their existing employables, especially in counties
with low unemployment rates. This leads to importing
workers to fill the jobs. Frequently these new workers have
children to educate and other service needs, but they
cannot afford houses that are expensive enough to even
pay school costs for their children. All but the most
fortunate are forced to commute long distances or compete
for the affordable and accessible housing needed to
support lower-income workers already in the community.
The goal must be Balanced Communities
rather than big houses or overzoning for
“tax base” land uses.
ALTERNATIVES TO THE TRADITIONAL COUNTRYSIDE
STRATEGY
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There are solutions to the shortcomings of the threelegged Countryside Strategy. They requires the evolution
of Balanced Communities and the demarcation of a Clear
Edge between the Urbanside and the Countryside at all
scales. Achieving these aims requires new tools and
programs at the subregional, regional and state levels and
thus the need for not just Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns but also Fundamental Change in
governance structure.
The solution is not a command and
control regime of expanded municipal,
state or federal control or an abrogation
of personal or property rights. If the
playing field were leveled, a free and wellinformed market would provide the
incentive to create Balanced Communities
and functional human settlement
patterns.
For urban houses and other urban land uses in the
Countryside, a level playing field will require urban service
users to pay the full costs for externalities and the costs for
services. The owners of urban homes that drive up the
costs of private and public services because of their
location choices will have to pay these increased
costs. Then the taxes of the residents who have chosen to
live in locations which are serviced more cheaply can be
decreased accordingly.
In order to achieve Balanced Communities:
●

●

●

Citizen education must be provided to increase the
understanding of the fundamental ratios of nonurban
land to urban land.
All urban land uses must be configured to become
part of Balanced Communities.
Balanced Communities -- both those inside the Clear
Edge around the core of New Urban Regions and the
Disaggregated but Balanced Communities that are in
the Countryside -- must have Clear Edges.

How Balanced Communities can be created is outlined in
Handbook: Three-Step Process to Create Balanced
Communities in Sustainable New Urban Regions. [9]
Not everyone believed the three-legged Countryside
Strategy would continue to work just as it had before
Disney. [10] Enough did, however, that work was curtailed
on the programs needed to create support for Fundamental
Change. The best example of the erosion of support for
education came after the 1999 Loudoun election when the
overwhelming view was
that it was time to put the responsibility for Fundamental
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Change in the hands of the traditional government
structure.
The Countryside will not be preserved
and enhanced by a fight over a power
plant here or a power line there; a road
widening here and a bypass there; a
subdivision here and a pseudo “town
center” there; a big box here and multi
big boxes there.
IN CONCLUSION
When Disney abandoned the idea of Disney's America, the
Piedmont was spared a horrible fate. Chasing out the
Mouse represented a clear victory against an explosion of
urban activity that would have quickly spread destruction
outward from western Prince William County across the
Countryside. Disney's America would have created a
laundry list of problems starting with traffic
congestion. Within a short period of time, the 40 years of
work by conservation organizations, historic resource
saviors and their allies to protect the Piedmont would have
been undone.
How does the Countryside in 2004 compare to the
decimation that would have come about as a result of
Disney’s America and the uses which would have
agglomerated around it? Not even close.
That said, however, what has happened in the 10 years
since 1994 is not a pretty picture. The past 10 years have
brought more traffic congestion, an acceleration of urban
land uses in hard-to-service locations, increased costs for
services, degraded levels of service, loss of open space,
strip development, abandonment of roadside buildings and
other eyesores. In addition, the more profound, complex
problems of air quality, energy supply and distribution,
water quality and supply have become worse, as have
economic, safety and health concerns. Almost everyone
has their individual list of problems to contribute when
discussing the condition of the Countryside in 2004.
Although the spread of dysfunction (often called “sprawl”)
has come more slowly than it would have if driven by
Disney and the devastation has not been as overwhelming,
it has come just the same. Instead of Disney's America at
the center of the wheel with its impact radiating out the
spokes, it is like measles appearing in no identifiable
pattern. In the worst cases, the Countryside is almost
unrecognizable. Unlike a child, whose spots disappear with
time, the blotches on the Countryside do not go away. The
scattered urban land uses in some areas are less repulsive
to the eye than the uses that would have followed Disney,
but they are contributing to the same short- and long-term
problems that Disney would have generated.
The future of the Piedmont Countryside, as well as the
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Countrysides in other large New Urban Regions, depends
on many variables and unknowns. However, no matter how
much work by how many people and how many new laws
are enacted, the Piedmont Countryside can never be
returned to the way it was in 1994.
Is the Countryside in a downward spiral that cannot be
turned around? It is clear that if left to the strategies of
the past, the downward course will continue toward
entropy. Will new strategies, new techniques, new plans,
new programs, new policies and other efforts be successful
in stopping the descent? Only time will tell.
-- October 4, 2004

END NOTES
1. Reports By S/PI concerning the Disney's America project
include:
Finding an Optimum Site for Disney's
AMERICA, January 1994.
Disney's AMERICA -- The Relocation of the
Region's Market and Tax Base, March 1994.
Disney's AMERICA -- The Real Impact on the
Region's Mobility, March 1994.
Disney's America -- Impact on National
Resources, June 1994.
Traffic Gridlock Will Arrive in West Prince
William Through the Cellar Door, July 1994.
2. See backgrounder titled “The Anatomy of the
Subregional Bottleneck” (2003) for a review of the land
uses/transportation dysfunction in the western part of
Prince William County.
3. Disney Site Selection and Regional Planning
One aspect of the Disney battle provides important insight
into the issue of regional and subregional planning. In the
early '60s, the national capital regions of the United States
(Washington-Baltimore) and France (Paris) both undertook
ambitious plans to shape the future of their respective
regions.
In the case of the United States, the plan was called “The
Plan for the Year 2000" and nicknamed the “Wedges and
Corridors Plan.” In the case of France, it was a plan for the
orderly expansion of the Paris Region. There are great
similarities in the concepts behind these two plans. The
difference is in the result. That difference is made clear by
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the actions of The Walt Disney Company in these two
regions.
In the '80s, Disney undertook a Europe-wide search for a
location for a Disney World-scaled recreation and
convention venue. They found and selected a site that had
been set aside for a “regional recreation venue” in the '60s
plan for the Paris Region. The site was adjacent to a major
multi-modal shared-vehicle interchange station east of
Paris. At this station, one could walk across the platform
between the high-speed rail line connecting the north of
France with the south of France and the modern radial
transit system (RER) serving Paris.
The RER is a modern, high-capacity rapid transit system. It
supplements, and in many locations shares stations with,
the venerable Paris Metro that provides “always a station
within 10 blocks” transit service in the core of the Paris
Region. The RET provided the armature for the orderly
expansion of Paris including eastward in the Marne
Valley. The Marne Valley line’s terminal station is shared
with the highspeed TGV. What is now the TGV system was
only a concept when the plan for the Paris Region was
drafted in the mid-60s. Now the TGV and similar systems
tie together most of Western Europe’s major urban
centers.
To get to Disneyland Paris (nee Euro Disney) from Paris,
one simply gets on any RER train (or on Metro or most bus
lines and then transfers to the RER at any of the many
shared stations) to go see The Mouse or the associated
conference center. Because of the high-speed rail system,
access to Disneyland Paris is almost as easy for most of
the residents of the other large urban regions in France
and now for visitors from across Western Europe via the
regional connections to the expanding high-speed rail
system.
When Disney was looking for a location for timeshare
apartments near the U.S. Capital, they found no such
regional plan that might help guide them. In 1994, 33 sites
were identified that would better meet Disney’s needs than
the Haymarket site they had selected in the National
Capital Subregion. None of the 33 sites was as good for
such a use as the Disney site in the Paris Region.
4. “Disney’s Defeat Didn’t Stop Growth–Or End Debate–in
Prince William,” Steven Ginsberg, The Washington Post, 24
November 2003, Page A-1.
5. “Prince William Flaunts Its Prosperity,” Eric M. Weiss,
The Washington Post, 17 September 2004, Page B-1.
6. “Wild Abandonment” (September 8, 2003),
“Scatteration” (September 22, 2003) and “The Myths that
Blind Us” (October 20, 2003), Bacon's Rebellion.
7. The quantities used in the last two paragraphs are based
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on five Natural Laws of Human Settlement Pattern
documented in The Shape of the Future. (E M Risse,
SYNERGY/Resources, Warrenton, VA, 2000). The
application of these laws to urban expansion is profiled in
Stark Contrast: Two Views of the Road Ahead. (SYNERGY/
Resources, 2001) and confirmed by the field work reported
in the three columns cited in End Note 6. The impact on
one specific potential Balanced Community is documented
in The Shape of Warrenton-Fauquier's Future (in process
by SYNERGY/Resources).
8. One of the Natural Laws of Human Settlement Pattern
cited in End Note 7 is the X10. The application of this rule
indicates there is some savings from agglomerating units
at the dooryard scale, but this savings accounts for less
than 20 percent of the negative impact of scattering
dwellings across the landscape.
9. First published in 2001 as a handbook focusing on the
Virginia Piedmont, Handbook: Three-Step Process to
Create Balanced Communities in Sustainable New Urban
Regions will at some point be revised to apply to any New
Urban Region.
10. Immediately after Disney announced its departure,
professionals set about to use the leftover anti-Disney war
chest to fund activities of the Post Disney Group, a joint
venture of conservation organizations and funders who
participated in the Disney campaign. The work of the Post
Disney Group resulted in a “Strategic Stalemate”
concerning the provision of new infrastructure, primarily
transportation facilities. The Stalemate is now in danger of
crumbling because of lack of citizen understanding and
support on transportation and land-use issues. Members of
the Post Disney Group also supported the education
program in Loudoun County from 1996 through 1999.
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Rethinking Metro
Investing in the METRO is the single best bet for
improving mobility and access in the National
Capital Subregion -- but only if it serves the
interests of citizens, not Business As Usual.

Citizens and organizations are facing a mobility and
access crisis in the National Capital Subregion. The Texas
Transportation Institute’s annual survey of urban traffic
congestion makes that clear. (See “Spinning Data,
Spinning Wheels,” September 20, 2004).
The Board of Trade agrees. So does the Council of
Governments and the Sierra Club. In fact, almost
everyone says the same thing: The Virginia Subregion
needs traffic relief, and Rolaids will not do it.
A solution to the growing transport chaos is important to
the citizens of the National Capital Subregion, but it is
also critical to every citizen of Virginia since the northern
part of Virginia is the most important economic engine
driving the Commonwealth’s economy.
On the issue of the growing traffic congestion plaguing
the northern part of Virginia, three facts are absolutely
clear:
●

●

●

More money for roads and road bridges without
Fundamental Change in human settlement patterns
makes congestion worse, not better. (See “Self
Delusion and Fraud” June 7, 2004, and the three
columns that follow and build on that column at
Bacon's Rebellion.
In the National Capital Subregion, METRO is the
only existing transport system with excess
capacity. Thus, METRO is the lynchpin for creating
access and mobility in the Subregion.
Land and building values document that places
with direct access to METRO platforms are the
most highly valued in the Subregion for jobs,
housing, services, recreation and urban amenity.

To make use of METRO’s excess capacity, there must be
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Fundamental Change in METRO station-area settlement
patterns.
To take advantage of METRO’s potential,
station area land use is the only change
that must occur, but there are other
serious concerns related to METRO.
For starters, parts of METRO are literally falling apart.
METRO riders say this. The METRO staff says this. The
METRO Boards says this. In fact, we have heard of no
one who says that METRO does not need cash badly for
immediate repairs, long-term capital replacement and
any extension, expansion or service enhancement.
Rob Puentes of the Brookings Institution has documented
that METRO is the only high-capacity shared-vehicle
system in the United States without a dedicated source
of revenue. A dedicated source of funds is a good idea.
However, METRO needs a lot more cash than would be
generated by the current level of citizen/political support,
whether the sources are dedicated or not. The current
level of support translates into the “bare bones” capital
program approved last week.
The level of support needed to achieve
METRO’s potential requires an
understanding of METRO’s power to
improve mobility and access for all
citizens of the National Capital
Subregion’scitizens, not only those who
ride the system.
The level of support that is needed will require a
quantum leap in citizen/political dedication and effort to
find the resources that are required. This enhanced level
of support demands that citizens and their leaders
fundamentally rethink METRO and then develop a
strategic plan to transform METRO (and other supporting
shared-vehicle systems) to create added value and
functionality to human settlement patterns throughout
the Subregion.
This is not a new theme for SYNERGY/Planning, Inc. (S/
PI). It is not that S/PI likes to say: “We told you so!”
Well, perhaps it is. In the 1980s, S/PI started to examine
the shape of METRO’s future. By the mid-90s S/PI had
circulated a number of white papers on what was needed
to enhance the function of METRO. These ideas were
shared with METRO General Managers, METRO staff and
others who nodded, but did not have the political will to
move forward. Their first priority was to “complete the
103-mile system,” not to consider any changes that
might jeopardize the fragile status quo.
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In January of 1999, SYNERGY/Resources published It is
Time to Fundamentally Rethink METRO and Mobility
in the National Capital Subregion. This report has
been reissued as a Bacons Rebellion backgrounder. It
was tempting to “update” this report, but in the end, it
was decided that it was important to demonstrate exactly
what ideas were on the table before the turn of the
century. The report is reformatted with a new typeface,
and the reference to the National Capital Subregion has
been conformed to that now used in S/PI books, reports
and columns. Otherwise, the report stands as it was
circulated almost six years ago.
At first glance, some recent events might seem to make
the paper “dated.” But upon further review It is Time to
Fundamentally Rethink METRO and Mobility in the
National Capital Subregion raises critical questions
that have not been answered or even addressed. [See
End Note One.] The paper demonstrates that many
recent actions might have turned out differently if the
future of METRO and supporting shared-vehicle systems
had been intelligently addressed in the late 1990s.
Among the obvious ones are:
●

●

●

●

The METRO extension to Washington Dulles Airport
and eastern Loudoun County is being pursued with
far too little regard to creating supportive stationarea settlement plans and without any concern for
the scope of land-use changes needed to balance
METRO system capacity Subregion-wide. (See “Rail
to Dulles Realities,” January 5, 2004.)
There is a failure to understand that while shifting
some trains from six cars to eight cars and running
some Blue Line trains over the Yellow Line’s
Potomac Bridge may help with current crowding on
the inner Orange Line in the short run, it does
nothing for the train frequency problem on the
Virginia Orange Lines west of the "Y". More
important, it fails to address the root cause of
METRO dysfunction: Imbalance between METRO
system capacity and the travel demand generated
by station-area land uses.
Politicians continue to claim that building parking
lots and garages around stations serve METRO’s
long-term functionality. In fact, these uses insulate
METRO riders from land uses close to the platform.
Close proximity of destination land uses to the
platform is the only efficient way for a sharedvehicle system to function.
The utter nonsense of discussing the extension of
the METRO’s radial lines to places like Centreville
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continues and is causing citizens to buy houses far
out the I-66 corridor on the assumption the
“someday” there will be METRO to Centreville.
●

●

●

Rebuilding the Wilson Bridge without integrating a
shared-vehicle system is a sad, short-sighted
error.
Putting “light” rail on Columbia Pike instead of
applying the Turquoise Line strategy creates a new
low-capacity system with limited flexibility and
transfer-induced difficulty for riders seeking to
reach most of the Subregion.
The Purple line in Montgomery and Prince Georges
Counties is being considered without regard to the
potential of Beltway platform station areas or to
connecting Washington Dulles Airport and Capital
Hill in three or four stops instead of the “buttnumbing” 24 station stops that are currently
proposed.

As the last point demonstrates, creating a Subregional
shared-vehicle system to serve an urban entity that falls
in two states and the Federal District is not easy or
simple. Maryland politicians have a vested interest in the
support of Baltimore-Washington Airport, not
Washington-Dulles. For this reason, they will resist the
Purple Line crossing the Potomac to interconnect with the
Orange Line unless there is subregion-wide pressure.
As hard as it is, the will must be found to consider the
future of METRO from the perspective of how it can best
serve the Subregion as a whole and thus engender the
citizen/political support it needs to meet its potential.
The time has long passed that residents only move within
the state/federal district where they live. Residents of
Virginia, Maryland and the Federal District require the
ability to move seamlessly across the National Capital
Subregion. Government agencies
must put aside inter-jurisdictional competition if they are
to serve their constituents and create a functional METRO
system and thus a mobile and accessible Subregion.
Post-election reality concerning the impact of the
stupendous budget federal deficits may doom METRO
expansion funds and support for Beltway HOT lanes. This
is not bad because the current plans have the distinct
smell of public pork and private subsidy. Throwing cold
water on these Business As Usual plans would give the
Subregion the opportunity to fundamentally rethink
METRO.
-- October 18, 2004
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END NOTE 1. There is one part of It is Time to
Fundamentally Rethink METRO and Mobility in the
National Capital Subregion that requires amplification
and clarification: Part IV examines new shared-vehicle
systems to serve the Subregion. The Advanced Transit
Systems (ATSs) profiled in this Part are worthy of
consideration for the reasons advanced. The recent
Raytheon test of an ATS system outside Chicago did not
end well. Most observers agree Raytheon loaded bells
and whistles (“enhancements”) onto the system to
please some interests and to make the system more
costly and thus more lucrative for the engineers and
contractors. For this reason, it became too costly to
implement. The cost-benefit imbalance also may have
been due to the failure to fully consider the value of the
benefits of the system –- especially the settlement
pattern benefits. In addition, unrelated to the Raytheon
test, concern for an individual rider’s safety and, after 11
Sept 2001, the prospect of hijacking or making a bomb
out of a small ATS vehicle has been used to discredit the
use of ATS systems. Security must be addressed, but
this should not preclude consideration of the mode.
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Dying Young in Traffic
Why are so many teenagers dying in auto
accidents? Because the lack of walkable, balanced
communities means young people have to drive a
car to go anywhere or do anything.

Last week The Washington Post carried a front-page
story with the headline “As Dreams Die Young, Answers
Are Elusive: Teen Traffic Fatalities Spur Call for
Change” (Fredrick Kunkle and Elizabeth Williamson,
October 24, 2004, Page 1A). The story reviews a range
of theories about the causes of teen traffic deaths and
what can be done about them. But what is the “change”
that will actually help solve the problem?
The Post story is well researched and reported. It
summarizes a recent spate of fatal traffic accidents
among teenagers and documents the tragedies with
data, pictures, a table and human interest insights. The
story, however, is not really “new news” because
subregional and community print and electronic media
serve up a regular diet of mangled cars, ruined lives and
roadside memorials composed of school banners, teddy
bears, flowers and emotional notes to young athletes,
scholars and friends.
What is really happening to cause these accidents and
deaths? The locations and conditions documented in the
Post story and the endless parade of similar stories
suggest that a belief in two myths is a root cause. From
the data, a prototypical scenario can be constructed. Not
every family that has moved to or been formed in the
National Capital Subregion in the past 40 years has
followed this path, but the vast majority have. More
importantly, while some families did not make decisions
based on these two myths, all citizens were impacted by
the actions of the majority who did. Here is a sketch of
the prototypical scenario:
A number of years ago the parents of the victims decided
that the family needed a house with a big yard to
properly raise their children. This is the Big Yard Myth
which was explored in (“A Yard Where Johnny (and
Janie) Can Run and Play,” December 1, 2003. The only
place with a “big yard” that they thought they could
afford was “way out there.” While this was a concern to
the parents, in the end, they decided it is all right
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because they also believed in a second myth –- the
Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth.
The Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth is cited often in this
column. It is one of the myths addressed in “The Myths
That Blind Us,” October 20, 2003. Most recently, we
explored this myth in “Clueless,” January 19, 2004, and
in “Self Delusion and Fraud,” June 7, 2004.
For those who just came in, here is a refresher on the
Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth:
Regardless of where they live, work,
seek services and participate in leisure
activities, citizens believe that it is
physically possible for the government
to build a roadway system that allows
them to drive wherever they want to,
whenever they want to go there and
arrive in a timely and safe manor.
The Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth helps parents convince
themselves that the house with the “big yard” may be a
long way from where the jobs, services, recreation and
amenities are now, but that will change. Politicians
reinforce the myth by continuing to promise that “soon”
they will improve the roads and the big yard owners will
be able to get to wherever quickly.
There is a companion illusion that all the things the
family needs for a quality life will somehow be much
closer when those roads are built. It is never mentioned
that the current mobility problems are the result of the
scatteration (aka, random distribution) of urban land
uses. It is also not acknowledged that more roads will
not improve mobility and access unless there is a
Fundamental Change in settlement patterns that result in
the creation of Balanced Communities.
The cumulative spacial impact the big yards for
numerous families making the same decision based on
these two myths results in everything required to
assemble a quality life being an automobile trip away.
Further, it is a physical impossibility to provide mobility
and access to a settlement pattern that is, in effect, a
random distribution of trip origins and destinations. That
is not theory, politics or policy; it is physics. (See The
Physics of Gridlock, SYNERGY/Resources 2003.)
Acting on these two myths, citizens live
in scattered locations. That scattered
distribution is a direct cause of traffic
accidents and the deaths.
The impact of these myths is hard to overstate. Over the
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past four decades the number of households in the
National Capital Subregion has grown about 110 percent,
or by about one million new households. A majority of
the households which moved to or were formed in the
Subregion included children, but the newcomers included
households with no children who were advised that the
big yard units would have a higher resale value. It has
turned out that the units close to jobs, services,
recreation and amenities -- not big yards -- have gained
the most in value.
As the Subregion expands, the problem of transport
dysfunction and, thus, teen death is exacerbated by the
realities of geometry: Area equals Pi times the square of
the radius. As scatteration of urban land uses becomes
more extensive, the distance between origins and
destinations of all trips grows geometrically. In addition,
all the "conservation" tactics that were profiled in
"Chasing Out the Mouse," October 4, 2004, compound
the problem -- unless new urban homes in the
Countryside are focused in enclaves that support the
evolution of Balanced Communities.
It does not have to be this way. Some parents
understand that when the child outgrows the stroller and
the play pen and can kick a soccer ball into the flower
beds, the family does not need a big individual yard.
They need a house in a place where there are dooryards,
clusters and neighborhoods designed with common play
areas and with elementary schools, play fields and parks
that can be walked to safely.
If these clusters and neighborhoods are intelligently
designed and planned as part of villages and those
villages make up Balanced Communities, then middle
schools and high schools can be within walking distance
too. So can after-school jobs, dance classes, the library
and the “mall.” This is not a fantasy place. Places like
this exist, and much of the existing urban fabric could be
rebuilt to achieve these parameters.
If governments took intelligent action to create functional
patterns and densities of land use, it would solve or at
least ameliorate many problems including teen traffic
accidents. This is because the existence of functional
settlement patterns opens the door to market and
administrative changes that address traffic deaths. These
might include no student vehicles at schools and parking
fees for teachers, administrators and staff, higher drivingage minimums, etc. These changes cannot be made
under current conditions without great inconvenience and
thus major political pain.
It is not just zoning and other land-use controls that are
at fault. Governments build roads, water and sewer lines
and schools in the wrong places. These bad location
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decisions incentivize the evolution of dysfunctional
patterns. For the most part, agencies build big schools on
big, remote sites where the only mode of access is by
automobile. The problem is put in sharp focus by a March
2004 cover story in Governing magazine. The title says it
all: Edge-ucation: The Compulsion to Build Schools in the
Middle of Nowhere.” Given the school and after-school
job locations, how would anyone expect teen drivers not
to claim they have to drive?
The most serious blunder that the public sector makes in
the core of a region is to build a transit system like
METRO and then surround the station platforms with
parking lots and parking garages that have nothing on
top of them. In the lower-density areas, the most serious
problem is building large schools on large sites and
surrounding them with big parking lots. A close second
are the “community centers.” libraries, government
centers and other facilities that are isolated and
surrounded by huge parking lots.
The bottom line is that urban areas
composed of Balanced Communities can
be provided with mobility and access. In
this situation, everyone is better off.
That is because many would not have to
drive, and those that did could get
around just fine without “paving the
world.” The plain truth is that “paving
the world” cannot now and will not ever
provide access and mobility if there are
dysfunctional settlement patterns.
Unfortunately, the places that begin to approach the
characteristics of a Balanced Community are priced out
of the range of many families. But before you shout
“SEE, ...” consider this:
In a market economy, when a
settlement pattern is too expensive, the
way to make it more affordable is to
create more of it, not to create patterns
of human activity that are dysfunctional.
One of the measures of dysfunction is
teen traffic deaths.
For perverse, but clearly documented reasons (See “Wild
Abandonment,” September 8, 2003), the strategy of
building more places that could evolve into Balanced
Communities is ignored because of the short-term
economic interests of decision makers.
Back to the family whose child was just in an accident...
With college expenses looming and the costs of that bigyard house (or a newer one to which the family recently
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moved “up”), there is frequently no choice but to have
both parents working. This leaves no one to haul the kids
around. If the family is very well-to-do and one parent
can be home, that parent soon tires of being a chauffeur.
So it comes to the universal leastcommon-denominator “solution:” Invest
in another car and let the children haul
themselves around as soon as it is legal.
Most of the “solutions” to teen traffic fatalities raised in
The Post article are relevant to a serious discussion of
the topic. Many of them – e.g. raising the driving age –
will help. However, unless there are feasible alternatives
to the automobile for mobility, none of the solutions will
“solve” the problem of teen traffic accidents. Further,
without Fundamental Change, most of the proposed
“solutions” will not even get serious consideration. Try to
get elected to public office by telling parents of a 16- or
17-year-old that they will have to quit work and play
chauffeur.
Some of the proposed solutions are counterproductive.
Making the winding road “safe” for speeding teenagers is
almost always without merit. As we will see below, no
road is “safe” for teen drivers. Besides, there is no
money for new roads even if more or wider roads was
the answer.
The closest The Washington Post story came to putting
its finger on the root cause of teen traffic accidents and
deaths was to note that “others fault America’s love
affair with suburbia (sic) and lack of mass transit.” This is
an oversimplification of the impact of human settlement
patterns.
The market documents that almost no one “loves
suburbia” as much as they do quality urban places. (The
sole exceptions are the pundits who are paid by the
“Autonomists” (aka, automobile mobility apologists). The
problem is not “suburbia;” it is dysfunctional human
settlement patterns. These patterns are the least
common-denominator result of many well-intended
decisions. The decisions are reinforced by billions in
advertising that perpetuates the Big Yard and PrivateVehicle Mobility Myths. It is very clear that “mass
transit” (aka, shared-vehicle systems) is not a “solution”
to any problem without a Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns.
Concern for the deaths of teenagers in auto accidents is
nearly universal. Even the spokesperson for AAA which
has a core mission of making it easier for more people to
drive more miles, says they are “concerned.” When one
digs into the data, it turns out that it may not be possible
for young drivers to be safe drivers.
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A licenced driving instructor who works in public schools
recently told us that over 80 percent of the drivers
between 16 and 18 are in an accident before they turn
19. This gentleman bought his newly licenced 16-year
old daughter an “old tank” of a car because in spite of his
best efforts, she was likely to get in a wreck. She
wrecked the tank last month. Now the family will have to
repair the tank, get a different car or have her ride the
bus. The daughter is an outstanding student athlete.
Having to ride the bus while others with lesser grades or
stature get to have their own cars is “not fair.”
What is “not fair” is that billions of
dollars are spent each year by banks,
Fannie and Freddie, developers and
builders and roadway advocates to
reinforce the Big Yard Myth and the
Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth."
As we document in The Shape of the Future, (SYNERGY/
Resources, 2000), the problem with Fannie Mae and
Freddie Mac is not that they cook their books, spend
millions on lobbying/image ads/charities, or pay their
executives exorbitant salaries but that they are prime
movers in the process of putting houses in the wrong
place.
In “Death and Taxes” (21 June 2004), we profiled the
impact of automobility and belief in the Private-Vehicle
Mobility Myth. About 40,000 citizens die in auto accidents
each year. That does not include the people killed by
automobiles who are not on the public roadway at the
time of the accident. At the current kill rate, that is over
40 years of the war in Iraq every year.
Professor William Lucy at UVA has been writing for years
about the dangers of urban citizens living in scattered
low-density locations. The theme of his work is “Death at
the Hands of Strangers.” Much of the death at the hand
of strangers comes via auto accidents. Many of those are
young hands.
Almost all the parents of teen traffic fatalities, injuries
and wrecks thought they were doing the right thing when
they bought into the Big Yard Myth. They may tell you
they made the best choice available to them. Well, not
quite. If they did not believed the Big Yard Myth and the
Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth, they might have looked
harder and found a better location. They might have
challenged their supervisor, delegate, congressperson or
senator when these “electeds” took the easy way out and
claimed that what was needed to improve mobility was
more money for more roads.
Traffic deaths, including teenage fatalities, and many
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other contemporary dysfunctions can be addressed only
by evolving functional human settlement patterns
composed of Balanced Communities. A way to start this
process is laid out in “The Shape of Richmond’s Future,”
February 16, 2004.
A first step is to defang the Big Yard Myth and the
Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth. Soon we will outline a
process to accomplish this task.
-- November 1, 2004
Post Script
On November 8, The Washington Post again took up the
issue of teen driving. (“More Teens Have Their Own Rides:
Some Parents Balk At Car Privileges For Newly Licensed,”
Tara Bahrampour; November 8, 2004 ; Page 1A.) There
was frequent reference of teen traffic deaths in the story
but no mention of human settlement pattern. That is like
discussing malaria without mention of mosquitoes, rabies
without mention of rabid animals or the black plague
without mention of rats.
On the editorial page of the same 8 November issue the
editors included a covey of Letters To The Editor on the
original The Washington Post story about teen traffic
deaths. The original story did not deal with human
settlement pattern and neither did the letters. Is this a
case of The Post failing to educate the public or the editors
leaving out the letters that address the core issue?
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The Skycar Myth
Small airplanes have their uses, but the idea of
subsidizing their development as personal mobility
vehicles is unsound. There is no substitute for
functional human settlement patterns.

Jim Bacon is an enthusiastic advocate of ideas that might
improve prosperity and competitiveness, such as telework
and small airplanes. Prosperity and competitiveness are
good. However, in advocating good ideas, one must be
sure that readers understand the parameters of functional
human settlement which is the ultimate determinant of
prosperity and competitiveness. Mobility and access to
life’s essentials are two of these parameters. The following
notes were prompted by Jim’s “The Small Aircraft
Revolution” column (October 18, 2004) featuring NASA’s
Sid Siddiqi and the future of small aircraft in the
Commonwealth.
First, let me make it clear, I love small planes. I have
never been interested in piloting them, just using them to
do appropriate and enjoyable things. I was paid to get in a
small airplane when I was 17, and it has been hard to keep
me out of them ever since. For most flights, we choose
small airplanes over big airplanes unless “small” means
small seats. I have flown in and out of many of the
smallest airstrips in the Caribbean and from small fields in
Montana, New York, Maryland, Louisiana, Texas and
Virginia to spot fires, drop supplies, locate lost climbers,
get to remote places and to photograph human settlement
patterns.
That said:
Small planes –- no matter how high-tech
or how much federal gravy is poured on
–- will not make a major impact on
mobility for the vast majority of citizens
in the 21st century.
Flying, especially flying fast or flying safely in adverse
conditions, is expensive in economic, social and physical
terms. The faster and/or more safe, the more expensive
the flight. This is a matter of physics, not politics or policy.
Technology can do little more than prolong the inevitable
triumph of physics over boosterism in a democracy with a
market economy. Darth Vader could divert resources to
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create new flight-based paradigms, but that does not work
in a democracy over the long term.
Do not misunderstand: There is an upside to improving
small airplane access for places like Roanoke,
Charlottesville, Lynchburg, Winchester and, perhaps,
Danville. However, the Virginia Airport Map has runway
diagrams for over 70 airports in the Commonwealth. There
are many more small airfields that are not on most maps.
This brings into focus the two fundamental problems with a
sugar-coated view of small aircraft mobility:
●

●

Lack of a comprehensive Commonwealth-wide plan
upon which to base strategies for mobility and
access including the optimum use of small airplanes.
The need to apply appropriate technology to achieve
mobility and access.

Where Is the Plan?
What comprehensive, Commonwealth-wide plan for human
settlement pattern is NASA using to determine the
parameters for which urban agglomerations should have
public investment to improve air service? Without a plan,
the prime criteria may be the home of the longest-serving
congressperson or the landing field closest to the home of
the Speaker of the House of Delegates' girlfriend.
Upgrading more than a few of the 70 plus current airports
would be pure pork, just as “telework centers” for a few
telecommuters have become. Even if each upgrade is not
very expensive, this public expenditure provides another
incentive for urban scatteration and thus higher total
government costs and less mobility. Scattered airport
upgrades also dilute the critical mass necessary to achieve
functionality of settlement patterns or mobility systems in
any specific location.
How does the Danville Beta Community qualify for special
treatment? Perhaps if Greater Danville comes up with a
truly comprehensive plan for the entire Danville community
-- an area including at the very least Pittsylvania County,
VA and Caswell County, NC. This plan would have to
include a binding commitment not to scatter the housing
and other urban land uses attracted by great air service
and telecommunications across the Countryside. You can
see where this is going: The need for a comprehensive
Commonwealth-wide plan and a commitment by Greater
Danville to create a Balanced Community.
Just "giving" parts of “lesser Danville” better air service
and telework without creating a functional context will only
make things worse. It is like providing road money without
obtaining a commitment to create transportable human
settlement patterns.
All public action should lead to more
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functional human settlement patterns,
not scatteration. That axiom of
governance was identified by The Friends
of Virginia’s Future in 1991.
The objective of creating Balanced Communities is alluded
to at the end of Jim’s column on Danville ("Saving the Mill
Town," November 1, 2004), but it needs to be on the front
hook so no one misses or misunderstands the importance
of this criteria. See "The Shape of Richmond's Future,"
February 15, 2004, for an outline of the process to which
the Commonwealth and the citizens of the entire Danville/
Pittsylvania/Caswell area must commit to the creation of a
Balanced Community if they are to be given federal or
state funds.
Are small planes and telecommunications the answer? No!
They may be part of an answer if, but only if a community
comes forward with a plan and that plan is compatible with
a Commonwealth-wide plan. Creating a Balanced
Community has to be something beyond just a new
college, new technology at the airport and new fiber-optic
connections to an industrial park in the former tobacco
fields. The Commonwealth and Greater Danville need to
leverage tobacco money or other funds to evolve functional
human settlement patterns, not just line some pockets
with more green. The same issues must be addressed in
any discussion of new universities, new fiber-optic links or
airport upgrades everywhere in the Commonwealth.
Otherwise, it is just more Business As Usual.
It is not only the large New Urban Regions where there are
problems with dysfunctional human settlement patterns.
Large-scale urban agglomerations run out of options
sooner. Small-scale agglomerations can continue to make
things worse for a long time before running out of land to
misuse. It will not improve competitive advantage,
prosperity or competitiveness just to talk about attractive
“solutions.” This masks the need for Fundamental Change.

Appropriate Technology
It is very easy to mix up the role and importance of shared
vehicles with the role of private vehicles in creating
mobility and access on the ground and in the air.
Start with the basics. As documented in The Shape of the
Future, most contemporary travel is a waste. It gets
citizens from where they are to where they want or need to
be. More intelligent human settlement patterns results in
more people being where (or much closer to where) they
want or need to be a larger percentage of the time.
Transport consumes limited resources. The amount of time
available in a day is absolutely limited. Time consumed in
needless travel is a waste. The cost of energy and the
impact of excess travel grow every year. (See “Spinning
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Data, Spinning Wheels,” September 20, 2004.) In this
context, doing more of what we have been doing (driving
or flying) is not a solution. Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns opens a wide range of individual and
collective solutions.
We examined the Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth as it relates
to ground transportation in “The Myths That Blind Us,”
October 20, 2003. Most recently, we explored this myth in
“Clueless,” January 19, 2004, in “Self Delusion and Fraud,”
June 7, 2004, and in “Dying Young in Traffic,” November 1,
2004.
There is an airborne myth that is equally flawed. We might
call this the “Skycar Myth” named after the “invention” of
Paul Moller. Moller is a master of promoting his shiny red
prototype which has graced the pages of Futurist, Wired,
and Inc. in recent years. Robert E. Fulton Jr. (1909-2004)
built a low-tech prototype (the Airphibian) in the late '40s,
and there are helicopter/paraglider/motorcycle hybrids in
the garages and shops of many handypersons and
inventors.
The idea of a flying car has attracted a plethora of fiction
writers, cartoonists and some great minds including
Buckminster Fuller and Frank Lloyd Wright. As noted in
Chapter 18 of The Shape of the Future, when Frank Lloyd
Wright's idea of Broadacre City would not work because of
automobile congestion, he turned to individual
helicopters.
All the flying cars are failures for the same reason that
Automobility is a failure –- the physics of human
settlement pattern. If applied in large numbers, the vehicle
plus the space it occupies -- parking space, road space/air
space needed to make it operable -- disaggregates human
activity to the point of dysfunction. For a look at the
historic perspective on the use of horses and automobiles
to achieve mobility and access (the same analogy applies
to aircraft), see End Note One in "Out of Chaos," July 26,
2004.
The cumulative impact of disaggregation
is also the core problem with the idea of
extensive use of small airplanes. They
result in three-dimensional gridlock.
Is “flying” a solution to citizen mobility? In Sao Paulo,
Brazil, and elsewhere, those at the very top of the
economic food chain already have airborne mobility. The
less-fortunate 99.9 percent of the population does not.
What is the value of decreasing the number of those
without special privilege to 99.5 percent or even 98
percent? As noted above, in the long run focusing on
mobility for the very rich is a nonstarter in a democracy
with a market economy.
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The role of appropriate technology focuses attention on the
importance of a comprehensive set of transport strategies
to provide mobility and access for citizens. There is no
legitimate reason to create another special benefit for a
few. Does making a lot of little places safe for Gulfstream
Liberals square with the goal of “Reconnecting Virginia”?
This initiative and others are based on the strategy of
using lower cost and well-connected rail systems for much
more of the traffic between urban agglomerations -especially those trips under 500 miles.
The Commonwealth needs to look to the least expensive
ways to increase mobility within transportable settlement
patterns. Simple physics demands that be ground transport
for many access needs. Aircraft have a role, but a limited
one.
The First World is on the cusp of reevaluating the role of all
airplanes in mobility due to total cost per seat mile, noise
and atmospheric impact. The demise of the Concord was
the turning point. There are not enough passengers who
value very fast travel to pay for it out of their individual
pockets. Corporate and government aircraft use is still
expanding, but when the total costs are accounted for and
allocated to the individual passenger, the real ticket price
will be overwhelming.
The Scramjet, the Rocket Plane and pipe dreams of going
back to, much less beyond, the Moon may have military
and joy-ride-for-the-rich applications but they are not the
future of human mobility. With the population growing, the
disparity between rich and poor widening and a realistic
allocation of the cost of flying which is inevitable in a
democracy, the percentage of citizens with access to air
travel is in decline.
In the European Union, economists, as well as transport
and environmental professionals, are zeroing in on the
total cost of all aircraft operations. Aircraft have been
getting a free ride because of a failure to calculate the
impact of aircraft on the atmosphere. NASA’s Langley
Research Center recently released data confirming what
environmentalists in Europe have been saying for years:
“Airplanes have significant direct and indirect negative
impact on the Planet.”
If users of airplanes pay the price of
impacts, the cost per seat mile in large
planes will be enormous. It will not be
that much less for small planes if they are
high-performance (i.e., high speed). If
they do not get you there fast, why not
use a less costly alternative?
Many Europeans also know of the role that the current
administration is playing to support a consortium of big U.S.
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A. carriers seeking to block any attempt to allocate the real
cost of air travel. Not one citizen in 100,000 in the United
States even knows this is an issue. The lack of knowledge
about issues like this causes many on this side of the
Atlantic to wonder why Europeans dislike “Americans.”
What they really dislike is the actions of the federal
government in support of some U.S. corporations.
Yes, new technology and small planes will change the
dynamics of big airlines that fly big airplanes between big
airport hubs. Airline economics since WW II have been
propped up by government subsidy. The hub-and- spoke
system exacerbates the distortion of the subsidy- skewed
market even more because of labor costs. It has flourished
at the expense of wasted passenger time for which airlines
do not have to pay.
The Devil in the Details
A number of “details” regarding small-plane promotion
deserve careful attention:
What about security checks and safety at small
airports? Safety is important on the ground and in the air.
Fast security operations on the ground at small airports will
be very expensive or very unsafe. Minimal security
screening sounds like an invitation to terrorism.
It is cheaper to train pilots to crash small planes into high
image targets than it is to train them to fly big planes.
There is less damage upon impact, but if they can bring on
a suitcase of the plastic explosives which are now widely
available via Iraq, Iran and parts of the former Soviet
Union, watch out. Safe? I do not think so.
Three weeks ago 13 people died in the crash of a
"commuter plane" flying from St. Louis to Kirksville, MO.
Do we need Uncle Sugar to subsidize an airport in
Kirksville? How about Macon, Hannibal, Chillicothe,
Trenton, Moberly or other similar places in Northeastern
Missouri?
Would new safety technology at Danville have made a
difference in the 24 October Martinsville crash of the
Hendrick Motorsports aircraft? According to published
reports least 20 of the other private planes flying
passengers to the Martinsville Speedway did not try to land
at Martinsville/Blue Ridge Airport that day. They diverted
to Danville and landed safely with the existing equipment.
Going to The Homestead for dinner? The scenario of
going to a late afternoon soccer game and then flying to
the Homestead for dinner highlights the need to keep one’s
perspective. What Sissy needs after the game is a hot
shower, a bowl of homemade soup and time to do her
homework. Families for whom flying to The Homestead at
7:00 PM after a teen’s soccer game is an attractive idea
already have that option. If they want to make it safer,
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they can afford to pay for that too.
An alternative way to get to a meeting in a large New
Urban Region? Where are the offices of enterprises,
institutions and agencies to which one would go for a
meeting? The vast majority are in the core. (See “Where
the Jobs Are,” May 24, 2004.) There are perhaps a dozen
small airports outside the Clear Edge around the National
Capital Subregion that now handle corporate jets. They
include Leesburg “Regional,” Manassas “Regional,”
Warrenton-Fauquier “Regional,” Stafford “Regional” and
Culpeper “Regional” in Virginia. They are all in places that
take at least an hour and a half to drive to the centroid at
the times someone would want to start a meeting. One of
the few small airports located at a transit station is Greater
Manassas, which has early AM and late PM VRE trains only.
Do we need another excuse to scatter jobs? The
market says there is not much interest. We recall reading
of air-park subdivisions in Popular Science in the 50s.
There are not many more now than there were then.
Executive airports have attracted some businesses to
Westchester, Bucks, Hunt Valley and Leesburg. Concerning
Leesburg, Arthur Godfrey’s heir could fly his DC-3 into
Leesburg “Regional.” As it turns out, Arthur’s heirs sold his
Beacon Hill retreat and it is being developed into horsefarmettes. The vast majority of the new owners both drive
to jobs inside the 20-mile radius from the center of the
Subregion.
Noise. There are eight mapped airports within 10 miles of
Warrenton, 12 within 20 miles. There are many more
small, unmapped airfields. The same is true for a lot of
small urban enclaves in the Countryside. On nice days the
sky is full of small planes -- some new and high tech, some
hand-built, and some old that cast engine oil all over the
landscape. Does the community need a federal subsidy to
have more noise to compete with the helicopters coming to
the hospital and the military choppers coming to the Army
facilities?
Strategy for the Discussion of Innovations that
Impact Mobility
So, how should one deal with good ideas without
obstructing the larger picture? There is a simple way to
deal with the complexities of mobility and settlement
pattern such as those raised by small planes or telework,
etc. One must always note the core issues:
●

●

There must be a comprehensive strategy to achieve
mobility that is based on a long term plan for
functional human settlement patterns.
It is absolutely necessity to apply appropriate
technology.
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●

●

Where the settlement pattern will support it, the
implementation of an effective shared-vehicle
mobility systems on the ground or in the air is
imperative.
Society must establish a fair allocation of all travelrelated costs and then let the private market sort out
the best allocation of resources.

With respect to small planes, like other mobility options,
every public action should create more functional
settlement patterns at the community and the regional
scales. If support for small airplanes meets this criteria,
then a subsidy may be justified. If not let the market
control. The public needs to conserve its resources for
those actions that create profound beneficial economic,
social and physical impact for the community, not just a
few private pilots and fat cats at the top of the economic
food chain.
-- November 15, 2004
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From Myth to Law
The Private Vehicle Mobility Myth and Myth of the
Big Yard induce citizens to make millions of small
decisions that lead to dysfunctional settlement
patterns. Only by spreading the obverse of those
myths--natural laws--can we reverse the trend.

Contrary to what a reader might assume from the title,
this column does not dwell upon the Commonwealth of
Virginia’s tragically flawed legislative process. Rather, it
explains the process by which fundamental truths evolve,
and outlines the necessity to defang contemporary myths
that thwart this evolution.
In this essay we apply the primary dictionary definition of
“truth”: “Conformity to fact or actuality.” It is the
secondary definition of “truth” that causes trouble: “A
statement proven to be or accepted as true.” It is actions
based on statements that are accepted as true--but are
not true--that comprise the focus of this column. Of
special concern are those untruths about human
settlement patterns that negatively impact the majority
of citizens in every region. (See End Note 1.)
Often in contemporary society, truth is
sidetracked by myth. The term “myth” is
used to describe a broadly-held view
that can be shown to not be true.
In a democracy, the emergence of a myth that
negatively impacts large numbers of citizens requires a
process to expose and defang the myth. To eradicate
debilitating myths, an effective tool is articulating a
science-based axiom or “Natural Law.” Such a law
provides a sound basis to dispose of the myth. A Natural
Law establishes the foundation upon which citizens and
organizations can make intelligent decisions.
This column:
●

●
●

●

Opens with an overview of contemporary myth
propagation
Provides specific examples of dangerous myths
Examines why a system of myth eradication is an
absolute imperative
Explores paths to defang myths

The Origin of Myths
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What are now termed “myths” have a long history in the
process of civilization. As human language and
communication evolved, myths explained what was not
obvious–-natural and supernatural. Myths have been
used to explain events, relationships and processes that
happened in the past, might happen in the future,
occurred in remote locations, were too small or too large
to be perceived by the human senses or for other
reasons could not be directly observed and understood.
Traditionally myths are defined as “stories peopled with
supernatural beings, ancestors and heroes.” There are
myths related to most spheres of human experience-health, warfare, animal behavior, economics and sports
to name a few. In times past, myths were the primary
basis of both political and religious power.
With the rise of modern science over the past five
centuries, myths have become less and less needed or
accepted to explain the natural world. As science-based
knowledge has grown, the unexplained portion of human
experience has become a smaller and smaller part of
everyday life. (See End Note 2.)
Modern science has defanged many myths. Once
discredited, however, myths may remain part of human
culture. Some persist for centuries, such as the
conviction on the part of some that the world is flat.
Other citizens will not concede that man has reached the
moon. These particular views are not important,
however, because the number they infect is few and
people are likely to harm only themselves by holding
them.
The Propagation of Harmful Contemporary Myths
The potential for the generation of a debilitating myth in
contemporary society arises from the emergence of a
new relationship, process, product or event. Beliefs that
may be true or false grow out of assumptions about the
basis of the new relationship, the parameters of the new
process, the use of the new product, the cause of the
event or some combination of these and related factors.
These beliefs are often intentionally spread by those who
profit from their acceptance. Beliefs become more
important as the influence of the relationship, process,
product or event grows. The more participants,
spectators or users who assume that the supposition is
true, the greater the impact.
If the assumption based on belief turns out to be true–in
other words has a basis in reality–the fact becomes a
characteristic of the relationship, process, product or
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event. The factual (true) belief becomes an element of
society (aka, civilization as we know it).
If the assumption does not have a basis in fact, then it is
a “myth.” Contemporary assumptions that are not based
in fact are often called “urban myths.”
When an untrue belief or myth begins to impact a large
number of citizens, this myth should be the subject of
great concern by the general public. If the false belief
negatively impact citizens, the myth should be exposed
and countered with the truth so citizens can make
informed decisions that benefit them individually and
collectively.
Eliminating Contemporary Myths
Given the pervasive impact of myths in contemporary
society, most individuals and society as a whole would
greatly benefit from a process to eradicate myths.
Elimination of myths could occur by laying out the facts
that disprove them. This process could be reinforced by
articulation of a science-based “Natural Law” that is
subject to independent verification.
Contemporary society in the United States is based on
the principles of democracy and a market-driven
economy. These principles create the imperative that
there be a process to eliminate myths. This imperative is
established by three facts of life in a democracy with a
market-based economy. (See End Note 3.)
●

●

●

Market advantage is gained by some from
sponsoring or reinforcing myths.
Political advantage is gained by not challenging
myths and, on occasion, by creating or reinforcing
myths.
Actions by individuals and organizations are often
based on the “Fallacy of Composition.”

Market Advantage. Market competition is the default
setting of contemporary civilization across the globe and
especially in the Untied States. In today’s “winner-takeall” competitive economy, myths are supported,
reinforced, driven and sometimes created by those who
make money directly and indirectly when citizens and
organizations believe or act as if they believe a myth is
the truth.
When the belief in a myth has the potential to be
dangerous to health and safety, society (in the form of
families, neighbors, or government) often steps in with
admonitions, peer pressure, controls, regulations or laws.
For example, government action is taken in the case of
the sale and advertising of food and drugs.
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Elimination of a myth that makes money
for a specific interest group runs
counter to the collective inertia of
Business-asUsual.
Those who benefit from myths support disinformation
campaigns to support a myth that is economically
beneficial to that group. A major objective of advertising
can be to create or maintain myths. These disinformation
efforts are successful only until enough citizens
understand the damage being caused by perpetuation of
the myth and support Fundamental Change.
Political Advantage. Governance practitioners, elected
and appointed, often understand that citizen beliefs are
myths but find it to be expedient to "go with the flow,"
and, thus, perpetuate the myth rather than risk anger,
firing or defeat at the polls. There are also active
attempts by political operatives to create or maintain
myths–-especially during the election process.
A core problem with widely held
contemporary myths is that in a
democracy with a market economy what
majority believes is treated as “truth” in
the market and in politics.
Tony Downs, a senior scholar at the Brookings
Institution, has noted the difficulty within a democracy of
removing a government benefit to those at the top of the
food chain, even if it is detrimental to the majority. The
same is true for defanging a myth that benefits a
powerful group.
The Fallacy of Composition. In a democracy,
understanding the Fallacy of Composition” is critical. The
Fallacy of Composition--“What is good for one is good for
all”--is itself a “myth."
It is clear that this is not the case. In almost every
sphere of human activity from economics and traffic
management to sports and fashion, what is good for one
is not good for all. We will see a dramatic proof of this in
the two myths examined below.
There is often confusion and conflict between advocating
a theoretical "right" with intelligent collective action
needed to address the negative cumulative impact of
many citizens taking this action.
Specific Examples of Debilitating Myths
Readers of this column will not be surprised to find that
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some of the most profoundly negative myths are those
associated with dysfunctional human settlement
patterns. The role of myths that impact settlement
patterns is spelled out in “The Myths That Blind Us,” Oct
20, 2003. The identification of myths concerning
settlement patterns and the facts debunking many of
these myths is the subject of an entire chapter of
Handbook. (See End Note 4.)
This column examines the need for the elimination of two
myths with which readers of this column are familiar:
●
●

The Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth
The Big Yard Myth

The Myth of Private-Vehicle Mobility
The Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth has been considered in
numerous Shape of the Future columns. “Private-Vehicle
Mobility Myth” gets over 250 hits in a search of
Baconsrebellion.com. The first Bacons Rebellion column
to discuss this Myth was “Too Little, Too Late,” (Dec. 23,
2002). The Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth is dissected with
mathematical equations and graphs in The Physics of
Gridlock which was distributed by S/PI at the “Shaping
the Future” certificate program in April/May 2003. (See
End Note 5.)
The Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth was spelled out in the
most detail in “Clueless,” (January 19, 2004), our annual
survey of misinformation distributed by major media
outlets. Both individual/family and entrepreneur versions
of the myth were provided and are reprinted here with
minor refinements:
Individuals and families believe it to be
their right to live wherever they can
afford, and work wherever they can find
a job. In addition, they believe they can
seek services and recreation wherever
they choose. After citizens make these
choices, the Private-Vehicle Mobility
Myth holds that it is possible (in fact, it
is an inalienable right of those who
make these decisions) to have
government provide a roadway/
highway/
expressway system that allows them to
drive a private vehicle wherever they
want to go, whenever they want to go
there and arrive in a safe and timely
manner.
Entrepreneurs who ascribe to the
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Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth believe
they can start an enterprise wherever
they want, hire employees who live
wherever they want, seek customers
wherever they want, and then that
government should provide them with a
roadway/highway/expressway system
that enables employees to get to work
and company vehicles to deliver goods
and services wherever the enterprises
want them to go, whenever they want
them to go there. Additionally, these
entrepreneurs believe it is their right to
have their employees and the company
vehicles arrive at their destinations in a
safe and timely manner.
You will note in these two renditions of the PrivateVehicle Myth, neither the individuals and families nor the
enterprises believe that they have a responsibility to
make intelligent location decisions based on the physical
realities that control mobility.
Politicians invariably say: “Vote for me, and I will solve
the transportation problem.” They almost always say or
imply they will do it by finding money to build the needed
roads thus reinforcing the myth that building more roads
will solve the mobility (aka, transportation/
traffic congestion) problem. More money is not the cure.
(See End Note 6.)
As long as citizens and their organizations believe these
and/or other variations of the Private-Vehicle Mobility
Myth and make location decisions based on this belief,
mobility and access will continue to deteriorate. Traffic
congestion will increase, air quality will get worse, and
citizen frustrations will continue to grow. Individuals,
families and organizations will continue to suffer, and
eventually the urban agglomeration afflicted by decisions
based on this myth will sink into economic stagnation,
social conflict and physical gridlock.
One problem with providing a detailed explanation of a
myth such as the Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth is that a
full exposition invariably raises related myths and
misconceptions. Those who do not want to confront
reality find abundant excuses to distract themselves,
flying off on tangents related to affordable housing, job
and housing discrimination, the politics of property rights/
property values and other topics that, while important,
are not germane to the core issue of the Private-Vehicle
Mobility Myth and its impact on mobility and access. (See
End Note 7.)
Because of the confusion generated by a detailed
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exposition of the Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth, it is
important to express the myth in the simplest terms
possible:
It is possible to provide acceptable
mobility and access with roads and
private vehicles for a large percentage
of the residents and visitors in a New
Urban Region when there is a random
distribution of human activities (origins
and destinations of travel demand)
inside and outside the Clear Edge.
Optimizing human settlement patterns for access and
mobility might be deemed “social engineering” except for
the fact that the free market demonstrates that humans
value much more highly those settlement patterns which
can be efficiently served with mobility and access. See
“Wild Abandonment,” September 8, 2003. If creating
functional and transportable human settlement patterns
is “social engineering” or “social Darwinism,” then so are
all the other actions to protect the health, safety and
welfare of citizens.
In spite of protests to the contrary from the Autonomists
(those who benefit from mass belief in the PrivateVehicle Mobility Myth), there is growing acknowledgment
that unlimited mobility via private vehicles, especially in
large New Urban Regions, is an unachievable dream. Few
leaders are yet willing to step forward, but what other
interpretation can be a given to statements such as: “We
cannot build our way out of traffic congestion”? This
statement has been made by the VDOT Commissioner
and Virginia’s Secretary of Transportation as noted in
recent columns cited in End Note 5. Over the past
decade, no discussion with VDOT or municipal
transportation staff has indicated any of them believe
there is a basis for what we term the Private-Vehicle
Mobility Myth. However, few will risk their job by
admitting this truth.
The obverse of the Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth can be
stated as a candidate Natural Law:
It is impossible to provide a large
percentage of the population of a New
Urban Region with acceptable mobility
and access using roads and private
vehicles when there are randomly
distributed origins and destinations of
trips (travel demand) inside and outside
the Clear Edge.
It is, of course, also a fact that ubiquitous mobility and
access cannot be provided by a shared-vehicle (aka,
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transit) system if the origins and destination of trips are
randomly scattered. To provide functional mobility and
access by a shared-vehicle system, the trip ends must be
concentrated in the system’s station areas. In large New
Urban Regions with functional human settlement
patterns most of the population can be served by a
shared-vehicle system. This is because the majority of
the origins and destinations (jobs, housing, services and
recreation), if intelligently located, result in many of life’s
needs and pleasures being met without resorting to any
vehicle. A sustainable New Urban Region achieves
mobility and access by a creative combination of sharedvehicle systems and private-vehicle systems as well as
non-vehicular movement. (Also see End Note 6.)
The Myth of the Big Yard
As noted in “Dying Young in Traffic,” (November 1, 2004)
there is a second myth that, when reinforced by the
Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth, has a devastating impact
on human settlement pattern, especially families with
children. This is the Big Yard Myth. The anatomy of this
myth is spelled out in “A Yard Where Johnny (and Janie)
Can Run and Play,” December 1, 2003. The Big Yard
Myth can be stated as follows:
It is in a family’s best interest to buy a
house with a big individual yard both to
have a place for children to play and to
maximize the resale value of the unit.
Even if many families make the same
decision, it is still possible for them and
their neighbors to efficiently and
economically access the elements of a
quality contemporary life.
It is much easier to visualize the cumulative impact of
belief in this myth. Here is an illustration of the
cumulative impact of the Big Yard Myth: Let us assume
that a village-scale group of families (5,000 +/-) all
believe the Big Yard Myth and let’s further assume they
each choose a 10-acre lot. Under this scenario, 5,000
families would occupy a minimum of 50,000 net acres.
The 10-acre lot families live in a place that is 10 miles
across and 5 miles from the edge to the center. Few
would have any alternative to access anything, including
visiting a neighbor, without driving. It is easy to see how
the cumulative impact of big yards adds up. It is also
important to noe that this 50,000-acre area does not
have the critical mass of economic activity to support
jobs, services or recreation needed by the families and,
thus, every trip for every "loaf of bread" is a long one.
This is an illustration of the Fallacy of Composition. What
may be attractive for one family is a cumulative spacial
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disaster when applied to all or even a large percentage of
the population. This is just what happened to Frank Lloyd
Wright’s Broadacre City’s ubiquitous one-acre lots when
mobility was sought via automobiles or personal
helicopters as noted in “The Skycar Myth,” November 29,
2004.
There is an alternative: It has been proven again and
again that if these same 5,000 families lived in the
pattern which responds to the market without requiring a
subsidy from other taxpayers due to their location
decisions, as those living on 10-acre lots do, all the
elementary, middle and high school students would have
the option of walking to school, the families could be
within walking distance of daily and weekly shopping,
library, church and some jobs. In addition, children
would have a safe place to play without big individual
yards. These families would occupy 1,500 acres or 1/33
the amount of land than the 10-acre lot scenario. This is
not even remotely an example of “everyone lives in a
high-rise apartment” configuration. Up to 30 percent of
all families--more than the number of families who have
young children living at home in a typical urban region-could live in single-family detached dwellings if they
chose to live there. Further, if these families paid the
true total cost of all urban services, they would pay
1/10th the amount as those families on 10-acre lots
would pay for the same or better level of service.
The market demonstrates that even in
spite of massive subsides for
scatteration, the value of homes and
businesses is far higher in the 1,500acre configuration close to the core than
it is in the 50,000-acre configuration
which cannot be close to anything.
All of the above facts can be derived from an application
of the Five Natural Laws of Human Settlement outlined in
The Shape of the Future and from a review of the
value of properties in Planned New Communities. (Also
see End Note 2.)
Like the Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth, the Big Yard Myth
can be turned on its head and become a candidate
Natural Law:
If a large percentage of citizens at the
neighborhood, village or community
scales choose to have big individual
yards, the cumulative impact of this
spacial distribution makes it impossible
to establish settlement patterns that are
transportable. thus denying residents
functional access to the elements of a
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quality contemporary life.
A New Process to Defang Myths
As noted above, to date many myths have been
defanged primarily by science. The reason there is a
need for a new process to expose myths related to
human settlement patterns can be appreciated after
examining the current state of scientific inquiry. The key
issues are:
●
●
●

Money
Scale
Rewards of fringe science

Following the money. Recall that the default setting of
contemporary civilization is economic competition.
Science and scholarship follow the money. No specific
group or industry sector would make a lot more money in
the short term from the evolution of functional human
settlement patterns. There would be no clear short- term
revenue stream for the development-related industries
such as there is from raw land development or the
design and building of new roads and other
infrastructure. However, all citizens and organizations in
general would begin to benefit immediately.
In the longer term, rebuilding human settlement patterns
would be the most ambitious, and if done well, one of the
most profitable activities humans have undertaken, but
there is no short-term profit. Long-term potential does
not translate into grants, scholarships or tenured chairs
for scientific inquiry, regardless of what the university
image ads aired during sports programs proclaim. This
issue is explored in Chapter 27 of The Shape of the
Future. (See End Note 2.)
The issue of scale–very big or very small. Citizens
have no alternative but to rely on science to understand
processes, relationships, products and events that are
too small to see (e.g. microbiology, genetics, fission,
molecular and atomic structure and microelectronics).
The same is true for those that are too large to
comprehend (e.g. astrophysics, astronomy and celestial
mechanics) and those far removed in time (paleontology,
etc.) The two extremes of the continuum of physical
scale that stretches from sub-atomic to the universe are
the focus of contemporary science. (See End Note 8.)
Issues at the center of the continuum of physical scale
that are here and now, such as human settlement
patterns, are less easily addressed by science. After all,
living in the here and now, everyone feels he is already
an expert. Science has plenty to do at the two ends of
the spectrum where there is less conflict and, as noted
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above, more money. The reasons that the existing
systems of knowledge generation and transfer are failing
is explored in Chapter 2 of The Shape of the Future. (See
End Note 2.)
Nanotechnology, imbedded chips, identity theft, data
mining, hacking, designer drugs, genetically modified
plants and animals and the failure to address the causes
of terrorism are ushering in a new era of processes,
products, relationships and events that citizens do not
understand. They will require a new generation of
regulations, watchdogs and protection tools.
This provides another reason to address the myths in the
middle range of the physical spectrum. If not addressed,
then confusion, alienation and secrecy--“it is for your
own safety and security”--will be overlaid upon and
confound the human settlement pattern myths.
Even more important, the only effective defense against
most of these “modern” threats is to reverse the trends
of economic concentration and social and physical
disaggregation of civilization characterized by
dysfunctional human settlement patterns. Creating
functional human settlement patterns is the primary
effective way to address these concerns as documented
in The Shape of the Future. This means modifying,
connecting, rebuilding, creating and/or organizing
settlement patterns. It means that organic components
of human settlement-–the dooryard, cluster,
neighborhood, village and community-–must fit together
to create sustainable patterns and densities of land use.
The rewards for fringe vs. core understandings.
Beyond the issues of money and where on the spectrum
of physical scale the problem falls, there is also the issue
of contemporary science focusing on fringe, frontier or
edge issues. Within a specific field of study, the peer
review processes which are at the heart of confirming
scientific advances makes inquiries on the edges most
rewarding. This is where internal conflicts are less likely,
acceptance from outside is more likely, promotions more
predictable and the products are more marketable.
Bringing a fundamentally new advance to the market
takes decades. Real advances in health and transport
systems provide a plethora of examples. Unless there is
a military or similar potential, positive cash flow is
beyond the range of profitable investment as
documented by the current state of the drug industry.
Finding a way to tweak or facilitate a pop culture trend is
far more profitable than most fundamentally new
products or processes. Refereed academic journals focus
at the fringe. No further proof of the last statement is
required beyond a quick review of any of the many
journals in “Regional Science.”
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The combination of money, scale and fringe-science
rewards means that current scientific process leaves “the
big issues” that are at the center of the spectrum of
physical scale such as human settlement patterns (and
the myths that drive human settlement pattern
dysfunction) to politics and the market. As noted above,
this process is susceptible to myths because of
intentional market distortion, the clout of uniformed
voters and the Fallacy of Composition.
Where to From Here?
After discussions of the Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth and
the Big Yard Myth with individuals representing a broad
spectrum of concern, it appears that it is time to expand
the initial Five Natural Laws of Human Settlement Pattern
presented in The Shape of the Future.
SYNERGY/Planning, Inc. (S/PI) has always maintained
that there are far more than five Natural Laws that
describe the organic structure of human settlement
patterns. The reason only five are documented in the
book is that only five are needed to facilitate a basic
understanding of human settlement patterns. (See End
Note 2.)
As noted in Chapter 13 of The Shape of the Future,
“transportation is the canary in the mine field of
dysfunctional human settlement patterns,” therefore,
myths about transportation such as the Private-Vehicle
Mobility Myth and related settlement-pattern myths such
as the Big Yard Myth should be prime candidates to be
addressed by Natural Laws.
Here is the first cut of two new Natural Laws:
It is impossible to provide a large
percentage of the population of a New
Urban Region with acceptable mobility
and access using roads and private
vehicles when there are randomly
distributed origins and destinations of
trips (travel demand) inside and outside
the Clear Edge.
If a large percentage of citizens at the
neighborhood, village or community
scales choose to have big individual
yards, the cumulative impact of this
spacial distribution makes it impossible
to establish settlement patterns that are
transportable and thus denies residents
functional access to the elements of a
quality contemporary life.
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A core problem is that at the present, there is no
“system” to consider new Natural laws. The process for
addressing human settlement pattern myths should be
straightforward and provide a method for fending off the
rantings of Autonomists who rely on myths to support
their interest. Current science does not focus on issues
related to human settlement patterns and so leaves
myths standing.
The first five Natural Laws were derived from an
examination of what citizens actually do. While two
myths discussed here can be shown to be false and the
two laws can be shown to be correct by straight-forward
application of physics, the myths are hard to defang and
the laws will be hard to get endorsed. Application of the
axiom of paying the full cost of location decisions is the
“cure,” but that will not happen so long as so many
believe the myths. It is not just that there is so much
money to be made by continuing the myths, it is that
such a large percentage of the population has invested in
the myths that few are willing to examine the individual
and cumulative results of their own location decisions.
(See End Note 9.)
How would you test these two draft Natural Laws? We
would look forward to your thoughts.
-- November 29, 2004

END NOTES
1. There are endless philosophical musings about “truth.”
Having studied philosophy at the undergraduate and
graduate levels, I am familiar with explorations of “truth”
that range from practical to obtuse, theoretical and
abstract. In a free society citizens have the privilege to
hold a broad range of views. They have a reciprocal
responsibility to assure that those views are based on
truth. Many who try to obstruct the determination of
what is the truth are attempting to avoid the personal
consequences that will flow from a broad understanding
of what the truth really is. That is the case with the
untruths (aka, myths) addressed in this column.
2. For a review of science as it relates to human
settlement patterns, see Chapters 2, 3, 4, 10 and 11 of
The Shape of the Future: (Vol I) The Critical, Overarching
Impact of Human Settlement Pattern on Citizens'
Economic, Social and Environmental Well-Being and (Vol
II) Prospering in 21st Century New Urban Regions.
Warrenton, VA: SYNERGY/Resources, 2000. Thanks to
Amazon.com’s “Search Inside the Book” tool, those who
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are interested can get a summary of the way issues such
as this are addressed.
3. There are a number of other factors at work that are
beyond the scope of this column. Examples include The
Tragedy of the Commons (failure to protect common
resources) and an imbalance between personal rights
and community responsibilities. These and related issues
are explored in Chapters 8, 10, 28, 30 (Tragedy of the
Commons) and 8, 9, 26 (personal rights and community
responsibilities) of The Shape of the Future cited in End
Note 2.
4. Risse, E M. Handbook: Three-Step Process to Create
Balanced Communities and Sustainable New Urban
Regions. Warrenton, VA: SYNERGY/Resources, 2005.
5. We examine the Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth as it
relates to ground transportation in “The Myths That Blind
Us,” October 20, 2003. We also explore this myth in “Self
Delusion and Fraud,” June 7, 2004; in “Spinning Data,
Spinning Wheels,” Sept 20, 2004; and most recently in
“Dying Young in Traffic,” November 1, 2004.
6. More money for more roads is not the answer to
improving mobility as documented in the columns noted
in End Note 5. There is another important point to
understand. Charging the full cost for private vehicle use
will improve conditions by supporting changes that result
in more functional human settlement patterns. However,
lowering these true costs, for example with “cheap”
hydrogen fuel or non polluting cars will not solve the
problem of transport dysfunction. This is because the
core of the problem is that current human settlement
patterns require citizens to use a vehicle of some sort
where attempting to assemble the elements of a quality
contemporary life. This point is made in “The Skycar
Myth,” November 15, 2004.
7. This is also fertile ground for debates that are rooted
in confusion between a theoretical "right" to take an
action and the government responsibility to address the
impact of many citizens exercising that right. Privatevehicle mobility is only effective when a small percentage
of the population have access to private vehicles. That is
a non-starter in a democracy that promises equal
opportunity.
8. The spectrum of physical scale such as the one
depicted by the Ames’ “Powers of Ten” is not a simple
ruler. Science becomes fuzzy at the upper end of the
scale as astrophysics stretches into cosmology and at the
lower end where sub-atomic physics becomes
speculative. That does not detract from the fact that the
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vast majority of the current science is focused on the
parts of the spectrum that range down from “too small to
see” and up from “too large to see all at one time.”
These issues are explored in Chapter 10 of The Shape of
the Future.
9. The nub of the problem is that it is hard to defang
myths into which so many have invested their assets and
their futures. As noted in “Dying Young In
Traffic” (November 1, 2004), over one million households
have taken actions based on these myths over the past
40 years in the National Capital Subregion alone. When
that many citizens believe the myths, there is a huge
profit that flows from actions that have no basis in truth.
Citizen actions need to be based on
truth. If the truth were widely known,
the myths would be defanged.
Perhaps an end run around the conflict over the validity
of the new Natural Laws is the best strategy. Property-–
land and the house that sits on that land-–is the most
important asset of the vast majority of citizens that are
not in the top 10 percent of the economic pecking order.
Ninety percent of the population is an important number
in a democracy.
Citizens are very concerned with the value of their
property. As noted in “Wild Abandonment” (September 8,
2003), the vast majority of citizen location decisions
driven by the Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth and the Big
Yard Myth force down the potential value of homeowner's
property and the functionality of the settlement patterns
around it.
The potential for more intelligent
decisions concerning property value and
location is rooted in citizens
understanding the truth–having facts on
which to rely.
There is no question about the need for facts (the truth),
but how can citizens set up a system to judge what are
facts when so many make such large sums of money
from citizens believing these myths and supporting
Business-as-Usual? Is the answer a “Good Housekeeping
Seal” to fill the void left by the lack of help from the
traditional sciences? Why would citizens believe any selfserving “expert” or group of experts?
The Autonomists would trot out their “experts” and
confused citizens would continue to live by the myths.
Is there a strategy that would defang myths about
property and land by providing citizens with the facts so
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they would be able to make decisions that will be in their
longer-term best interest? Citizens making decisions in
their long-term best interest would result in the myths
being defanged without conflict over new Natural Laws
because the new laws, like the original Five Natural
Laws, would be based on the actions of citizens.
Both the Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth and the Big Yard
Myth:
●

●

●

Result in citizens making bad decisions about
important spacial/location actions
Occur at the intersection of a competitive marketdriven economy and individual/organization
location decisions
Would be exposed as untruths if citizens
understood the truth

Within this context, several professionals are working on
a process to present facts and precise tools which
citizens can use to develop their own test to determine
the truth in three broad areas:
●
●
●

Buying and selling houses
Investing in home improvements
Evaluating proposals to change human settlement
patterns

Readers of Baconsrebellion.com will be reading more
about the Property Dynamics initiative soon.
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

A Summing Up
No one disputes the facts regarding the debilitating
impact of dysfunctional human settlement patterns
-- but Virginia opinion leaders ignore them all the
same. Ever optimistic, we suggest some light
holiday reading.

As we look back over the ideas presented in this space
over the past year, the following observations come into
sharp focus:
●

●

●

No one challenged the facts presented. A few whined
about the implications for their pet project or theory.
The “you are right, but it cannot be done” responses
to our columns were summarized in “Yes,
But...,” April 26, 2004 .
That the facts were not challenged did not stop the
media and Business As Usual advocates from
publishing and acting as if the opposite were reality.
The opportunity still exists to capitalize on some of
the specific recommendations.

Many of you are caught up in the end-of-the-year
challenges and do not want to read long, gnarly columns
like the last one (“From Myth to Law,” November 29,
2004 . So how about re-reading less complex columns
from the past year that have special importance as we
come to the end of 2004? The following scans key topics
from the past year and selected columns that may provide
the best chance to support Fundamental Change.
Science-Based Facts
We ended 2003 by reissuing the “Five Critical Realities,”
December 15, 2003. No one came forward during 2004 to
challenge any of these realities having to do with:
●

●

●

Rational urban land consumption (aka,
development needs)
The location of jobs in the National Capital
Subregion
The root causes of immobility and congestion
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●

●

The imperative of an equitable distribution of
location-dependent costs
The necessity for balanced communities.

No one challenged these realities or the data upon which
the documentation of these realities is based. We
reinforced the job location reality with new data collected
by The Washington Post in “Where the Jobs Are,” May 24,
2004, and no one took exception to the updated results.
In spite of this, the regional media, several university
research centers and independent think tanks continue to
address human settlement pattern related topics as if
exactly the opposite of these realities were the case. This is
not just a National Capital Subregion or a Virginia issue.
The New York Times carried stories by John Tierney (“The
Autonomists' Manifesto,” September 26, 2004) and David
Brooks (“Take a Ride to Exurbia,” November 9, 2004) that
purport to be “independent” assessments of human
settlement pattern related concerns that are wildly
inaccurate, misleading and deceptive.
Since propaganda is still being spread at will, we suggest a
rereading of “Five Critical Realities,” December 15, 2003.
The Upcoming Election
It appears that the 2005 election in Virginia will be hotly
contested in both the primary and general elections.
Primary races are shaping up in the statewide offices for
Governor, Governor-in-Waiting and Party Attorney. In
addition, all 100 members of the House of Delegates will
be on the ballot. Millions of dollars are being raised to
protect those who did the lobbyists’ bidding in the last two
years and to smear those who dared to oppose lobbyists’
interests over the same time frame.
In “An Open Letter,” March 29, 2004, we assessed the
result of the 2004 legislative session and suggested that
several key individuals get together and outline a broad,
proactive agenda to meet the stated desires of the vast
majority of the Commonwealth’s citizens rather than the
Business-As-Usual special interest groups.
So far as we know, there were some phone calls but no
progress on an agenda to achieve Fundamental Change.
There is, however, still time to act. Some candidates have
read “Looking for Mr. Goodgrowth,” September 7, 2004,
and say they will run on a platform of Fundamental
Change. Those addressed in “An Open Letter” and others
who claim they care about the future need to find out who
those folks are and start to do something beyond whining
about “the system” in private while in public issuing
assurances to their members and supporters that they are
“working hard to further last year’s successes. Please send
your check to....”
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Hope springs eternal here at SYNERGY/Planning. From the
conversations we have had, there appears to be the
potential for movement in a positive direction. But then we
thought following our conversations with candidate Warner
prior to the 2001 elections that he understood the hazards
of Business As Usual. We would have sworn he understood
more about settlement patterns and mobility than his
actions over the last three years have demonstrated.
Fellow optimists and candidates aspiring to make a
difference will find “An Open Letter” and “Looking for Mr.
Goodgrowth” useful holiday reading.
In crafting their strategies, candidates need to keep in
mind the two conundrums of past politics in Virginia:
●

●

To raise the money needed to run, candidates must
make promises, and if these promises were public,
they would alienate 95 percent if the eligible voters.
To get a party nomination, candidates must make
promises, and if these promises were public, they
would alienate 70 percent of the eligible voters (the
30 percent in the other party and the 40 percent
that are beholden to neither party).

In crafting strategies for Fundamental Change, citizens
must be sure all candidates promises are a matter of public
record and all winners are held accountable for their
actions during their terms of office.
Myths and Facts
Our last column was titled “From Myth to Law,” November
19, 2004. You may have missed most of it because the
newsletter had a bad link that was noted in a follow-up email from Jim Bacon. (Should you encounter that problem
again, you can reach the column by clicking on the "Home"
button in the newsletter's navigation bar to reach the Web
version of the newsletter and connect with the column.)
The most important thing about the last issue of Bacons
Rebellion was that there were a total of six columns that
addressed in one way or another the issue of transport/
settlement pattern balance. These columns were by writers
from across the political spectrum. That is a very good
holiday gift, especially for those who have been tilling this
field for over four decades.
The Year Ahead
There has been interest expressed in the Natural Laws of
Human Settlement Pattern raised by the “From Myth to
Law” column. Next year we will examine the Five Natural
Laws that are articulated in The Shape of the Future.
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As had been the case in the past, many of the 2004
columns addressed transport. That is because
“transportation is the canary in the minefield of
dysfunctional human settlement patterns.” Next year we
also plan to address education, specifically the size and
location of schools which has been and continues to be a
driver of dysfunction in society.
The role of roadway expansion in creating dysfunctional
human settlement patterns is clear. There is, however, a
related fallacy in thinking that the extension of commuter
rail without ironclad commitments to create functional
station-area settlement patterns will improve mobility. We
will address this fuzzy thinking in a future column. We will
also look at the linkage between sustainability, prosperity,
consumption and advertising as it applies to human
settlement patterns. We will also try to get a handle on the
new geography that has been established by the new U.S.
Census Bureau definitions. Perhaps it will help to clarify
the geographical illiteracy portrayed in “Where is Northern
Virginia,” August 11, 2003. Finally, we will explore the role
of “Property Dynamics” which Professor Joseph Freeman
will introduce in a guest column in the works for early next
year.
Our next year’s agenda includes wrapping up The Shape of
Warrenton-Fauquier's Future with its eye-popping data,
and, if a sponsor comes forward, completion of the revision
of Handbook with new data, graphics and tools to make it
applicable to communities in every New Urban Region in
the United States.
Have a great holiday.
-- December 13, 2004
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The Shape of the Future
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New Year's Resolution
Our politicians and pundits could resolve to tell the
truth about what it takes to ameliorate traffic
congestion. Of course, they're no more likely to do
so than they are to lose 20 pounds.

I have been out of the region. While I was gone, I
dreamed that upon my return I would read about
resolutions for 2005. In my dream, these resolutions were
articulated by those who make decisions and establish
opinions. By “resolutions,” I do not mean the soonforgotten promises to eat less or treat the dog better. I
mean commitments to solving problems plaguing citizens:
things like traffic congestion, dysfunctional human
settlement patterns and rising costs for government
services, health care and security. When I got home, I
found that it had been just a dream, and that “reality” is
just more of the media/officialdom nightmare from 2004
and the previous 60 years.
The Governor, legislative leaders and editorial writers are
still suggesting that finding more money is the
transportation “solution.” They do not mention changing
human settlement patterns-–the location and distribution
of travel demand. More money will not “solve” or even
“improve” traffic congestion and provide citizens with
mobility and access unless there is a Fundamental Change
in human settlement patterns. (See “Self Delusion and
Fraud,” June 7, 2004 .
Gov. Mark R. Warner’s $800 +/- million infusion will pay off
some debts but will not make a dent in the laundry list of
“needs.” These needs are driven by the assumption that
just building more transport facilities is an intelligent
strategy. No amount of money will “solve” the mobility and
access problem without a Fundamental Change in the
pattern and density of land use.
The “business community” is raising money for political
campaigns and convincing journalists to peddle its story
about how congestion is costing billions (it is) and how
spending billions on new roads is the solution (it is not).
(See “Businesses Feel Squeeze of State’s Crowded Roads”
Stephanie Stroughton, Associated Press, December 30,
2004.)
What is being said to counter “Business-as-Usual” tripe?
The good government/conservation/quality-of-life
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advocates are still suggesting that the path to salvation is
to give municipal (aka, “local”) governments additional
powers. The very best that municipal governments could
do with more power is to better implement their municipal
comprehensive plans. Yet these plans, and land-use
controls that put them into effect, are a major cause of the
core problems. Municipal plans provide for vastly too much
land for “tax base” land uses which are only a fantasy and
encourage the scatteration of urban land uses (primarily
urban dwellings) across the landscape. (See “Scatteration,”
September 22, 2003, and "The Role of Municipal Planning
in Creating Dysfunctional Human Settlement Patterns",
January 23, 2002.)
Problems at the municipal level are exacerbated by the fact
that the cumulative impact of inconsistent municipal plans
create un-transportable and unsustainable patterns at the
subregional and regional scales. There is not a single
region or subregion in the Commonwealth with a plan for
human settlement that is functional or transportable. (See
“The Shape of Richmond’s Future,” 16 Feb 2004.)
When it comes to a prosperous,
functional and sustainable future,
“Government As Usual” is no better than
“Business As Usual”.
The prospect for more dysfunction emanates not only from
the state and local levels of government. Consider the flap
over Fannie Mae. No one mentions that the core problem
at Fannie Mae is not the cooked books or the exorbitant
salaries but the fact that Fannie Mae, along with Freddie
Mac and other government actions, superheat the market
for houses that are the wrong size and in the wrong
location. Expanding home ownership is a fine goal.
However, as we note in The Shape of the Future, except
for the very rich, it is nearly impossible to make a home
out of a house placed a dysfunctional location. Likewise, it
is, in fact, impossible to evolve a functional community out
of scattered urban dwellings.
Aggravating these individual program failures, national
“leaders” are hyping the prospects of an expanded
economy and more jobs by accelerating consumption. This
orientation to prosperity (which is good) drives the
consumption of dwindling resources (which is bad). As
documented by the best current data, this strategy makes
those at the top of the economic food chain get richer while
those at the bottom are losing ground. Those in the
middle are sinking under the pressure of growing medical,
education and service costs. They look down to see their
shredded health and retirement safety nets.
What is a citizen to do in 2005? In a
democracy with a market economy, there
is only one path to more effective
governance and more functional human
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settlement patterns. Informed citizens.
In the current context, most politicians (and governance
practitioners) are doing just what they need to do to get
elected and reelected (hired and promoted). Citizen
education depends on identifying ways to provide
information on individual and collective enlightened selfinterest. This has to be done in a way that citizens who are
sleep, time and distance deprived and advertising/peer
pressure besotted will pay attention.
In this issue of Bacon's Rebellion, Professor Joseph
Freeman provides an introduction to a program that holds
promise--Property Dynamics. (See "Rain Dance," January
4, 2005.) Perhaps if enough citizens gain enough useful
information to expose the myths, the truth will allow us all
to move past this nightmare.
-- January 4, 2005
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The Commuting Problem
Mass transit is just one more "solution" that won't
work in the absence of Balanced Communities.
Money spent on helping commuters is money
squandered.

There is a lot of talk about extending commuter rail and
METRO, widening existing roadways, building new
roadway corridors and building/improving other transport
facilities to “solve” the problems of “commuters.” There
is no doubt that commuters would like a solution, and
their plight will be widely cited and lamented in the
coming weeks in Richmond and in the months between
now and the November elections. The problems
commuters face have already been cited by Gov. Mark R.
Warner, Speaker William J. Howell, Senate Finance Chair
John H. Chichester and others. (1)
Let’s start with bottom-line advice for commuters:
Unless there is something simple you
and your neighbors can do--such as
building a gate in your back fence or
going to a hearing to help your
employer expand its business down the
street--there are three current
“solutions” to “commuting” problems:
Move your home close to your job;
Move your job close to your home;
Move your home and your job.
No “solution” being put forward by any elected official or
transport facility lobby groups is in fact a “solution.” That
is because none of the ideas put on the table by Business
As Usual or Government As Usual involve Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns. Other than the
solutions by individual commuters above, the change in
the location of land uses and thus change in the pattern
of travel demand is the only realistic cure to the
problems of commuting. Discussion of possible
“solutions” (which are not solutions at all) only
encourages citizens to hope that “someone” will make
commuting easier.
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A core problem is that the prospect of
an easier commute will encourage
citizens to make bad location decisions
than can be accommodated by any
facility improvement.
The validity of this statement can be demonstrated by
careful examination of:
●

●
●

●
●

●
●
●

Improving an intersection or widen a bridge that is
now a bottleneck
Coordination of a corridor’s traffic signal system
Adding new lanes including HOV and/or HOT lanes
on existing roadways
Creating new roadway corridors
Extending an existing commuter rail line into the
Countryside
Extending METRO beyond the Clear Edge
Building “telework” centers
Any other idea that has surfaced to date including
“Skycars” (See “The Skycar Myth,” Nov 15, 2004.

The reality is that there is no facility solution for
commuters. That will not change until discussions, plans
and construction of all transport facilities are directly and
inextricable linked to Fundamental Changes in human
settlement pattern, period.
Commuter Rail
Perhaps “commuter rail” offers the best example of the
futility of building facilities for commuters. Here is a
specific example.
First, recall two key facts about the Virginia portion of
the National Capital Subregion laid out in “Five Critical
Realities that Shape the Future” (Dec 15, 2003):
Within 1/4 mile of existing METRO stations, there is more
than enough space for all jobs, housing, services and
other urban development projected for next 20 years if
the station-area land is developed and redeveloped at
Rosslyn/Ballston Corridor station-area densities.
In addition, and even without any METRO station-area
development, if vacant and underutilized land were
developed and redeveloped at minimum urban densities
(10 persons per acre at community scale which includes
40 percent community-scale open space) and there were
50 percent subregional-scale open space, then all the
jobs, housing and services projected for the next two
decades could be accommodated in Balanced
Communities within 20 miles of the National Capital
Subregion’s centroid.
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In other words, there is no need, based
on the myth of “space demand” often
stated as “all the closer-in places are
built out”, to put any jobs or housing
outside Radius=20 miles in Virginia. In
fact, there is more than twice as much
land necessary for new land uses to
accommodate projected job, housing
and service growth without
“development” of a single acre of
Countryside.
That means there is no imperative based on demand for
space to accommodate any new jobs or housing in
eastern Loudoun or Prince William Counties, much less in
western Loudoun, Stafford, Fauquier, Spotsylvania
Counties and beyond. If you are not conversant with the
facts behind these realities, please review “Five Critical
Realities that Shape the Future.”
Also recall where jobs are now located in the Virginia
portion of the National Capital Subregion and where the
vast majority of jobs are projected to be in 20 years. To
reduce the demand for commutes, jobs need to be close
to housing. This is the first step in creating a jobs/
housing balance on the community scale and a core
strategy to create Balanced Communities. If you are
unfamiliar with job location reality, please review that
issue in “Five Critical Realities that Shape the Future”
and “Where the Jobs Are,” May 24, 2004. To date, no
one has disputed the facts upon which these location
realities are based.
Next, look at a map of the northern part of Virginia.
Existing commuter rail (Virginia Railway Express or VRE)
lines extend to Fredericksburg and to Manassas Airport.
At or near the end of these lines, VRE serves the urban
areas of Fredericksburg-Stafford-Spotsylvania (aka,
Greater Fredericksburg) and Manassas-West Prince
William (aka, Greater Manassas). There is discussion of
extending the Greater Manassas VRE line 15 +/- miles to
Bealton in Fauquier County. To understand the impact of
this extension and the futility of trying to solve the
commuting problem by facility extension, one must come
to grips with the issue of scale.
Within 15 miles of the end of the proposed VRE extension
to Bealton, there are 500,000 +/- acres. In this area,
there are now several urban enclaves (e.g. Warrenton,
Remington, Culpeper), as well as many hamlets,
crossroads and scattered urban dwellings in addition to
the nonurban land uses that are characteristic of the
Virginia Countryside.
An area of 500,000 acres is a lot of land. Let’s look at the
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prospect of only 10 percent of this area being developed
at minimum urban densities (10 persons per acre at the
community scale) and the rest of the land being devoted
to uses that preserve the character of the Countryside.
Maximum nonurban densities are one person per 30
acres +/- with the household economic activity primarily
devoted to nonurban land uses. Under these conditions,
500,000 acres would accommodate 185,000 households
and 270,000 workers within 15 miles of the terminal
station.
The current VRE lines each carry between 7,500 and
8,000 commuters per day. There is a need for more rail
cars to relieve existing and projected crowding from
traffic growth at the existing stations. If the capacity of
the extended VRE line were doubled to serve the new
extension, there would be room for 8,000 more
commuters, and there would be 270,000 new workers
under the conditions outlined above. The vast majority of
these workers would commute based on development in
this subregion since 1992. This means that at the same
time under the same conditions, there also would be
250,000 +/- additional automobile commuters, most of
them driving alone. These capacity calculations provide a
context for consideration of what might happen if there
were a commuter rail extension.
These calculations are not unrealistic based on the
approval rate of development proposals, the amount of
land in this area held for urban land-uses and the refusal
of core jurisdictions to change their land-use controls to
facilitate creation of Balanced Communities.
To calibrate these numbers, S/PI examined the urban
dwellings developed over the past 12 ½ years within 15
miles of the three end-of-the-line stations on the two
existing VRE lines.
In round numbers, for every current
rider of VRE boarding at these six
stations, there are 12 to 15 workers
who live in houses built over the past 12
½ years within 15 miles of these
stations that were advertised and sold
at least in part because of the existence
of VRE. (2)
Commuter rail is a good idea to connect substantial
urban enclaves (e.g. Greater Fredericksburg and Greater
Manassas) with select activity nodes (directly or via
METRO) within the contiguously urbanized area of the
National Capital Subregion. It makes no sense at all to
extend commuter rail into the Countryside and surround
the station platform with parking lots. These extensions
and parking lots would serve only a small fraction of the
new workers that they would induce. The existence of
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the commuter rail station will result in more bad location
decisions and subsidize the small percentage of new
home owners that use the service. Some who now drive
25 miles to get to a station will drive 10 miles, but with
all the others on the road, it may take them as long to
get to the new station.
Same Story, Second and Third Verses
Although it may be easier to see the futility of transport
facility extension with commuter rail, the same metric
applies to expansion of the METRO in the Dulles Corridor.
The pluses and minuses of extending METRO to Tysons
Corner-Fairfax (aka, Greater Tysons Corner), RestonFairfax (aka, Greater Reston), Washington Dulles
International Airport and especially beyond Dulles into
eastern Loudoun County were discussed in “Rail-toDulles Realities,” Jan. 5, 2004. (3)
The extension of METRO to Dulles and
beyond has the same impact as the
extension of VRE: It will induce more
“potential commuters” to buy homes
within 15 miles of the stations than the
system can support especially in the
peak hour/peak direction. This
underscores the absolute necessity of
creating as much balance in the stations
areas as possible and in creating
Balanced Communities at Reston-Fairfax
and Tysons Corner-Fairfax.
Building Bus Rapid Transit in the Dulles corridor instead
of extending METRO has been championed by those who
have land and project investments that are in the
corridor tax district but not within the METRO stationareas. Bus Rapid Transit would be cheaper than METRO
and thus the burden on the tax district would be less.
On Jan. 10, 2005, one of the “do not tax me because
METRO will not help me” developers floated the idea of
High Occupancy Toll (HOT) lanes in the Dulles corridor as
a substitute for METRO in a letter to VDOT and in a
widely-circulated press release.
Our old friend Chris Walker who is leading this effort is
right that extending METRO is a waste of money–unless
there is Fundamental Change in station-area settlement
patterns. His proposal for HOT lanes will not waste public
money, but it will cause public inconvenience and will not
improve mobility and access in the Dulles Corridor. No
facility construction can do that. The HOT lane proposal
has attracted support from true believers who support
the “miracle solution” for better mobility–private
investment in public transport facilities.
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S/PI has previously addressed the problem of distorting
the responsibility of the public to provide mobility and
access by skewing projects to create attractive private
investments in the context of I-81 “improvements” and
the extension of METRO. (See “The Perfect Storm,” July
12, 2004.) We consider the impact of belief that “new
money” (public or private) will help below.
The commuter rail and METRO expansion scenario can be
retold with respect to the expansion of any limitedaccess radial roadway corridor, including the addition of
HOV or HOT lanes. Unless there is a lack of space in the
region’s core, any of these radial expansions turn out to
do more harm than good. (See “Five Critical Realities
that Shape the Future”, Dec. 15, 2003.) A useful case
study is I-270 in Maryland or I-66 in the northern part of
Virginia. In fact, the same dynamics apply to all the
possible non-solutions to the problems of “commuting.”
“Living here and working there” does
not work when more than a small
percentage in any community commute.
A very good indicator of imbalance in a
community is the number of workers
who commute.
Fighting Over Money
Money will not solve commuters’ problems. Public (or
private) money dumped on the existing system will not
improve commuting without a Fundamental Change in
human settlement pattern. Throwing money on the table,
especially private money, will only make matters worse.
Who, then, does dumping money onto the existing
system help? Dumping money onto the existing system
helps Business As Usual: The speculator who wants to
sell land, the developer who wants to sell lots, the
builder who wants to sell houses to “commuters” and, of
course, it helps road builders, engineers, Realtors and
related development interests. Most of all, it helps
politicians so long as the citizens do not understand the
dynamics of the impact of the Private-Vehicle Mobility
Myth (aka, autonomobility). (See “From Myth to Law,”
Nov. 29, 2004.)
If citizens, including commuters,
understood the futility of spending to
help commuters, New Urban Regions
would be different and much more
pleasant places. There are several
realms of debilitating conflict that would
disappear.
This is a partial list of the money conflicts:
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Come Heres vs. Been Heres. Everyone has seen
examples of this conflict within unbalanced communities.
New folks move in and find it hard to commute so they
say everyone should pay to upgrade the mobility system.
The Old Timers (including those who moved in last year
before traffic got really bad) ask why they should be pay
for the new residents’ bad location decisions. This conflict
is toxic to building community. But it can get worse.
When there are more “come heres” than “been heres,”
the “come heres” toss out the old politicians and replace
them with new ones who will listen to their complaints
and promise solutions. This can deepen the conflict. The
“come heres” must be very careful because if they vote
in a new slate to solve commuters problems these new
politicians may open the floodgates for their speculator/
developer/builder sponsors. This is what happened in
Loudoun County in 1999. Then there is a whole new
generation of “come heres” and a settlement pattern that
is even more dysfunctional, more degraded and more
costly to service.
Core vs. Fringe. The next conflict is based on location
within the New Urban Region. Those who live in
communities near the core of New Urban Regions have
different priorities for spending transport resources than
those who camp out in unbalanced communities on the
fringe. This conflict is sometimes framed in terms of
“central city” vs. “sub”urban interests. With the failure to
understand or define “sub”urban and the growth in the
number of so called “sub”urban voters as a percentage of
population, this conflict has come to play a central role in
both state and federal politics and negatively impacts
every citizen of large urban systems.
Metropolitans vs. Countryside Denizens. It is
impossible to conserve and enhance the Countryside and
also build facilities in outlining locations for commuters.
This conflict is often framed in terms of “Northern
Virginia” vs. Horse Country or “Northern Virginia” vs. The
Valley/Southside/Far Southwest, etc. There is also
Urbanside vs. Countryside conflict in the Tidewater and
Richmond New Urban Regions. With respect to Greater
Richmond, a growing number of citizens now realize that
too many roadways are their problem, not their
“solution.” (See “The Shape of Richmond’s Future,” Feb.
16, 2004.)
No More Taxes vs. Public Obligation to Provide for
Mobility and Access. Providing mobility and access is
expensive. Citizens who believe there is no personal
benefit from spending their tax dollars jump on the nonew-taxes bandwagon. This position is in conflict with
those who believe there is a fundamental government
responsibility to provide access and mobility. This conflict
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opens the door to those who see a way to make money
by investing private money in the construction of
transport facilities that turn out not to serve the public
interest. (See “The Perfect Storm,” July 21, 2004.)
The smoke and fog caused by the rhetorical storms
emanating from all these conflicts provide a convenient
place to hide for governance practitioners because they
do not have to step up and address the need for
Fundamental Change.
These conflicts over money would go
away, or be dramatically diminished, if
the majority of citizens realized that
more money is not the solution to
commuters’ problems or to achieving
mobility and access in New Urban
Regions.
More importantly, if there were broad citizen recognition
of this reality, then more citizens would voluntarily make
locational decisions that were in their enlightened self
interest, which would go a long way toward creating
Balanced Communities in sustainable New Urban Regions.
Before we leave the money issue, it must to be made
very clear: There are major transport needs: Deferred
maintenance, replacement, repair, new facilities, etc.
These needs must be addressed if prosperity and quality
of life are to be preserved in the New Urban Regions and
the Urban Support Regions where all the citizens of
Virginia live and work.
Transport improvements will cost a lot of money. It is a
fact that building a First World urban society is a very
expensive undertaking. Efficient and effective
transportation and other infrastructure does not come
cheap. This is especially true since much of what has
been built in the past 50 years is the wrong
infrastructure in the wrong location as documented in
The Shape of the Future.
However, as long as citizens believe that more money
alone is a “solution,” the citizens and governance
practitioners will never get to the question of what
pattern of settlement is desired by citizens and what
transport system is needed to provide mobility and
access within that pattern of land use.
There are tactics that can have immediate beneficial
impact such as the four laid out by Jim Bacon in “The
Road to Righteousness” (January 4, 2005). There are
long-term strategies that can be effective such as
Property Dynamics outlined by Professor Joseph Freeman
in “Rain Dance” (Jan. 5, 2005). It is clear that no one will
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bother to listen to short-term tactics or to long-term
strategies as long as they believe they can persuade
someone else to hand them a free lunch.
The Whale on the Beach
As clear and simple as the path to functional settlements
and mobility is, no one in public office, no one who is
paid by public agencies to study, plan, design or build
transport facilities and no one in the Business As Usual
crowd who benefits from belief in the Private-Vehicle
Mobility Myth will breath a word of the truth. (See “Self
Delusion and Fraud,” June 7, 2004, “The Perfect Storm,”
July 12, 2004, “Spinning Data, Spinning Wheels,”
September 20, 2004.”
Those who directly benefit from citizens' faith in facility
solutions are not the only ones who are mum. So are, for
the most part, the media especially the “regional” and
“national” media.
There may be light at the end of the tunnel. The Fauquier
Citizen, a weekly community newspaper that serves
Warrenton-Fauquier, last week concluded a six-part
series on “living here-working there.” The publisher and
staff examined the history of traffic congestion in the
community and the causes of the growing woes of
commuter. They pointed out that some believe there are
two basic causes of the current commuter crisis: citizens
making bad location decisions and governance
practitioners failing to balance land use and
transportation.
Through in-depth interviews, they documented the
impact of commutation on the lives of commuters, their
families and on community institutions and economics.
Last week, in the final installment titled “Seeking
‘Balance,’” they laid it on the line:
There is no solution to the commuting
problem so long as citizens in large
numbers believe that “living here and
working there” is a rational choice. (4)
It is hard to believe that many of the citizens who were
interviewed and had commuted for decades still thought
that a decision to "live here and work there" was an
intelligent one. There was one question which was not
asked: “Would you have made the same decision if you
had known that year by year and decade by decade the
conditions would get worse?”
It is not clear what citizens would do if
they knew that there is no alternative to
the conditions getting worse as long as
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so many others make location decisions
like theirs? Would they make better
choices without further incentive, or
must there also be a fair allocation of
the full costs of the current settlement
patterns before there is movement
toward Fundamental Change?
If those citizens who have chosen to live in functional
settlement pattern come to fully realize that they are
subsidizing, through what they pay for goods and
services, those who have made the decision to locate in
expensive-to-service locations, it may speed up the
process.
Additional efforts are needed to follow this important first
step. Citizens will need to be told over and over in many
ways and from many perspectives that commuter rail,
wider roads, more money, or any other "solution" will
only make matters worse unless citizens make different
location decisions. More intelligent location decisions will
shift the market and the public policy. Developers,
builders and governance practitioners will be forced to
provide functional development components that can
become Balanced Communities.
The challenge for the media is to get
through to thoughtful citizens who are
not already committed to bad thinking
and bad practice and can see beyond the
big house and sleek car advertising and
other forces that drive location
decisions not in their own best interest.
That will not be easy. The battle lines are drawn in the
Warrenton-Fauquier community. Letters to the editor
that were written in response to the first five weeks of
coverage on commuting illustrated elements of the
money conflicts spelled out above.
The root causes of commuter dysfunction are
exacerbated by failure to understand The Physics of
Gridlock (S/PI, April 2003). Citizens take even the
discussion of a new facility "fix" as a sign that things will
get better. Thus, individually they continue to make
decisions that are not in their own longer-term best
interest. If citizens do not understand The Physics of
Gridlock, they will not put pressure on governance
practitioners for Fundamental Change. The collective
response to the need for mobility and access will be the
continuing Business As Usual failure to balance land use
and transportation. Governance As Usual practitioners
will continue to follow the least-common-denominator
approaches of Business As Usual and Government As
Usual.

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/01-17/Risse.htm (10 of 13) [1/3/2008 10:13:24 AM]

The Commuting Problem

Where to From Here
The facts about widespread commuting do not support a
position that there should never be any commuters.
There have been commuters since the second urban
enclave was established 10,000 +/- years ago. There will
always be commuters, and if there are only a few, there
would be no problem. The idea of “commuting” (“living
here, working there”), however, is a perfect example of
the fallacy of composition. What is good for some is
definitely not good for all.
The threshold problem is that even “talk of helping
commuters” increases bad location decisions, and it ends
up with many more commuters than can be served by
new facilities. Even if the facility is never built, the
scatteration of urban land uses is already a reality. This
is an example of the power of the first of the five Natural
Laws of Human Settlement Patterns outlined in The
2.
Shape of the Future: A=ΠR
The creation of Balanced Communities
in sustainable New Urban Regions is an
imperative. Citizens must start by
recognizing the need to live and work in
places that have a balance of jobs/
housing/services/recreation/
amenities.
The inability to improve commuting and the importance
of Balanced Communities is not just an interesting issue:
It is critical, and it impacts every aspect of a citizen’s life.
Just last week, the current administration floated a
proposal to help offset tax cuts, pay for the war in Iraq
and reduce the ballooning federal deficit. It proposed to
eliminate many of the Department of Housing and Urban
Development’s “community” programs.
Changing the current “community” programs is a fine
idea since they now primarily provide walking-aroundmoney for large urban jurisdictions. They do little to
create settlement patterns composed of Balanced
Communities in sustainable New Urban Regions and do
nothing to conserve the Countryside. That said, there
must be strategies at all levels of government to create
Balanced Communities where commuting is vastly
reduced, not the accepted way to get to work.
-- January 18, 2005

End Notes
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1. The dictionary defines a “commuter” as one who travels back in forth
between two places on a regular basis. It is not limited to a person who
drives back and forth to work alone in a car over a considerable distance.
The discussion in this column, while focusing on the latter, is equally
applicable to anyone who must resort to an automobile to get from
where they are to where they want or need to be regardless of whether
the commute is to work or elsewhere.
In common parlance, the meaning of “commuter” has morphed over the
past 60 years. In the '40s and '50s, it was one who rode to his office in
Manhattan or The Loop from his leafy urban enclave in a plush rail car.
Then it was the “suburbanite” stuck in a Los Angeles “Freeway” traffic
jam. Now it is a voter who is in need of money to improve his journey to
work or services.
The image of mass commuting being a perfectly rational decision is
perpetuated by those who benefit from citizens deciding to be
commuters. It started after WW I with the auto, oil and rubber interests.
After WWII, road builders, land developers and house builders became
advocates of commuting. In the last 30 years, land speculators and
municipal officials have played a key role.
2. These numbers are approximate, but they pass the sniff test of
relevance. Prince William, Stafford, Fauquier and Spotsylvania Counties
have grown by 60,000 +/- households and 85,000 +/- workers in the past
12 years. Most of the new units in these jurisdictions are within 15 miles
of an existing VRE station. Most of the new workers in these
jurisdictions commute outside the jurisdiction to work. Almost all
advertising for new dwellings and image advertising by the jurisdictions
notes the existence of VRE.
VRE data and testimony by those favoring VRE extension indicate that
many riders now travel by car even farther than 15 miles to ride VRE.
The station impact areas fall in eight counties not counting Fairfax
County that has five stations to serve its residents. The impact areas also
fall in three “regional” council (nee, planning district commission)
jurisdictions. No public agency has been interested in a comprehensive
study of the VRE impact.
3. Since the “Rail-to-Dulles Realities” column (Jan.5, 2005) was
published, the proposal for a tax district that had been killed in late 2003
by the Town of Herndon has been revived. A truncated proposal for
METRO extension in the Dulles Corridor to an interim terminal station
at Wiehle Avenue in the eastern part of Reston has been created. The
new proposal still has the downsides of the original one that are noted in
the column and especially in the column’s End Notes.
4. The trend of better human settlement pattern reporting by community
newspapers is worth noting. This column has often noted the
irresponsibility of the major regional media outlets in reporting on
human settlement pattern and mobility issues. (“Smoke and Shadows,”
Jan. 13, 2003, “Clueless,” Jan. 19, 2004, and “No Context,” Feb 2, 2004.
In mid-December, two reporters–one from a chain of community weekly
newspapers and one from the dominate regional daily–called S/PI about
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area of Fairfax County. Both had access to the same information.
The Post story was more of the same “he said, she said” with no depth or
context. S/PI now refers to this as the “Media-as-Usual” approach.
However, in material dated 15 December 2004 on the web and carried in
various editions of The Connection that week, an article and sidebar by
reporter David Harrison started to put station-area development in
historical perspective. He did not portray the big picture, but he started
in that direction.
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The Shape of the Future
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Education and
Human Settlement Patterns
Want better education for Virginia's children? Then
help change the size, location and funding of our
schools.

Transportation is “the canary in the mine field" of
scattered, low-density and unbalanced development.
Typically, traffic gridlock is the first symptom of profoundly
dysfunctional land use. Education is a close second as an
indicator. Few factors affect the quality of education more
than the size and location of school facilities, both of which
influence, and are influenced by, prevailing land use
patterns.
In our last column, we explored a root cause of
deteriorating traffic conditions: The failure to evolve
Balanced Communities and, without balance, the need to
rely on "commuting" to connect housing with jobs and
services. (See “The Commuting Problem,” Jan. 17, 2004.)
Likewise, the failure to evolve Balanced Communities
disconnects households from their local schools, as
witnessed by children learning at a tender age the joys of
lengthy "commutes" to school via school bus and later by
driving a car. (See "Dying Young in Traffic," Nov. 1, 2004).

The solution to many of the problems
with contemporary education is for
regions and communities to create
school systems that reflect the size and
location of viable components of
Balanced Communities.
Educational professionals are a big part of the problem.
They make size, location and funding decisions concerning
school facilities that make human settlement patterns--and
the schools themselves--ever more dysfunctional. Sharing
the Private Vehicle Mobility Myth and the Big Yard Myth
that are prevalent among citizens and elected officials (see
“From Myth to Law,” 29 November 2004), school
administrators act as if there were no alternative to
building huge, institutional-sized schools on big, "cheap"
lots in the middle of nowhere.
Whether used for houses or schools, land is "cheap" only
when it is not well located. (See “Affordable, But No
Bargain,” Feb. 17, 2003, and “The Housing Dilemma,” July
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14, 2003.)
Admittedly, well-located school sites probably will be more
expensive. But remember, building smaller schools on welllocated site makes an overwhelming difference in the
education and socialization of children. Schools form the
cornerstones of Balanced Communities that are in harmony
with the values of parents and citizens.
The size and location of educational facilities at all levels-from dooryard infant care to community-serving “junior
colleges”--are two of the most important criteria in
determining the total quality of education. (See End Note
One.) Class size, teacher training and parental
involvement, all of which are effected by the prevailing
settlement patterns, are among the most important
predictors of success in education.
The Bigger-the-Better Myth
Identifying the optimal size of schools is a complex issue. A
large body of data suggests that school size, along with
class size, is key to student progress and achievement.
Size matters for those not in the 90th percentile of ability
because a more intimate learning environment enables
them to keep up with their peers. Size matters also to
those in the 90th percentile because it provides greater
challenge and excitement.
The primary arguments for big schools includes the
following:
Big schools are cheaper, per student, to
operate.
A smaller percentage of overcapacity in any one
school (aka, overcrowding) adsorbs more students.
It is faster to build capacity for growth with big
schools.
●

●

●

The greater the pressure for new schools, the greater the
tendency for these arguments to be accepted. It's no
surprise, then, that Loudoun County and other fast growing
jurisdictions are running headlong to build bigger schools.
Many citizens see the advantages of smaller schools. But
by the time a local government faces the need for
expanded school capacity, parents--especially recent,
Come-Here parents told by their real estate agents that the
schools in their jurisdiction were highly rated--are
desperate. They aren't willing to wait for the payoff from a
more intelligent strategy.
If citizens prefer smaller schools, why are so many built
too big? For budgetary reasons. Bricks-and-mortar costs
are readily calculated, and administrators think that larger
schools yield a lower capital cost per student. And any
scheme that makes education "cheaper" per pupil will help
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/01-31/Risse.htm (2 of 9) [1/3/2008 10:12:46 AM]

Schools and Sprawl

preserve administrators' jobs. One flaw in this reasoning is
that there alternative strategies to lower capital costs, such
as recycling old buildings or sharing co-op space. A larger
problem is that "cheaper" rarely equates to "better" when
it comes to education.
Another argument is that big schools can offer a greater
diversity of programs, including classes for the gifted as
well as the educationally challenged. But what makes more
sense: to have four or five students in a special class with
a qualified part-time instructor from the village, or 40
students in a cookie cutter AP or special education class?
Which makes more sense: Having a teacher move from
small school to small school, or busing children to a
remote, central location where there is enough land to
build a big school and a place to park all the cars and
buses?
Educators also contend that big schools provide more
extracurricular activities, such as music and sports. Big
schools can support high-powered athletic programs. But
that logic has little appeal to parents who value the
education that schools impart. If parents want Johnny to
compete in a Class AAAA program he has a shot at getting
a university athletic scholarship and going on to “play at
the next level,” they need to factor that into their decision
about where to raise Johnny. There are schools with the
right coaches and the right programs for them, but not
everyone thrives in a “Friday Night Lights” atmosphere.
On the other hand, distributing children between a greater
number of schools allows them a greater chance to
participate in the life of the school. In a school system with
three high schools rather than one, there are three class
presidents, not one; three starting quarterbacks, not one;
three lead baritones in the chorus, not one; and so on. This
is borne out by the research cited in End Note One.
While larger schools may enjoy theoretical "economies of
scale", educators overlook the impact on student
performance. They soothe parents with responses like this:
"Our (big school) plan is less expensive. You don't want
your taxes to go up even more do you?” Parents need to
look beyond such reasoning to ask, "But will your plan do a
better job of educating my child?"
Is "Small" Enough to Make a School Beautiful?
Before moving to the location issue, let us make clear that
making schools smaller is not enough, by itself, to make
them better. Making the same errors in smaller buildings
will not improve education.
It is important to match the scale of the school with the
scale of the Balanced Community component it is designed
to serve. (See End Note Two). Building on the African
adage, “It takes a village to raise a child”, schools should
be reconfigured so there is:
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●

●

●
●
●

Formal and informal day care available in every
dooryard.
School programs for preschool, kindergarten and
grades 1&2 in every cluster.
Grades 3 to 6 or 7 facilities in every neighborhood.
Grades 7 or 8 to 12 facilities in every village
Vocational training and college preparation (grades
13-14) and continuing education in every community

Having three levels of schools to cover pre-kindergarten
through 12th grade makes no more sense in 2005 than
having only three levels of governance in New Urban
Regions when there are seven scales of organic structure in
contemporary human settlement patterns at and below the
regional scale.
It will require Fundamental Change to align schools, like
transportation facilities and governance structure, with the
populations they serve. This new paradigm of education
will cost money. We will address that issue after we take a
closer look at school location. (See End Note Three.)
In the Middle of Nowhere
Governing magazine ran a cover story in March 2004
entitled, “Edge-ucation: The Compulsion to Build Schools in
the Middle of Nowhere.” The article spells out in detail why
school districts and municipal governments continue to
build schools in dysfunctional locations. Anyone interested
in or involved in school site selection or school size should
carefully read this comprehensive article written for
governance practitioners. It addresses both the cause and
effect of school size and location issues.
Building schools in the middle of nowhere is a nationwide
problem, not just a Virginia problem. Debates over the
location of schools are occurring in school districts across
the Commonwealth.
A few years ago S/PI contributed to a national study
summarized in the report, “Historic Neighborhood Schools
in the Age of Sprawl”, cited in End Note One. The study is
widely quoted by the subtitle: “Why Johnny Can’t Walk to
School.” Here are a couple of examples that we shared
with the director of the study:
The next time your plane takes off to the south from
Washington Dulles, check out the unfortunately named
“Rachel Carson” Middle School on the left. This Fairfax
County school was built on low-value industrial land within
within the airport noise-impact area. This school, located at
the far edge of school’s service area, was constructed on
land that held for years by amateur speculators and was
available cheap.
If you are on the right side of the airplane, check out the
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remote location of the relocated Arcola Elementary School
in Loudoun County. As often happens, in the years since
the Arcola school was relocated, the vacant land around it
has become more attractive for scattered subdivisions.
It is not a fluke to see two examples from a single runway.
The next time you fly, check the settlement patterns of any
region on approach or take-off and see how many
examples of schools in the middle of nowhere (aka,
locational dysfunction) you can locate. Clue: Look for big
parking lots and lines of yellow buses.
School locations such as these lead, among other things, to
“Lord of the Flies” school bus experiences. We have argued
that children have more constructive lessons erased by
spending from 45 minutes-two hours on a school bus every
day than they learn in six hours in school. (See End Note
Four.) These locations exacerbate the teen deaths as noted
in “Dying Young in Traffic” (Nov. 1, 2004).
The Issue of Money
Yes, smaller schools in better locations will cost more
money. We address some potential revenue sources to
support better education below. But first, a word about the
cost of education in general:
Providing an acceptable, much less
superior, education for children in the
face of the counterproductive forces of
contemporary culture costs money--lots
of money.
Some of our friends have expressed the wan hope that if
schools stop spending money for the wrong things, they
will have sufficient money for the right things like rational
sites and smaller classes. Sorry, that is not the case.
Patrick Welch, an English teacher at T.C. Williams High
School in Alexandria, frequently writes insightful articles on
educational issues in The Washington Post. In a Dec. 5,
2004, op-ed entitled, “It’s No Contest: Boys Will Be Men,
and They’ll Still Choose Video Games,” Welch describes the
impact of the latest generation of video games. In the
process, he eloquently makes the case for investing major
resources in the creation of more effective educational
materials and environments.
Good education is hugely expensive, and it will get more
expensive for the reasons that Welch and others point out.
As society becomes more complex, so does the cost of
bringing all the students to a level of understanding where
they can compete socially and economically.
Society spends trillions of dollars on entertainment and the
advertising of entertainment. Educational materials and
educational processes must be improved to compete with
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/01-31/Risse.htm (5 of 9) [1/3/2008 10:12:46 AM]

Schools and Sprawl

the impact of Sponge Bob Square Pants, “music videos”
and the “blow-the-living-snot-out-of-it” video games (e.g.
“Mercenaries: Playground of Destruction”) that consume
billions of dollars and trillions of hours.
Why Education Needs More Money and
Transportation Does Not
There is a profound difference between the need for money
for education and the need for money to create mobility
and access. With Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns there may not be a need for much new
money for transport. Whatever the cost of mobility, there
is a silver bullet: Charge motorists the full cost of locationvariable goods and services and the cost of providing
mobility choices. (See "New Years Resolutions", Jan. 4,
2004, and the items cited there, and for some immediate
action items, “The Road to Righteousness” Jan. 4, 2004, by
Jim Bacon). The fair allocation of cost will, by definition,
provide whatever sum is needed for mobility and access.
The education establishment may well be
squandering resources on the wrong
things. That needs to change. But when
schools start spending the money on the
right things, it still will cost far more than
they are spending now.
It is not just a case of getting the priorities straight: It is a
case of overcoming the roadblocks set up by contemporary
culture: Beavis and Butt-Head, Sponge Bob Square Pants,
South Park, music videos, ipods, video games, cell phones,
instant messaging, chat rooms, blogging, complex
electronic and mechanical technology, etc.
A New Metric of Education Costs
Before addressing ways to fund Fundamental Change in
education it may be useful to understand why education
costs so much and why it will cost far more in the future.
In 1805, 95 percent of the extended families/households in
the United States were engaged in agrarian activities and
in agrarian support crafts and services. For these families
children were part of the economic equation, and raising
and educating children was an integral part of the families
full time job. Extended families and master/apprentice
relationships carried out much of the education. The later
stages of the Industrial Revolution restructured the
workplace, agriculture and the family. These changes
required that education for more than an elite few be
outsourced to “schools.”
Perhaps the economic equivalent of paying the full cost of
location-dependent costs for mobility can be calculated in
education. We suggest that it is something like this: Each
parent of a child between conception and 25 years of age
must spend one half of his or her total productive time
(aka, waking hours) preparing for, caring for, educating
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and civilizing that child. For a couple with three children,
that means one and one half person days every day on
child education.
Home schooling has had mixed reviews but there is enough
evidence to establish that dedicated parents can, via home
schooling, prepare children for higher education if they
devote time of this magnitude. Our drivers ed contact tells
us that his best prepared students do not come from public
schools or exclusive private schools but from home
schooled teenagers.
Of course, not all parents are willing, or capable, of home
schooling their children. If an institution (aka, school) is to
take over a major part of that role (the current practice) it
will cost a lot of money. Members of what Richard Florida
calls the "creative class" set ever higher expectations for
school performance. And it will require ever greater effort
and creativity to produce materials and processes that
make "education" as interesting as the anti-education that
makes gamers, toy manufactures and the "entertainment
industry" billions in profit.

Sources of Funds
Creating educational facilities, materials and processes at
the right scale and in the right location will require
resources far beyond that now devoted to
education. Where will resources for creative education
come?
Some will come from existing resources that are redirected
to constructive programs. There will be an expanded roll
for volunteer efforts, especially in the facilities and services
provided at the dooryard, cluster and neighborhood scales.
When real progress is shown, private philanthropy, a major
supporter of higher education, will filter down to smaller
scales and earlier years of education.
This still will leave a big gap in resources. This gap should
not be filled by new or expanded taxes on property,
income or consumption. These sources of revenue are
already spoken for.
Citizens must explore new sources for
funds to support governance and services
at the dooryard, cluster, neighborhood
and village scales where, at this point,
there is no functional governance
structure. Education will be the most
important of these functions.
We suggest that the activities of product and service
testing, product and service endorsements, communication
and data collection could support dooryard, cluster,
neighborhood and village scale governance and
education. These actions are now profit centers for
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advertising agencies, media outlets and data mining
conglomerates, or on the other hand are cost centers for
municipal, state and federal government. These activities
could generate billions in revenue by replacing the failed
system of trying to induce citizens to spend and consume
or find information which the dooryard, cluster, and
neighborhood could control and provide for a fee. [See End
Note Five.]
Where to From Here
The first step is for individuals to become involved in the
school-siting, school-size and boundary-adjustment
process in their jurisdiction. They should bring along the
resources cited in this column and build a coalition of like
interests.
The next step will be to break up all big school districts and
reform them along community lines. Consolidation appears
to save money only because there is not yet an economic
model to evaluate the cost of failing to provide a quality
education. The best long-term test of educational quality
would be a profound decline in economic competitiveness.
A decent into 2nd world status would serve as a "wake up
call." We cannot afford to wait for that. Citizens need to
move ahead on what is already known to be a better
model: effective schools in Balanced Communities.
-- January 31, 2005

End Notes
1. Starting with research funded by the Ford Foundation on the optimum
design for neighborhood schools in Planned New Communities during the
60s, there is now a mountain of information of the value of small, well
designed schools. For a recent survey of resources see the materials cited
in Beaumont, Constance E., Historic Neighborhood Schools in the Age of
Sprawl: Why Johnny Can't Walk to School. The National Trust for Historic
Preservation Washington, D.C. 2000. For an avalanche of information just
Google “small high schools.”
2. Chapter 9, Box 3, from The Shape of the Future examines the notion of
“it takes a village "in the context of contemporary civilization. Also see
discussion of school organization in Chapter 29 of The Shape of the
Future.
3. As we point out in The Shape of the Future, size and location of schools
in Planned New Communities have morphed over time to become just as
bad as those in the region in general. This is true even when the
communities were established to provide a close fit between
neighborhoods and villages and the schools to serve them.
4. New books such as Home-Alone America: The Hidden Toll of Day Care,
Behavioral Drugs and Other Parent Substitutes by Mary Eberstadt provide
current data on the accelerating use of behavioral drugs by children and
other impacts of absent parents. As Judith Warner author of Perfect
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Madness: Motherhood in the Age of Anxiety points out, the value of
Eberstadt’s data is diminished by her rants concerning working mothers
and use of day care under any circumstances. This underscores the impact
of the contemporary “Mommy (and Daddy) Wars.” Many mothers and
fathers, including researchers who are providing “objective” evaluation of
these issues, believe they can “do it all” in spite of dysfunctional human
settlement patterns. We deal with this issue in Chapters 9 and 10 of The
Shape of the Future.
5. The details of this source of funding are beyond the scope of the this
column. The easiest source of revenue to understand is introduced by this
question: Why should producers of goods and services spend trillions on
product testing and advertising when most citizens do not believe it
anyway?
Once the safety of a product or service is established who better to test,
endorse and communicate the value of the product than the good citizens
of Lakeside Cluster? “Our cluster is a lot like your cluster and after a year
of evaluation and use our citizens find ___________. We recommend you
try these six brands of ___________ and believe you will agree that they
satisfy the spectrum of taste (or needs) for __________.” A future column
will address the pitfalls of excess consumption driven by current mythdriven advertising.
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The Mother of All Dysfunction
A failing education system puts Americans at risk
in a globally competitive economy and undermines
our democracy.

Most readers of this column, some grudgingly, have come
to agree that there is a direct connection between the
pattern and density of land use and transportation (aka,
mobility and access). Some were surprised to see that in
our last column (“Education and Human Settlement
Patterns”, Jan. 31, 2005 ) we dragged education into the
discussion by examining importance of the size and
location of school facilities.
To ensure that no one is out of the loop, here is a refresher
on the basics:
Access and mobility (the transportation function) is not just
“related” to the pattern and density of land use. The
human settlement pattern determines what, if any,
transportation system is capable of providing access and
mobility. This is true for all scales of settlement from the
dooryard to the New Urban Region to the entire Earth. The
same controlling nexus exists for education and for almost
every other human activity.
The bottom line is that human settlement
pattern determines the economic, social
and physical parameters of contemporary
civilization. [See End Note One.]
Individuals are impacted primarily, but not exclusively, by
economic status, social circumstance and physical health.
For citizens in groups–-families and organizations–economic prosperity, social stability and physical
sustainability at the community, subregional and regional
scales are controlled by the human settlement pattern. In
summary, almost all aspects of life are directly or indirectly
controlled and/or impacted by human settlement patterns.
When human settlement patterns are dysfunctional,
citizens cannot thrive in any of the three overarching
spheres of human experience-–the economic, social or
physical. This is especially true for those at the lower end
of the economic food chain. The very rich get on splendidly
in some areas. They get on well enough in other but not all
aspects of their lives. The rest of us are not so fortunate.
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Over the past 25 years the top 5 percent of the economic
ladder have gotten a lot richer, the bottom 40 percent
have lost ground and those in the middle are running as
fast as they can to keep their heads above water. For a
democracy in a global economy driven by competition, this
is not a formula for survival, much less sustainability.
The Default Setting of Contemporary Civilization
This brings us back to education, the topic of our last
column and to a specific question:
Why is it fundamentally important to be
concerned with the nuts and bolts of
educating the next generation? One
answer is “Global Competition.”
Check out the substandard level of achievement by
students in the United States as compared to students in
regions that are our primary economic competitors. We do
not recall seeing a summary of comparative educational
achievement that puts the United States anywhere above
"fair-to-middling” in measures of academic achievement.
In a civilization for which the default setting is economic
competition, many citizens of the United States are in a
double bind. They lack the education necessary to move
with confidence or be productive in the competition-driven
market place and believe they should not have to work at,
or live on the economic rewards of, the jobs that are
traditionally held by those at the bottom of the food chain.
After all, pandering politicians keep reminding them that
they are Americans, and they deserve better than menial
jobs. This encourages immigration of low-end labor, the
outsourcing of technical tasks and the relocation of
important economic sectors. These forces result in
persistent balance-of-payments defects, economic
stagnation, uncivil conflict and environmental degradation.
It does not take a Ph.D. in economics to understand that
the United States has morphed over the past 50 years
from bread-basket, mass producer and innovator to mass
consumer and importer. The U.S. not only imports
consumer goods and low-end labor to do the bottom rung
jobs but also outsources work and imports individuals with
the technical and professional training to take the jobs that
the education system is not supporting. You wonder why
the U.S. population is growing while that of other First
World nation-states is stabilized or declining? It's not
because the United States is a success story.
It's Not Just the Economy, Stupid
As important as economic competition is, there is a more
fundamental reason to improve education. It is painful to
read letter after letter (and blog after blog) by well
meaning citizens and wannabe politicians begging
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governance practitioners to spend more money to solve
contemporary societal problems. There is a similar coalition
of well meaning citizens and wannabe politicians who are
castigating governance practitioners for raising taxes to
solve these same problems. The issues range from
roadways for commuting to school capacity, economic
development, safety and security not to mention
environmental sustainability.
It is even more painful to realize
that over half the population lacks
the information, ability or will to
even address these issues in the
most rudimentary ways: voting and
civic participation.
Not even counting the conflict that taxes engender, raising
money money is not the answer. In transportation more
money without Fundamental Change in human settlement
patterns makes matters worse. The same is true with
education. If budgets were not tight, many would be happy
to throw more money at the failed education system. On
the other hand withholding money (tax cuts) is not the
answer either. As noted in the last column citizens will
need much more money for education--it just needs to be
spent in productive ways.
The lack of effective education distorts the entire political
system. When one carefully reviews of the attitudes of
citizens of the “Red” counties vs. the citizens of “Blue”
counties as determined by the November presidential
election, it is clear that it is not abstract “values” that
separate citizens. It is not that one or the other of these
colors represents “bad people.” The root cause of conflict
between Red and Blue is a collective inability to understand
and to intelligently make decisions that are in citizens
enlightened self interest.
Those who speak up, as well as the silent majority who do
not, are not bad people. They do not lack the intelligence
or ability to form rational opinions about their self interest.
Rather, they lack the training and the capacity to analyze
facts so that they could intelligently address these issues.
This is the crisis of education.
Citizens have no clue what they need to
understand in order to be prosperous,
happy and safe. A democracy cannot
function with uninformed citizens. [See
End Note Two.]
The most profound reason to improve education is to
preserve democracy. At the present, citizens fall for
simplistic slogans and feel-good sound bites instead of
meaningful agendas. There is plenty of room in this nationstate for those who crave simplicity and comfort in their
lives and for those who crave complexity and challenge.
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/02-14/Risse.htm (3 of 5) [1/3/2008 10:12:07 AM]

Mother of All Dysfunction

There is, however, not enough room for this diversity–-or
for diversity based on any other indicator of preference on
the spectrum of human interests-–if an uneducated
population is baited into thinking that the problem is “those
other people,” especially the ones in the “other” party or
the “other” race or religion.
Unfortunately, fostering these beliefs has proven to be the
best way to get elected by either of the two currently
dominate political parties. See “Rain Dance” by Joseph
Freeman ( Jan. 4, 2005 ).
“No child left behind” is a nice slogan but
in reality, according to data on
educational achievement, the current
education system is leaving entire
generations behind. Moreover, the
program is not getting the educational
bureaucracy into position to do any better
with future generations.
“No child left behind” is the current federal slogan but the
problem is not generated by one political party or one
administration. This is not a problem of politics or policy.
The 55 percent +/- who are now being “left behind” are
unable to effectively participate in governance and
contribute to civil society.
The core question is: How does a society
inform well intended, imaginative and
concerned citizens to the point they can
make intelligent choices in the market
and in the voting booth. [See End Note
Three.]
This is directly related to the issue of school size and
location. As noted in the last Shaping the Future column,
citizens are in the current educational quagmire because of
education managers are trying to figure out ways to save
money instead of ways to improve education. Buying cheap
land for schools at the edge of nowhere, starting the
busses running at 6 a.m. to get the most seat-miles per
bus per school-day and other ramifications of bad scale
and location decisions are part of this picture. The causes
run even deeper.
A colleague in the graduate planning program at the
University of Virginia has determined to his satisfaction
that elementary school students raised in a Planned New
Community intuitively “get it.” Those same students by the
time they are in high school are much less aware of or
open to considering the importance and function of human
settlement patterns. They have already been conditioned
by advertising and consumption to believe “The Myths That
Blind Us.” (See column for Oct. 20, 2003 .) We can testify
that this is clearly the case when students get to the
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graduate level in law or planning. The phenomenon is
especially true for those holding jobs in the current
governance structure and seeking a degree to advance
their careers.
Building and maintaining a contemporary society is
expensive. We must develop strategies to do it in the most
efficient and effective way possible. That requires educated
citizens. Everyone needs to understand that the stakes are
high. Neither “tax and spend” on current programs nor “tax
cuts for the rich” to foster “economic growth” will lead to
economic prosperity, social stability and environmental
sustainability. It requires Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns and Fundamental Change in
governance structure including the provision of education,
safety/security and health care.
-- February 14, 2005
End Notes
1. In 2000 S/PI published The Shape of the Future. This 781-page book
is divided into two volumes of about equal length. The first Volume (The
Critical, Overarching Impact of Human Settlement Pattern on Citizens'
Economic, Social and Environmental Well-Being) documents this
statement concerning the importance of human settlement patterns. The
second Volume (Prospering in 21st Century New Urban Regions)
outlines how citizens can intelligently change the pattern and density of
land use to achieve economic prosperity, social stability and physical
sustainability.
2. We deal with this issue in Chapters 8, 9, 10 and 31 of The Shape of the
Future.
3. This is the goal of the Property Dynamics program outlined by Prof.
Joseph Freeman in “Rain Dance” Jan. 4, 2005 .
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Interstate Crime
Business-As-Usual interests are calling for bigger,
wider Interstates to improve interregional
mobility. The schemes won't work because they
don't create Balanced Communities.

The Interstate Highway System is a primary cause of
dysfunctional human settlement patterns-–the scatteration
of urban land uses and thus congestion. The pattern of
trip origins and destinations facilitated by the Interstate
Highway System plagues intraregional access and mobility
in all New Urban Regions and Urban Support Regions in the
Commonwealth and in the Untied States. Urban area
congestion is an unintended consequence of building
Interstate Highways, but it is an impact that was predicted
30 years before construction started.
Now it is clear that the Interstate System also is failing to
provide the interregional mobility for which it was
created. Look no farther than Interstate 81 and Interstate
95 for proof. The “official” discussion about the failure of
the Interstate System up until now has been limited to
funding more roadways. Of course, without Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns, these roadways will
only make intraregional congestion worse and will not
provide sustainable interregional mobility either.
It is time to take a deep breath,
understand the history and circumstances
of the Interstate Highway System and
come up with a new, sustainable mobility
system for interregional and intraregional
travel. It is not just “reconnecting” that
is needed, it is Fundamental Change.
The Original Crime Scene
The idea of an interregional superhighway system in the
United States has roots in the 1890s at the dawn of the
age of gasoline-powered private vehicles (aka, the
Automobile Age). Interregional highways became an idea
with a critical mass of interest following World War I. The
War Department provided the hothouse for its
propagation.
Self-propelled armored vehicles were seen as the future of
ground warfare, and it was clear that World War I tanks
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were no match for the hedgerows and narrow roads of
Western Europe. Further, new armored vehicles that could
master these barriers would be too heavy and too slow to
meet the needs of rapid deployment across regional-scale
battlefronts. In 1919, an army convoy took 62 days to go
from Washington, D.C., to San Francisco. In 1919, trains
traveled much faster and could carry much larger loads
using a fraction of the energy. Rail was, however,
susceptible to being bombed from the air, and selfpropelled railroad cars are inflexible as combat vehicles. A
new mobility system was needed for the projected
parameters of warfare.
The rail system served most of the nation-states economic
needs for long distance mobility other than automobile joy
riding and reaching widely dispersed destinations that
would not support rail infrastructure. Commuter/touring
parkways without frontage access or at-grade intersections
in the United States and private toll roads in northern Italy
provided working prototypes for a new defense highway
system.
All this was not lost on the German military. The National
Socialist government moved from idea to implementation
with an alacrity that reflected its aggressive intent.
Autobahns started opening in the mid-1930s. Almost
immediately, the thrill of driving fast “without regard for
the terrain” on the Autobahn and the prospect of making
money from more complex and more expensive private
vehicles became a driving force as important in the United
States as the military applications.
Committees of military and resource planners chewed on
the interregional limited access highway system idea for
the better part of three decades. During World War II, a
blue ribbon committee articulated a consensus plan for a
nation-wide system of “interregional” limited access
highways. [See End Note One.]
While the federal establishment considered, some states
acted. The first section of the Pennsylvania Turnpike
opened in 1940. New Jersey, New York and other states
followed on a grand scale, using tolls to pave the way.
Short sections of limited-access roadway, such as the
original part of the Shirley Highway serving the Pentagon,
also were constructed.
It was 1956 before the nationwide interregional highway
idea was put into law. I recall at the time being told by a
BPR engineer (BPR, or the Bureau of Public Roads, became
a part of the U.S. Department of Transportation) that the
design criteria were dictated by the need for a “defense”
highway system with clearance to move truck-mounted
Honest John missiles, and the ability to move evacuation
traffic around A-bombed urban cores. With the prospect of
billions of dollars in construction contracts, a way to
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weaken the power of railroads and left-leaning railroad and
coal mining unions, and the support of auto, oil and rubber
industries, the political will congealed to create what we
know as the Interstate Defense Highway System. [See End
Note Two.]
The potential detrimental impact of massive new highways
on both the Urbanside and the Countryside was well
articulated by opponents of mass application of the
“highway solution” in the 20s. They offered many of the
same “rail is more efficient,” “rail is faster” and “rail uses
less energy per ton mile” arguments for both long-haul
passengers and freight that are now being articulated by
those opposed to the I-81 highway corridor “public/private
partnership improvements.”
Like canals (e.g. public contributions and loans) and
railroads (e.g. Alternate Sections land grants) before them,
Interstate systems enjoyed huge subsidies. The idea of a
gasoline tax paying for a vast system of “freeways” was
politically saleable. The details of location and design
became a political playground that was not constrained by
topography as the scramble for rail service had been. [See
End Note Three.]
Joseph Passonneau, a gifted engineer, architect and
author, has designed spectacular highways in the
Urbanside (East Side Highway in New York City, The Route
29 Urban Corridor in Charlottesville/Albemarle) and in the
Countryside (Interstate 70 through Glenwood Canyon,
Col.). Joe has developed documentation confirming that if
the trust fund that financed the Interstate Highway System
were required to pay the full of the system’s impact, it
could not have been built with gas tax revenue (unless
these taxes had been raised to the level that has been and
is charged in the European Union.)
Instead, the cost of the impact was absorbed by
individuals, families, institutions, agencies, enterprises and
neighborhoods that were displaced, devalued and bisected
by the construction. It has been suggested that 50 years
from now the Interstate System’s impact on United States
urban fabric will be thought of in the same way as the
impact of European colonists on Native American culture is
now regarded.
The Interstate Highway System
facilitated an astounding transfer,
redistribution and concentration of
wealth benefiting those able to take
advantage of it. It had a devastating
impact on those who could not. More
important was the radically different
configuration of human settlement
pattern that Interstate Highway
“automobility” facilitated.
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In spite of over three decades of intellectual and academic
attacks on the super highway idea, the first organized
resistance came only when Interstate Highways started
tearing up urban parks and walling off urban
neighborhoods in the 60s.
The Interstate Highway System’s negative impact on the
existing the urban fabric inside the logical location for a
Clear Edge, and dispersal of urban land uses outside the
logical location for a Clear Edge is exhaustively
documented and irrefutable.
Simply stated, the Interstate Highway
System cannot handle the intraregional
travel demand that the existence of these
roadways generated. [See “The Commuting
Problem,” Jan. 17, 2005.)
It is, however, not just commuters who have a problem; it
is all the intraregional trips that are generated by the
dysfunctional distribution of origins and destinations of
travel demand induced by the illusion that any highway
system designed for large, fast private vehicles can provide
ubiquitous mobility. (See “The Myths That Blind Us,” Oct.
20, 2003.)
Having failed to provide intraregional mobility and access,
it turns out that the Interstate System now cannot carry
interregional traffic generated by NAFTA and other
interregional economic transfer catalysts. I-81 is an
example; so are other corridors across the Untied States
like I-35 between Dallas and San Antonio noted below.
Now that the system has started to fail as a way to move
people and goods between the cores of New Urban
Regions, as well as within New Urban Regions, the futility
of building more limited-access highways should be
obvious to all. [See “Spinning Data, Spinning Wheels”
Sept. 20, 2004 and the series of five transport- related
columns from “Self Delusion and Fraud” to “Media Myopia”
from June 7 to August 9, 2004 .]
It should now be clear to all that the
Interstate Highway System concept is,
like the politics that spawned it, broken.
The question is: Where to from here? Because
“transportation is the canary in the mine field of
dysfunctional human settlement patterns” and because the
limited-access Interstate Highway System is the default
backbone of federal attempts to provide both interregional
and intraregional mobility, “Where to from here?” is a
question of critical national importance.
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Deep in the Heart of Texas
While the “Freeways” of the Los Angeles New Urban Region
are legendary, it is the Interstates of Texas that best
capture the true essence of the Interstate System. Who
can forget the scenes from the movie “State Fair” with the
happy family towing its double horse trailer rig while
soaring over Dallas on elevated ramps on the way to the
Texas State Fair? You forgot those scenes? Try almost
every image of “modern mobility” from Futurama at the
1939 Worlds Fair to ... well, the latest TxDOT or VDOT
brochure.
The State of Texas has the largest highway system and the
largest state transportation agency in the United States,
with over 76,800 miles of roadway under its control. That
is more than three times the distance around the earth.
(VDOT has the third largest system.) TxDOT has more
workers, assets and a larger budget than the governments
of many nation-states. The department has been a national
leader in transportation research and construction for
decades. As Texas A&M’s Transportation Research Institute
documents in its annual urban congestion survey, all this
highway research and construction has resulted in urban
and interurban congestion and immobility in Texas just like
the rest of the country.
Because Texas is so big and has a lot of interstate
highways that are failing, this is a place some would look
for solutions to the Interstate Highway System problem. S/
PI has watched with interest as Texas struggles with the
inevitable need to come up with a new mobility
system. The most innovative idea so far is to bury large
tubes in the ground and move freight pallets in a partial
vacuum. In energy consumption per ton mile, this strategy
is a winner even with Texas’s vast expanse.
Politicians, engineers, construction companies and land
speculators have come up with their own winner. This is a
12-lane “Superhighway Corridor” (four sets of three lane
roadways, one for trucks and one for cars in each
direction) plus a rail/utility corridor. The “Superhighway
Corridor” concept to move private motor vehicles, a rail
line and utilities cuts a swath nearly five football fields
wide.
There are about 3,230 center line miles of Interstate
Highways in Texas. That is over 200 miles more than the
air miles between the Statue Of Liberty and the Golden
Gate Bridge. The Superhighway Corridor proposal is for
4,000 miles of the new roadway system in Texas alone.
The Texas Superhighway Corridor from north of Dallas to
south of San Antonio to relieve congestion on Interstate 35
is the first phase of the dreamed-of 4000 mile system. It is
being flogged by Texas Gov. Rick Perry as the “solution”
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for interregional mobility. The scheme has emerged as the
keystone of a 50-year strategy to provide mobility and
access for Texans.
The Washington Post recently provided a summary of the
concept and the debate it has generated. (See End Note
Four.) There are a growing number of detractors including
farm, ranch and property rights groups, as well as
municipal (tax base) and commercial interests.
Ironically, the Interstate corridors which
are in many cases a few miles away and
parallel to the proposed Superhighway
Corridors have created a settlement
pattern which may be an Achilles heel for
the new corridors.
While it is the elevated directional ramps of “Texas
Interchanges” that get the photo credits (think of the I-95/
I-395 Interchange to access the Baltimore Inner Harbor or
the new I-95/I-395/I-495 directional ramps of the
Springfield Interchange), there is another interchange
configuration that has caused much of the land use
dysfunction in Texas. Each multi-level directional ramp
interchange eats up a lot of land at the site of the
interchange, but the cheap, small-footprint diamond
interchange with endless frontage roads (e.g. from
Houston to Dallas-Fort Worth) have greater impact. These
diamond interchanges have spawned thousands of miles of
“freeway frontage” commercial areas. These area have
sucked billions of dollars of investments away from
potentially viable settlement patterns.
The Superhighway Corridors would make
these billions of dollars of investment as
worthless as the Interstate Highway
System did the 1920s, '30s and '40s
“National Road” motor courts along US
highways nationwide.
To get a handle on the land-use/transportation
relationship, an important number is the 4,511 miles of
“frontage roads” in the TxDOT system. These roadways are
lined with strip centers on one side and the main line of an
Interstate or other limited-access highway on the other. If
just one-half of this “freeway frontage” were developed at
normal “strip center/big box center/discount center/outlet
center/power center” patterns and densities, this land
would accommodate 7.8-billion sq. ft. of commercial
development. That is enough land for 62,880 +/- of these
centers -- or one for every 400 residents of Texas. It
takes, on average, about 10,000 residents to support such
a center. This obscene 25 times excess capacity for
shopping areas is a good reason why Texas is a congestion
capital in spite of the fact they it has been building as
many roads as it can fund since the end of World War II.
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Are Ever-Wider Highways a Solution?
Before anyone seriously considers the Texas "solution"-- or
any other program to build a new generation of limited
access roadways--as anything but a sick joke, there are
several realities to note:
●

●

●

New Superhighway Corridors gobble up vast
amounts of land. [See End Note Five.]
New Superhighway Corridors separate urban and
non-urban land uses that rely on synergy-generating
proximity for their value and function.
Most important however a “Superhighway” will not
provide the mobility and access any more than the
less-than-super Interstates and the less-than-free
freeways were an answer.

Citizens must be on the alert not just for grandiose
Superhighway Corridors schemes but for sneaky special,
priority projects. New highways parading as “congestion
relief” are really the first step of a grand scheme. In
Virginia, the lack of money has been a prophylactic that
has protected citizens from the spread of bad projects.
However, with no one in power or running for office
admitting that more money will only make matters worse,
the pressure is building for new finance schemes.
As the critics of the “solutions” that VDOT is considering for
the I-81 corridor document, there are better alternatives
than a wider roadway corridor from economic, social and
physical perspectives. As noted by the references cited in
End Note Four, the “public-private” investment scheme
touted to fund this project and others to widen, extend or
build new corridors is a trap, not an the answer.
Citizens need to evolve settlement patterns that require
less travel, not infrastructure that facilitates more
movement. New transport infrastructure almost always
induces settlement patterns that cannot be provided with
mobility, regardless of the cost.
In summary, future sustainability of both democracy and
civilization requires that citizens reduce the amount of
movement and thus time, energy and facilities required to
support a quality life. We will address the issue of
consumption, including energy consumption for transport
and the myth of a hydrogen economy cure in future
columns, but for now it is enough to understand that less
travel demand is better.
Back to Balanced Communities
In the long term, less demand, not wider paths to move
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more vehicles longer distances, must be the goal. Reducing
future mobility demand starts with settlement patterns that
minimize travel demand.
This means Balanced Communities inside the Clear Edge
around the urbanized portions of New Urban Regions and
Urban Support Regions, and Balanced Disaggregated
Communities in the Countryside.
Human settlement pattern in the United States is shaped
primarily by private land speculation, municipal land-use
controls and state and federal transport policy. As noted by
David Riesman, the United States in the only major nationstate in the world where the settlement pattern is not a
matter of nation-state policy. Access and mobility has been
a federal and state responsibility since the establishment of
the country. Mobility by canal, rail and more recently
roads and highways has been the focus of federal action to
foster mobility and support commerce and the general
welfare, but it has shaped settlement patterns to the
determent of the marketplace and the vast majority of
citizens.
It is not exotic transportation corridors but
Balanced Communities that will create a
sustainable future.
The overarching concept of creating Balanced Communities
is simple and straight forward. This is especially true for
those who are not mired in and beholden to the myths that
have guided human settlement pattern agglomeration for
the last 80 years. [See “The Myths That Blind Us,” Oct. 20,
2003.]
The details, however, are complex and apparently beyond
the grasp of some, especially those looking for sound bites
that fit on a campaign brochure. S/PI is frequently asked if
there is not a more simple solution than Balanced
Communities to achieve a sustainable future that preserves
a democracy with a market economy and the elements of
the settlement pattern that citizens cherish most, including
a functional Urbanside and a viable Countryside.
The answer is “no.”
-- February 28, 2005

END NOTES

1. See Interregional Highways: Message from the President of the
United States transmitting a report of the National interregional
Highway Committee, Outlining and Recommending a National System
of Interregional Highways. 12 January 1944, U.S. Government Printing
Office, Washington. The report contains maps from the '20s, '30s and '40s
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that look a lot like the current Interstate Highway map.
2. This is a two-fer end note. One, it indicates the level of information
which is readily available and second, the need for better instruction
materials for educating students, a topic related to our last two
columns. We have reproduced here the first four and last two paragraphs of
a thirteen-paragraph white paper on Interstate Highways from the popular
web site About.Com. This is the material that school students have access
to if they are asked to write about the Interstate Highway System. Because
of the volume of hits, this material is on the top of the first page of a
Google search on the topics of Interstate Highways. We have added in
[brackets] after each paragraph a note on the content.
On July 7, 1919 a young army captain named Dwight David Eisenhower
joined 294 other members of the army and departed from Washington, D.
C., in the military's first automobile caravan across the country. Due to
poor roads and highways, the caravan averaged five miles per hour and
took 62 days to reach Union Square in San Francisco.
(While correct in the details this is like starting the history of gasoline
powered vehicles with the Model T. It also puts Ike in the drivers seat and
makes a nice story.)
At the end of World War II, General Dwight David Eisenhower surveyed
the war damage to Germany and was impressed by the durability of the
Autobahn. While a single bomb could make a train route useless,
Germany's wide and modern highways could often be used immediately
after being bombed because it was difficult to destroy such a wide swath of
concrete or asphalt.
(This omits 25 years of history and that President Roosevelt had already
started the process. See End Note One. It also is made irrelevant by the
smart bombs used in Iraq War I and Iraq War II.)
These two experiences helped show President Eisenhower the importance
of efficient highways. In the 1950s, America was frightened of nuclear
attack by the Soviet Union (people were even building bomb shelters at
home). It was thought that a modern interstate highway system could
provide citizens with evacuation routes from the cities and would also
allow the rapid movement of military equipment across the country.
(This demonstrates the problem with use of the word “cities” instead of
“regions” which is what is meant. S/PI has long suggested the use of
“Interstate” instead of “Interregional” for the highway system name was a
big mistake.)
Within a year after Eisenhower became President in 1953, he began to
push for a system of interstate highways across the United States. Although
federal highways covered many areas of the country, the interstate
highway plan would create 42,000 miles of limited-access and very
modern highways. Eisenhower and his staff worked for two years to get the
world's largest public works project approved by Congress. On June 29,
1956 the Federal Aid Highway Act (FAHA) of 1956 was signed and the
Interstates, as they would be known, began to spread across the landscape.
(An oversimplification that leads to uninformed conclusions.)
.... [The middle seven paragraphs focus on dates, data, signs, etc.] ...
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The Interstate Highways that were created to help protect and defend the
United States of America were also to be used for commerce and travel.
Though no one could have predicted it, the Interstate Highway was a
major impetus for in the development of suburbanization and sprawl of U.
S. cities. While Eisenhower never desired the Interstates to pass through or
reach into the major cities of the U.S., it happened, and along with the
Interstates came the problems of congestion, smog, automobile
dependency, drop in densities of urban areas, the decline of mass transit,
and others.
(As noted in this column, the potential impacts were clearly documented
30 years before construction started.
Can the damage produced by the Interstates be reversed? A great deal of
change would be needed to bring it about.”
(S/PI refers to this change as Fundamental Change.)
3. For a summary of the pitfalls of the public/private partnership funding
strategies see Trip Pollard’s column “Reality Check” Jan. 31, 2005 and
Patrick McSweeney’s column “The Public Private Trap” Feb. 14, 2005.
4. Moreno, Sylvia, “Texans Are divided Over Plan for Miles of Wide Toll
Roads: Funding, Property Issues Debated,” Feb. 8, 2005, page A-3
5. If wide new highway corridors will work anywhere, they will work in
Texas. There is plenty of room in Texas and a lot of it is flat. The current
population is 25 million, with another 25 million projected in the next 50
years in current immigration patterns continue. Even with 50 million
citizens (seven times the population of Virginia) at minimum urban density
there would still be almost 170 million acres of non-urban land through
which to run superhighway corridors. All of Virginia contains only 27
million acres, and almost all of it is less suitable to wide highway
corridors.
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Land Speculators 2, Citizens 0
Property rights zealots are cackling over the
overturn of Growth Management initiatives in
Portland, Ore., and Loudoun County, Va. Land
speculators profit, and the public loses again.

For those who believe in growth management, smart
growth and traditional land use controls in general, the
news has not been good of late.
Oregon is considered the epicenter of smart growth. The
basic structure of the Oregon land use control system is,
according to supporters and detractors alike, being
dismantled by a new law that was sold as a protection of
property rights.
From 1999 to 2003 Loudoun County, Va., was thought of
as the home of smart growth for the East Coast south of
the Potomac. Now the Supreme Court of Virginia has wiped
out the major accomplishment of Loudoun County’s smart
growth Board of Supervisors–protecting the Countryside of
western Loudoun County.
True Believers in the sanctity of private rights/property
rights are burning up the Internet congratulating
themselves from coast to coast. What is really going on
here?
This is the first of two columns that consider the private
and public interests impacted by the distribution of urban
and non-urban land uses. Before one can make sense out
of recent news, an understanding of the context is
essential. Today’s column explores the conflict between
property rights and growth management. The next column
will consider the flip-side of the issue, Land Conservation.
Background
We start with an overview of private rights/property rights
and land use controls. Citizens of the United States enjoy
an Anglo-American legal safety net that includes finely
honed protection against an Anglican king taking a Catholic
duke’s land to expand a royal hunting preserve. Over 300
years and an ocean removed from a agrarian society faced
with problems of this kind, citizens of this nation-state find
themselves in a fundamentally different context. They live
in a 21st century urban democracy with a market economy.
Now every citizen is a little king–if they can afford a sharp
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lawyer, or better, a team of sharp lawyers.
Primary threats to a contemporary citizen’s rights now
come from the Dukes of Bentonville, the Earls of Enron,
the Prince of Jackson, the pandering politicians to whom
the economic royalty contribute money and credibility.
There are also, of course, cabals of little kings. These
cabals include conspiracies among land speculators,
political parties, governmental regulators, lawyers and
clubs of consumption.
The existence of these clearly defined
dangers that are reported daily in the
mass media, masks the existence of an
even bigger threat to citizen’s rights and
freedom. This overarching threat is the
collective impact of individual actions of
the little kings.
Each little king believes he is acting in his own best interest
and is protecting the sacred rights inherent in owning a
private fiefdom. The cumulative impact of these often wellintended acts is on the verge of wiping out collective
prosperity, stability and sustainability in the name of
private “rights.”
The conflicts between private and collective (aka, public)
rights are played out every hour in countless variations of
the Fallacy of Composition–what is good for one is not
good for all. In other words, often the cumulative impact of
individual actions taken in pursuit of private “rights” are
ultimately not good for anyone. This is especially true in a
democracy with a market economy. One could make a
different argument concerning the upper class in an
oligarchy or the directorate of a dictatorship but in a
democracy everyone loses.
Amitai Etzioni has documented the corrosive economic and
social aspects of this phenomenon and has articulated
ways to balance private rights with public responsibilities.
The imperative of redressing the gross imbalance between
private rights and public responsibilities was part of both
the Republican and the Democratic national presidential
election platforms in 1992. Since then, this cause of
economic, civic (aka, social) and physical decay has been
given little attention. [See End Note One.]
The domination by cabals of little kings and the unintended
collective consequences of little king’s actions are both
supported by the efforts of a few well funded “do-not-everconsider-the-common-good” think tanks. These do not
think tanks are funded by a clutch of ideologues who hang
out at the top of the economic food chain.
The “eleemosynary” cash flow to support
“me first” causes exists because some of
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state find it very profitable to champion
private rights as opposed to the collective
rights of all citizens.
There is also popular support for the domination of private
rights. In a complex, competitive society where values and
morals are too often situational, it is gratifying to grasp
and hold onto a simple concept like “private rights.” For
this reason there is a large private rights/property rights
cheering section. This crowd grows ever larger even if the
collective impact of the individual pursuit of these rights is
detrimental to every single individual, every family and
every enterprise as well as every agency and institution.
The popularity of private rights and the impotence of public
responsibilities is magnified by jingoistic, pandering
politicians.

The Oregon Conflict
In this context, what is going on in Oregon? Oregon has
been evolving a unique land use control system for over
three decades. Gov. Tom McCall is given credit for
providing the leadership to enact the tools, including the
Urban Growth Boundary, to guide future growth and
protect against the “Californication” of the Oregon
landscape. While not perfect, many of the objectives
supported by a majority of Oregon’s citizens are being
achieved.
Nearly two decades ago S/PI advised Henry Richmond, a
chief apparatchik in the development of the Oregon land
use control system, that the region needed to develop a
more tamper-proof basis for its system than the ill-named
“Police Power.” The Police Power is the common law power
of governments to adopt controls to protect the public
health, safety and general welfare. The Police Power is
another element of United States citizen’s Anglo-American
legal safety net and is every bit as well founded as the
protection of private rights, including private property
rights. The Police Power is a collective right that is intended
to protect citizens in general. The Police Power has in
recent times been repeatedly hammered by advocates of
private rights/property rights.
A core problem with land use controls based on the Police
Power (traditional zoning, subdivision control, official map,
etc.) is that in an ever more harried and complex society,
the quantification and documentation of (and education
about) public rights (and responsibilities) related to health,
safety and general welfare have fallen far behind the
simplistic drumbeat for private “rights.” (See “The Myths
That Blind Us,” October 10, 2003 , and “The Mother of all
Dysfunction,” 14 February 2005 ).
This is why market approaches are so
important. With economic competition
being the default setting for
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contemporary civilization, money beats
ideology every time. It even trumps the
excess wrought by an over emphasis on
private rights.
This is why years ago S/PI warned Henry Richmond that,
based on experience in New York, North Carolina, Maryland
and Virginia, there was a clear and present danger of an
interest group devising a way to use the king’s hunting
preserve expansion defense to undermine the collective
good. It was suggested that if this happened, Oregonians
could not, due to the primitive level of understanding about
human settlement patterns, prove the public health, safety
and general welfare argument that underpinned judicial
support for the control of factory locations and the
preservation of historic facades (e.g., traditional land use
controls).
The institution Henry headed, The 1000 Friends of Oregon,
started to develop a market-based approach, but then
Henry moved on to other things. Without a comprehensive
conceptual framework, the idea degenerated into another
incomplete municipal fiscal impact exercise.
Now the Oregon land use control system is under attack by
land owners wielding a 2004 ballot initiative called
“Measure 37." This “property rights” measure was sold as a
protection of the rights of the “small family farm and the
aging land owner.” The election campaign was paid for by
speculative land owners–corporate and individual. That
should have been a clue that the measure was not what
the ads made it out to be. [See End Note Two.]
Theory Versus Practice
There is, of course, nothing “wrong” in
theory with a provision that compensates
a private owner for the detrimental impact
of a public-benefit regulation on the value
of a specific parcel of land as long as there
is a level playing field.
To be fair to the public as well as the private owner, any
calculation of the amount of compensation due a land
owner due to regulation that benefits the general public
must also reflect:
●

●

An accounting of the contribution to the parcel’s
value made by public actions that were not directly
and proportionally contributed to by the property
owner. (This accounts for private windfalls due to
public actions.)
Allocation of the full capital cost of public support for
the new urban land use. (These cases arise primarily
outside the area that is supported by public and
private urban services. This cost allocation would be
an offset against owner compensation.) [See End
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Note Three.]
●

Assurance that the future owner will pay the full
operating cost of all services, especially the locationvariable costs of 40 +/- services and goods that
make their urban life possible.

These three spheres of equitable allocation of the cost of
supporting urban land uses are all critical. No one is asking
to be compensated for a lower value in a sale of land to
carry out extensive, non-urban, (e.g. agricultural and
forestal) land uses.
A full accounting would drive down the “value” of the land
now devoted to non-urban uses, and mean:
●

●

The long-time owner who wants to sell out for urban
land uses might have to pay a service fee. A fairly
allocated fee might exceed the difference between
the profit from selling the land for urban land uses
vs. selling it for extensive, non-urban land uses.
The charges to the new urban land user would be so
high that the market for McMansions and second
homes in scattered, dysfunctional locations would
dry up.

During the evolution of Anglo-American legal rights over
the last 790 years, the assumption has been that there
was a rough balance between these public vs. private cost
allocations in the agglomeration of urban space and the
support of non-urban land uses. For urban land uses the
property tax has been a rough, if increasingly unfair, way
of balancing the books. [See End Note Four.]
For extensive, non-urban land uses, the assumption of a
rough balance was probably close to correct in Oregon 140
years ago when 95% +/- of the population was directly
supported by non-urban land uses and there was little cost
to support these extensive, non-urban uses of land. Much
of the cost was paid in sweat equity (e.g., two weeks a
year labor on road work) and by barter (e.g., room and
board for a bridge crew). In addition, the infrastructure did
not have to be replaced every few years. Finally, before
computers, calculating these complex account balances
would have been impossible. Whatever the reasons, there
has been no comprehensive allocation of the public vs.
private contributions to non-urban land value. [See End
Note Five.]
In 2005, the population of Oregon is 95% +/- urban and
the costs of supporting urban services, especially in
scattered, dysfunctional locations, are very high. These
costs depend on the balance and mix of land uses among
many owners, public and private. The total locationvariable costs for same-sized urban dwellings in
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dysfunctional locations are in the range of ten times as
high as the costs in functional, Balanced Communities.
[See End Note Six.]
Groups of land speculators put a small part of the complex
public/private equation into a ballot initiative without an
semblance of a level playing field between public and
private interests. Private right advocates have created a
classic no-win conflict. To play with the words of Garrett
Hardin, this is “The tragedy of no one being responsible for
the Common Good.”
Well meaning private rights acolytes and well intended
small government advocates provided the votes needed for
passage of Oregon Measure 37. Land owners have raced to
take advantage of the windfall or, if no money is
forthcoming, the exemption from land use controls.
Both sides are charging to the barricades to fight over a
tragically flawed idea presented in a foggy context. Under
the current circumstances, if the land use control
advocates win, it will be almost as bad as if they lose.
Nation-wide private rights advocates have responded with
glee at the “victory.” They cite not just the rights of land
owners but relief for the less-well-to-do from the high cost
of housing. Oregon and Portland bashers claim the lack of
affordable and accessible housing is caused by the Urban
Growth Boundary and other controls. (See “Affordable But
No Bargain”, Feb. 17, 2003, and “The Housing Dilemma”,
July 14, 2003.) This is a shame because the conclusions
regarding the cost of housing used against the Oregon land
use controls turns out to be based on bad information and
faulty analysis.
The Loudoun Story
In Loudoun County the story is much more clear cut. The
admonition to not base the controls on the Police Power
was not confined to conversations at national growth
management conclaves but spelled out explicitly in public
meeting after public meeting. The theme was: Do not rely
on traditional five-, 10- and 20-acre zoning to protect the
Countryside or to enhance the Urbanside. The admonition
was to elect a Board of Supervisors that would create a
new comprehensive plan with Balanced Communities and a
Clear Edge between the Urbanside and the Countryside.
[See End Note Seven.]
The primary strategy to guide future urban development in
the eastern part of Loudoun County and to enhance the
Countryside in the western part of Loudoun was to fairly
allocate the true costs of location-variable services. There
would be a role for traditional land use controls but they
would not have carried the primary burden of creating
functional human settlement patterns in eastern or western
Loudoun County.
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The advice was ignored even by the
supporters of more rational settlement
patterns. It was completely ignored by
smart growth supervisors elected in
November of 1999.
The glee of the private rights groups over the recent
Virginia Supreme Court decision is even less well founded
than that in Oregon. This is because the regulations were
tossed out on a technicality. The Virginia Supreme Court
did not address the private rights issue: It found reversible
error in the lack of specificity in the notice of the area
where the regulations were to be changed. [See End Note
Eight.]
When all the facts are considered, it is hard to imagine how
the judges can sleep at night. However, the problem arose
when supporters of functional settlement patterns did not
embrace a system based on broad economic grounds. Thus
there was no widespread public understanding or support
for the policy. This gave land speculators the confidence to
hire teams of lawyers to dig up nit-picking details to
challenge. It also gave pandering politicians a way to flog
private rights and submerge public rights and
responsibilities.
The real tragedy is that the 10- and 20-acre lots (or even
50-acre lots) are not the solution to preserving the
Countryside in western Loudoun or evolving Balanced
Communities in the eastern part of the County. As in
Oregon, the citizens of Loudoun County are rushing to the
barricades to re-fight the wrong fight. We deal with this in
the next column on Land Conservation.
The Solution Still Seems Obvious
There is a market-based resolution for the conflict between
the managed growth advocates and the speculators who
want to sell land for McMansions and second homes in both
Oregon and Virginia.
The solution is the same one we suggested to Henry
Richmond and that was presented in Loudoun County over
a two-year period. The strategy is articulated in the work
of S/PI including the columns at Bacons Rebellion. It is a
simple “third way” (win-win) solution:
Charge the full cost of all the locationvariable services that support
contemporary society. Adam Smith’s
“Invisible Hand” will do the rest.
Does anyone have an alternative idea of how to protect the
public interest and private interests? We have yet to hear
one.
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We believe a sustainable solution requires Fundamental
Change in governance structure so that it reflects 21st
century reality. In both Oregon and Virginia the situation is
exacerbated by what S/PI call Geographic Illiteracy. [See
End Note Nine.]
In the next column S/PI will consider the obverse of
traditional land use controls: Land Conservation.
-- March 14, 2005

END NOTES:
[1]. Etzioni, Amitai. My Brothers Keeper, Rowman & Littlefield,
Lanham, Md., 2003 and the work outlined therein.
[2]. The Washington Post presents a summary of the Oregon case. See
Harden, Blaine, “Anti-Sprawl Laws, Property Rights Collide in Oregon
”, The Washington Post, page A-1, February 28, 2005. Another perspective
is provided by Roger Lewis in his “Shaping the City” column, “Balancing
Private Property and Public Good; Sensible, Flexible Growth Plans
Needed”, The Washington Post, March 5, 2005, page F-3. By the time this
column is published, Googling the topic will result in a flood of additional
commentary pro and con.
[3]. Discussion of “Town of Ramapo" timing and of “adequate public
facilities” provisions that deal with the future provision of urban services is
not an issue in most of these cases due to the scale of the non-urban areas
and the location of the property involved. This topic will be addressed in
the next column on Land Conservation.
[4]. A discussion of the fairness of the property tax on urban land uses is
beyond the scope of this column. However, the literature on a separate tax
on land and on buildings in urban areas can be found by searching the topic
“Henry George.” The concept of separating the tax on land from the tax on
buildings is named after Mr. George, the 19th century advocate of this
practice. The Henry George property tax strategy is now employed in
Australia, New Zealand and by some jurisdictions in Pennsylvania. There
is an active effort to implement it in the Federal District of Columbia.
[5]. The disparity between services to urban and non-urban land has been
addressed in part by use-value taxation and other techniques the discussion
of which is beyond the scope of this column.
[6]. The basis for these calculations can be found with the discussion of the
Five Natural Laws of Human Settlement Patterns in Chapter Four of The
Shape of the Future. In the vocabulary used by S/PI, these cost differences
exist between units of similar size and with similar service demands inside
the Clear Edge (the Urbanside) in contrast to those in scattered locations
outside the Clear Edge (Countryside). For the 10X ratio to hold, the urban
fabric inside the Clear Edge would be made up of Balanced Communities.
In the terminology used in Oregon, these differences would exist inside
and outside the “Urban Growth Boundary” with the same pattern and
density conditions applying.
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[7]. In this case a picture is worth 100,000 words. The map in the photo
that ran on page A-14 of The Washington Post on July 22, 2001,
(“Loudoun’s Ambitious Search for Perfection”) and again on page B-1 on
March 5, 2005, (“Slow-Growth Camp Blasts Court’s Logic”) is the very
same map that was used to illustrate the Loudoun County discussions prior
to the 1999 election. This map depicts the area to be covered by Balanced
Communities in eastern Loudoun and a proposed location for a Clear Edge.
This map was used to illustrate both the Balanced Community concept and
the imperative of a fair allocation of location-variable costs strategy.
Disaggregated, Balanced Communities in the western part of Loudoun
County are not shown on this map. The spacial context of disaggregated
but balanced communities will be addressed in the next column on Land
Conservation.
The map also demonstrates that S/PI did not advocated “slow growth” or
“no growth.” At minimum sustainable densities, the map provides for more
houses and more jobs than would be achieved the under the regulations
now in force. The difference is that the new jobs/housing/services/
recreation/amenity would be in balance and in sustainable patterns and
densities. Under current regulations, locational dysfunction will stifle
development long before theoretical holding capacity is reached.
[8]. This is a favorite tactic of the Virginia judiciary when dealing with
land use issues: Find a technicality upon which to decide the case rather
than consider the merits of the case. This keeps the judges out of political
hot water. The ploy would be a natural course of action because, to the
uniformed, the 2003 election might appear to indicated a swing back from
majority concern about the impact of scattered urban land uses in Loudoun
County.
It is true that the general notice did not specifically outline the area where
the controls would change. Thus, the notice provision might be thought of
as a case of sloppy drafting by the lawyers doing the work for the Board of
Supervisors. Within the overall context, and given all the notices, mailings
and hearings, the result is pure politics. The broad notice and the countywide mailings were intended to underscore the fact that the proposed
zoning change was a major change that directly and indirectly impacted the
entire county.
Deciding the case in this manner not only met the needs of the justices to
keep their political skirts clean, it pleased the land speculators. It also met
the needs of the regional media. That is the reason that the story has
received the spin it has to date. “He said/she said” journalism is a favorite
media strategy. Portraying complex conditions in a simplistic way does not
frighten advertisers and this supports the newspaper-as-just-anotherbusiness stance of publishers. It also supports the uninformed editorial
policy of corporate owned media. Just two days after the story broke, an
editorial appeared in The Washington Post (“A Shock for Loudoun”,
March 6, 2005) that praises a no-win response to the court decision.
There is one other footnote to this case. On March 6, The Washington Post
reported that some in Loudoun County government were sorry that they
had not accepted a “compromise.” Shortly after the current board was
elected in 2003, those suing the County over the zoning in the western part
of the County proposed a compromise. Attorney John Foote who penned
the compromise is no fool. He understands land consumption rates, the
impact of compound interest, and internal-rate-of-return calculations. He
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knew that more of his clients would make more money with five- and 10acre lots than with either a reversion to 3-acre lots or the 10- and 20-acre
provision of the new controls. As noted in the text of this column, none of
the three alternatives support conservation and enhancement of the
Countryside in Loudoun County.
[9]. It has been called to our attention that the term “Geographic
Illiteracy” (or in the alternative “Spacial and Geographic Illiteracy”) is in
need of a definition. The existence of pervasive Geographical Illiteracy is
the second of the Nine Fundamental Theses presented in Chapter 1 Box 1
of The Shape of the Future. Chapter 2 pinpoints Geographic Illiteracy as a
prime cause for citizens' failure to understand human settlement patterns.
There is an entire chapter devoted to the causes of Spacial and Geographic
Illiteracy (Chapter 16). There are 16 references to the phrase throughout
the book, however, "Appendix One, The Lexicon" does not include a
definition. Here is a draft definition plus a description of the
understandings necessary to overcome Geographical Illiteracy.
Geographic Illiteracy is an individual and collective malady
that limits the ability of individuals and groups to understand
and function in the economic, social and physical spheres of
contemporary human activity. The larger the number of
citizens who suffer from this affliction at the family, dooryard,
cluster, neighborhood, village and community scales, or in an
agency, enterprise or institution, the worse the economic, social
and physical impact.
There are five areas of understanding that must be achieved to eliminate
Geographic Illiteracy: Basic Orientation, Urban Context, Regional
Context, Critical Spacial Relationships and Regional Metrics. The
following is an outline of the components needed to overcome Geographic
Illiteracy.
1. Basic Orientation: All citizens ,whether in the Urbanside or in the
Countryside, need a basic orientation to their context. They must be able to
intuitively answer locational questions such as:
●

●

●

What direction is North? (and East?, South? and West?)
What watershed are you in?, Which direction is “down stream” and
if you go down stream where do you end up?
From what direction do the prevailing winds blow?

Informed navigation in the Countryside requires this information. It is also
required to have a working knowledge of climate, weather and all
fundamental ecological relationships.
2. Urban Context. Moving from the Countryside to the Urbanside,
citizens need a workable system for “finding their way around.” Even
those who live most of their lives in the Countryside need a way to
navigate in the Urbanside. MIT’s Kevin Lynch has studied and
documented human perception of their urban surroundings. His book The
Image of the City, (1960) is a classic study of how humans relate to their
urban environment and how they understand and use buildings, spaces and
landmarks to navigate.
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3. Regional Context. The title of Lynch’s book is a clue to the scope of
the third tool needed to overcome Geographic Illiteracy. Citizens' urban
context is now the region, not the “city.” Much of Lynch’s work related to
foot travel. Moving to the regional scale means that there must be an
understanding of the Basic Orientation and the Urban Context, but these
skills must be applied to an urban context that is spread over a vastly larger
area and with a lower intensity of identifiable landmarks. An
understanding of regional context is clouded by differing modes of travel.
The sequencing of travel by different modes at different speeds and using
different nomenclature is baffling to many. Chapters 8 and 9 of The Shape
of the Future examine the role of Zip Codes, Area Codes, municipal
borders, school service areas, postal addresses, subdivision names and
other arbitrary lines in creating confusion about one's cluster,
neighborhood and village, not to mention the location of other destinations
spread over millions of acres.
To make matters worse, so much of contemporary development looks just
the same–three blocks east of which Starbucks? Tony Hiss’s 1990 book,
The Experience of Place, has added important insights about specific
landscapes. Other authors have decried the banality of the “suburban”
experience and note that no one vacations is Springfield, Va. Attacks on
the “suburban” landscape mask the much more important malady of
Geographic Illiteracy. The Regional Context is the most difficult
Geographic Literacy tool for citizens to master.
Among the relationships that are most difficult to grasp are those that
reflect the First Natural Law of Human Settlement Patterns: A= PiR2
The power of A= PiR2 will be demonstrated in the next column on Land
Conservation.
4. Critical Spacial Relationships. In order to understand Regional
Context, it is useful to have a set of Basic Relationships or “elements of
regional reality” to anchor understanding of spacial distribution. These
Basic Relationships differ from region to region. This is an area to which S/
PI has devoted considerable attention. For the National Capital Subregion,
S/PI has identified five critical spacial relationships that are particularly
important. They can be found in “Five Critical Realities That Shape the
Future”, December 15, 2003. Depending upon ones interest, there may be
many Critical Spacial Relationships that help create an understanding (aka,
cognitive map) of one’s region and subregion.
5. Regional Metrics. The last element necessary to overcome Geographic
Illiteracy is a set of ratios and relationships that can be used to relate one
set of data (e.g. the number of dwellings projected for the next decade) to
another (e.g. the number of acres at minimum density that these units will
occupy).
It is helpful to have “guidelines” or “yardsticks” to test and put into context
Regional Metrics. S/PI has developed yardsticks for subregional and
regional tours in the United States and for those visiting urban areas in
Western Europe.

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/03-14/Risse.htm (11 of 11) [1/3/2008 10:10:49 AM]

Conservation Quandary

The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Land Conservation Quandary
Traditional conservation techniques aren't working.
Because of widespread Geographic Illiteracy,
they're only accelerating the spread of
dysfunctional land use patterns.

Who among us is against land conservation? Land
conservation is the middle name of conservatives. Land
conservation is also a favorite goal of liberals and
progressives.
It is not just a few elitists who support
land conservation, almost everyone does.
In fact, land conservation as a general
principle is supported in polls of voters by
pluralities in the 80 to 90 percent range.
(See End Note 1)
With broad support for land conservation, why is open land
being consumed at an accelerating rate? Why is land
conservation described in glowing terms but honored
primarily in the breach? (See End Note 2)
Almost no one would admit to opposing land conservation
or supporting wanton, excess land exploitation and
despoliation. Excess land consumption and unintelligent
land use is characterized by loss of top soil, erosion and
siltation, deforestation, high nutrient runoff and damage to
surface and subsurface water resources. These practices
result in the loss of agrarian and forest economies, loss of
tourism (a good indication of the level of amenity and
attractiveness for human activity), loss of wildlife habitat,
air pollution, degradation of entire watersheds and
estuaries (e.g. the Chesapeake Bay) and loss of useable
open space. These and other economic, social and physical
consequences of the failure to conserve land resources are
indicators of an unsustainable trajectory of a society as
documented by Jared Diamond in his new book, Collapse:
How Societies Choose to Fail of Succeed.
At the present, however, the greatest threat to the
Countryside is not direct land abuse. Rather, it is the
scatteration of urban land uses. This activity is explored in
“Scatteration” (Sept. 22, 2003 ) and will be documented
for a specific Beta Community in The Shape of WarrentonFauquier's Future (Forthcoming).
The Context of Contemporary Land Conservation
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The general support for land conservation in contemporary
society can be traced to the conservation movement of the
late 19th and early 20th centuries. Think Teddy Roosevelt,
the Audubon Society and John Muir. This interest in
conservation was, in turn, a reaction to gross land and
wildlife exploitation of the early and mid 19th century.
Early in the 19th century, land exploitation was a viable
objective for the populist agrarians who supported Andrew
Jackson in his runs for president in 1824, 1828 and 1832.
They favored a fundamentally different vision of use and
ownership of the landscape than that of Thomas Jeffersion
and other gentry agrarians. In the debate between these
two views of the nation-state’s future, no one spoke for the
urban interests. Urban residents accounted for about five
percent of the population; as a political and economic force
they were largely a non-factor. In addition, urban citizens
were wholly dependent on nonurban activity to sustain
their well-being. Understanding this dynamic is the first
step in understanding the current land conservation
dilemma.
For Jackson and his supporters, privatization and
exploitation of the vast reserve of public land was a way to
increase the population and expand the settled area to
further national defense. The War of 1812 brought this
important issue into sharp focus. The resources of the
United States made an attractive target for international
aggression, and vacant land cannot protect its flag. The
land exploitation strategy also enhanced the well-being of
yeoman farmers, loggers and frontiersmen who accounted
for the vast majority of voters.
By the late 1800s citizens and their leaders reacted
negatively to rapacious destruction in pursuit of extensive
(nonurban) uses of land. These included clear-cut-andabandon-logging, burn-out-the-top-soil- and-move-westagriculture and the wonton slaughter of wildlife.
In 1890 the urban settlement patterns were compact and
industrial pollution was considered a price of progress. To
the extent there was widespread concern about the
industrial aspects of urban land use, the proximity of
noxious industrial activities to middle and upper class
residential areas was the primary concern. True, the
growth of rail commuters grew in step with industrial
expansion but the settlement pattern of these new urban
enclaves was compact and relatively balanced. The living
conditions of the industrial working class were a concern
for many but were not a core part of the conservation
awakening (or reawakening).
Thus, the driving forces behind the conservation movement
in the late 19th century were very different from those
behind land conservation in 2005.
In 2005 the primary factor driving the
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need for land conservation is the
cumulative, region-wide impact of the
scatteration of urban land uses.

There is also a difference between the environmental
problems that rekindled conservation efforts in the late
1950s and the forces that underlie the need for land
conservation efforts of 2005. In the '50s and '60s the
issues were burning rivers, raw sewerage outfalls and
dead fish, belching smokestacks and smog-shrouded
urban areas. These environmental insults were obvious,
noxious and could be illustrated in dramatic images
disseminated via television and full color photographs.
Now the problem is scattered urban land uses. McMansions
on 10-, 20-, and 50-acre lots can be portrayed as
attractive, even stylish. Every orphan subdivision is called
a “neighborhood,” “village” or even “community”
proceeded by a description of what was formerly on the
site (as in “The Quiet Woods Village”). New projects are
sold with glossy photos of happy families achieving their
fondest dreams in a shinny new home. There are no dead
fish here, at least not near the scattered urban dwellings.
In an alarming demonstration of obliviousness, Progressive
Farmer illustrated the story about Fauquier County, Va.,
being the “No. 1 best place to live in rural (sic) America ”
with a picture of a McMansion on a 10-acre lot. The
adjacent 10-acre lot will be for sale soon.
Most citizens do not yet see these land
uses as a problem, a threat to air and
water quality, or to the quality of life in
general. Citizens first must come to
understand the cumulative impact of
these scattered urban land uses–traffic
congestion, strip development and the
other land, air and water impacts that are
regional in scale.
The Nonurban to Urban Transformation
Land exploitation–the inverse of land conservation–may
have been a fairly debatable strategy in 1820. It is not a
defensible strategy to achieve citizen well-being or any of
the stated goals at the national, state or municipal scales
in 2005. Land exploitation and consumption is not a
popular idea with current citizens of the United States. The
reason is not a change in the landscape but a change in
what the vast majority do for a living.
Over the past two centuries, the
population has flipped from 95-percent
nonurban to 95-percent urban. While this
transformation is often treated as just an
historical factoid, industrialization and
urbanization have profound impact. This
spacial impact is not yet reflected in
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contemporary land conservation activity.
The 95-percent nonurban to 95-percent urban
transformation means that the amount of land that can be
functionally occupied by 95 percent of the population to
achieve a quality life on a daily basis has actually
decreased by a factor of 100. In other words 95 percent of
the population can rationally use one hundredth the area
per capita people could in the early 1800s. This is the
second critical fact to understand in considering the current
land conservation issue. (See End Note 3.)
Land Conservation and Environmentalism
Land conservation is an environmental issue because of the
impact of dysfunctional human settlement patterns on air
and water quality, especially the cumulative impact of
these patterns of use on region-scale resources such as the
Chesapeake Bay.
In addition, because of the 95-percent nonurban to 95percent urban transformation over the past 200 years and
the resulting difference in land that can be efficiently used
for daily activity, land conservation is also a critical
economic and social issue. (Again refer to the material
cited in End Note 3.)
Because most land conservation activity has been based on
an environmental rationale, rather than the broad
economic and social basis that would be even more
relevant and powerful, it is instructive to consider a
question now being widely debated: Is environmentalism
dead?
A popular statement of this contention can be found in The
Death of Environmentalism, a summary of 25 interviews of
environmental leaders by Michael Shellenberger and Ted
Nordhaus. The authors note that since the mid-1980s there
have been few environmental victories. They cite the
failure to address global climate change but also the
difficulty in passing reauthorization of the major
environmental legislative landmarks concerning air, water
and endangered species passed in the 1970s. They and
others see a stalemate that is eroding in favor of nonenvironmental and anti-environmental interests. (See End
Note 4.)
Shellenberger and Nordhaus argue that
environmentalism has became just
another cause, just another special
interest. Environmental issues are
strongly supported in the abstract but,
jobs and private rights “win” and
environmentalist “lose” in many elections
where the issues are framed and argued
on the jobs/rights basis. (See “Land
Speculators 2, Citizens 0", March 14, 2005 )
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The “environmentalism is dead” thesis suggests that
leaders of environmental organizations believed the polls
indicating broad public support for the issues they
championed concerning land (wilderness, farms, open
space et. al.) and animals (owls, wolves, salmon, et. al.).
Because they thought they had public support, they
generated excuse after excuse for defeat after defeat
suffered over the past two decades. By not questioning or
examining their tactics, they lost the moral high ground
and their commanding position on the issues. They still
have diehard supporters and deep-pocket sponsors but not
a broad citizen mandate based on recent election results.
Shellenberger and Nordhaus suggest that the easy
victories by environmentalist in the 1960s and 1970s have
led to the current condition. Under this theory,
environmentalists picked the easy fruit with respect to air,
water, endangered species and other concerns. They
became over confident while those who were negatively
impacted (actually or philosophically) become better
prepared to argue their case. The argument turns on the
observation that environmentalism has morphed from a
reflection of reality that impacts all citizens to just another
“cause.” For a discussion of the roll of private vs. public
rights see “Land Speculators 2, Citizens 0”, March 14,
2005 .

Have Traditional Land Conservation Efforts Ruined
the East?
Conflicts rage across the western United States over land
conservation-related issues: government mismanagement
of public land, private exploitation of public land and
resources, water rights, nuclear waste disposal,
endangered species, containment of urban expansion and
other ecosystem-wide concerns. In the context of this
discussion of “the death of environmentalism”, it is asked
whether the pursuit of environmentalist goals have
poisoned the ability to improve environmental conditions,
including land conservation, in the West. In other words,
“have environmentalists ruined the West?”
In this context it is fair to asked if
traditional land conservation efforts
have ruined the East?
During the 1960s, '70s and '80s, threats to air and water
quality and land consumption by scattered urban land uses
led to conflicts between land conservation and Business As
Usual. Land conservationists achieved many victories. (See
“Chasing Out The Mouse,” Oct. 4, 2004 . These victories
are reflected in the adoption of land conservation “tools.”
These tools included land use controls (e.g. large lot zoning
and environmental standards in subdivision regulations),
conservation easements, land value taxation, transfer of
development rights and others.
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These tools “worked” to protect land for a while. Now they
are failing and, in fact, accelerate land consumption. There
is nothing “wrong” with any of these tools and a
comprehensive land conservation program would included
most of them. But, and it is a big “but”:
Lacking a fair allocation of the cost of
dysfunctionally located urban land uses,
the economic pressure for this
scatteration has turned each of these
tools into an accelerator of land
consumption.
The tools crafted to “control” cancerous expansion of urban
fabric and, thus, to “conserve land” have been trumped by
a distorted, counterproductively-subsidized market and by
automobility. The traditional land conservation tools have
not just failed to protect land, they have now turned to
exponents of urban land conversion and land exploitation.
(See “Scatteration” Sept. 22, 2003.)
The easiest-to-understand malfunction is large-lot zoning.
Ten thousand half-acre lots chew up 5,000 net acres. An
ordinance requiring 10-, 20-, 50- and 100-acre lots for
urban houses consumes from 100,000 to one million acres.
That is from 20 to 200 times as much land consumed by
the same number on urban dwellings. With thousands of
“AOL millionaires” abroad and low interest rates, the high
price of large lots is not a barrier. Conservation easements
and purchases of development rights conserve some land
but drive up the market price and focus development
pressures on the unprotected land owned by
speculators.
Fauquier County, which prides itself on land conservation
policies, applies most of the traditional land conservation
strategies. Over the period 1993 to 2004, the average new
urban house consumed nearly seven acres of land. At that
rate. in 10 years the County urbanized more land than had
been set aside for all urban land uses for the indefinite
future in the service districts.
The impact of each of the current land conservation tools
will be examined in future columns and in The Shape of
Warrenton-Fauquier's Future (forthcoming). For an
overview of the issues, including an answer to the
question, “Well, if we do not scatter urban houses there,
what can we use all that land for?” (See “Scatteration,”
Sept. 22, 2003.)
The promoters of traditional land conservation techniques
are not bad people. In fact, the ones we know agree with
this view of traditional land conservation tactics. They just
do not know what to do, given the current level of citizen
understanding of human settlement patterns and thus the
current political climate.
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Geographic Illiteracy is the Problem , and Eradication
of Geographical Illiteracy is the First Step Toward a
Solution
So, where is the problem? Lack of citizen understanding,
specifically Geographical Illiteracy.
What is the answer? First, citizens and their leaders must
confront Geographical Illiteracy. Geographical Illiteracy was
defined and the elements explored in End Note 9 of “Land
Speculators 2, Citizens 0,” March 14, 2005.
The next step is to set down a specific set of facts to
illuminate the impact of Geographic Illiteracy. Only when
the citizens in the Countryside and in the Urbanside
understand examples such as the one that follows will
there be support for Fundamental Change and efficient,
effective land conservation.
Demonstration of Urban Land Balance in the
Countryside: 95 Percent Land Conservation, Five
Percent Urban Land
The most expeditious way to understand the basis for a
95/5 ratio for nonurban to urban land in the Countryside is
a specific example. We use the northern part of Virginia
and adjacent West Virginia which makes up about 40
percent of the area National Capital Subregion for the
following demonstration.
Where the jobs are, now and in the future. According
to Washington Council of Government's data, over 80
percent of jobs in the Virginia/West Virginia within 60 miles
of the Memorial Bridge are lie within just 20 miles of that
bridge. In Virginia, most of these jobs are within 10 miles
of the Virginia end of the Memorial Bridge. This area
includes Tysons Corner, Merrifield, Springfield et. al.
Something close to this distribution is projected to exist
still 25 years from now and beyond. In spite of modest
radial expansion (and significant percentage growth), the
volume of non-residential construction in and near the core
of the Subregion far exceeds that in outer locations like
Loudoun and Prince William Counties. The CoStar Office
Watch data on the location and value of recent and underconstruction commercial buildings published by The
Washington Post as recently as Feb. 14, 2005, documents
that predictions for distribution of jobs in the Virginia
Subregion are on track. (See “Where the Jobs Are,” May
24, 2004).
Despite attempts to confuse and obfuscate the facts, there
is no “phenomenal job growth” at the fringes of the
intensively urbanized area.
Balanced Communities. Next, there is an imperative to
create Balanced Communities. Few argue for the creation
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of unbalanced communities. The details of what constitutes
a "balanced" community can be complex but in simple
terms, it requires a strong (but not necessarily an
absolute) balance of jobs/housing/services/ recreation/
amenity at the Alpha Community scale. That means putting
houses near the jobs both inside and outside the Clear
Edge.
Because of the job distribution noted above, the Beta
Communities of Greater North Arlington, Greater South
Arlington and Greater Alexandria have far more jobs than
housing. Other Beta Communities inside the Beltway and
all those outside the Beltway except perhaps (depending
on where the boundaries are drawn) Greater Reston and
Greater Tysons Corner have more housing than jobs.
Inside the Clear Edge, every Beta Community needs to
evolve to become a Balanced (Alpha) Community.
Outside the Clear Edge, the five percent of the land
devoted to urban uses would be distributed in functional,
disaggregated but Balanced Communities. Each urban
enclave in the Countryside would also be surrounded by a
Clear Edge. The total area needed for these urban enclaves
is calculated below.
A need to urbanize more land inside the Clear Edge?
Those afflicted by Geographic Illiteracy go wildly into nonreality when they suggest that there is a need for
substantial radial expansion of urbanized area to create
Balanced Communities. This misconception is rooted in the
failure to understand A=PiR2 as it applies to the
distribution of human settlement at the community,
subregional and regional scales. Those who read this
column understand that:
Within 20 miles of the Memorial Bridge
there are about 270,000 acres of land in
Virginia. If the vacant and underutilized
land in this area were intelligently
developed and redeveloped, there would
be more than enough built environment
to support all the jobs and housing
demand in the Virginia Subregion for the
foreseeable future. (See End Note 5.)
Regional Metrics. With these understandings of job
location, Balanced Communities and urban land demand, it
is possible to apply Regional Metrics to demonstrate the
power of A= PiR2. Inside Radius=20 there are, as noted
above, 270,000 +/- acres in Virginia. In the radius band
between Radius=20 miles and Radius=60 miles there are
2.6 million +/- acres south and west of the Potomac River
in Virginia and West Virginia. This is the area that
experience over the last 45 years indicates is being (and
without Fundamental Change will continue to be) scattered
with urban land uses. This is especially true if there is an
expansion and extension of radial roadways and commuter
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rail. (See “The Commuting Problem,” Jan. 17, 2005 .)
Regional Metrics are based on The Five Natural Laws of
Human Settlement Patterns. The 10 Person Rule holds
that, based on settlement patterns actually built over the
past 50 years, the minimum density at community-scale
that will support a balance of jobs/housing/services/
recreation/amenity is 10 persons per acre. This is the
density of the original plan for Planned New Communities
such as Reston and Fairfax Center and is the minimum
density for Balanced Communities (aggregated or
disaggregated) that are either new or evolved from
existing Beta Communities.
R=20 to R=60 Mile Radius Band Capacity. At the
density of Balanced Communities and preserving 50
percent Countryside (aka, Subregional and Regional
openspace) the R=20 to R=60 Mile Radius Band has room
for a minimum of 13 million citizens as well as their jobs,
services, recreation and amenity at sustainable urban
densities. Preserving 75 percent of the area in Countryside
leaves a capacity of at least 6.5 million citizens under the
same conditions. That is about 150 percent of the existing
total population in the National Capital Subregion. The
power of A=PiR2 is clearly demonstrated by these
calculations.
S/PI advocates preserving 95 percent of the R=20 to R=60
Mile Radius Band as Countryside as the optimum economic,
social and physical outcome for citizens of both the
Urbanside and the Countryside in the National Capital
Subregion. This is one of four 95 percent/5 percent ratios
that are outlined in Handbook: Three Step Process to
Create Balanced Communities and Sustainable New Urban
Regions. (See End Note 6.)
Settlement patterns that conserve 95 percent of the land
in Countryside land uses would provide for a future
population in balanced, disaggregated Balanced
Communities of 1,300,000. There are about 600,000 living
in this area now. Over a two times expansion seems like
plenty of “room for growth, especially when there is no
“need” for any new land conversion outside the Clear Edge
to support the Subregion’s projected growth of jobs/
housing/services/recreation/
amenity. This amount of growth is also about what will be
needed to create disaggregated, Balanced Communities in
the Countryside outside the Clear Edge around the
intensively urbanized core of the Subregion.
In addition, this pattern of 95 percent Countryside and 5
percent Urbanside in the R=20 to R=60 Radius Band would
accommodate the patterns of land use most highly valued
in the market and would provide affordable and accessible
housing near the jobs for those workers.
For those who favor land conservation,
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this may sound too good to be true. Even
better news is that achieving this result
does not require draconian controls. All
that is needed is (1) broad citizen
understanding of spacial reality
(eliminate Geographical Illiteracy) and
(2) a fair and equitable distribution of the
location-variable costs of services needed
to support contemporary society. Let
Adam Smith’s “Invisible Hand” of the
market do the rest. Over 40 years a
sustainable pattern would emerge from
this Fundamental Change.
Once Geographic Illiteracy is recognized and examples
such as this are understood, progress can be made to
conserve land.
The Current Situation
Geographic Illiteracy infects every debate about land
conservation. It distorts discussion of the cost of housing
and allows supporters of Business As Usual to claim a
negative relationship between land conservation and
affordable housing, and between land conservation and
economic development. (See “Affordable, But No Bargain,”
Feb. 17, 2003, and “The Housing Dilemma,” July 14, 2003.)
A typical example, in fact an archetypical example, of the
impact of Geographic Illiteracy on land conservation is a
multi-part series in one of the weekly newspapers serving
Warrenton-Fauquier. (See End Note 7.) Fauquier is a
county of 420,000 acres and a population of over 60,000.
It is in the bulls eye of the 2.6 million-acre R=20 to R=60
Radius Band and makes up about 16 percent of this
territory. In the three front-page articles printed to date
the reporter has quoted:
●

●

●

●

●

County supervisors and land conservation advocates
praising the “green” orientation of the county
The county planner proudly noting that by applying
the traditional land conservation tools 37 percent of
the county is “protected”
Conservation groups noting the improved pace of
securing easements
Affordable housing advocates lamenting the impact
of land conservation on availability of affordable
housing
Building industry representatives declaring that land
conservation is contrary to the interests of less well
to do residents and the rights of private property
owners.
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In other words the article is a recitation of views founded
on Geographical Illiteracy. Conservation interests and
public officials like to brag about the “success” of Fauquier
County in land conservation. And, compared to many of its
neighbors, Fauquier County has, until recently, done a
better job. Now the traditional land conservation tools are
beginning to leverage gross land consumption as the seven
acres-per-unit figure cited earlier indicates. What is most
obvious is the new subdivisions agglomerating along U.S.
Route 29, along VA Route 28 and around the Town of
Warrenton. This is just the tip of the iceberg. If present
trends continue there will be no Countryside left in the “No
1. place to live in 'rural' America.”
Land conservation supporters who advocate use of the
traditional tools do not intend to wipe out the Countryside.
As noted earlier the tools they advocate have a role, but
only within a overarching context that recognizes spacial
reality. The core problem is they are devoting most of their
attention to support the traditional tools in places like
Loudoun County and to defend against perceived threats
such as a federal review of the tax deductibility of
easements rather than addressing the fundamental
problems.
Many leaders in the land conservation
effort agree with the 95/5 percent ratio
to conserve and enhance the Countryside
and the Urbanside. They admit that none
of the tools now being touted will achieve
these goals.
In their defense they note, “We are doing better now than
10 years ago.” They describe this progress in glowing
terms to retain existing supporters. They say that they do
not think it is “realistic” to shoot for 95 percent land
conservation. In fact, it is not realistic until citizens have a
clear understanding of the context of land conservation. In
other words, wipe out Geographical Illiteracy.
Fundamental Change would mean no more subsidies for
speculators, developers and builders. These entrepreneurs
could, however, make a good profit building components of
sustainable human settlement patterns inside the Clear
Edge. There is also new development needed to create
Balanced Communities in Greater Fredericksburg, Greater
Manassas-Gainesville (aka, West Prince William), Greater
Ashburn, Greater Leesburg, Warrenton-Fauquier, Greater
Culpeper and Greater Charlestown all within the R=20 to
R=60 Radius Band.
Where to From Here
There must be a plan to create Balanced Communities
inside the Clear Edge as well as disaggregated Balanced
Communities in places like Warrenton-Fauquier within the
2.6 million-acre R=20 to R=60 Radius Band.
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Until there is an intelligent region-wide plan for the
patterns and densities of land use that will create 130,000
acres of quality urban fabric in the Virginia/West Virginia
R=20 to R=60 Radius Band of the National Capital
Subregion, it would be foolhardy to build new roads, raise
taxes, subsidize any form of development or take other
actions.
Building the roads and rails that transport facility
advocates desire does not just make hundreds of
speculators, developers, engineers and builders richer,
they make millions of citizens poorer -- and roadways more
congested.
The first step is to wipe out Geographic Illiteracy.

-- March 28, 2005

END NOTES
1. The support for land conservation “in principle” might also be termed
“in the abstract.” The reason is that the level of support falls off in specific
instances, as in, “They want to conserve land by preventing me from doing
just what I want with my land?” As noted in “Land Speculators 2, Citizens
0", March 14, 2005, the drop-off reflects in large part a failure to
understand the cumulative impact of over emphasis on individual rights vs.
community rights/responsibilities.
2. There is no need for more land to be converted to urban land uses to
support the projected population and job growth. See "Five Critical
Realities That Shape the Future", Dec. 15, 2003, and “Scatteration”, Sept.
22, 2003. For a review of urban land conversion rates, see “Region’s Green
Space Going Fast: Study Says 28 to 43 Square Miles (sic) Disappear Each
Day”, Elizabeth Williamson, The Washington Post, Page B-1, May 22,
2004. This study by the Washington Council of Governments and the
National Park Service found that nearly half as much “green space”
disappeared between 1986 and 2000 (14 years) as had disappeared in the
prior 379 years. The use of the term “Square Miles” in the headline and the
story was corrected to read “acres” a few days later but is repeated here as
an indication of the level of Geographic Illiteracy that plagues the
discussion of land conservation. This topic is discussed later in the column.
3. See Chapter 1 Box 2 of The Shape of the Future and the references cited
therein. As noted in this Box, the land area of the United States increased
by a factor of five between 1800 and 2000. It is also important to
understand the difference between the amount of land used per capita in
daily lives and the “ecological footprint.” Because almost every citizen of
the US of A consumes large quantities of food and fiber plus extractive and
nonrenewable resources, the ecological footprint of each individual is
much larger than the area they use in daily life (maximum 1/10 acre per
person at the Alpha Community scale). The easiest way to grasp this
concept is to note that an urban citizens does not visit the fields, forests,
processing plants, warehouses and distribution centers much less the mines
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and oilfields in their daily activities.
4. Shellenberger, Michael and Ted Nordhaus, The Death of
Environmentalism, The Nathan Cummings Foundation 2004. (Google the
title for a pdf file of the report and a range of views and comments.) The
interviews focused on the issue of global warming. Because the impact of
human settlement patterns is even more abstract than global warming, the
report may be of interest to those concerned with either global warming or
in achieving Fundamental Change.
5. For easy reference the following summary is provided. Also see “Five
Critical Issues That Shape the Future,” Dec. 15, 2003.
If the vacant and underutilized land within a half-mile radius (500 acres)
around 15 existing METRO stations in Virginia, plus the three planned
Tysons Corner METRO stations were developed in the same pattern and
density as the 5 stations in the Rosslyn-Ballston Corridor are now planned;
and,
If, with 50 percent subregional open space plus 40 percent community
open space preserved, the vacant and underutilized land in the Beta
Communities of Greater North Arlington, Greater South Arlington, Greater
Alexandria, Greater Baileys Crossroads, Greater Springfield, Greater
Annandale, Greater Merrifield, Greater Tysons Corner, Fairfax Center,
Greater Lorton, Greater Woodbridge (East Prince William), Greater
Centreville, Greater Chantilly, Greater Reston, Greater Cascades-Sterling
were developed in the pattern and density that Reston and Fairfax Center
were originally planned (they were originally planned as Balanced
Communities);
Then there is plenty of room inside R=20 miles for all the development
projected for the foreseeable future. The recent “Reality Check” exercise
produced a consensus estimate of 1.6 million new jobs and two million
new residents between now and 2025. “Reality Check” also suggests that
the majority believe a rational location distribution of jobs and housing that
reflects the market is superior to continuing the current trend of
dysfunctional scatteration of urban land uses.
6. Risse, E M. Handbook: Three Step Process to Create Balanced
Communities and Sustainable New Urban Regions, Warrenton, VA:
SYNERGY/Resources, Forthcoming.
7. “Going Green – What does it Mean? Counting the cost of saving the
land, the challenge of affordable housing, Conflicting forces at work."
Cheryl K. Chumley, The Fauquier Times-Democrat, March 9, 16 and 23,
2005.
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Take Me Home,
Congested, Non-Urban Road
Dysfunctional human settlement patterns and
traffic congestion are spreading to West Virginia's
panhandle. Traditional conservation tactics will not
work.

The last two The Shape of the Future columns focused
on citizen’s attempts to guide the evolution of settlement
patterns and conserve open land. The primary problem
and cause of the growing dysfunction is scattered urban
land uses.
The solution to the scatteration of urban land uses
is simple in concept: There must be a Fundamental
Change so that there is a fair allocation of all
location-variable costs.
While the strategy of fairly allocating location-variable
costs would benefit every citizen and every organization
in every region, some are sure that a fair allocation of
these costs would be detrimental to their short-term
interests. Those who oppose an equitable distribution of
location-variable costs rely on the current uneven
economic playing field to provide them with large shortterm profits. Some would say these profits are unfair,
unconscionable or even obscene because those who
benefit do not pay for the cost of their actions.
S/PI has argued that the reason that citizens do not use
their power in a democracy with a market economy to
correct these problems is rooted in Geographic Illiteracy.
(See End Note One.) Once again The Washington Post
has come forward with a clear example of Geographic
Illiteracy in action. The subject is not actions by residents
of the Commonwealth but by our neighbors in West
Virginia.
Tactics that Have Not and Will Not Work
The Metro section of Monday, 4 April’s The Washington
Post features on Page 1 a color photo and a front hook
story about how a number of well-intended citizens of
the Panhandle of West Virginia are trying to “fight for
rural (sic) life.” (See End Note Two.)
The first thing to clarify is that there is no “rural” in the
Panhandle of West Virginia. It has not been “rural” there
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for over half a century. The Panhandle is part of the
Washington-Baltimore New Urban Region. The panhandle
became part of the Washington-Baltimore Consolidated
Metropolitan Area three decades ago. There is commuter
rail service to the core of the Subregion from within a
few miles of the farm that is the focus of the story. (See
End Note Three.)
The Post story notes three tactics that Panhandle citizens
are considering to thwart the threats they see on the
horizon. What they fear is, in fact, the likely future in the
absence of Fundamental Change. This probable future
condition–dysfunctionally scattered urban land uses that
wipes out the Countryside-–is the result of a subsidized
and distorted market for land and housing exacerbated
by government actions.
The tactics under consideration to respond to this very
real threat are:
●

●

●

Buy open land for “conservation” uses
Buy open land and resell it for “more appropriate”
urban development
Enact traditional land use controls to shape future
growth

All of these techniques have been proven to be totally
ineffective on a regional, subregional and communitywide scale. An attempt to apply these tools reveals a
profound Geographic Illiteracy among citizens and their
leaders. Before examining the tactics, it is important to
understand that those wanting to thwart erosion of the
Countryside (aka, Business As Usual) have the best of
intentions. Further, those who are promote Business As
Usual believe they are doing exactly what is in their best
interest. This is the tragedy of Geographical Illiteracy.
Buy Land for "Conservation" Uses
Buying up enough land for “conservation” uses is not an
economic or physical possibility. The same is true for the
purchase of development rights and the purchase or
donation of conservation easements.
A simple calculation will document this fact. There are
250,000 +/- acres in the Panhandle of West Virginia that
are susceptible to scattered urban land use. The rest of
the area is unsuitable for development (steep slopes,
high water table, flood planes etc.), is in public
ownership or has been developed already. Some of the
developed land is in delightful urban places like
Shepherdstown and Berkeley Springs; more of it is
consumed by the somewhat less delightful places such as
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the environs of Charlestown, Ranson and Martinsburg.
Those who want to prevent the scatteration of
urban land uses over this 250,000 +/- acres could
buy outright, buy development rights or secure
conservation easements on a 200 acre “farm”
every month for 10 years and still only have ten
percent of this area “protected.” That leaves
225,000 acres open to scattered urban land uses.
In addition, the result of this activity would raise the
value of the “unprotected” land and hasten the spread of
urban land uses.
Many of the “conservation” uses that have ended up in
the Panhandle of West Virginia are urban activities of
agencies and institutions that have conservation
interests. A conference center, laboratory or research
center may be on a large site but it is an intensive urban
activity, not an extensive nonurban activity such as
agriculture or forestry. (See End Note Four.)
The “buy land for conservation uses” tactic is supported
by national, regional and subregional “conservation”
organizations and professionals who should know better,
but for Geographical Illiteracy.
Buy Land and Create More Appropriate Urban
Development
The tactic of buying up land and then reselling it with
plans and covenants that insure “more appropriate”
urban development is even less likely to stem the tide of
scattered urban land uses. The limited number of acres
that could be affected this tactic is illustrated by the
calculations in the “buy land for conservation use”
example above.
But the problems with this tactic go much deeper. First,
the site itself is converted to urban land use. In many
cases the process has the effect of writing down the cost
of and speeding up the scatteration of urban land uses.
Furthermore, if the urban uses are well executed, there
is nothing that draws additional urban uses to adjacent
sites faster than attractive but scattered urban land uses.
The larger issue is that an urban house that looks
like it may have been used for a civil war hospital
whether on a lot of 2 acres, 10 acres or 100 acres,
functions as just another scattered urban house.
These units generate traffic to support the urban use and
the occupants expect/demand urban services just like
any other scattered urban residential use. Unless the unit
is extremely expensive, the service costs outweigh the
tax and other contributions from the urban use. As noted
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above, if the new development is expensive it becomes a
magnet for more urban buyers who want to pretend they
are country squires. Further as noted in “Land
Conservation Quandary” (March 28, 2005), the larger the
lot size, the faster the Countryside disappears.
Traditional Land Use Controls
For the reasons outlined in “Land Speculators 2, Citizens
0" (March 14, 2005), traditional land use controls are
less and less likely to be effective. One need only go
across the State Border into Loudoun County for a
dramatic demonstration of this fact.
Geographic Illiteracy, the failure to understand the
fundamental parameters controlling the settlement
patterns, makes all three of the tactics discussed in The
Post article part of the problem, not part of the solution.
Take Me Home, West Virginia
The Panhandle of West Virginia (Jefferson, Berkeley and
Morgan Counties–-and now with the building of Corridor
H, Hampshire and Hardy Counties) are between within
55 to 110 miles of the centroid of the National Capital
Subregion. The direct automobile commuting to the core
of the National Capital Subregion has declined in the
most remote Counties because of traffic congestion
closer to the core. The long distance commuting has
been replaced in part by rings of “living here, working
there” commuters. Although the number of hours spent
commuting are just as long, the distances are shorter
due to congestion. Furthermore, the extension of
commuter rail into the Panhandle of West Virginia via
Maryland has had exactly the impact suggested in “The
Commuting Problem,” (Jan. 17, 2005).
At the heart of the problem are citizens suffering
from Geographical Illiteracy who seek an
affordable house in an inaccessible location. (See
“Affordable, But No Bargain,” Feb. 17, 2003, and “The
Housing Dilemma,” July 14, 2003)
The malady of Geographical Illiteracy is reinforced and
exacerbated by billions in advertising paid for by those
who make greater short-term profit from development is
scattered locations.
The Locus of the Problem
The problem in the West Virginia Panhandle originates
many miles away--inside the Clear Edge around the core
of the National Capital Subregion. Within 10 miles of the
Beltway is where the vast majority of jobs are now, and
where they will be for the foreseeable future. As we point
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out time and time again, what is needed are Balanced
Communities with houses and services near those jobs.
In fact, the only “solution” is Balanced
Communities inside the Clear Edge and Balanced
but disaggregated Communities in the Countryside
outside the Clear Edge.
There is plenty of land upon which to evolve Balanced
Communities as documented in “Land Conservation
Quandary,” March 28, 2005.
This is not a new idea. When we were asked to speak on
the Future of Warrenton-Fauquier in June of 1991, we
noted that most of the problems facing the community
were rooted inside the Beltway where the jobs are
located and where lack of affordable housing and quality
communities was propelling expansion outward. That is
still the problem in Warrenton-Fauquier but it has also
become a problem in West Virginia, too. (This topic is
explored in “Wild Abandonment,” September 8, 2003.)
We suggested in 1991 that citizens from the outer
reaches of the National Capital Subregion needed to
become involved to help create a rational strategy for the
region as a whole. Too often they respond, as those in
West Virginia might today: “What! We do not live in any
urban subregion, we are out here in West Virginia.”
Again, the impact of Geographical Illiteracy.
Regional Solutions
What is the current status of citizen and governance
practitioner efforts to forge regional and subregion
solutions? There is no regional or subregional plan for a
sustainable future. The recent Reality Check exercise by
public, private and not-for-profit groups demonstrates
that if there were such a plan and it were followed, many
of the problems related to a lack of a jobs/housing
balance and to untransportable settlement patterns
would disappear.
What is the National Capital Subregion doing about
creating a rational strategic plan for the future?
●

●

●

There are three “regional commissions” (aka,
PDCs) in just the Virginia portion of the National
Capital Subregion. And then there is Maryland and
West Virginia...
The Washington Council of Governments
jurisdictions cover less than half the National
Capital Subregion’s land area
In a subregion with commutes that are among the

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/04-11/Risse.htm (5 of 6) [1/3/2008 10:09:21 AM]

Take Me Home, Congested Non-Urban Road

longest in the United States, the traffic data and
congestion measures are collected for only small
parts of the subregion. (See “Spinning Wheels,
Spinning Data,” Sept. 20, 2004.)
In the meantime, uninformed citizens search for
affordable housing and abandon what could become
Balance Communities. The first step is to eradicate
Geographical Illiteracy. We also need to stop fooling our
neighbors.

END NOTES
1. The definition of “Geographic Illiteracy” is contained in a Shape of
the Future “Backgrounder” of that title at Bacon's Rebellion.
2. Williamson, Elizabeth. “Taking Up the Fight for Rural Life: Many in
W.Va.’s Eastern Panhandle Hope Area’s Not the Next Loudoun; W.Va.
Town Inspires Drive to Same Farmland”, The Washington Post, Page B1 4 April 2005.
3. The color photo of used in The Post story documents the fact that this
part of West Virginia is not “rural.” There is a traditional house that
could be from 40 to 140 years old in the middle of the photo but it is
clearly not an accessory use to a viable existing agricultural of forest
enterprise. In the background an urban house is tucked in the trees and in
the foreground there are six mailboxes with newspaper tubes indicating
a density and a reading pattern that is not “rural.”
4. Many of these have been located in the Panhandle due to the pork
barrel prowess of West Virginia Senior Senator Robert Byrd. Almost all
of the government work done here is urban work, not extensive,
nonurban work.
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Gimme Shelter
Rising housing prices create a false prosperity. Taxes are rising,
newcomers are priced out of the housing market and the real estate
bubble will bring widespread misery when it busts.

The interrelated phenomena of rapidly escalating house prices, rising
residential property taxes and the need for affordable and accessible
housing is the 21st century version of King Gordius’ knot. The cumulative
result of our tangled institutional imperatives is that citizens occupying the
bottom half of the economic food chain cannot afford accessible shelter on
the open market. Even affluent citizens are being impacted negatively.
How can that be possible when trillions of dollars in federal subsidy over
the past 50 years have resulted in 70 percent home ownership? There are
three reasons why the impact is so widespread and why it is critical to
address fundamental shelter dysfunction.
First, many existing homeowners could not afford to buy the home they
now occupy or buy a comparable house if they wanted or needed to move.
This is especially true for the growing cohort of older citizens. Just paying
the property taxes is a stretch for many.
Second, if interest rates go up by a percentage point or more as predicted,
many homeowners with variable interest mortgages, balloon payments and
weak credit will loose their equity.
Finally, when the house price bubble bursts, many mortgages will be
underwater and many municipal governments will be without revenue to
support their activities. (Because of recent hyper inflation in house prices, a
downturn is seen as inevitable by most housing analysts not employed
directly or indirectly by the shelter industry.)
The problems related to housing are complex, and a solution is critically
important to all citizens. SYNERGY/Planning calls the complex interaction of
escalating house prices, rising residential property taxes and the lack of
affordable and accessible housing the “Shelter Conundrum.” [See End Note
One.]
Traffic Congestion and the Shelter Conundrum
Like traffic congestion (aka, immobility and lack of access) the Shelter
Conundrum (SC) is rooted in dysfunctional human settlement patterns and
dysfunctional governance structures. Unlike congestion/immobility/
isolation, the SC knot will take more to untie than citizen education and
understanding. [See End Note Two.]
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In the case of traffic congestion and regional immobility, dysfunctional
transport is perpetuated by actions of a small but powerful group of
interests that benefit from Business As Usual. These actions perpetuate
broadly held Myths that influence the market. [See End Note Three.]
The Shelter Conundrum is also generated by a complex of individual and
organization actions which are assumed to be in the best interest of the
actors. However, unlike transport dysfunction, no single alliance of interests
provides the motivation to perpetuate the myths. There are far more
forces, groups and interests at work, many working at cross purposes.
Further, there is no single solution such as a fair allocation of locationvariable costs that would go most of the way to solving the mobility crisis.
The Shelter Conundrum (SC) will require many more actions, although the
fair allocation of location-variable cost strategy will help and is a first step
toward a solution.
There is one other fundamental difference. Because almost everyone
suffers from traffic congestion, almost everyone is prone to raise a stink
about the need for a “solution.” With the Shelter Conundrum the focus is
not on fundamental causes but on the effect: Rising residential property
taxes and lack of affordable and accessible housing. Ironically, most
citizens see rising home prices as a benefit because they think they are
getting richer and richer.
As with any complex tangle, the only way to solve the Shelter Conundrum
is to pull it apart and examine each of the components. In this column we
will examine house price escalation. In subsequent columns we will address
sky rocketing owner-occupied residential property taxes and the lack
accessible and affordable housing in more detail.
House Price Escalation
There are several aspects of house price escalation that demand attention:
●
●
●

The unprecedented rate of increase
The reasons behind this increase
The myths that perpetuate individual and organization activities
which result in residential price escalation

Unprecedented recent house price escalation. One usually hears about
residential price escalation in the context of rising residential property taxes
and the lack of affordable and accessible housing. Even without those
problems, unprecedented rise in house prices is by itself a problem.
Robert J. Shiller a professor of economics at Yale has prepared a national
home price index that spans the period from 1890 (sic) to 2004. He found
that when adjusted for inflation, houses increased only 0.4 percent per year
over the last 115 years. More important, the majority of that increase
occurred in the past 8 years. With the exception of a smaller price run up
during World War II there has never been a price increase anything like the
one we are now experiencing. [See End Note Four.]
According to Shiller, when adjusted for inflation, home prices have been flat
since 1955 except for two small boom/bust cycles. One was in the 1970s,
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reflecting the REIT boom/bust, and the other in the late 1980s/early 1990s,
reflecting the Savings & Loan debacle. [See End Note Five.]
The rapid and unprecedented rise in house prices is a quintessential
demonstration of the Fallacy of Composition: What is good for one
is not good for all.
It is great if your house goes up in value. It is not bad if you and your
neighbors enjoy an up tick. But when the prices for the whole community,
subregion and region goes up, few really benefit unless they can bail out
and go to a place where housing is much cheaper.
Unless people whose houses have increased in value can move, they
cannot prudently cash in on the price increase. If they refinance or take out
a second mortgage to pull out equity and the price falls, they are
underwater.
If they move to a place where prices are lower, by definition that is place
where fewer people want to live based on market considerations. There is
usually a good reason for the lower price of real estate; fewer jobs, poor
climate, isolation, air pollution, etc.
For years it was advantageous to retire and move. Now traditional
retirement destinations have become expensive because they attract yearround residents who enjoy the climate, jobs taking care of the elderly, etc.
In addition, more older citizens are retiring in place--the place they moved
to years ago for a better job, etc. These are the places that have the
fastest-rising housing prices. A onetime (empty nest) downsizing is a
partial escape hatch but too few are willing to make the adjustment when
they can. Those that do have been bidding up the price of smaller, well
located/well built housing units.
One could become a full time house flipper, buying and then reselling to
move up in the market. That does not contribute to what the vast majority
consider a quality life. Living in an RV or on a sail boat are also “options”
for a few.
The only groups who really benefit from rising prices and housing churn are
agents who live on commissions and fees. This is not a small group, but it
is a tiny minority of those impacted by volcanic house price increases.
The vast majority of citizens would be better off if there were little
house price escalation except to reflect improvements in size,
function or context of the dwelling.
One of the goals of Property Dynamics will be to make this clear to citizens.
(See Joseph Freeman's column outlining the concept behind Property
Dynamics: "Rain Dance," Jan. 4, 2005.)
How dramatic is the house price rise in the Virginia portion of the National
Capital Subregion? Quite dramatic. Here is a table based on data provided
by The Washington Post over the past 30 days.

Escalation in House Prices and Assessments in NoVa
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Average Assessed Home Per
Fiscal
(Tax) Year

Median Sales Price
SFD/SFA Dwellings
2000

2004

2000

2006

$261.0

$499.5

91.3

$191.3

$441.8

131.0

Arlington

255.5

465.0

82.0

202.7

458.2

126.0

Fairfax

230.0

414.9

80.4

208.1

444.8

114.0

Loudoun

228.6

420.0

83.8

183.8

403.4

120.0

Prince William

155.0

303.0

95.5

145.0

327.4

126.0

Alexandria

% Change

% Change

House values in 000s. Source: See End Note Four.
The Post has not published data in the same format for rest of the Virginia
portion of the National Capital Subregion but anecdotal data suggest similar
price rises in places such as Warrenton-Fauquier.
These numbers document unprecedented change in house prices. If
anything like the rates of escalation over the last five years had existed in
the prior 30 years, a home in 1970 would have had the value of a Cracker
Jack prize. We know that was not the case.
The conditions are especially ripe for hyper inflation in homes in the
National Capital Subregion, the largest, fast growing job market in the
United States due to the rampant government spending to buy our way out
of terrorism and oil dependency.
Causes of unprecedented home price escalation. The easy answer to
why this escalation exists is the unprecedented number of affluent citizens
at the top of the economic food chain with no other place to invest. For
many the stock market is seen as just another gambling venue. The tech
stock market bust reinforced this impression. That was, and is, important,
especially for the thousands of AOL Millionaires, Microsoft Millionaires, etc.
in this and every hot housing market in the United States.
There are other contributing factors. One of the easiest to pinpoint is the
low mortgage interest rates and the actions of Fannie May and Freddie Mac
to force feed mortgage money into the expansion of home ownership,
supposed source of prosperity. The corruption at the top of these agencies
masks the larger problem of subsidizing the construction of the wrong size
houses in the wrong locations. (A house in a dysfunctional location is not a
quality home.)
High-end home buyers have so much easy money that they have not only
driven up primary residence prices but have done the same for second
homes, which will have a devastating impact on Countryside resources 20
years from now.
The consequences of cheap money from low interest rates is similar to
those of cheap money during the REIT bubble in the '70s and the Savings &
Loan bust in '80s. Both bubbles were focused on raw land and commercial
real estate but they triggered recessions and drove down house prices up,
and then down. This time the cheap money is leveraging housing price
hyper inflation.
A “shortage of land” is often cited by “the shelter industry” as a reason for
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escalating house prices. The cost of land has gone from 20 to 25 percent
up to 50 percent of the price of a finished house according to some
builders. This creates a field day for land speculators. The problem is
directly related to municipal controls inside the Clear Edge, as we will
document in the third column in this series. (See the backgrounder “The
Role of Municipal Planning in Creating Dysfunctional Human Settlement
Patterns.”)
The myths. As one would expect, there is a cluster of myths that cause
citizens to make housing decisions that are not in their best interests. For
instance, there is a powerful mystique surrounding making money in
residential real estate. It is a myth. More money has been made selling
books on making money buying and selling residential real estate than has
been made from the actual sales. A few professionals make money. A very
view amateurs strike it rich from time to time and those are the ones that
everyone hears about. Like the lottery, there are many small losers for
every big winner in real estate speculation.
As documented by the 0.4 percent per year average increase in housing
over the last 115 years, there is little room for wide-spread speculative
gain. What is amazing is how, despite universal availability of calculators
that run Internal Rate of Return and Alternative Investment calculations,
the myth of the real estate investment bonanza persists.
A house is a home, not a profit center. Those who turn a house into
primarily a business deal undermine the social and physical value of having
a home, especially one where children are in the equation. (We explore this
issue in The Shape of the Future.)
A window on why speculation in residential housing is so rampant
is provided by the relationship between house price and real estate
tax assessment: If the assessment does not go up the owner is
insulted. If it does go up he claims his house is over assessed.
However, almost no one will sell a house for its assessed value.
One cause of these irrational perspectives is ambivalence toward
government and government spending. Another is the reality that the
house is the major source of wealth for most citizens in the bottom 80
percent of the economic pyramid. Too often, families treat the purchase of
the family home as a speculative investment decision. The focus on
speculative investment is a hangover of a national policy, to be addressed
in the next column, that made sense in 1820 but does not in 2005.
As suggested in “Wild Abandonment,” Sept. 8, 2003, citizens abandon
homes and neighborhoods because they “wear out.” It may nothing more
than fire alarm batteries, furnace filters, leaking pipes, worn out appliances,
a moldy shower, a faulty circuit breaker or overgrown/barren landscaping.
With no time or ability to “fix” the problem, people get frustrated and wrap
up cleaning, safety improvements and repair into sale price and move on.
(These issues will be addressed by Property Dynamics.)
Columns to Come in This Series
The next column will deal with the ramifications of property tax on owneroccupied residential real estate. This has become a political football. We will
explore fundamental tax reform, not just political posturing.
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In the following column we will revisit the topic of affordable and accessible
housing building on the perspectives developed in “Affordable, But No
Bargain,” Feb. 17, 2003, and “The Housing Dilemma,” July 14, 2003. We
will demonstrate that the availability of affordable and accessible housing
currently rests on the trickle down theory. That does not work when
housing prices are wildly escalating and human settlement patterns are
growing ever more dysfunctional.

End Notes
1. The house price/residential property tax/affordable and accessible housing problems could be
made even more complex by considering housing for the homeless. Then the problem would be
on a par with other intractable problems of the day: affordable, comprehensive healthcare and
social security.
2. Once citizens get beyond the smoke screen generated by the Road Gang contingent of
Business As Usual, they understand that traffic congestion, immobility and lack of access is a
human settlement pattern issue. It can be solved by creating functional patterns and densities of
land use. These transportable patterns happen to be those most valued in the marketplace, so the
solution is basically one of citizen education, not draconian controls or government spending.
3. For a summary of the transport dysfunction causes and cures see the four part series of
columns “Self Delusion and Fraud,” June 7, 2004; “Death and Taxes,” June 21, 2004; “The
Perfect Storm,” July 12, 2004; and “Out of Chaos,” July 26, 2004. Also see more recent
columns addressing aspects of the transport issue: “Spinning Data, Spinning Wheels,” Sept. 20,
2004; “Dying Young in Traffic,” Nov. 1, 2004; “The Skycar Myth,” Nov. 15, 2004; “From
Myth to Law,” Nov. 29, 2004; “The Commuting Problem,” Jan. 17, 2005; “Interstate Crime,”
Feb. 28, 2005; and “Take Me Home, Congested, Nonurban Road,” April 11, 2005.
4. As we have noted The Washington Post has done an increasingly good job providing data on
commercial building price and location. (See “Where the Jobs Are,” May 24, 2004, and “Land
Conservation Quandary”, March 28, 2005. Recently, The Post has published useful data on
housing as well. See Special Real Estate Section March 23, 2005, titled “Higher Prices,
Tougher Choices: Smaller Houses, Farther Out Are Frequent Compromises” which summarizes
The Posts' data on home sales by Zip Code. Also see Whoriskey, Peter, “Property Owners’
Burden Rising: Home taxes Cover Larger Share of Government Costs,” April 12, 2005 which
has valuable assessment data. In addition see Deane, Daniela, “In Real Estate Fever, More
Signs of Sickness: Some Economists Warn of Housing Bubble,” April 17, 2005, that covers the
reference to and graphic from Prof. Shiller’s work.
5. Both the REIT bust and the Savings & Loan debacle primarily impacted raw land and
commercial real estate but also had an impact on housing. There has not been a real nation-wide
residential bust since World War I. Housing analysts employed by the building industry use this
fact to discount the possibility of one ever occurring, even with the unprecedented recent price
inflation.
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The Shelter Crisis
Massive housing subsidies and dysfunctional human
settlement patterns make a volatile mix. We're
witnessing the worst housing bubble in the history of
the United States. The inevitable bust will be painful,
but no bust would be worse.
A growing number of New Urban Regions in the United
States, including Washington-Baltimore, are facing an
unprecedented shelter (aka, housing) crisis. (See End Note
One on prior and future housing related columns.)
What new information is on the table about house prices?
Why is this rampant escalation occurring? What is being done
about it?
Boom
In our April 25, 2005 column (“Gimme Shelter”) we explored
the issue of escalating house prices. The bottom line was
this: The last 115 years has never seen a period of rapid
escalation in the cost of shelter comparable to the past six
years. Now, it turns out that the house price boom is much
worse than we thought just four weeks ago.
The Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation has released a
report that identifies 55 regional and subregional markets
where house prices were up by an inflation adjusted 30
percent or more per year as of December 2004. That is
unprecedented in the three decades that this data has been
collected and over twice the number of regional and
subregional hyper price markets that existed during the
housing boom that preceded the Savings & Loan bust.
The FDIC figures is only one of many similar data points. The
FDIC data is for 2004. What about regional data for 2005,
which is almost half over? We will know in a year or so but in
the meantime the boom rolls on.
There are regions where house prices are rational, just not
any of the places with “More, Better Jobs” (aka, prosperous
magnets for economic growth).
In other words, none of the regions with
very prosperous economies have stable
housing markets.
In our July 14, 2003 column “The Affordable and Accessible
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Housing Dilemma,” we suggested that the provision of
shelter the United States of America was slouching toward
Gomorrah in a near-perfect demonstration of the 2nd Law of
Thermodynamics. Well now it is a traveling at a gallop, and
Gomorrah occupies the entire valley just ahead.
Just How Bad Is The Boom in Virginia?
Below the regional level, housing data is confusing because
information is primarily collected on a municipal jurisdiction
basis. Frequently, data is cooked or skewed from year to
year to support the agenda of those in office. It will be years
before comprehensive information at the neighborhood,
village and community scale is available and then only if
someone is willing to pay to dig it up.
Snapshot, headline-grabbing summaries are confusing
because they often co-mingle "median" and "average"
figures, confuse "new" house prices with all house sales and
use incongruent data periods. In spite of these shortcomings,
it is safe to say that the gap between median price of a
house and the median family income is widening at an
accelerating pace.
Recent data indicate that there are continuing waves of
“move outs” along every major radial corridor in the
Subregion. Those moving back toward the core are at the top
of the economic food chain and can afford the luxury of a
functionally located house.
Data on outer jurisdictions in Virginia portion of the National
Capital Subregion is even more confusing than that for closer
in jurisdictions. Since our “Gimme Shelter” column appeared,
the Fauquier Citizen has published average house prices for
March 2004 to March 2005. The numbers are staggering,
indicating increases of 80 percent to 90 percent for one year
in some smaller, more remote jurisdictions.
The stories on the street are even worse. In the barber shop,
beauty saloon, hardware store and dentist’s office one hears
stories such as: “I purchased my rancher in 1999 for $190k
and a realtor told me that it would go for $530k today.”
Some of this is hot air but not all of it. Besides, house price
bubbles are created and driven by hot air. Places in the
Subregion that once were “affordable” are not any longer
(“Prince William Homes Slip Beyond Reach”). In jurisdictions
like Culpeper County and Warren County homes are up by
around 40 percent. This prices almost all except “the
commuters” with jobs inside the Clear Edge out of the
market. (See End Note Two.)
The Cause of Price Escalation
The housing price boom is a real crisis, and it documents a
fundamental problem in the provision of shelter. From a
20,000-foot altitude above any portion of the northern part
of Virginia the problem is crystal clear:
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The current economic context and
governance structure is delivering the
wrong size house in the wrong location for
home buyers who already have a house.
What is worse, households are buying far more house than
they would if the total location variable costs were fairly
allocated and the irrational subsidies were removed. While
there are few houses being built that families making less
that $70,000 a year can afford, there are many units in just
the configuration needed between Radius=2 Miles to
Radius=20 Miles to create Balanced Communities within the
Clear Edge.
The problem is that these dwellings--condominiums and
single family attached units-–are being built between
Radius=20 Miles to Radius=30 Miles. Few would really want
the housing units being built from Radius=30 Miles to
Radius=60 Miles if they thought there were an alternative
with the same amenities in a functional location or if they
had to pay the full location variable cost of the scattered
dwellings. Recall from the Fairfax example in “Antidotes” that
the problem is not a lack of land, if only there were a
functional distribution of land uses at the Alpha Community
scale.
Finally, as we point out in earlier columns on affordable and
accessible housing, the $100 billions of direct and indirect
federal, state and municipal housing subsidy ends up
primarily in the pockets of those at the top of the economic
food chain. Specific solutions offered in the columns cited in
End Note One.
Let's Have a Conference
While no one has yet given serious consideration to
implementing real solutions, the problem of shelter
availability is not going unnoticed. There have been a rash of
housing conferences, and more are planned. Most are held
by municipal jurisdictions or small groups of jurisdictions.
That is a bad start because the house price/shelter access
problem is clearly a regional problem that encompasses the
entire Baltimore-Washington New Urban Region, not just
some parts of it.
As geographically fragmented as the sessions are, they
document the problem in dramatic fashion. The housing crisis
is not just:
●
●
●

Shelter for the homeless
“Affordable housing” those at bottom of food chain
Workforce housing” for teachers, fire and police
personnel and skilled workers
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The reality is:
●

●

Acquiring shelter, if you do not already have a house,
is now out of reach for much of the region’s
population.
Acquiring desirable shelter in a different location within
the region is out of reach for many of the region's
citizens, even if they now own a house. (See End Note
Three.)

Roger Lewis is an architect, University of Maryland professor
and a columnist for the Real Estate section of The
Washington Post. Roger hits the nail on the head in a recent
column that summarizes a conference on affordable housing
in Montgomery County, Md. In “It’s a Nice Place to Work, but
you Probably Can’t Live There,” Lewis frames the issue and
lists the “solutions” that were delivered in “subdued, pedantic
and evangelical tones.” (See End Note Four.)
Anyone who has attended or presented at conferences on
affordable and accessible housing will feel right at home.
Roger is an even-tempered, thoughtful, establishment type.
He cautions against forceful ideas or Fundamental Change
initiatives because they are not well received in the circles in
which he moves. That is why his bottom line is so important.
Roger suggests that the nine categories of “solutions” offered
all to be “worthwhile.” However he says:
But the fundamental affordable (and accessible)
housing problem remains: the money gap. No
matter how hard we try to ... working families
will be priced out of the market. The often
unacknowledged 800-pound gorilla ... is the
inescapable need for subsidies to close the
money gap.
He goes on: “Why is the money gap ignored? Because
subsidies, which can be provided in many ways, ultimately
require some form of public funding and more tax revenue.”
Roger does not acknowledge that there are already massive
subsidies for housing and that they do not solve the problem
because they subsidize wrong-size houses in the wrong
locations. The benefit goes to those who can already afford
the very best shelter on the market. It needs to be made
very clear that, as in transportation, more money spent in
the same ways and within the conceptual framework that
now exists will not solve the shelter problem. See End Note
Five.
Money Is An Issue
Money is a real problem in the shelter crisis but it is not a
lack of money to subsidize housing. First there is the illusion
of easy money that clouds rational thinking. Homeowners
believe they are “making money” from escalating prices.
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Unless they have and execute a regional exit strategy and
move to a less desirable region as determined by the housing
market, they are not going to get ahead in the long run.
Agents and speculators are making short-term profit from
housing churn, mortgage refinancing and building housing in
dysfunctional locations. Speculators are also making money
selling books on how to become real estate millionaires.
The Big Picture
The National Capital Subregion needs to start over on
housing. First, there needs to be a much better grasp of the
problem and of the solution. The data to do this is not now
available. All we have is sketchy information on how bad we
are failing to meet the goal of sound, accessible shelter for
all. Obtaining the data is one of the goals of the PROPERTY
DYNAMICS program introduced in Joe Freeman’s “Rain
Dance” column of Jan. 4, 2005.
A restatement of the shelter goal would be a good place to
start. What we are trying to do with respect to shelter? The
only clear national policy on housing is to increase
percentage of home ownership. That simple- minded goal
within the current governance structure and market context
has produced the wrong size house in wrong location at great
cost. We have spelled out the issues in greater detail in the
earlier columns cited in End Note One and in housing
chapters of The Shape of the Future.
Bust
Many understand the immediate threat of a house price
collapse. We noted in “Gimme Shelter” that most housing
experts who are not directly or indirectly employed by the
shelter industry suggest that it is only a matter of time until
the housing price bubble bursts. Even Warren Buffet took
pains to note the potential for a residential real estate bust at
the Berkshire Hathaway shareholders meeting at the end of
April.
There is no question that millions would be hurt by a house
price depression. There would be underwater mortgages,
citizens would lose first and second homes as well as the
equity they have built up. The extent of the potential damage
can be visualized by a quick read of “It’s on the House: Now
Everybody Is Paying for Everything With Home Equity.” (See
End Note Six). Especially hard hit will be those who took the
money they had set aside to pay for their children’s
education and used it to become speculative real estate
“investors” or took equity out of their house to invest in the
stock market.
Boom or Bust Which Is Worse?
The downside of a home price nose-dive is clear. But let us
assume that residential real estate values do not crater.
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Suppose house prices:
●
●

●

Stagnate at the current levels
Slow down to a pace that creeps up at the rate of
inflation
Continues unprecedented hyperinflation

Any of these scenarios will yield an even greater financial
disaster than a home price bust that brings house prices into
phase with wages, prosperity and intelligent location choices.
That is because if there is not a bust, everyone will be hurt
by the depressed economy that will result from failure to
solve the shelter crisis.
A marginal increase in subsidies will not solve the problem.
There are cures but they would have to be draconian, and
very painful to many. Of the nine categories that Roger Lewis
lists in his column noted above, none will not solve the
problem. Neither will others discussed by earnest housing
“experts.” Solutions that would "work" might include:
●

●
●

$25 an hour minimum wage so all workers can afford a
house
Price and rent controls
Socialized Housing

These solutions hint at the economic and social impact of
“traditional” approaches to the lack of suitable shelter. It
does not take a Ph.D. in economics and political science to
understand these actions would cause economic chaos for
regions and for the United States in a global marketplace.
The list of unpalatable cures underscores just how severe the
level of crisis has reached.
What Has Happened Here?
Why has the provision of shelter gotten to this point? You
guessed it: Dysfunctional human settlement patterns.
As the Industrial Revolution completed urbanizing
contemporary civilization and the New Urban Region became
the fundamental component of today’s society, the
governance structure has not evolved to reflect the
economic, social and physical reality. Housing, like
transportation, is a regional issue, and there is no
governance structure that can address the reality of
dysfunctional human settlement patterns or the derivative
problem of the failure to produce affordable and accessible
shelter.
There has been no evolution of government to represent the
best interest of all citizens in region–only mechanisms to
address the most pressing concerns of a few. The jobs/
housing mismatch and the lack of Balanced Communities is
the result of beggar-thy-neighbor tax base competition that
puts jobs in one place and lets the workers seek houses
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/05-23/Risse.htm (6 of 7) [1/3/2008 10:07:59 AM]

The Shelter Crisis

“where ever.” While becoming a right to those at the top of
the economic food chain, huge housing subsidies have failed
to develop functional human settlement patterns, as noted in
the Fairfax example cited in “Antidotes." We will explore the
shelter crisis and its relationship to other current realities in
future columns.

-- May 23, 2005

End Notes
1. In our columns of Feb. 17, 2003 (“Affordable, But No Bargain,” and July
14, 2003 (“The Housing Dilemma”) we explored the issue of house location
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municipal-level housing programs. A good example is the dismantling of
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Regional Rigor Mortis
The latest Urban Mobility report confirms what we all
know: Traffic congestion is getting worse. As
Virginia's transportation systems decay, so do our
regional economies and quality of life.

In our “Antidotes” column of May 9,2005, we explored useful
remedies for the viruses that contribute to Geographic
Illiteracy and collectively result in regional immobility. It is
now time to examine the terminal state of growing
metropolitan-wide mobility: Regional Rigor Mortis.
But first...
The News on Traffic Congestion
The annual Urban Mobility report from the Texas
Transportation Institute (TTI) at Texas A&M University
(TAMU) was released the same day as our “Antidotes”
column was published. It contained very good news for S/PI:
We do not have to rewrite our September 20, 2004, column
“Spinning Wheels, Spinning Data,” which reviewed last year's
TTI/TAMU report on the expansion of metropolitan
immobility.
The 2005 TTI at TAMU report presents the same grim picture
as last year’s report, only worse. The “numbers” changed by
a few percentage points here and there. The report is still the
best measure roadway congestion in the intensively urban
areas of the United States. And it is still misleading and
incomplete for the reasons we spell out in our column on last
year’s report.
The tragedy is that, while there is ample
opportunity to easily improve the report,
the authors could not even if they wanted
to because the annual study is paid for by
the organizations that are responsible for
creating the immobility problem in the first
place.
The U.S. Department of Transportation, state departments of
transportation, and those who profit directly and indirectly
from transport facility construction support the work of TTI
and every other major transportation research center in the
US of A. As if these linkages needed to be any clearer, the
timing of the TTI report release highlights the political nature
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of this “research” effort. The TAMU press release notes the
report was made public just as federal transportation reauthorization action was heating up. It turns out it was
released the very same day as the Senate took up the $284billion re-authorization bill.
While there has been incremental improvement in the federal
transportation legislation over the last two re-authorization
cycles, it is still fair to characterize the federal transport bill
as “highway pork barrel.” It will remain that way until there
is a direct relationship mandated between transport facility
capacity and the trip generation of the human settlement
patterns which the systems are intended to serve. Neither
the House nor the Senate version even attempt to do this.
That does not stop TTI from lobbying for the legislation.
The press coverage of the TTI report (e.g. AP story carried
by CNN and The Washington Post) only obscure the core
realities. The first page of the TTI summary notes that there
are three things that will improve mobility: expand facility
capacity, improve system management and change travel
demand. The media coverage focuses on the first two.
Almost all the quotes are from those who are paid directly or
indirectly to expand or manage transport facilities. In other
words the media quotes those who get paid directly or
indirectly by “autonomobility” advocates. These “experts”
talk about the need for more asphalt/rails and programs/
equipment/ technology to improve traffic management.
These resources would be a necessary part of a
comprehensive mobility solution but they are not sufficient to
stem the growth in traffic congestion and regional immobility.
The TAMU staff notes in the study that it
does not evaluate some “strategies (i.e.
Fundamental Change in human settlement
patterns) that present opportunities for
improving transportation.”
The media coverage acknowledges the need for “land-use
planning” but not Fundamental Change in the pattern of trip
origins and destinations or balancing travel demand with
transport system capacity, much less the imperative of
creating Balanced Communities in sustainable New Urban
Regions.
For those who thought our column overstated Antidote One,
check out point two from “The Big Picture” summary at the
end of the full TTI report: “Hours of delay, time of day and
the miles of road that are congested have grown every year.”
A slow economy in 2003 (the year the data was gathered by
federal, state and municipal transportation agencies for this
years report) cause slight decreases in some measures of
congestion in some regions. But for prosperous places, such
as the three New Urban Regions that fall all, or in part, in
Virginia, the congestion and the pain grows apace.
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The Northern Virginia Transportation Alliance in a follow-up
“alert” spells out the details of the growing congestion
problem in the National Capital Subregion. All the indicators
of pain are up. But the Subregion did not go up in national
ranking in most categories, indicating that immobility is
growing in every other large, prosperous New Urban Region
too.
Perhaps the most important point with
respect to growing regional immobility is
the nationwide extent of the traffic
congestion problem.
As noted in “The Shelter Crisis,” there are “only” 55 regions
and subregions in the U.S. (out of 300 +/-) with hyper home
price inflation. Hyperinflation of house prices impacts the
most prosperous regions--the most desirable regions with
“More, Better Jobs.” The mobility crisis is more widespread.
It impacts every large urban agglomeration and the bigger
the region, the greater the impact. This is why S/PI calls
transport “the canary in the mine field of dysfunctional
human settlement patterns.”
A Crater in the Roadway Ahead
The growing rate of travel congestion is well documented.
Not only is traffic getting worse nationwide, the existing
infrastructure is falling apart. [See “Virginia Roads: Nothing
to Brag About” on the Bacon's Rebellion blog.) It is
universally agreed that if nothing is done (or the same things
that have been done in the past are continued) congestion
will continue to get worse and worse.
But it is also very apparent that there is no agreement on
what to do about congestion. In the “avoid-all-the- relevantissues” tradition of the current two-party dictatorship
governance structure, it has been decided that the best
chance of winning the next election is to propose no
definitive action on mobility to which either party or any
candidate can be tied. The “long range plan” is to just wait
until the problem gets so bad that there is a default
consensus on a solution.
“Not to worry, we are just sliding toward
Gomorrah and when things get really bad,
this great (state, country) will just fix it.”
The “wait-until-it-gets-really-bad” non-strategy will not work
because economic, social and physical systems do not work
that way: They collapse in crashes, rebellions and
avalanches. At an unpredictable point these systems are
subject to cataclysmic failures as noted by Pulitzer Prize
winning author Jared Diamond in "Collapse: How Societies
Choose to Fail or Succeed." (See End Note One.)
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MIT economist Lester Thurow, who was writing about
“human capital” in the 1960s and about the “Zero-Sum
Society” in the 1970s, devoted the 1995/1996 Castle
Lectures in Ethics, Politics, and Economics at Yale University
to ideas that became "The Future of Capitalism: How today’s
Economic Forces Shape Tomorrow’s World." (See End Note
Two)
The messages in this book were lost in the euphoria of the
post communist era, highlighted by the pay-down of the
national debt and the grand tech boom. Most of the book
discusses the need to reconfigure capitalism in the light of
the vacuum created by the demise of competition with
communist societies. Thurow also makes an important
contribution by pointing out that natural systems from
tectonic plates (earthquakes) to ecosystem diversity do not
change in gradual, easily predicted processes. In economics
(stock market crashes) and in human settlement patterns,
one must be aware of the ubiquitous “punctuated
equilibrium.”
As we note in "The Shape of the Future":
Whether it is called ‘the age of
discontinuity’ (Drucker) or a ‘period of
punctuated equilibrium’ (Thurow) or a
‘great disruption’ (Fukuyama), society is in
the midst of fundamental changes.
These fundamental changes foretell an era of stress and
violence. As we document there and repeat here:
There is good evidence that society is
rocketing toward Gomorrah and headed
towards a crash, a paradigm shift--and
region-wide immobility is the first
indication.
Until recently, and perhaps still, citizens had the resources to
make Fundamental Changes for the better. If intelligent
change is not made, then the fundamental shifts will be for
the worse and not just for transport and housing but for
economic prosperity, social stability and environmental
sustainability. We will address these issues in future
columns.
The Stop-Gap Measures
It is not that no one recognizes the problem of growing
regionwide immobility. Candidates for state office following
the “do-only-what-is-necessary-to-get-51-percent-ofthe-votes-cast” leadership have proposed regional agencies,
constitutional amendments, special legislative sessions,
resource reallocations and “honest answers” to solve the
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mobility problem in the Commonwealth.
There are a number of groups who hope to force these
candidates to commit to taking some action. Steve Haner’s
column “The Transportation SOLs” in the May 23, 2005
edition of Bacons Rebellion is a good example.
Mr. Haner and Virginians For Better
Transportation are right on target
concerning the need to put a fair burden on
the cost of fuel. Steve's column also
provides useful data on the overall picture
of funding for the current transport system
in the Commonwealth.
Not everything Steve writes, however, is the unvarnished
gospel. There are important reservations about the role and
function of public-private partnerships as Pat McSweeney has
pointed out in his columns in Bacon's Rebellion. Also, there is
the red herring that the Commonwealth has only increased
the lane miles of asphalt by seven percent since 1986. Seven
percent may not seem like much but Virginia has such a
huge system--the third largest in the United States--and was
so overbuilt with four-lane roads from nowhere to no place,
that seven percent actually represents quite a lot of new
roadway. Further, the TTI numbers indicate that regions
adding a lot of lane miles have not seen significant
improvement in the measures of congestion. As we have
noted, more roadways in some parts of Virginia are the
cause, not the cure for congestion. (See “The Shape of
Richmond’s Future,” Feb. 16, 2004.
While Steve Haner makes a number of good points, he
misses half the transport equation by failing to note that
more money with the same settlement patterns will make
congestion worse, not better. By avoiding the issue, he
creates the impression that he is trying to hide something -no matter how fancy the website. Citizens want more than
swinging crane graphics, as documented by the voting on
sales taxes for transport two years ago and the failure of any
candidate save George Fitch from even discussing the core
issues.
In fact, the most important thing to remember about regional
congestion is that money alone will not help improve
mobility. The candidates for state office and Senator John
Chichester’s “Statewide Transportation Analysis and
Recommendation Task Force (START)” must come to
understand the necessity of Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns and the imperative of balancing the
capacity of the transport system with the travel demand
generated by the distribution of land uses.
Does anyone want to wager that START will
even mention creating a balance between
transport system capacity and travel
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demand generated by existing and likely
settlement patterns?
While transport interest groups pound the drum about more
money for more asphalt/rails and for system management
improvements, and while transport groupies pontificate
about the “next Interstate system” (See “Interstate Crime,”
Feb. 28, 2005, there is a bigger problem: the prospect of
Regional Rigor Mortis.
The Road From Congestion to Regional Rigor Mortis
The fact is that traffic congestion has continued to grow
worse on a regional scale every year in every major urban
region for the past 45 years. Over 80 percent of the
population now live in these congested regions–in the US of
A and in Virginia.
The vast majority of these citizens must rely on private
automobiles for access and mobility. The spot-gap measures
to improve private-vehicle mobility only make matters worse
by giving hope that some painless solution to growing
immobility is in the offing. (See End Note Three.)
What is Regional Rigor Mortis and what is
the connection between growing regional
immobility and Regional Rigor Mortis?
Regional Rigor Mortis is the failure of a region’s vehicle
mobility system–you cannot get there from here. Abusing a
human body (eating and drinking the wrong things or
ingesting the wrong drugs) results in digestive tract
constipation. Trying to provide mobility with ineffective
strategies has the same results for a region’s transport
system. Just as traffic congestion grows into “gridlock” in a
corridor, a severe, region-wide case of mobility constipation
becomes Regional Rigor Mortis.
SYNERGY/Planning, Inc. identified the potential for massive
regional change due to travel constriction when considering
the potential impact of Disney’s America on mobility in the
Virginia portion of the National Capital Subregion. (See End
Note Four.)
S/PI predicted that the result of building Disney's America
near Haymarket would be the evolution of a tri-cored New
Urban Region. (Washington-Baltimore-West Prince William/
Disney). Disney's America and associated sucker
development would have been a large enough economic
generator to overcome the isolation created by corridor
gridlock. Extrapolating from the experience in Orange
County, Calif., and Orange County, Fla., S/PI based this
assessment on the distance between existing subregional
cores and the DA site. Polycentric urban systems are not
new. A discussion of the dynamics of polycentric urban form
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is beyond the scope of this column. (See End Note Five.)
Over the past decade without Disney's America, isolation of
the area served by the I-66 corridor west of Gainesville has
evolved. Isolation–“I am not sure when or if I can get there”–
is a daily fact of life in Warrenton-Fauquier. The causes are
spelled out in the backgrounder “Anatomy of a Bottleneck:
The US Route 29/Interstate 66 Interchange in Gainesville,
VA.”
The isolation is occurring because of the
scale of the scattered residential land uses
that are agglomerating within 30 miles to
the north-west, west and south-west of
Gainesville/Haymarket.
Unlike the Disney’s America scenario of a decade ago, there
is no major urban activity generator of sufficient scale to
create a new subregional core. The impacted area is too far
from the concentration of jobs in the core of the Subregion to
provide efficient residential support for these jobs. (See “The
Commuting Problem,” Jan. 17, 2005, and “Where the Jobs
Are,” May 24, 2004. At the same time, the new urban
residential land uses are too far from existing development to
be supported by service/recreation/amenity land uses inside
the Clear Edge.
This geographic reality generates demand
for new agglomerations of support/service
urban uses. This is, by-and-large, a
relocation of urban uses that already exist
to the east in the I-66 corridor including
those in the VA Route 234 Business
corridor, in “downtown” Centreville and in
Fairfax Center.
The 2000 Census data on commutation patterns in outlying
jurisdictions of the National Capital Subregion (e.g.
Shenandoah, County) cited in “Take Me Home, Congested,
Nonurban Road,” April 11, 2005, indicate a series of tiered
commuting rings, which is the first stage of Regional Rigor
Mortis.
We know what severe traffic constipation looks like in a
relatively compact New Urban Region. We noted in “Spinning
Data, Spinning Wheels,” Sept. 20, 2004. In the Brazilian New
Urban Region of Sao Paulo:
●

The extremely rich travel by helicopter

●

Daredevils ride motorbikes

●

The very poor walk
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●

The vast majority of the region’s 20-million citizens
who attempt to travel in buses, jitneys or cars are
stuck in traffic jams that stretch for 60 miles.

But what about the National Capital Subregion that has one
quarter of the population of Sao Paulo but stretches out 100
miles in three directions? Places such as WashingtonBaltimore and Houston are an order of magnitude less
compact than Sao Paulo and all the citizens expect access
and mobility. In this case, the automobile is the only choice
for most citizens. In fact, life as we know it is impossible
without massive use of the automobile.
Under conditions where urban land use
scatteration is extreme, the only source of
mobility is the automobile and there is no
balance at the neighborhood, village and
community scales, the result is Regional
Rigor Mortis.
Regional Rigor Mortis is the cumulative result of widespread
belief in two myths: The Private Vehicle Mobility Myth
explored in “From Myth to Law,” Nov. 29, 2004, and the Big
Yard Myth explored in “A Yard Where Johnny Can Run and
Play,” Dec. 1, 2003.
To date we have heard of only one “solution:” In Ashkhabad,
Turkmenistan when President Saparmurad Niyazov wants to
go for a ride he has all other cars ordered off the streets.
That will not work in a democracy where every voter owns a
car.
Summing Up
Why is the potential for Regional Rigor Mortis so real? The
failure to match travel demand with transport system
capacity. Almost all agree that this balance is fundamental to
creating and maintaining mobility. Some have silly ideas
about ways to achieve the match-–like building roads
through vacant land–-but most agree with the need for the
match. (See “Antidotes,” May 9, 2005, and End Note Six.)
Why has traffic congestion gotten so bad and getting worse?
The same reasons that cause the crisis in shelter outlined in
“The Shelter Crisis,” (May 23, 2005):
●

●

Failure to evolve functional human settlement patterns
Failure to evolve a governance structure that reflects
economic, social and physical reality of the 21st
century

As with housing, it is a chicken and egg situation as to which
must come first. In preparation for work on PROPERTY
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DYNAMICS, we have identified a taxonomy of the current
economic spectrum in the Untied States:
●

●

●

Those who are doing better each year (top 5% of
economic food chain)
Those who are losing ground (bottom 50% of the
economic food chain)
Those who are running as hard as they can to keep
their heads above water (the “middle” 45 percent of
the economic food chain)

What are the prospects of:
●

Expanding the number who are doing well

●

Keeping folks from falling off the back of the wagon

●

Easing the pressures on those in the middle

Not very good because:
As a society, we have not found a way to
create affordable and accessible housing in
prosperous regions (places with More,
Better Jobs) and no way to create More,
Better Jobs in regions with affordable and
accessible housing. See “The Shelter Crisis”
May 23, 2005.
Mobility and access is eroding for most of
the citizens in all three categories. As noted
above, over 80 percent of the population
now live in congested regions and the vast
majority of these citizens must rely on
private automobiles for access and
mobility.
Add to these facts the following:
●

●

●

There is no fair allocation of the costs and impacts of
location based decisions by citizens, families,
enterprises, institutions or agencies
The most prosperous enterprises are conditioned to
race from place to place seeking location or relocation
handouts from governors and municipalities and thus
have little commitment to community
Citizens believe they can avoid past mistakes by
pulling up stakes and moving to a new place (See
“Wild Abandonment,” Sept. 8, 2003.)
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●

●

●

Citizens believe it is there right to live where they
want, work where they want and seek services where
they want (The Private Vehicle Mobility Myth) and thus
have created an impossible burden on the mobility
system
The end of cheap petroleum is in view
The two major political parties are focused on getting
51 percent of the 64 percent of the eligible citizens
who vote without addressing any of the issues most
important to voters.

In the terminology of Lester Thurow, society is poised for a
punctuation in the status-quo equilibrium of stupendous
proportions, and Regional Rigor Mortis will give citizens lots
of time to sit in their cars and contemplate the end of the
road. Future columns will examine the ramifications of
energy and resource consumption concerning mobility,
shelter, food, water and air.

-- June 6, 2005

End Notes
1. Diamond, Jared; Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or
Succeed; New York; Viking 2005. Those who have read The
Shape of the Future know that theories spelled out in
Diamond’s Pulitzer Prize winning book Guns, Germs and Steel
(New York: Norton and Company 1997) support the
overarching conceptual framework of human settlement
patterns that have evolved over the past 10,000 years
including the emergence of New Urban Regions. A future
column will review Diamond’s new book.
2. Thurow, Lester C.; The Future of Capitalism: How Today’s
Economic Forces Shape Tomorrow’s World; New York;
William Morrow and Company 1996.
3. For a summary of transport dysfunction causes and cures
see the four-part series of columns: “Self Delusion and
Fraud,” June 7, 2004; “Death and Taxes,” June 21, 2004;
“The Perfect Storm,” July 12, 2004; and “Out of Chaos,” July
26, 2004. Also see more recent columns addressing aspects
of the transport issue: “Spinning Data, Spinning Wheels,”
Sept.. 20, 2004; “Dying Young in Traffic,” Nov. 1, 2004; “The
Skycar Myth,” Nov. 15, 2004; “From Myth to Law,” Nov. 29,
2004; “The Commuting Problem,” Jan. 17, 2005; “Interstate
Crime,” Feb. 28, 2005; and “Take Me Home, Congested,
Nonurban Road,” April 11, 2005.
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4. In the case of Disney’s America, S/PI considered the
impact of a very large traffic generator and the induced land
uses on 15,000 acres of vacant and underutilized land in
West Prince William (30 + miles from core of the National
Capital Subregion), and concluded that no private vehicle
system could provide access and mobility. The traffic volume
generated by the West Prince William/Disney urban
agglomeration would have overwhelmed the connections to
the rest of the National Capital Subregion--I-66 and the
parallel roadways. The origins and destinations of the travel
demand were so dispersed that no shared-vehicle system
could provide access and mobility. See references cited in
“Chasing Out the Mouse,” Oct. 2005.
5. In considering the evolution of urban form at the regional
scale, the key parameters are component scale, distance
between centroids and the level of balance. If the cores are
large enough and far enough apart (Washington-Baltimore or
Dallas-Ft. Worth) they become New Urban Regions with two
cores. Each core has a high level of balance of jobs/housing/
services/recreation/
amenity and, thus, there is a relatively low demand for
interconnection. If the “potential” core (e.g. Greater Tysons
Corner) is in close proximity to an existing core, it will evolve
to become a community-scale component within the larger
subregional complex.
The difference between a Washington-Baltimore New Urban
Region with two cores and a Washington-BaltimoreDisney/West Prince William with three cores is the distance
between the centroids of the cores. To spawn a new core
with sufficient mass to be a subregional core requires an
economic engine sufficient to create new core. More distant
urban enclaves such as Winchester or Fredericksburg can
function within the region or subregion as relatively better
balanced communities because of the distance and diversity/
balance that existed before the New Urban Region system
emerged following World War II. Disaggregated/Balanced
Communities in the Countryside such as Warrenton/Fauquier
exhibit similar characteristics. We will explore these issues
farther in "The Shape of Warrenton-Fauquier’s Future" and in
future columns.
6. Tony Downs of the Brookings Institution likes to say (e.g
in "Still Stuck in Traffic") that traffic congestion is the
inevitable result of the lifestyles that citizens choose. The
question is: Would they continue to take the same actions if
they understood the cumulative impact of their actions? More
important, what would they do if they had to pay the full cost
of those actions?
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Cohousing and Dooryard Density
The "Cohousing" movement provides useful data on
density for residential projects. If re-developed at
"Cohousing" densities, our Subregions could
accommodate growth for years without consuming
any more land.

Those who believe that New Urbanism (aka, neotraditional
design) has a role in shaping the future will find the
newsletter "New Urban News" a good source of
information. Started by New Urbanism advocate Robert
Steuteville of Ithaca, NY, "New Urban News" added Phil
Langdon, author of A Better Place to Live, a senior editor
some time ago. The 24 page +/- newsletter, published ten
times a year, presents useful text and graphics on
neotraditional design and New Urbanism.
The front hook story in the June issue is a timely review of
Cohousing. The Cohousing movement is made up of groups
of families (and a cadre of specialized consultants) who
take the need for more functional human settlement
patterns into their own hands. Not all the projects called
“Cohousing” create great examples of functional human
settlement patterns but the practitioners' hearts are in the
right place.
Of special interest here is the data in Langdon’s story
relating to project density. Cohousing projects are places
where people spend thousands of hours deciding just how
they want to live. Frequently, cohousers go to great
lengths to create the very best environment in which to
raise their children. Cohousers then back up their ideals by
investing a lot of money to build those places.
Langdon points out that several cohousing projects are
found within New Urbanism “neighborhoods.” (See End
Note One.) His data suggest that for this form of “well
considered” housing, the Alpha Dooryard scale is between
12 and 26 dwelling units. (Ranging from smallest to
largest, Alpha components are the Unit, Dooryard, Cluster,
Neighborhood, Village, Community and New Urban Region/
Support Region.)
The density of the projects listed in the Langdon article
ranges from 23 to 45 persons per acre. (Recall that, based
on development planned and built since World War II, the
minimum density for an Alpha, or Balanced, Community is
10 persons per acre at the community scale.)
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Those who claim that there is a rationale for disaggregation
of urban land uses need to understand the impact of the
Cohousing Dooryard numbers on the density of larger
components. For instance, it is useful to plug these
numbers into the Fairfax example in “Antidotes,” May 9,
2005. One finds these Cohousing numbers mean there
would be far more open space in Fairfax County and far
more citizens would be living in dooryard and cluster scale
environments that meet their needs rather than in places
that primarily meet the criteria of maximum profit to those
who provide shelter under the current distorted market
structure.
It goes without saying that at these densities there would
be more that enough room in Fairfax County for all the
workers holding the Fuller/Florida “More, Better Jobs”
outlined in the “Antidotes” column.
One final note on Cohousing: S/PI has followed with
interest the evolution of several Cohousing projects. The
Cohousing process (from learning about the idea to looking
for the right compatriots, finding a suitable site and the
best design plus the actual construction) takes up to a
decade in many cases. By the time the perfect place to
raise a toddler comes into being, the child is about to go to
high school and parents need to be focused on Alpha
Village scale issues, not on Alpha Dooryard ones.
Based on this time frame, our observation is that if the
earnest participants in a Cohousing process who spend
thousands of hours working toward the perfect Cohousing
Dooryard instead spent one quarter of that time and effort
working with their current dooryarders, the result would be
every bit as satisfying.
Even the idea of a shared space (“common house”) could
be accommodated by evolving existing contexts. The
problem is that first citizens have to know they would be
better off living in an Alpha Dooryard. Before that, they
would have to understand that such a thing as a Dooryard
exists, or that they already live in one (albeit a Beta
Dooryard). This is one of the tasks of PROPERTY
DYNAMICS.
-- June 20, 2005

End Note
1. Many New Urbanist projects called “neighborhoods”
correspond to what we refer to as al "Alpha Cluser." The
cornerstone of an Alpha "Neighborhood" is a “neighborhood
school.” Most New Urbanist projects are not large enough
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to support a 1 or 2 throuh 5 or 6 “neighborhood school.”
They could support a Pre-K thru 1 or 2 Alpha Cluster scale
school in some cases.
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METRO Ills and Base Closings
In the absence of balanced system capacity and
Subregional demand, the METRO will be a long-term
drain on Virginia's treasury. But the proposed
military base realignment could help create that
balance.

Two topics of critical importance to the creation of
functional human settlement patterns in the National
Capital Subregion have occupied regional and community
media over the last few weeks: The sorry state of METRO,
and the proposed military base realignments.
Both are important but most of the coverage and the
positions taken by many of the “stakeholders” miss the
critical issues: the real problem with METRO, and the
potential up side of base realignments.
METRO's Core Problem
Without doubt, the problems with METRO documented in
the recent Washington Post series, the follow-up editorials
and the ensuing CYA political posturing are real and
important. They stem, however, from a root dysfunction, a
premise upon which METRO was based: In a Subregion
with three million (now five million) citizens and centerweighted jobs, the idea that any shared-vehicle system
could pump workers into the core in the a.m. and out of
the core in the p.m. is fundamentally flawed.
The concept defies the laws of physics. (See our
backgrounder, “It is Time to Fundamentally Rethink METRO
and Mobility in the National Capital Subregion,” Oct. 18,
2004.)
The result of this system/demand
imbalance is that "most of the trains leave
most of the stations most of the time
essentially empty."
Of course at certain times--in the a.m. inbound and in the
p.m. outbound --METRO is crowded. At all times it is
inefficient.
How does this result in mismanagement and other well
documented shortcomings? The system has champions,
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and some riders are supporters as documented by the
letters to the editor that have appeared since the series
ran.
But in spite of fans, impressive ridership numbers and the
well documented relief provided for alternative mobility
systems, METRO has never developed subregion-wide
popularity. Most people perceive it as a way to get "the
other guy" off the roads "so I can drive."
Without Fundamental Change the METRO system will never
serve a large percentage of the residents (aka, voters) and
always will be crowded and breaking down. The system
never will generate support for the revenue sources
necessary to fix the problems, and it never will attract the
kind of personnel needed to run a first-rate system sharedvehicle system.
The “solutions,” explored in detail in the backgrounder
cited above, include:
●

●

●

Create balanced land uses in the Alpha Village-scale
station areas
Create a system-wide balance between ridership
demand with train capacity
Create supporting/supplemental shared-vehicle
transit systems like the RER in Paris, new lines
through the core as in London, and/or rebuilding the
stations/tracks to allow for express trains.

Extensions of METRO to Greater Tysons Corner/Greater
Reston/Dulles and perhaps to Baltimore-Washington
International will make the METRO system even more
dysfunctional without Fundamental Changes in station-area
settlement patterns. Now, due to military base realignment
there is a new set of extension proposals. Many in
Maryland would like METRO to serve Fort George G. Meade
and many in Virginia would like METRO to serve Fort
Belvoir.
These changes could make METRO either more
dysfunctional or, with intelligent action, improve its
viability.
Military Base Realignment
In most parts of the country, the base realignment issue
means closing “our” base. In the National Capital
Subregion it entails moving military personnel out of
rented space and relocating them to existing military
bases. It turns out that the major relocation destinations
are within the logical location for the Clear Edge.
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The proposed relocations could help create Balanced
Communities both in the places where defense jobs move
from and where they move to. For example, intelligent
changes in Crystal City could move Greater South Arlington
toward being a Balanced Community. An intelligent
relocation of jobs to Fort Belvoir plus a METRO extension
with balanced station-area land uses could help make
Lorton/South Fairfax into a Balanced Community.
Most governance practitioners and many smart growth
advocates are missing a great opportunity to kill two birds
with one stone: fixing what really ails METRO, and creating
Balanced Communities.
The first step is understanding the need to create Balanced
Communities and the need to develop a transport system
that matches the distribution of demand.
One oft-mentioned obstacle to creating Balanced
Communities is the myth that it will take “forever” to
change human settlement patterns. But the evidence
shows that change can take place with remarkable speed in
the urban core. The Smith organization, which owns the
buildings Crystal City, is talking already about converting
office buildings to residential. The Crystal Lofts could be on
the market in less than a year after the military leaves--far
more quickly than a developer could build a comparable
number of dwellings in a green-field site. As a bonus,
Crystal City is already served by METRO and VRE.
By contrast, it would take decades to balance the current
residential pattern near the Clear Edge. The market proves
that most enterprises and agencies prefer to locate closer
to the urban core: They want to put the jobs where
employees will work most productively. That is why office
rents are highest in the core of the National Capital
Subregion.
It would be impossible to provide functional and efficient
residences and services for workers in widely scattered
locations or jobs for urban residential development
scattered across the Countryside. The private sector has
been trying to do this for 30 years and the outcome is
always the same: It does not work for most categories of
highly killed workers. Just ask America Online.
Security by Dispersal
The location of the relocated defense jobs and the new
GSA building security standards raise another issue: the
Myth of Security by Dispersal.
We will address the issue of the new “security” standards
for federal buildings in a future column. These standards
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may have as much or more impact as the base
realignments and need to be treated with as much urgency.
First, it must be understood that the only long-term
defense against terrorism is to remove the causes of
terrorism.
Second, the best defense against all forms of disorder
including terrorism at the Alpha-Dooryard, Alpha-Cluster,
Alpha-Neighborhood, Alpha-Village, Alpha-Community and
regional scales is functional human settlement patterns.
Functional human settlement patterns results in a stable
social fabric and as Jane Jacobs put it “eyes on the street.”
Dispersal and isolation has the opposite impact as we
document in "The Shape of the Future." Dispersal of jobs in
"secure campus" configurations only shifts the target from
one location to another, and does not create attractive
places for the most skilled and creative want to work.
The METRO problems, the base realignments and security
concerns all underscore the need for a comprehensive plan
for the Washington-Baltimore New Urban Region and for
the National Capital Subregion that provides for evolution
of Balanced Communities.
-- June 20, 2005
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Reforming the Property Tax
Forget about providing "relief" for residential
property taxes. That's a Band-Aid. Restructure taxes
to eliminate incentives behind so much of today's
dysfunctional economic and social behavior.

Now that the primary is over and we know who will be on
the ballot in November, it is time to get serious about the
issues that should be the focus of the campaign.
There are three critical areas related to human settlement
patterns where state government could and should have a
major positive impact over the next four years. These
issues have not yet been seriously addressed by any
candidate who will be on the ballot in November. A lot of
lip service and hollow rhetoric, yes. Serious consideration,
no.
The critical issues?
●
●
●

The Access and Mobility Crisis
The Shelter Crisis
Residential Property Tax Reform

All three are on almost every voter's mind. At least these
issues are of grave concern to the 80 percent of Virginia’s
citizens who live in the urban regions of the
Commonwealth. Two of the issues (mobility and shelter)
involve governance services and functions that are
controlled by the Commonwealth directly or indirectly
-- “indirectly” due to the state’s responsibility for the
existence, and structure of sub-state (aka, municipal)
governance. The state has responsibility either by statute,
granting charters, or by being “Dilloned.” The buck stops at
the state on access and mobility, and on shelter.
The third critical area of concern, the residential property
tax–and by extension the entire system of financing
governance functions–is also a state government
responsibility under the United States constitution. Because
tax reform opens the door to fundamental reform of
governance, we will start there.
This column, the first of three on campaign issues,
addresses the property tax, specifically the tax on owner
occupied residential property. The entire tax structure must
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be rebuilt to meet 21st century reality but the flash point
and the invitation to counterproductive, short-term
“political solutions” is the residential property tax.
Like the “Car Tax” of eight years ago, “Property Tax Relief”
is likely to become the sound bite poster child that drives
the election with the net probable result of no real
solutions and many new problems.
As a recent Washington Post headline put it “Governor’s
Race in Virginia Spotlights Tax Relief.” The first step is to
understand the issue is tax reform, not tax relief. Fair,
comprehensive tax reform will provide “relief” across the
board, not just sops for squeaking wheels and escape
hatches for pandering politicians.
Context
In Virginia, the Governor is limited to one four-year term.
That is not a lot of time to achieve Fundamental Change in
a complex area like governance revenue. There are two
alternatives: Whine about the short time frame and argue
the merits of a constitutional amendment, or start now and
outline specific, detailed plans for what a candidate for
office will do so that voters can elect individuals based on
an action agenda, not slogans.

What will you do?
Who will you appoint to do it?
What are the overarching principles that
you believe should guide Fundamental
Change in the tax structure?
The problem in the past has been that the leaders of the
two-party dictatorship have conspired to avoid any
specifics so voters have no basis for choice beyond
platitudes. This year three candidates are running for
governor so the stakes are higher. A word to the wise:
Spell out a specific, realistic, broad-based agenda or come
in third.
The two Lt. Governor candidates are unabashedly running
to be candidates for governor in 2009. They can win even if
the person at the top of their party’s ticket does not win.
So, if the three governor candidates try to hide, the Lt.
Governor candidates should step out with a specific
program. It will be up to the media (mainstream and
internet based) to keep candidates from putting out more
of the “weak stuff” that has been on the table during the
run-up to the Primary elections.
Property Tax Background
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Any discussion of the current situation must start with the
fact that the whole idea of a “property tax” is one that
made sense as a revenue source to support major
governance functions two centuries ago but has little
positive relevance now. The “property tax,” especially a tax
on owner-occupied residential property is an historical
anachronism. It was useful when 95 percent of the
households were non-urban and owning land was not just
the primary measure of wealth, it was the resource that
was used to earn money.
Even those who owned an urban home likely lived in the
back or up stairs and ran their business or profession out
of a storefront or from a workshop on the alley. The
primary reason for a tax on property, especially owneroccupied residential property would be:
●

●

A transfer fee to cut down churn which undermines
the evolution of Balanced Communities
An unearned profit levy when the increase in
property value is directly related to public
investment: e.g. building an interchange or
extending a shared-vehicle transit system.

It also needs to be noted that there is a fundamental
difference between owner-occupied residential land and
commercial land. Rental residential dwellings are
commercial property for the landlord. Within a
comprehensive new revenue generation system, owneroccupied dwellings could be treated as a separate form of
property.
Finally, the so called “reforms” like California’s Proposition
13 ceilings, rollbacks, homestead exemptions and other
crutches are not “solutions.” They only add complexity to a
outmoded system of public revenue generation. The only
significant change that has been on any table is Henry
George/split rate tax for urban land.
Posts on Bacon's Rebellion Blog have detailed the problems
with the existing property tax structure and documented
the critical response to the “solutions” put forward by
candidates so far.
Principles
There are many potential paths to a better tax system for
the Commonwealth. It would be unwise for a candidate to
lay out a specific reform plan. It is imperative that all three
lay out a reform process and the principals to guide that
process. Otherwise the tax issue will just be a political foot
ball.
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The place to start is for candidates to develop a statement
of principles about the tax structure and have it ready by
the end of August. There are already a lot of good ideas in
the public domain. Jim Bacon and others have long
supported fundamental restructuring of the tax and in
Bacons Rebellion Blog has raised excellent questions about
of what to tax and how:
●

●

●

Should taxes to support community and regional
governance be simply progressive or should they
include targets like attracting the most productive
and innovative workers and enterprises?
Should taxes and fees favor good behavior like
conservation, recycling, reduction of consumption,
creating a small ecological footprint?
Should there be credits given for volunteer time and
effort that supports dooryard-scale, cluster-scale,
neighborhood-scale and village-scale governance?

There is good reason to support a broadly based tax on
energy consumption sometimes called a “carbon tax.” We
will be addressing a concept of a “hydrogen economy” in a
future column but the “carbon tax” idea might better be an
“oxygen tax.” When oxygen is combined with carbon
compounds or with hydrogen to create energy, the results
have far reaching impact. The issue is conservation of
energy. You guessed it, that means functional human
settlement patterns.
Flat Earth, Flat fees and Expanding the Tax Base
without Creating Balanced Communities
Whatever the specifics, a major goal must be to shift from
flat fees to use/consumption-based charges. It will be
important that taxes and fees reflect the real locationvariable cost of goods and services that are required to
support contemporary life.
When urban systems started expanding at an accelerating
rate following World War II, it was assumed that the
“cities” and “suburbs” would continue to expand as they
had in the prior 40 years. As polycentric New Urban
Regions began to emerge with “Edge Cities” and other new
forms, the large municipal governments in the northern
Part of Virginia hit on a strategy of attracting jobs to create
“tax base” to support the services demanded by the
growing population. This seemed to be working, for a while.
The Washington Posts's Peter Whorisky did a fine job of
documenting the demise of this tactic. In a Page A-1 story
on April 12, 2005 “Property Owners’ Burden Rising: Home
Taxes Cover Larger Share of Government Costs,” Whorisky
examined the FY 2001 and FY 2006 year budgets for
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Alexandria, Arlington, Fairfax, Loudoun and Prince William.
The percentage of these jurisdictions' budgets supported
by residential property tax went up an average of 10.5
percent in this six -year period. Loudoun County, which has
grown at a record pace, increased by 14.1 percent.
Fairfax County which has developed by far the most “tax
base” land use now derives 48 percent of its $385.5-million
budget from residential property taxes with a 12.6 percent
rise in home owner burden in just six years. The strategy
to “expand the tax base,” a program Fairfax County
pursued for 35 years, has turned out to be not as wise as
the plan to create Balanced Communities which was the
official strategy from the mid-50s to the mid-60s.
Arlington Alexandria, Fairfax, Loudoun, Prince William
reassess property tax each year and have used the
increased assessments to increase the property tax. As far
as can be determined from the media, they apparently
have not made it clear to citizens as required by Virginia
law that they are in fact increasing the tax yield beyond
the 101 percent level through reassessment.
Leave the Political Weak Stuff Behind
As they say at this time of the year, “Do not come with any
of that weak stuff.” Citizens want real reform, not just
political posturing. Real tax reform should go hand in hand
with fundamental governance reform. Here the principle is
simple:
Move controls, revenue sources and other
decision making to the level of impact.
This means moving the focus of control--revenue to
support government and management--down from state
and up from municipality to the regional scale.
The New Urban Region (and the Urban Support Region) are
the fundamental building blocs of contemporary society.
But it also means moving control and resources down from
municipality to new sub-municipal governance structures
within the Commonwealth’s three largest regions. There
are now municipal jurisdictions with one million. That is
“local” government?
Above all, it must be kept in mind that governance of an
complex urban society costs money. Good government cost
a lot of money. Dysfunctional government cost a lot more
money. The next two columns will focus on action agendas
for mobility and shelter that, along with reformed tax
policy and governance restructuring, will encourage the
evolution of functional human settlement patterns.

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/06-20/Risse.htm (5 of 6) [1/3/2008 10:05:28 AM]

Reforming the Property Tax

-- June 20, 2005

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/06-20/Risse.htm (6 of 6) [1/3/2008 10:05:28 AM]

Transport in the November Election

The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Transport in the November Election
Politicians are fixated on finding more money for
Virginia's ailing transportation system, whether
through taxes, tolls or private investment. But
without Balanced Communities, there will never be
enough money.

Nearly everyone agrees that improving mobility and
access in the Commonwealth is a priority. Relieving
transport congestion is critical to the health, safety and
welfare of the citizens of the Commonwealth and to the
prosperity of families, enterprises, institutions and
agencies. Beyond that threshold agreement, however,
most of what one hears about transportation -- in
particular the common refrain, “we need more money to fix
the problem” -- is debatable, if not outright wrong.
More money is not the solution. More roads and rail lines
are not the solution. In the absence of Fundamental
Changes in human settlement patterns, many of the pet
projects touted by legislators would only make matters
worse.
This column is the second of three detailing overarching
issues that candidates for election in November need to
confront, and that state and local governments have the
power to address:
●
●
●

“Reforming the Property Tax” (20 June 2005)
The mobility and access crisis (This column)
The shelter crisis (The next column)

Understanding Mobility and Access
When forced to consider the mobility and access issue
comprehensively, most professionals and citizens see the
need to establish a balance between transportation system
capacity and travel demand. Travel demand is determined
by the pattern and density of land use. In recognition of
this fact the mantra at the Virginia Department of
Transportation has morphed from “We build roads” to “We
cannot build our way out of congestion.”
However, almost no one is willing to say what this glib
slogan really means. What it means is that more money
(regardless of the source) or new facilities (regardless of
the design or mode) will not improve mobility and access
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(aka, reduce traffic congestion) without Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns. Period.
Improved transport systems will require future
investments. Right now there is no way to know which
projects it would be wise to spend money on. There will be
no way to determine where to spend money until there are
truly comprehensive plans for functional human settlement
patterns and for transport systems that serve the travel
demand generated by these patterns.
Realistic comprehensive plans must be created for every
New Urban Region and the Urban Support Regions that
include the Virginia Countryside. Likewise, there must be
plans for interregional and interstate transport. Only then
will the Commonwealth have a sound basis for decisions on
where to spend money for transport facilities. If past
experience is a guide, spending money before the plans
are in place actually will make congestion worse.
As luck would have it, money is not likely to be available
any time soon. Two of the three candidates for governor
are pledging “no new taxes” and the third one would have
a hard time passing any quick-and-dirty revenue measure
given the current voter view of government and its ability
to spend money wisely. The 2003 sales tax votes in the
northern part of Virginia and in the Hampton Roads New
Urban Region demonstrate that voters will not approve
new taxes unless they know what they are getting. Citizens
are far ahead of governance practitioners in understanding
the futility of tossing money at congestion. Many already
understand that this tactic creates more problems than it
solves.
Before examining what the candidates' would do if elected,
let us first consider what is being put forward as the facility
“solution” and a “painless” way to raise money to pay for
the “solution.”
The HOT Solution
The primary facility “solution” for improved mobility being
advocated in the current political climate is toll roads and
high occupancy toll lanes (aka, HOT lanes). VDOT is
exploring HOT lanes on the Beltway, I-95/I-395, I-81 and
elsewhere. Will HOT lanes work or will they just make
things worse?
Before we go any farther, let us make it very clear we do
not reject the use of HOT lanes on philosophical grounds as
some opponents do. As outlined in End Note One, we, in
concert with others, advocated the idea of toll HOV lanes in
the mid 1980s. Our idea was to collect tolls that varied by
time and number of occupants on the Shirley Highway HOV
lanes in Fairfax County. The goal was to expand the use
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and utility of the “underused” lanes and generate revenue
for needed transport improvements.
Like telework, shared-vehicle systems and other ideas,
HOT lanes have a roll in a region’s transport system. They
can provide increased capacity on a specific link while
functional human settlement patterns evolve. Our mid-80s
proposal was shortsighted in that it was not coupled with a
strategy to evolve Balanced Communities in the I-395/I-95
corridor.
More than a decade after our idea was discussed in Fairfax
County, the HOT lanes idea was applied on a bottleneck
stretch of California Route 91 County in the Los Angles
New Urban Region. California Route 91 links bedroom
urban enclaves in eastern San Bernardino and western
Riverside Counties and employment enclaves in Orange
County.
In mid June The Washington Post provided a snapshot of
what has happen in the decade since the Route 91 HOT
lanes opened. (See End Note Two.) Every person
interested in mobility and access should understand the
context and results of the California Route 91 HOT lanes.
Perhaps not surprisingly, The Post reporters provide facts
and feelings about California Route 91 HOT lanes but
missed the big story: HOT lanes are not a solution to
regional and subregional traffic congestion.
The California Route 91 HOT lanes proved that some
citizens people will pay more and more money to escape
congestion. (Some also will drive far out of their way to
avoid the HOT lane tolls thus adding to the total Vehicle
Miles Traveled in the subregion.) That some will pay a lot
of money is good news for bond holders but not for citizens
of the region. HOT lanes really do become “Lexis Lanes” –
$7.50 for a one-way, 10-mile trip. That is up from $2.50
when the lanes opened in 1995 -- despite Orange County
also adding more capacity to the non-toll lanes.
We recall the early fear among HOT lane advocates that
not enough drivers would pay the tolls. If getting drivers
on the road is the measure, the HOT lanes are a “success.”
But the goal should not be to get the greatest number of
people on one road at one time. The goal should be to
provide mobility and access for all citizens in the region
with the smallest expenditure of public funds and nonrenewable resources.
The California Route 91 experience proves that creating
HOT lanes induced tens of thousands of citizens to invest in
houses and business in locations that cannot be served by
functional or efficient transportation systems.
More lanes (HOT lanes or cold lanes) without Fundamental
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Change in human settlement patterns do NOT address the
problem of regional traffic congestion. HOT lanes provide
temporary relief in a specific corridor for those who can
afford to pay the toll. In the long run, however, they
induce more bad location decisions by both public and
private decision makers.
The HOT lanes have resulted in greater dependence on
foreign oil, more air pollution and more dysfunctional
scatteration of urban land uses. In fact, HOT lanes have
generated more of all the bad things that traffic congestion
brings to a region.
The Washington Post points out another downside of the
HOT lanes in the I-395/I-95 Corridor. (See End Note
Three.) In a story that appeared on the same day as the
California Route 91 HOT lane story, The Post outlined the
negative impact on “Slugs” who take advantage of the HOV
rules to create a voluntary, free-market ridesharing
program that has almost no public cost. (For another
perspective of the HOT lanes see “Proposed I-95 HOT
Lanes A Mixed Bag: They’d Pay Their Own Way but Inspire
More Sprawl,” by Bob Burke published under the "Road To
Ruin" initiative.) We examine below whether HOT lanes in
fact “pay their own way.”
Public-Private Partnerships
The 2003 sales tax votes and the last two legislative
sessions show there will be no easy sources of money, so
the “we-need-money-now” advocates are looking for other
ways to raise funds. The discussion often turns to the topic
of “public-private partnerships” and to “private investment”
in public transportation infrastructure. Pat McSweeney’s
Bacons Rebellion columns have offered a number
observations on the inherent dangers of this tactic. So
have some Virginia editorial writers. On 30 June Jim Bacon
tied together a number of these issues in a post on Road
To Ruin Blog titled “Public-Private Partnerships and
Assumption of Risk.”
The biggest problem, as noted in Bob Burke’s story on I-95
HOT lanes ("Proposed I-95 HOT Lanes a Mixed Bag," June
27, 2005) is the negative impact on settlement patterns.
Close behind is the risk to citizens and to the
Commonwealth caused by private profit incentives skewing
the location and design of public infrastructure -- putting
roads in the wrong location. Also, after toll roads are built,
a shortfall in tolls can be used as an excuse for new
development in dysfunctional locations, as illustrated
illustrated by the proposal of Australia-based Transurban to
buy out the Pocahontas Parkway southeast of Richmond.
Another problem is that public-private partnerships are
proposed only where traffic congestion will support toll
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collections or where someone can make a lot of money
from speculative land development. It is clear that no one
will invest in bonds for toll roads, toll lanes, rail lines or
new bridges where there is no demand.
Then there is the problem of eminent domain. Those
concerned with use of the power of eminent domain
recently sanctioned by the Supreme Court in Kelso v. New
London (taking the homes of the less well to do for profitmaking businesses) should have a field day about using
the power to take homes along the Beltway so private
companies can make money building toll lanes that in the
long term do not improve mobility. One must ask how is it
better to wipe out private holdings so a big company can
build and operate a toll road for profit than for a public
agency to wipe out private holdings so a private company
can build buildings and create jobs? The real issue is, of
course, whether the activity serves the long-term public
interest. HOT lanes fail that test, and so will other
transport projects that are not planned in conjunction with
new settlement patterns that reduce per capita and per
vehicle travel.
Public-private partnerships, including those to create HOT
lanes, do many things:
●

●

●

They generate big fees for attorneys, consultants and
engineers even if nothing is built.
If something is built they generate revenue for
engineers, road builders, bond traders and land
speculators.
They provide political cover for politicians who can
say, “See, we are doing something.”

The problem is: Without Fundamental Change in
settlement patterns these projects do not improve mobility
and access. In fact, without Fundamental Change in
human settlement patterns, they make things worse over
the long run. By contrast, if settlement patterns were made
more functional and more transportable, then citizens
would support public-private partnerships and tolls.
Without a balance between transport system capacity and
travel demand, new facilities encourage an untransportable
distribution of trip origins and destinations. This causes
citizens to make bad location decisions which in turn
generate the demand for more dysfunctional facilities.
No Exit
We have explored the reality of mobility and access
improvement, of HOT lanes and of public-private
partnerships before looking at what the candidates for
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state wide office are saying for one simple reason: There is
no exit. There is no way for politicians to escape facing the
real need to balance the trip generation of human
settlement patterns and the capacity of transport systems.
The tactic of planning and building transport facilities on an
ad hoc, “where we think people want to go” basis is a dead
end. More facilities like the ones we have been building for
the past 80 years do not improve mobility and access. The
mainstream media and politicians continue to try to ignore
reality. For instance, one thing all three candidates agree
on, according to the media, is that the private sector
should invest in public transport projects. Why not? By the
time it is clear these projects do not work they will be
retired. HOT lane and public-private partnerships give
politicians cover that they are “doing something,” and they
provide road builders with big, profitable projects.
At a 30 June forum on transportation solutions in Prince
William County, The Washington Post reported that:
“Former state transportation secretary John G. Milliken
promoted public-private partnerships while C. Kenneth
Orski, editor of the Innovative Briefs transportation
newsletter, pointed to high-occupancy toll lanes as an
answer to funding and traffic problems.”
The transportation “solutions” that are being put forth by
the media, politicians and the transport professionals who
live off of USDOT and VDOT programs suggest what a drug
rehabilitation program would be like if it were run by the
addicts. “Just give us more money to buy more of what I
have been buying and we will be fine and so will you.” The
Post wastes tons of ink and paper on editorials claiming the
earth is flat and that what we need is more money to solve
the mobility problem. (See End Note Four.)
As noted in the summary of “Regional Rigor Mortis” (June
6, 2005), Tony Downs of the Brookings Institution says
congestion is inevitable result of choices that citizens make
concerning the way they want to live. He cites the desire
for large individual lots and scattered locations for jobs,
homes, good and services, recreation. Downs never
examines the question: “What would happen if citizens
were required to paid full, fair price for location decisions?”
Actually, the market demonstrates that only a small
percentage of the population wants to live the way Downs
and others suggest. Many have no choice about living in
scattered, low-density subdivisions due to the Shelter
Crisis. The free market would support sustainable human
settlement patterns if the playing field were level and those
who make location decisions paid the full cost of their
choices.
What the Candidates Are Saying So Far
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On property tax reform all three gubernatorial candidate
have completely missed the issue. There is no talk of
reform, just “relief.” (See “Reforming the Property Tax,”
20 June 2005.) On transport, all three candidates agree
that is is important to offer a “solution.” They all hope to
get elected by expressing empathy for those stuck in traffic
and without having to articulate a specific program. That is
because specifics give the opposition something to shoot
at. On the other hand without specifics voters have only
slogans like “car tax” to go on.
With three candidates that means if someone steps forward
with a program and the others have to do it too or
lose. One candidate has already started to take stands on
some key issues. The others must follow or they will be
lost.
Because Virginia's governor is a lame duck the moment he
is elected, some pundits counsel mumbling about feeling
the voters' pain and then tossing the problem to the
legislature. Voters will recall that it was the General
Assembly that robbed the transport fund to pay for other
programs even though it was clear that mobility and access
threatened economic prosperity and quality of life of vast
majority of citizens of the Commonwealth.
Since recent Virginia governors -- Robb, Allen and now
Warner -- find higher office attractive after their term,
transportation provides candidates with a golden
opportunity. If they spell out a real mobility solution, the
strategy would work for every New Urban Region where
the vast majority of Virginians live and the Urban Support
Regions where the rest of them live. Such a strategy could
establish a landmark for entire nation.
So what are the candidates saying to date? Michael D.
Shear, a reporter for The Washington Post who is covering
the election, put it this way in a recent summary:
“Former attorney general Jerry W. Kilgore (R) wants to
create regional road authorities that could hold
referendums on raising taxes. Lt. Gov. Timothy M. Kaine
(D) promises a personal tour statewide in which he would
listen to concerns about traffic. Sen. H. Russell Potts Jr. ,
the Republican from Winchester who is running as an
independent, says he would call a special legislative
session.”
Shear has been more specific in other stories but none of
the three candidates has a definitive, realistic plan that will
improve mobility and access. We first examine what each
candidate has put on the table and then what they need to
add to create a creditable program.
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Tim Kaine. Kaine’s program is the most definitive now in
play. Kaine’s four-point program as outlined in his press
release of 23 June 2005:
1. Veto any new tax until there is constitutional
amendment to prevent raiding of the transportation trust
fund. One voter observed: “Great, we have to have
constitutional amendment to protect citizens from the
representatives we send to Richmond.”
S/PI and others have argued that a rational annual
increase in the gas tax would be a good idea–and has been
since at least 1973. But while we need increased levies on
non-renewable resources, Kaine’s idea of not adding new
transportation revenue right now is a good one. It will be
2009 (the soonest there could be a constitutional
amendment) before there could be plans for transportable
settlement patterns and transport systems on a regional
scale necessary to achieve mobility and access.
2. Continue the improvement in VDOT budgeting and
scheduling that Warner and his appointees have achieved.
No one could argue with this. It is just a shame good
people like Dave Gher had to be sacrificed on the alter of
political expediency by past Governors.
3. Integrate transportation (planning) with land use
planning. Now there is an idea that should have been on
the books since 1920. Better late than never, but how to
do it? What are the details? (See “The Shape of
Richmond’s Future,” Feb. 16, 2004.)
4. Improve Virginia train service. Yes, but: Trains are
imperative for long-haul freight (I-81 and I-95) and for
mid- and some long-haul passenger travel. Extensions of
“commuter” and other “trains” has to be coordinated
closely with the settlement pattern. (See “The Commuting
Problem,” Jan. 17, 2005)
“Reconnecting Virginia” has a lot of good ideas but is far
from a implementable plan. Kaine needs to scrap the
promise to travel around the state listening to citizens tell
him about their transport related pain. If citizens knew the
root cause of transport dysfunction they would not have
made the location decisions that caused the pain in the
first place. A series of town meetings across the
Commonwealth is akin to plotting a medical strategy for
stomach cancer by asking people to tell how they feel
about their stomach aches.
Tim Kaine needs to add other elements spelled out below
and state clearly that without Fundamental Change in
human settlement patterns more money will not help. In
our view, the Enviros jumped on the Kaine bandwagon
before it had all its wheels. He could do better and they
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could have helped make it happen. They still can, but have
lost leverage and credibility.
Jerry Kilgore. Kilgore has echoed Kaine’s promise to veto
a statewide tax increase. Beyond that he has come
forward with nothing but “regional agencies” and a promise
not to interfere with regional tax votes. The regional
agency idea is not one to be discounted, it just needs a lot
of specifics and must address both transport and
settlement patterns to achieve a balance.
Kilgore has not pleased many of his party's biggest funders
who want a “road governor” and know, based on the 2003
referenda in Hampton Roads and the northern part of
Virginia, that citizen votes on a regional scale are not likely
to build the scatteration-inducing “roads-to- nowhere” that
they seek.
Russ Potts. Most agree with Til Hazel that neither Kaine
nor Kilgore now have a “plan” for mobility and access. The
problem is that Potts, who Hazel supports, has even less of
a “plan.” Appointing a “commission” and calling the
legislature into session do not constitute a plan. There are
a lot of questions about who might be on a commission. Is
not the legislature the same group that some think a
constitutional amendment is needed to protect against
continuing past practices?
What Each Gubernatorial Candidate Can Do to Create
a Plan
Tim Kaine. Kaine needs to start by admitting the obvious:
More money alone will not help. Next he needs to detail
how transport and settlement pattern are going to be
brought into balance. A regional agency is not enough. He
needs to articulate how neighborhoods, villages and
communities will decide the path to achieve access and
mobility while preserving prosperity, stability and achieving
sustainability.
Jerry Kilgore. The Kilgore program has to start with far
more detail on the “regional agency” idea that includes a
way to achieve a balance between land use trip generation
and transportation system capacity. Then he needs to
endorse Kaine’s four points as augmented above. Oh yes,
he must also take the “money is not enough” pledge.
Russ Potts. By having no plan, Potts has left himself a lot
of flexibility and so could come up with a plan. Potts needs
to start by admitting that more money without
Fundamental Change will not help and by embracing the
Kaine and Kilgore modified positions outlined above. He
also needs to be specific about the principles that would
guide his administration on transportation and who he
would appoint to help him establish policy and execute
programs.
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Where to From Here
Wait a minute! Under the above prescriptions for a viable
transport position all the candidates would have the same
position! Why not? Everyone agrees transport is critically
important. There are not a lot of choices if you want to
solve the problem as opposed to just creating smoke
screens.
Let transport be a “non political” issue as columnist Barnie
Day suggested before Potts got into the race and Kilgore
gave him exposure by refusing to debate him. Now with
three candidates in the race, it is more important than ever
to have an agreed-to agenda on access and mobility.
Let voters choose between the three candidates based on
Property Tax Reform and solving the Shelter Crisis where
there are a lot more options and the issues are not as
clear. Next time we look at the Shelter Crisis.
-- July 11, 2005

End Notes
1. Some have suggested that the idea for HOT lanes was
conceived in the 90s. In fact in the early and mid 1980s
while serving as co-chair of the Fairfax County Chamber of
Commerce’s Transportation committee and a member of
the Board of Directors, EMR and other committee members
proposed tolls on the Shirley Highway that varied by how
crowed the lanes were and by the number of riders in the
vehicle. Buses, vans and 4 persons would go free, those
with 3, 2 or 1 rider would pay a sliding scale fee depending
on the level of traffic at the time to keep the lanes from
ever becoming congested. We even had ideas for collecting
the toll which since have been eclipsed by new toll
collection technology. The California Route 91 experiment
shows the need for dynamic pricing with changes in the fee
depending on the level of traffic at any given time.
2. Argetsinger, Amy and Steven Ginsberg. “Lessons of
California’s Toll Lands: Appeal and Hazards Offer Glimpse
of Virginia Beltway to Come;” The Washington Post; June
20, 2005, Page A-1.
3. Ginsberg, Steven. “New HOT Lanes Could Imperil
Carpool Practice;” The Washington Post; June 20, 2005
Page B-1
4. "Lane Gains," The Washington Post; June 24, 2005;
Page A 30.
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Discordant Trio
Adam Smith, Andrew Jackson and Henry Ford
originated powerful strains of thought in American
democracy. Each one has its merits. But working in
concert, they create an unsustainable society.

Adam Smith, Andrew Jackson and Henry Ford are
associated with powerful themes that shape contemporary
society. The application of their ideas does not, however,
make a harmonious trio.
The Smith-Jackson-Ford themes are:
●

●

●

A market driven economy (Adam Smith)
Individual rights and prosperity within a democracy
derived from land ownership and resource
consumption/ exploitation (Andrew Jackson)
An automobile that every family can afford (Henry
Ford)

This Trio of compelling ideals controls everyday life in the
United States but inter-theme conflict confounds the
prospect of a sustainable future.
The themes of Smith, Jackson and Ford, as applied in a
democratic context, do not play well for the Urbanside,
where 95 percent of contemporary citizens derive their
livelihood and which would function most effectively if it
occupied no more that five percent of the land area in the
United States. The human settlement pattern in the
Urbanside is unsustainable from the perspective of mobility
and shelter as well as provision of clean air, pure water,
healthful food and physical health. (For a summary of the
current level of dysfunction, see “Regional Rigor Mortis,”
June 6, 2005.)
The Smith-Jackson-Ford Trio is also not in harmony with
the Countryside upon which 100 percent of the population
depends for food, air and water and which should cover the
remaining 95 percent of the land area. The Countryside is
being eroded by scatteration of urban land uses that are
far more efficiently supported in the Urbanside. These more
efficient configurations are ones that the market documents
the vast majority of citizens favor, if they could afford them.
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Ironically, these configurations of human settlement would
be less expensive were it not for for massive government
subsidies on the scattered, inefficient patterns.

The Countryside would be further degraded by autodependent tourism, as will be documented in The Shape of
Warrenton-Fauquier’s Future.
The ideas of Smith, Jackson and Ford are not bad per se.
It is, however, a fact that the cumulative impact of the Trio
in combination is very bad as currently applied. This is due
in large part to misguided subsidies and the failure to
equitably and rationally allocate location variable costs of
goods and services.
Adam Smith’s market economy is the economic system
that most effectively harnesses human initiative and has
resulted in unprecedented economic prosperity and
physical well-being in the nation-states that have
embraced a market driven economy.
However, in its most intensive applications in the early
21st century, the market economy has morphed to become
a consumer driven, winner-take-all engine of mass
resource consumption that is leaving more and more
citizens behind. No one, however, has yet articulated a
better way to allocate resources in a democracy.
Without a fair allocation of location based costs, the
settlement pattern which is the product of Jacksonian right
of land exploitation is unsustainable. This is because the
governance structure has failed to evolve a balance
between individual rights and collective responsibilities.
The imbalance is exacerbated by the failure to evolve a
democratic governance structure that allocates the level of
control to the level of impact among the organic
components of human settlement.
The catalyst that makes Smith’s market economy and
Jackson’s populist land consumption into a unsustainable
settlement pattern is the excessive reliance on the private
vehicle for mobility. A chicken in every pot and car in every
garage is not a bad thing. It becomes a very bad thing
when the only way to get a chicken, or anything else, is to
drive to get it.
Basic physics drives private-vehicle unsustainability. The
size of the vehicle and the space required to drive and park
it disaggregates human settlement pattern to the point of
dysfunction. The automobile has become the alcohol (or
perhaps the Small Pox) of an uninformed and over
expecting society. It is the catalyst for mass overconsumption. (See "The Horseless Carriage," Box 9
Chapter 13 from "The Shape of the Future," reprinted as
End Note One in “Out of Chaos,” July 26, 2005.
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The ideas of Smith, Jackson and Ford are all confounded by
the Fallacy of Composition: What is good for one is
frequently not good for all. In a democracy it is not enough
to be good for one or good for a few, it has to be good for
many if not all. Even slim majorities result in revolts and
conflicts.
The theorem that "what is good for a few is not good for
the majority" is the basic equation driving problems of
traffic congestion and of a lack of affordable and accessible
housing. Just as a simple-minded goal of “home
ownership” will not solve the Shelter Crisis, so cheap fuel
will not solve the mobility crisis. It will require Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns and Fundamental
Change in governance structure.
-- July 25, 2005
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Solutions to the Shelter Crisis
The price of housing is getting out of reach for a
majority of Virginians. The solution isn't more
government subsidies, which are part of the
problem, but putting houses in the right locations.

Prosperous New Urban Regions in Virginia and across the
United States are facing a Shelter Crisis. This crisis is not
limited to the homeless. It afflicts not only welfare
recipients, or even the working poor. It impacts not only
public service employees -– teachers, public safety
personnel, administrative and support staffs –- or
construction and retail workers.
Citizens are spending larger and larger percentages of
household income and squandering nonrenewable
resources to locate, build, maintain and access shelter. All
but those at the very top of the economic food chain
cannot afford the cost of shelter at the July 2005 prices.
Even those with unlimited budgets for
housing cannot find dwellings supported
by a functional settlement pattern in the
prosperous regions, nor can their
employees or others upon whom they rely
to support their lifestyle.
Yes, Virginia we are facing is a comprehensive Shelter
Crisis. (See End Note One.)
This is the third of three columns on issues that must be
addressed in Virginia's 2005 election campaigns. State
government has the power and responsibility to address
these, and citizens should insist that candidates for
statewide office and the House of Delegates articulate
intelligent positions on them. They are:
●
●

●

“Reforming the Property Tax” (June 20, 2005)
“Transportation in the November Election” (July 11,
2005)
"The Shelter Crisis" (This column)

The Shelter Crisis is Different
Property taxes are a problem. However, beyond discerning
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the difference between property tax reform and property
tax relief, the property tax issue is not complex, as noted
in “Reforming the Property Tax,” June 20, 2005.
It is even more apparent that deteriorating access and
mobility must be addressed. In the case of transport, it is
very clear what needs to be done to reverse the trend of
accelerating traffic congestion. (See “Regional Rigor
Mortis,” June 6, 2005, and “Transport in the November
Election,” July 11, 2005.) As the latter column suggests, it
would be wise if all candidates agreed upon a transport
agenda so that solving the mobility and access problem
could become a non-partisan goal.
Intelligent action on the Shelter Crisis is more difficult. The
“solution” involves profound challenges to what citizens
believe is their inalienable right to:
●

●

Continued rapid escalation of their house value, and
Continued receipt of vast government direct and
indirect housing subsidies, regardless of need

Despite the fact the fact that escalating values for every
home across a subregion confers almost no economic
advantage, most people see rising home values as a
wonderful benefit. On paper they seem to be getting “rich.”
The illusion of wealth based on inflated
home values is a stark example of the
Fallacy of Composition (what is good for
one is not good for all) and clouds all
other discussion of the Shelter Crisis.
Even though (or perhaps because) the majority of the
benefit of the current massive, direct ($200 billion-plus per
year) and even more massive, indirect housing subsidies
go to those at the top of the economic pyramid, there is no
political stomach for redirecting these resources to those
that need the most help with shelter or for reversing the
systemic causes of society-wide shelter dysfunction.
Most important, there is no current support for actions that
would introduce new dwellings, different dwelling types or
units with lower prices in existing dooryards (aka, not in
my front yard), clusters (aka, not in my backyard),
neighborhoods, villages or even in communities.
While some agree that a range of housing types and prices
in a community is good in theory, few are willing to have
dwellings less expensive than theirs anywhere around.
How these deeply held feelings and
misunderstandings can be addressed is
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not easy to discern.
Bubble Talk
By now almost “everyone” knows about the potential for
the house price bubble to burst in regions such as the
Washington-Baltimore New Urban Region. The potential for
eruption of the housing bubble captured the covers of The
Economist, Money, Time and Business Week magazines all
the same week in early July, and it is featured repeatedly
in regional media.
There is lots of talk about the potential for a swoon in
housing prices -- certainly not an attractive prospect for
home owners. But there is no discussion of the long-term,
large-scale impact of the bubble not breaking. A
continuation of rising prices would escalate the Shelter
Crisis, as we have noted in prior columns on the topic.
(See End Note One.)
The media does discuss the impact of high housing prices,
carrying stories such as “A Bane Amid the Housing Boom:
Rising Foreclosures” (May 30, 2005), “Housing Envy:
Soaring Prices Create Divide: Workplace Tension Between
The Owns and Own-Nots,” (June 17, 2005), “Home prices
Put Squeeze on Families: Poll Cites Stress Factor and
Longer Commutes,” (July 13, 2005), “Greenspan Heightens
Warning on Risky Mortgages,” (July 21, 2005). These
headlines all appeared in The Washington Post. But as they
suggest, the stories focus on the individual impact, not on
the cumulative impact. No one is willing to make the
connection to the systemic Shelter Crisis.
Getting a Handle on Reality
One of the best recent summaries of what ails housing in
the United States appeared a column by Robert Samuelson
titled “Homes as Hummers” (July 13, 2005) that appeared
in The Washington Post and other regional papers. As the
title suggests, Samuelson equates new housing with SUVs
and compares what he calls “over-housing” with the
biggest of the SUVs, the Hummer. He suggests that overhousing soon may begin to negatively impact home
owners' financial security. Samuelson quotes the latest
information on unit size, notes the high-end beneficiaries of
housing subsidies, the potential of a housing bust and
other pertinent issues. It is worth a careful reading if one
has any doubt there is a profound Shelter Crisis.
In summary, citizens of the United States
have for the past three-plus decades been
building the wrong size houses in the
wrong locations. That is the genesis of
the current Shelter Crisis.
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It is beginning to be understood that it is insane to
continue to directly and indirectly subsidize the
construction of the wrong size house in the wrong
location. It is already widely understood that new housing
should be built near (and ideally in the same community
as) the jobs that occupants of the home would seek. In
other words support for the evolution of Balanced
Communities is growing, at least in the abstract.
In the northern part of Virginia, the majority of the jobs
are in the core of the National Capital Subregion and the
vast majority are within Radius=20 miles of the Centroid.
See “Where the Jobs Are,” May 24, 2004, and the updated
information in “Antidote,” May 9, 2005. Yes, there are new
jobs in western Prince William and in eastern Loudoun
outside R=20. Because there were very few jobs there 15
years ago, the percentage of job growth has been eye
catching. However, there are not nearly as many new jobs
beyond R=20 as there are workers living in the new
housing in the Beta Communities of Greater Manassas,
Greater Chantilly, Greater Ashburn, Greater Sterling/
Cascades or Greater Leesburg.
The places with the largest imbalances of jobs over housing
and mismatches between the type of job and the size of
housing are in the Beta Communities close to the Centroid
of the National Capital Subregion (Greater South Arlington,
Greater North Arlington, Greater Tysons Corner, etc. The
goal must be to achieve Balanced Communities throughout
this and every region.
Trickle Down Dead End
The truth is that the “trickle down theory” of housing does
not work in the 21st century, especially in large,
prosperous New Urban Regions. The trickle down theory
holds that as the more well-to-do citizens build better homes,
the less well off will move up to better (al be it “used”)
housing. In fact, trickle down has not worked for the United
States’ bourgeoning urban population for over a century.
This is because of the limited role for self-help that has
been institutionalized into the delivery of shelter in this
country, as noted in The Shape of the Future. Only by selfhelp and sweat equity could those lower on the food chain
improve shelter quality.
Trickle down would work much better if
there were a full and fair allocation of
location-dependent costs but it is not a
comprehensive housing strategy under
any circumstances. It is now becoming a
dead end due to what Samuelson calls
“over housing” and to the scattered
locations of McMansions and orphan
subdivisions. .

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/07-25/Risse.php (4 of 7) [1/3/2008 10:04:40 AM]

The Shelter Crisis

A tiny minority has discovered how to work the system to
generate a large profit at the expense of the vast
majority. It is ironic that even these fortunate
entrepreneurs cannot enjoy the fruits of their effort
because they cannot find a place to live that is supported
by functional human settlement patterns.
Isolated houses on big lots are about the only alternative
for those who can afford them. These McMansions make
the settlement patterns ever more dysfunctional for the
occupants and the rest of society. (See End Notes One and
Two.)
If trickle down does not work what do we do? The rational
market response is to stop subsidizing the building of the
wrong-sized houses in the wrong locations and to provide
incentives to produce more of the sort of housing that is
most desirable. What's needed is not million-dollar houses
in scattered locations but modest houses in great locations.
The Masquerade
How does the process to start building the right size
houses in the right location get underway?
Start by closing down the unreality
Business-As-Usual sideshow about
“affordable” housing.
The Shelter Crisis is masquerading as a transportation
problem (“We need to build roads out to “cheap land”
where ‘affordable housing’ will magically appear.”) There is
a disingenuous chorus of false consternation about the
need for “affordable housing” led by those who own land
which they would like to sell for scattered urban
housing. The chorus is orchestrated by those who would
make money by continuing to build ever larger new houses
in scattered locations at an ever faster rate.
Access to “cheap land” is not a solution. In 40 years of
working to create Balanced Communities in seven states
and hundreds of communities, we have never seen a case
where making more land available for development has
increased the supply of “affordable housing” much less
affordable and accessible housing. The market does not
work that way.
Creating “cheaper” one-, two-, five-, 10-, 20-, 50- or 100acre lots for urban houses (dwellings for citizens who
derive their livelihood from urban activities) is not an
affordable and accessible housing solution. The way that
public regulation and the private market housing works,
supplying more land only scatters the urban development
and makes the settlement pattern more dysfunctional.
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Land is “cheaper” only because it is not
well located and thus not a good place for
housing.
It is also important to note that in the current market,
there is no direct connection between the cost of building a
housing unit (including the cost of land) and the selling
price. Developers and builders look for the least expensive
land they can find, build the dwellings for as little as they
can and then sell them for as much as the market will
bear. You would do the same if you were in the business
and were faced with the same constraints.
Further, municipal governments control development by
the “dwelling unit” and not by population or functional
components of human settlement. For this reason the
“smart” tactic is to build as big and as expensive a dwelling
unit as the market will bear. The agents, brokers, lawyers,
lenders and others who live off of real estate churn favor
big, expensive units as well.
Beyond the build-more-roads-to-get-cheap-land ploy, the
Shelter Crisis is masquerading as a property tax relief
problem. (“We need to give folks a break on high property
taxes.”) This is also a ridiculous, unfounded position. See
“Reforming the Property Tax,” (June 20, 2005)
What Should Candidates for State Office Do About the
Shelter Crisis?
They can start by admitting there is a profound, systemic,
comprehensive Shelter Crisis. Then they could:
●

●

●

●

Articulate a goal of creating more housing in
configurations and locations that citizens really want
-- attractive, modest-sized units that are efficient to
maintain in locations near jobs, services, recreation
and amenity
Promise to start leveling the playing field by fairly
allocating the full cost of location-variable goods and
services
Illuminate the Fallacy of Composition as applied to
escalating home prices
Promise to work to change the fact that most of the
housing subsidy goes to those at the top of the
economic food chain who need it the least

Candidates need to take steps to reform the property tax
as noted in “Reforming the Property Tax,” (June 20,
2005). Candidates need to get Virginia going as noted in
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“Transport in the November Election,” (July 11, 2005).
They should not, however, assume that property tax
reform or improved access and mobility will by themselves
solve the Shelter Crisis.
The good news is that Joseph Freeman has just finished a
literate draft of the strategy document for PROPERTY
DYNAMICS. (See “Rain Dance,” Jan. 4, 2005) and if you
want to help out send him an e-mail at
josephfreeman@msn.net.
-- July 25, 2005

End Notes
(1). S/PI has published five columns addressing aspects of
the affordable and accessible housing equation:
“Affordable, But No Bargain,” Feb. 17, 2003, addresses the
myth that building roads to access “cheap land” results in
affordable much less accessible housing. “The Housing
Dilemma,” July 14, 2003, points out that smart growth is
not the cause of the lack of affordable and accessible
housing but it is not the cure either. “Gimme Shelter," April
25, 2005, considers the impact of the house price bubble
bursting and the impact of there not being an eruption of
the housing price bubble. “Antidotes,” May 9, 2005,
addresses the issue of jobs/housing balance in the context
of the current defense/security related job boom in the
northern part of Virginia. “The Shelter Crisis,” May 256,
2005, considers the cumulative impact of building the
wrong size houses in the wrong locations.
(2). From a full page add in the July 20, 2005, The
Washington Post: “Get Rich With Real Estate,” “Home Sales
at Record Pace: Prices also hit a high after big 12 month
gain....” In the same paper, “Home Builder NVR’s Profit
Jumps 45 Percent.”
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

"Collapse," an Appreciation
Jared Diamond's master work surveys the collapse of
unsustainable societies from the ancient Mayans to
the Greenland Norse. There are lessons there for
21st century Virginians.

Jared Diamond, the author of the Pulitzer Prize winning
book "Guns, Germs and Steel," published a new book in
January 2005. In the terms that booksellers like to use,
"Guns, Germs and Steel" was a BLOCKBUSTER in sales and
in content. A rare combination. Diamonds’ new book is
titled "Collapse, How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed."
"Collapse" is every bit as important as "Guns."
Full disclosure: This is not a “book review” in the usual
meaning of the term. If you want to read a thoughtful
review of "Collapse," check out the one by Robert D.
Kaplan in The Washington Post “Book World,” Jan. 9, 2005.
This column is an introduction to the book by one who was
prone to be sympathetic to the author’s perspectives
because of his previous work. While we read "Collapse"
with a critical eye, it would not be fair to put this off as an
unbiased “review.” On the other hand, this is not a paean
of unabashed praise. We cite a significant flaw of the book
and note what some readers are likely to say is wrong with
the book. We hope the net result will be that each of you
will read the book and come to your own conclusions about
the book and the future. We expect you will learn a good
deal.
Few potential readers would be more prone than I to find
"Collapse" a great book. "Guns, Germs and Steel" is
sometimes referred to as presenting a Unified Field Theory
of Geography/History/Archeology/Anthropology. Those who
have read my book, "The Shape of the Future," know that
Diamond’s insights on the evolution of contemporary
civilization articulated in "Guns, Germs and Steel" are
extremely useful in understanding human settlement
patterns and in creating sustainable New Urban Regions.
(See End Note One.)
Two Parts of an Enormous Canvas Depicting the
Evolution and Future Prospects of Civilization
"Guns, Germs and Steel" outlines how over the last 13,000
years contemporary global society came to be distributed
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and organized. (It is not a coincidence that this is the same
13,000-year time period over which urban settlement
patterns emerged and evolved.) The book, which won the
Pulitzer prize, represents a massive intellectual effort. It
should be among the important volumes one masters on
the way to being able to say one has an “education.”
It is unfair to try to summarize "Guns, Germs and Steel,"
but here is an attempt: The book explains why people
speak Spanish in the Andes and not “Incan” on the Iberian
Peninsula. It is often cited as the most expansive
documentation of the importance of location and spacial
distribution in human activity. (See End Note Two.)
"Guns, Germs and Steel" focused on events long ago and
far away. That is one of the reasons Diamond’s first major
work has had such an impact. It is clear, powerful and
deals with times, places and relationships that few had
considered and even fewer could dispute.
"Collapse" is about where contemporary global society is
headed if we do not change our ways in fundamental ways.
It primarily examines the last 1,500 years and assesses
the trajectory of contemporary society.
"Collapse" documents what citizens need
to understand and do “today” if society in
anything like its current form is to be
around “tomorrow.” For this reason the
book will engender debate, unease and,
unfortunately, denial.
In spite of the 575 pages, the book is not exhaustive.
Diamond’s examples are selective. He does not start with
the first urban culture in the Western Hemisphere–the
5,000 year old “cities” in the Norte Chico region of Peru–
but with more recent societies such as the classic Maya
urban centers on the Yucatan Peninsula and the smaller
Anasazi settlements in the South Western United States.
These are societies where most of the evidence has not
been erased by later human activities.
Diamond focuses on places where there is good science
from which to draw well vetted conclusions. One can
determine if, for instance, cannibalism was a factor in the
final collapse–it often was as in the Anasazi and the
Greenland Norse societies. As you might guess, Diamond
rejects the silly “noble and gentle savage, guardian of the
environment” stereotype.
Comparative insular studies in the Southwestern Pacific
provide a wealth of solid information. Where there is
disagreement among scientists, Diamond states the major
contentions and outlines why he supports one or another
conclusion. In many cases the point Diamond wants to
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make is as valid for either theory.
"Collapse," while documenting historical societies on
remote Pacific islands and in Norse Greenland, also focuses
on places that are more easily understandable, such as
16th Century Germany and 17th century Japan as well as
contemporary Australia, Montana, Iceland, the New Guinea
Highlands (where he spent many years doing research)
and places like Haiti, Rwanda. But the focus is always on
what these places and events mean for contemporary, First
World, urban societies–that means you and me.
The direct and indirect impact of deforestation and loss of
top soil play a key roll in many collapse scenarios. Diamond
could have revisited the extensive historical work on North
Africa and the Near East but instead addresses the issues
in Haiti and the Dominican Republic where maps and public
records document the impact of differing policies and
where air photos make the current status painfully evident.
Deforestation, top soil loss and failure to adjust to climate
change are recurrent themes. In most cases population
pressure was a key factor. After a period of growth and
prosperity, the natural systems could no longer support an
expanded population.
As the subtitle suggests the book details
how past societies “choose” to fail or
succeed, collapse or to avoid collapse–not
how outside forces cause collapses.
Diamond does not go over the ground covered by "Guns,
Germs and Steel," which described societies overwhelmed
not by choices they made but by outside forces. The Inca
and Aztec empires were wiped out, for instance, by disease
and superior military technology of the Spanish invaders.
Starting at Home
Diamond provides details on the current status of places on
the edge like Rwanda and Somalia but also seemingly
stable and safe places like my home subregion in western
Montana. It came as a surprise that the author would start
a worldwide survey of the collapse of societies with a
detailed look at the place where I grew up and went to
college.
His first long chapter focuses on the Bitterroot Valley of
Montana where my aunt and uncle farmed after World War
II. This it the place my father, literary on the back of an
4x9 business envelope, figured out he could not make a
living farming. (See End Note Three.)
Diamond’s first experience in Montana was a few years
after we moved there. In his first chapter there is hardly a
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page that does not mention people and places I know and
conditions with which I am familiar. (See “Fire and Flood,”
Nov. 3, 2003.)
Living in California, Montana, Hawaii, Georgia,
Massachusetts, North Carolina, New York, Maryland and
Virginia, working in all those places and many more, plus
travel in Scandinavia, Europe and the Caribbean, I have
crossed Diamond’s path many times. There is even
Greenland sketch in "The Shape of the Future." (See End
Note Four.)
As a person who has done things, built
places and traveled to learn, I find that
Diamond’s perceptions and perspectives
ring true.
I am sure that there are those who study specific things in
depth who will say: “Based on 30 years of study of the
Xerkel Peoples of West Nowhere my findings differ ....”
That is not the point. The point is the big picture. Covering
as much territory as he does, Diamond will miss some
things and misstate some facts.
The majority who will disagree with Diamond make their
living from Business As Usual. They hope that Diamond
goes away like Vance Packard and that few citizens come
to see the future of contemporary global society as he
does. That way they can continue to make money from
Business As Usual.
One of the phrases that readers of our columns have
become familiar with is The Fallacy of Composition: What is
good for one, may not be good for all. This is a term that
has currency in the field of economics (and in the field of
exonomics). Diamond examines the same individual/
society relationship–private interests and public
responsibilities–with the use of the term “Rational
Thinking.” This is a oxymoronish phrase from the field of
psychology. (If one can benefit from an action at the
expense of others and not get caught in the short run, it is
“rational” to make that choice.) Diamond also uses the
phrase “The Tragedy of the Commons,” which is familiar in
resource conservation circles.
All these approaches mean that
maximizing individual interests in the
short term does not yield long-term
sustainability for the society.
Diamond documents that those who took advantage of
their position of control and leverage at the top of the
economic chain to the detriment of society as a whole have
had the privilege of being the last to die after seeing their
children and parents die and be eaten in the last phases of
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collapse.
A Few Highlights
The views of several Western Montana “come heres”
quoted in the first chapter captures in their own words the
clash of values and priorities that afflict doomed historic
societies when resources became scarce. The same logic
can be heard at land-use control public hearings and in the
posts on the Bacons Rebellion blog.
Diamond points out that if one lists the world's political
trouble spots -- a map identifies Haiti, Rwanda, Burundi,
Madagascar, Somalia, Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Nepal,
Bangladesh, Mongolia, Philippines, Indonesia, Solomon
Islands and we might add Kenya, Sudan, Ethiopia, Niger
and others -- they also are the environmental trouble spots
as well. Since Diamond completed writing "Collapse," the
media have provided a steady diet of “further examples.”
The author’s population prospect is frightening. While the
threat of wild population growth is dimming, the cohort of
young men with nothing to do in those trouble spots is
growing rapidly due to the baby boom of a decade ago.
Further, if those in the Third World were to achieve current
First World consumption levels, the demand for resources
would be the equivalent of a 12X increase in world
population. And it is hard to keep them “down on the farm”
– witness China to which Diamond devotes a chapter.
Diamond does a very good job of evaluating the reasons
why some resource industries are becoming better citizens
and others worse. His portrait of the mining, oil, timber
and fishing industries is worth the price of the book.
The One Shortcoming
The one shortcoming of the book is not its content but its
the presentation. It is hard to understand how a book that
16 people read all or part of (including three named editors
and two agents) could have signed off on such a poorly
organized and presented volume. The maps are useful but
simple. The photos are instructive but are all in one place,
not related to the text. More and better images could have
been selected. This is a world-class book, how about some
color?
The real problem, however, is that the text is a
typographical wasteland. There are headings listed at the
start of the 16 long chapters but there is no graphic help in
navigating the pages, subsections, or sections within the
chapters. The only guide is that the small print at the top
of the right page changes as one goes from section to
section. But that is not helpful when the section changes
on the left hand page. Our copy is now adorned with hand-
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written headings in addition to the usual marginal notes.
There is a longish introductory description of the structure
of the book with a “pig in the python” analogy that only
becomes understandable after reading the book. Perhaps
the worst problem is that important concluding
observations on the roles an individual can play is buried in
the “further reading” appendage at the back of the book.
There is, thankfully, an index.
Someone may have warned Diamond about some of these
problems. A few are “explained” in the text. It would have
been better for an editor to add typographical interest and
guideposts throughout the book. We have a theory on how
this happens but that is another story. (See End Note 5.)
The Core Value of Diamond's Work
There are many important and useful observations in
Diamond's work but two seem especially relevant to the
readers of Bacons Rebellion.
After:

●

●

●

●

●

●

rroviding a five point framework for evaluating the
success and collapse of societies,
previewing the fate of 20 past societies in detail with
reference to many others,
reviewing the current status of about the same
number of contemporary subregions, regions and
nation-states,
outlining in detail the twelve critical issues facing
contemporary global society,
dissecting the 11 sound-bite responses by Business
As Usual advocates to the potential of collapse of
First World societies,
and documenting that global interconnectedness
leverages collapse, making the First World “well-todos” not much different from the Greenland Norse
with the privilege of being the last to die after
watching their parents and children,

Diamond comes down to two choices that have been
critical in tipping the outcome towards success or failure:
long-term planning and willingness to reconsider core
values. Both of these should be of interest to readers of
Bacons Rebellion.
Long Term Planning
The failure to plan for the long term and to provide a wide
margin for unexpected events seems like a reasonable
thing for a society to do. Diamond documents that time
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after time a problem was noted but the future was not
planned for, the result was collapse. When we recently
pointed out on the Bacons Rebellion blog that it would be
in the best interest of the military to plan for the
consequences of moving employees to Ft. Belvoir so the
impact would not damage their own interests at Fort A.P.
Hill, a civilian employee of the military suggested that longterm planning for sustainable human settlement patterns
was “a joke.”
Reconsidering Core Values
The willingness to reconsider core values in the light of
changing circumstances, including what is best for society
as whole for the long term, also seems like an easy call.
Those who follow the media coverage of the recent national
election and of the current election campaign in Virginia
know that to even question “core values” makes one a
public enemy suspected of terrorism.
The issues central to the “Culture Wars” (aka, guns, gays,
god) are the ones that candidates focus on. The death
penalty, stem cell research, the right to bear arms under
any circumstances and the uncritical acceptance of the
prevailing pattern of growth are favorite themes. The
Greenland Norse would understand the importance of
upholding core values, but they are not around anymore.
Where to From Here?
You need to read all 575 pages for yourself. A brief
overview does not convey the power of Diamond’s
evidence. Even his 12 core measures of contemporary
societies health require at least a paragraph to explain why
each is critical to fat, self-satisfied First World citizens.
Remarkably, Diamond makes a clear connection between
the shaman on Easter Island, the kings on the Mayan
Peninsula and the Norse on Greenland and the “comeheres” in Western Montana who say about the same things
as those who did not like our column on West Virginia.
(See “Take Me Home Congested, Non-urban Roads,” April
11, 2005.)
When you are done, however, you will be left with a
question: What can I do? All of the big-picture issues are
nice, but what it comes down to what is in your head.
There are a lot of things you can do to make the world a
better place:
●

●

●

Work to fundamentally change governance structure
(e.g. PROPERTY DYNAMICS)
Support the evolution of functional human
settlement patterns (e.g. PROPERTY DYNAMICS)
Support the creation of affordable and accessible
housing

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/08-08/Risse.php (7 of 9) [1/3/2008 10:04:01 AM]

"Collapse," an Appreciation
●

●
●

Start a resource and energy conservation awareness
program in your neighborhood elementary school
Start a reforestation project
Participate in a roadside or stream valley cleanup

These are good but what is most important is what goes on
inside your head and the heads of your family members.
You must overcome the siren call to consumption and
understand the Fallacy of Composition and avoid the
“Rational Thinking” that leads to the Tragedy of the
Commons. A careful reading of "Collapse" is a good start.
-- August 8, 2005

End Notes
(1) It is obvious from the text and end notes in our book
the impact "Guns, Germs and Steel" had on our own effort
to articulate a Unified Field Theory of Human Settlement
Patterns. Of the 146 books listed in APPENDIX THREE –
READINGS, no book other than perhaps "Consilience: The
Unity of Knowledge" by Edward O. Wilson had more
influence on the formation of the ideas presented in The
Shape of the Future. In spite of the detail and overlap of
Diamond's new book, we did not identify a need to revise
what we say in "The Shape of the Future."
(2) "Guns, Germs and Steel" explains why the east-west
orientation of Eurasia led to the establishment and advance
of what we call civilization. It examines the transition from
hunter-gatherer bands to the domestication of plants and
animals (agriculture), the rise of barter, trade and
commerce, the evolution of governance, the agglomeration
of urban places and the transition from craft to technology
and science. It documents why the north-south orientation
of Africa where homo sapiens first walked upright and the
Americas where homo sapiens arrived 50,000 years ago
and built the first “city” 5,000 years ago where overridden
by Europeans in the 15th through 20th centuries. The
recent National Geographic/PBS series on "Guns, Germs
and Steel" has gotten very good reviews.
(3) After selling a farm in the Santa Ynez Valley near Santa
Barbara, Calif., and working for Boeing during the Second
World War, my aunt and uncle traveled across the country
from the valleys of western Oregon to the Piedmont of
Virginia looking for a place to invest their war-time savings
and the proceeds from the sale of their California land.
They choose the Bitterroot Valley in western Montana.
After the war my father and mother were forced to sell
their farm in the same California Valley and, following a
less thorough search, made the same decision on the best
location to farm. However, the numbers did not work for
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the very reason I found when working on Agricultural
Preservation in New York State two decades later. Simply
stated the problem was (and is) this: Scattered urban land
uses had driven up the price of attractive land to the point
it was not profitable to start a farm. Ironically, one of the
places my family bid on near Darby in the Bitterroot Valley
was purchased by the Ford dealer from Santa Barbara for a
summer farm.
Our family settled just outside of Glacier National Park
which turned out to be a much better choice for us. After a
decade, my aunt and uncle move back to the Puget Sound
New Urban Region and put in another long stint at Boeing.
(4) Experience stabilizing a sugar-mill ruin with local labor
over a 20-year period on a small Caribbean island and
traveling extensively in the Caribbean, including Haiti
during the last years of Papa Doc’s rule, provides insight
into a number of issues raised by Diamond. Haiti and the
Dominican Republic ,which share the island of Hispaniola,
are places where we photographed environmental
degradation. We observed the of logging of old growth
forests in Dominica and the long-term impact of clearcutting whole islands for sugar cane, cotton and indigo, as
well as natural and planned reforestation process on
islands from Trinidad to Hispaniola.
(5) The theory is that if someone wins a Pulitzer and
makes a lot of money on a book, no one will point out the
problems. We found a similar problem in the later books of
the revered scholar and Librarian of Congress Daniel J.
Boorstin. There is an inverse problem for the fledgling
author: Everyone thinks they are an editor and they want
the work reworked in the style they like and for the book to
focus on the issues that they understand.
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Balanced Communities
Developing Balanced Communities is critical to
achieving sustainable New Urban Regions in a
globally competitive economy. Herewith is a primer
on what they are and how to create them.

The term “Balanced Community” is now used with some
frequency. From time to time questions crop up and so it is
time for a Backgrounder on the topic.
In "The Shape of the Future" we used the term “Planned
New Community” throughout the book to identify the
prototype of an Alpha or “balanced” Community. In the
text we used the phrases “balanced community” or
“relative balance of jobs / housing / services / recreation /
amenity at the community scale” when talking about the
Alpha Community, the community-scale organic building
block of functional human settlement pattern.
With the publication of the first edition of "Handbook" in
2001 we introduced the term “Balanced Community.” We
made this addition because it turned out that the word
“new” in Planned New Community (PNC) led some to
conclude that PNCs were only relevant in a “greenfield”
context. As will be noted below, that is not a useful
assumption.
Over the past 50 years the frontier of urban land use has
expanded to the extent that now, in order to create
functional human settlement patterns, most new urban
land uses must be located on vacant and underutilized land
inside this frontier.
In addition, at the time "The Shape of the Future" was
written S/PI had not yet articulated the critical role of the
Balanced (But Disaggregated) Community that exists
outside the Clear Edge around the core of the New Urban
Region.
Balanced (But Disaggregated) Communities are found in
the Countryside. The Countryside covers (or should cover)
a major portion of the land area of every New Urban
Region.
In the Washington-Baltimore New Urban Region the
percent of Countryside should be between 90 and 95
percent of the total land and water area for there are to be
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/08-23/Risse.php (1 of 12) [1/3/2008 10:03:15 AM]

Balanced Communities

Balanced Communities inside the Clear Edge, and Balanced
(But Disaggregated) Communities in the Countryside.
(For a description of the tax treatment of land inside and
outside the Clear Edge that also provides useful
illustrations of the role of the Clear Edge, see “Beyond the
Clear Edge,” May 2003.)
We start the exploration of the Balanced Community with a
refresher on the “Planned New Community” and then move
to focus on key issues related to Balanced Communities
Planned New Communities
The following is how the section on Planned New
Communities opens in Chapter 18 of "The Shape of the
Future." (For this Backgrounder a few words have been
added for clarification and the footnotes in the original text
are emitted.)
“THE PLANNED NEW COMMUNITY—ALMOST NOTHING IS
AS OLD AS THE PLANNED NEW COMMUNITY
“Planned New Communities are urban places created with
the goal of providing a functional range of jobs, housing,
services, recreation and amenity. What distinguishes
Planned New Communities is that they represent the
intentional distribution of human activity at the community
scale. They are not agglomerated by a happenstance
distribution of separate projects responding to individual
interpretations of need, utility or ‘the market.’
Planned New Communities are intended
to accommodate the anticipated
economic, social and physical needs of
citizens in their daily, weekly – and for
many – their month-to-month lives. For
some citizens, a Planned New Community
meets most of their needs for months–
and sometimes for years at a time.
(Prior chapters of "The Shape of the Future" deal with the
evolution of urban form and note that historically, the word
for “community” and the word for “city” were the same in
the languages of the time.)
Although serendipity can make important contributions to
civilization, happenstance human settlement pattern has
not proven to be a viable alternative for urban settlement
patterns. That has been especially true since the start of
the Industrial Revolution.
“Few ideas in the civilized world are as
old as the idea of the Planned New
Community (or as they are sometimes
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referred to, planned new ‘towns’ or
planned new ‘cities’). Almost from the
establishment of the first urban
settlement, a preferred strategy for
creating a new urban space in a separate
location has been the development of a
Planned New Community.
“Planned New Communities (PNCs) were the vehicle used
to colonize of the Classical World by the Phoenicians and
the Greeks. They were the primary urban form that the
Romans used to settle and manage the Imperial World.
PNCs were the vehicle for the resettlement of Europe after
the 8th century and again following the Black Death in the
14th century. They were also a commonly applied strategy
for creating urban space in Asia, Africa and Mesoamerica
before European colonization.
"Planned New Communities were used to create the urban
places necessary for the exploration and exploitation of the
Americas, Africa, India and Southeast Asia by the
colonizing European nation states. This process was driven
by the forces articulated in Jared Diamond’s "Guns, Germs
and Steel." Except for Boston, every substantial settlement
by English, French, Spanish, or Dutch colonists on the
Atlantic and Gulf Coasts of what is now North America was
a Planned New Community. Jamestown, St. Marys, St.
Augustine, Williamsburg, Annapolis, Savannah,
Philadelphia, New Orleans, Montreal and New York (New
Amsterdam) each began as a Planned New Community.
“Further, planned community strategies were employed in
the expansion of urbanized areas during the colonial period
and following the Revolutionary War including plans for the
National Capital. (We have noted elsewhere that the last
plan that balanced land use and transportation in what is
now the National Capital Subregion was the L’Enfant plan
of 1791.)
“The creation of urban space—and thus Planned New
Community design and implementation – was historically a
governance function. It still is in most of the world. In the
United States, new communities sponsored by the
governance structure as the primary mode of urban
development declined after the early 1800s. This reflected
the spirit of individualism, speculation and exploitation that
brought Andrew Jackson to the presidency in 1828.
“The Planned New Community idea was not completely
eclipsed in the United States by the Jacksonian
perspective. Planned New Communities by religious
groups, industrial and mining enterprises, railroads and
some ‘sub’urban entrepreneurs made up a significant part
of the new urban fabric created in the United States during
the last two-thirds of the 19th century.
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“Planned New Communities do not
provide all the answers; they are not an
end-all in shaping the human settlement
pattern. Planned New Communities—and
planned new Villages and Neighborhoods—
do provide examples of how pattern and
density of land use can support economic
prosperity, social stability and
environmental sustainability.”
[The sections of "The Shape of the Future" that follow the
above quoted material in Chapter 18 outline the role of
Planned New Communities in the 20th century.]
As transport and communication technology advanced and
the demand for urban habitat accelerated, private sector
“projects” replaced plans for organic, balanced additions to
the urban fabric. These forces in essence eclipsed the
central public role of developing urban fabric and masked
the public responsibility for creating functional human
settlement patterns.
As David Riesman has observed, the United States of
America is the only major nation state in the world that
relies primarily on land speculation to create human
settlement patterns.
Balanced Community Imperative
Let us next consider the Five Critical Realities for the
National Capital Subregion.
The first four are as follows:
1. There is already too much land devoted to, and held for,
urban land uses in the National Capital Subregion.
2. The National Capital Subregion's jobs are centerweighted now and will be center-weighted for the
foreseeable future.
3. Scattered urban land uses cause an irrational and
untransportable distribution of trips which is the root cause
of gridlock.
4. There must be an equitable distribution of the costs of
services, not subsidies for those who create and profit from
dysfunctional human settlement patterns as is the case
now.
The same realities apply for every New Urban Region in the
United States with some variation that reflects topography
and other specific influences on the evolution of human
settlement patterns in those locations. For a review of the
data that supports these four realities see the
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Backgrounder, "Five Critical Realities."
The fifth reality is that “Without Balanced Communities
within a sustainable New Urban Region, the future is
bleak.” This statement reflects the conclusion from the first
14 chapters of "The Shape of the Future" and is articulated
below.
The Imperative of Defining a Balanced Community
and Setting Clear Parameters for It
There must be a clear understanding of what a Balanced
Community is because “everyone” is selling “community.”
End Note One outlines this problem as articulated in "The
Shape of the Future."
As suggested in End Note One, builders sell every
conceivable grouping of dwelling units as a “community.”
Enterprises, institutions and agencies sell and/or promote
almost every conceivable good and service as a way to
promote, create and enhance “community.”
In all this promotion of “community” there is no definition
of what a community might be, no scale criteria, no pattern
criteria, no density criteria, nothing. The only thing that is
clear is that community is not synonymous with any known
municipal boundary. In spite of this, the national
organization of municipal planners has changed its logo
slogan to embrace its role in creating “great communities”
with no definition of what a community is beyond the
assumption that it relates somehow to the municipal
boundaries of the jurisdiction where the planner works.
That is why we have included the brief review of the
history of Planned New Communities above and why we
stress the importance of “balance” in the definition cited in
End Note One.
With an overview of Planned New Communities and an
understanding of the need for a balance of jobs / housing /
services / recreation / amenity, what else constitutes the
basics elements of an understanding of Balanced
Communities?
Balanced Community Location within the Organic
Structure of Human Settlement Pattern
First, the context of the Balanced Community: What is the
place of the Balanced Community within the New Urban
Region’s organic structure?
The New Urban Region is the fundamental building block of
contemporary First World (urban) society. The New Urban
Region is the smallest organic component of human
settlement that can achieve and maintain economic, social
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and physical sustainability. All other components, larger
and smaller, are either agglomerations of New Urban
Regions (or Urban Support Regions) or sub sets of these
basic building blocks. (See End Note Two.)
Below the regional scale the picture is quite simple. New
Urban Regions are made up of Balanced Communities. In
other words the Balanced Community is the next smaller
organic component of human settlement below the New
Urban Region.
Balanced Community Basics - Scale
There is no specific size or scale to qualify as a Balanced
Community. The scale is determined by the size of the
urban agglomeration necessary to achieve a relative
balance of jobs / housing / services / recreation / amenity
within the regional context–either in a New urban Region
or an Urban Support Region. (See End Note Three.)
Like the “sustainability” of a New Urban Region, the
“balance” of a Balanced Community is a relative term. If a
well founded, factual challenge can be made to the
“balance” of a specific community, one has probably drawn
the wrong boundary around the component.
There are many variables to consider in defining a
Balanced Community. As society has become more
complex, the scale of a Balanced Community has
increased. As noted earlier, historically the trading village
and then the “city” was a “community.”
As the urban complexes grew and morphed to become
19th century “Industrial Agglomerations” and then to
become 20th and 21st Century New Urban Regions, the
role and importance of the community-scale component did
not go away. (See End Note Four.)
As one moves from the periphery toward the centroid of a
New Urban Region the scale of the Balanced Community
becomes larger. This scalar change is analogous to the
relative gravitational pull of planets around a star.
Elements Necessary to Create a Balanced Community
Beyond an understanding of context and scale, what are
the most important elements necessary to create a
Balanced Community?
Land. Land is necessary but, as noted above, there is
already too much urbanized land. This is where “new” in
Planned New Community becomes a problem. Land is an
important element -- but not open land that might provide
a blank slate as it did for “garden cities” or post World War
II “New Towns” in Great Britain, France or Scandinavia.
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Balanced Communities must be agglomerated from
existing land uses plus new land uses on vacant and
underutilized land. That is why catalysts such as station
areas of shared vehicle mobility systems are so critical.
Money. Money is essential but “patient capital” is not the
only requirement. In fact, interest eats up capital faster
than value is created over the long term. The economics of
this reality are beyond the scope of this Backgrounder.
However, this fact is the reason there must be a core role
for the public in creating Balanced Communities and
functional human settlement patterns in general.
A Real Partnership of Public and Private Interests.
There must be a real partnership of public and private
interests because the creation of Balanced Communities
and functional human settlement patterns in an advanced,
technology-based society costs a lot of money. One needs
to keep firmly in mind that the attempt to create mobility
and access or affordable and accessible housing, to say
nothing of ensuring safety and happiness in dysfunctional
human settlement patterns, costs exponentially more
money.
An Understanding. More important than land, money or
joint public/private commitment is the imperative for a
broad public understanding of the need for Balanced
Communities. There is no way to marshal the land, money
and public support for Balanced Communities without
broad public understanding. The significant federal support
(and some state and municipal support) for Planned New
Communities in the late 60s and 70s was not enough to
maintain even the modest programs initiated at that time.
A Plan. A “plan” is necessary to create Balanced
Communities but it is not the “pie-in-the-sky plan” or the
“planners-pipe-dream” that is tossed up as a strawperson
for “realistic” critics to hack down. These strawpersons are
put forward by those who think they can make money or
continue to make money from Business-As-Usual.
Every pattern and density parameter and relationship put
forward for a Balanced Community by SYNERGY/Planning
meets two criteria:
●

First, it is what the private sector has actually built
over the past 30 years if the development entity is
required to internalize at least some of the costs of
the settlement patterns, including the cost of
roadways, water supply, sewage disposal, storm
water management and sites for public facilities (e.g.
schools) as well as cluster-scale, neighborhood-scale
and village-scale amenities. These projects are
market projects that have sold fast enough to make
a reasonable return on investment.
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●

Second, these patterns and densities are what
citizens in an informed market are willing to pay the
most to buy on a square foot and comparable unit
basis.

These patterns and densities also consume the lowest
levels of service and energy -- especially energy to provide
mobility and access. That is why the default patterns and
densities which land speculators, builders and real estate
churn agents claim that citizens “really want” require vast
public subsidy of mobility, utilities, facilities and services.
As we pointed in “Wild Abandonment,” Sept. 8, 2003,
Balanced Community patterns and densities are the very
same ones that have been the most favored and most
effective in making citizens prosperous, safe and happy for
thousands of years. They are the patterns and densities of
land use that tourists spend billions of dollars to visit every
year. This is true of San Francisco, New Orleans,
Charleston, Georgetown, Boston, Toronto, Paris, London,
Stockholm, Wien, Provence, Tuscany or the Cotswolds.
In a market economy, if a product is too expensive, the
solution is to build more of it. This is a core problem
because those who own the most highly valued property, e.
g. Old Town or The Fan, do not want nearby new
development to lower the value of their property.
While some NIMBY opposition is based on the fear that
“lower standards” will drive down the value of property,
much of it is based on the realization that new
development will undermine monopoly pricing.
How Do We Start to Build Balanced Communities?
As outlined in "Handbook," potential Balanced Communities
are not implemented by bureaucratic “Master Plans” or by
draconian government controls. They are implemented by
citizen and enterprise decisions in an informed market and
supported by the full and equitable allocation of location
dependent costs.
Citizen support for Balanced Communities will grow only
where there is broad realization of these facts and an
understanding that:
●

●

More money or more asphalt will not improve access
and mobility without Fundamental Change in human
settlement pattern.
Access to more land will not generate affordable,
much less accessible housing and, thus, there cannot
be a balance of jobs / housing / services /
recreation / amenity without a Fundamental Change
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in human settlement patterns.
●

●

●

●

There will be no improvement in air quality, water
quality and supply, land conservation or other goals
unless there is Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns.
There will be no significant change in human
settlement patterns until there is Fundamental
Change in governance structure.
There will be no change in governance structure until
there is a fair allocation of the total cost of location
related goods and services from Wal-Mart prices to
the cost of travel.
No existing cost of settlement patterns calculations
are useful because of the reliance on municipal /
state boundary-constrained data and because they
are not compared to Balanced Communities or to
Balanced Station-Area Villages which are served by
balanced shared-vehicle mobility systems.

Citizens will not start to understand any of these realities
until those who support Fundamental Change stop using
confusing words (“suburban,” “city,” “local,” “rural,” etc.,
etc.) to describe these realities. Every time one of the Core
Confusing Words is used it reinforces bad assumptions and
misinformation wrapped around “The Myths That Blind Us,”
Oct. 20, 2003. If one does not like our vocabulary, develop
a new one. Using the old one just plays into the hands of
Business-As-Usual.
We outline the process to create Balanced Communities in
the "Handbook." There is a sketch introduction to a new
way of thinking about evolving functional human
settlement patterns and Balanced Communities in “The
Shape of Richmond’s Future,” Feb. 16, 2004. A future
column will outline what it would be like to live in a
Balanced Community within a Sustainable New Urban
Region.
-- August 23, 2005

End Notes
(1) The following definitions are taken from the APPENDIX
ONE--LEXICON and APPENDIX TWO–Core Confusing Words
of "The Shape of the Future" with footnotes omitted. In
"The Shape of the Future," words defined in APPENDIX
ONE–LEXICON are in bold throughout the book and New
Urban Region is in bold and italics. The discussion in
APPENDIX TWO–CORE CONFUSING WORDS is included first
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because it spells out why use of the word “community” is
problematic.
COMMUNITY (From APPENDIX TWO–CORE CONFUSING
WORDS)
The term community is widely used and wildly misused.
The primary dictionary definition of community is:
“A group of people living in the same locality and under the
same government.” Until 1850, this definition fit most
citizens living in a city. With the emergence of the
industrial agglomerations and now the New Urban
Regions, this definition is no longer relevant and is the
cause of significant confusion.
Because community is deemed to have a positive
connotation, it is overused in advertising, journalism and
literature. The core historic meaning has been completely
eclipsed. Community is now applied in the best tradition
of Humpty Dumpty; it is whatever the speaker intends. See
use of community in President Bill Clinton’s 1996 State of
the Union address.
COMMUNITY (From APPENDIX ONE-LEXICON)
In this text, community is an organic component of
human settlement pattern. To ensure clarity, it is
frequently used with the prefix alpha or beta. Alpha
Community and Beta Community are defined below.
Alpha Community is an important organic component of
the human settlement pattern. An Alpha Community
contains a range of economic, social and physical attributes
necessary to support a jobs/housing/services/ recreation/
amenity balance. Functional New Urban Regions at least
in part are composed of Alpha Communities. Alpha
Communities are composed of Alpha Villages.
Other components of the human settlement pattern are
Alpha Neighborhoods, Alpha Clusters and Alpha
Dooryards.
Beta Community is used to identify those places that
have the geographical area and location attributes that will
allow them to become Alpha Communities. Also see
Beta.
Uses of the term community in this text are limited to
avoid conflict with the generic definition discussed in
Appendix Two—Core Confusing Words.
(2) As those who have read "The Shape of the Future"
know, the New Urban Region is most closely analogous to
the Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Area (CMSA) in
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the United States or the Urban Agglomeration in the
European Union. Due to political pressure, the official
delineation of the CMSA is always a decade or two behind
reality. With the introduction of “Micropolitian Areas”
following the 2000 Census, the situation has become even
more clouded.
There is currently an ongoing search for a meaningful
name for coterminous collections of New Urban Regions.
A term proposed by staff at the Metropolitan Institute at
Virginia Tech and others for a multi-regional
agglomerations is “Megapolitian Area.” This is a new term
for areas such as the one that stretches from North of
Portland, Maine, to South of Hampton Roads, Virginia. This
area has been called “BoWash” or “Megalopolis.” A similar
agglomeration stretches from East of Pittsburgh to West of
Milwaukee. There are now a dozen or so of these areas in
the United States. They are where the vast majority of the
nation state’s citizens live and work.
New Urban Regions are coterminous (that is they are part
of Megapolitian Areas by this or some other name) or they
are separated by Urban Support Regions such as the
DelMarVa Peninsula, Appalachian or Northern Rocky
Mountain Urban Support Regions. An Urban Support Region
supplies agricultural, recreation, amenity, or other goods
and services to more than one New Urban Region but does
not have the internal balance necessary to achieve
sustainability. For further articulation of this distinction see
"The Shape of the Future."
New Urban Regions and Urban Support Regions are also
collected in subcontinental and continental agglomerations
such as the European Union, NAFTA, etc. In the context of
global competition and trade the ability to achieve
“sustainability” at the New Urban Region scale is not
absolute. Unless threshold tests of sustainability are
debated and agreed to, global urban agglomerations are an
unintelligible morass.
The location of municipal, state and often international
borders have little to do with the establishment of organic
components of human settlement which depend on
economic, social and physical parameters.
(3) Somewhat more self-sufficient Balanced Communities
are the largest urban components of Urban Support
Regions. If the urban agglomeration becomes large enough
to achieve balance, all or part of the Urban Support Region
would become a small New Urban Region.
(4) The fact that the historical functions of organic
components are still hard wired into human actions is the
most important understanding with respect to the organic
structure of human settlement patterns. The earliest
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physical arrangements to support social and economic
human activities remain important. The family (unit), the
extended family (dooryard), the multi-family grouping
(cluster), the clan (neighborhood) and the tribe (village) all
continue to have a function in contemporary urban life. For
a further exploration of these relationships see "The Shape
of the Future," especially Chapter 8.
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Down Memory Lane with Katrina
Hurricane Katrina was anything but a "natural"
disaster. New Orleans' vulnerability to a Cat 5
hurricane has been well documented since the
1970s, if not earlier.

This has been deja vu week at SYNERGY/Planning what
with Katrina bashing the gulf coast, crude oil passing $70 a
barrel and gasoline moving up toward $4.00 a gallon. No
sane person would wish a Category 4 hurricane on anyone.
However, there is critical history to understand and
important lessons to be learned.
Let's start by being very clear: This is not a “natural”
disaster, it is a governance disaster. Mother Nature did not
build, nor is she responsible for managing Greater New
Orleans or the rest of the urban development on the Gulf
Coast.
As we noted in “'Collapse,' An Appreciation," Aug. 8, 2005,
Jared Diamond believes that there are two overarching
causes for the collapse of societies:
●

●

Diamond’s first key to collapse is the failure to plan
for future contingencies. It turns out that the citizens
of Louisiana paid for a long-range plan which, if
implemented, would have yielded a far different
result from Katrina, especially for Greater New
Orleans.
Diamond’s second key to collapse is the failure to
reconsider traditional values. Traditional political,
economic and social “values” rooted in 18th and 19th
century ideals put Louisiana–and other Gulf states–
on the path to destruction.

The question is: Will Katrina cause citizens, not just those
on the Gulf Coast but on the Atlantic Coast, to develop and
implement rational, long-term plans and reconsider the
“traditional values” which turn out to have a deadly
cumulative impact on society as a whole?
Background
In the 1970s I was a Senior Vice President responsible for
planning division of RBA, an Architecture and Engineering
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/09-05/Risse.php (1 of 9) [1/3/2008 10:02:36 AM]

Down Memory Lane with Katrina

firm that specialized in planning, design and
implementation of Planned New Communities. The firm was
quite good at what it did. We were involved in the plans
and applications for four of the first eight Planned New
Communities approved nation-wide under title IV and VII
by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development.
Louisiana, like other Southern States, has been adept for
at least a century at securing generous payouts from
Federal subsidy programs. That was especially true in the
Johnson/Nixon era. Thus, it was not surprising that the
State of Louisiana hired RBA to help the state and some of
its land owners get Federal funds to subsidize creation of
Planned New Communities. The prospect of federal money
for politicians and their friends with large land holdings
they wanted to develop was “a natural.” (For a summary of
Planned New Communities see “Balanced Communities,”
Aug. 23, 2005.
It took RBA’s planning team a very short time to determine
that:
●

●

There was no basis for job or housing demand
projections robust enough to support the build-out of
even one substantial Planned New Community in a
time frame that would yield a reasonable return on
investment, with or without federal subsidies.
The large land holdings that were suggested as
possible sites for Planned New Communities were
without exception “alligator eviction programs.”

Any development of these vast land holdings would require
huge infrastructure investments. That is why the
developers needed federal subsidy. But even a fat subsidy
would not suffice to create a positive cash flow in the face
of modest environmental and safety criteria–especially
without a focused market.
One Planned New Community site owned by Lady Bird
Johnson and others had already gotten four (yes, four) full
interchanges paid for with federal funds to access
Interstate-10. Even with this windfall, “New Orleans East”
never became a viable Planned New Community.
RBA considered itself to be on the front line of the
environmental movement having just collaborated with Ian
McHarg on the plans for The Woodlands, Tex., Planned
New Community. We were not about to get into the
alligator eviction business. However, like any good
planning firm with a $250,000 contract and threshold
conclusions derived from $10,000 worth of staff time, we
looked for other tasks that fit within the general scope of
our agreement with the State of Louisiana. We came up
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with the idea of a long-range, ecology-based plan for the
state.
The young professional planners in the Louisiana State
Planning office agreed that such a plan was needed and,
thus, The Louisiana Growth and Conservation Strategy was
created. The strategy that RBA developed involved Planned
New Communities -- without the alligator evictions.
Elements of the Plan
Coastal Louisiana and adjacent Texas, Mississippi, Alabama
and Florida are in a precarious ecological context for
intensive urban land uses: e.g. Galveston 1900 and 1915
and Mississippi/Camille in 1969. The New Orleans urban
agglomeration has dodged disaster by pure luck over the
past 250 years. One did not have to go far to find
ecologists, marine engineers, and environmental planners
who had articulated the grave danger of expanding urban
development -- especially petrochemical and freight
transshipping -- on the fragile Gulf Coast. (For an update
of what was known and what has happened since 1972 see
“Drowning New Orleans” in Scientific American, Oct. 2001.
New Orleans did not recently become a large urban place
mostly below sea level. It was a disaster waiting to happen
in 1950 and in 1972. When Katrina gained strength over
the warm Gulf waters and headed for the mouth of the
Mississippi we recalled The Louisiana Growth and
Conservation Strategy. This state plan was not written with
the focus or vocabulary I would use today but the basic
objectives are all there. Stated in today’s vocabulary, the
four core elements of the Strategy can be summarized this
way:
●

●

Pipe the crude oil north to high ground from the Gulf
platforms, from coastal wells and from supertankers
off loading foreign crude. Over design the extraction
and transport facilities if they must be built, but
refine the crude and produce the chemicals on solid
ground not in the bayous or behind levies. (From
1972 to 1974 a facility to offload supertankers was
still being debated. So was the wisdom of extensive
drilling in the Gulf and in the marshes.) In summary:
relocate petrochemical jobs and create new
petrochemical jobs in the sustainable north, not in
the fragile south. (We argued that energy
conservation should eliminate the need for oil and
gas extraction in vulnerable locations–more on that
later.)
Use Planned New Neighborhoods and Planned New
Villages to augment the existing urban places–
Shreveport, Alexandria, Monroe, et. al.– so that they
evolved to became large Balanced Communities or
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the cores of small New Urban Regions.
●

●

Enhance the natural buffers against natural forces–
healthy marshes and swamps. The wetland between
Greater New Orleans and the Gulf had been eroded,
dredged, filled, canalled and subdivided over the
prior 70 years. These natural buffers needed help to
renew themselves. Improved air and water quality
standards were noted as being critical to healthy
humans and to a healthy environment.
To support the tourism, entertainment and
transshipping as well as the traditional fishing,
shrimping and related industries in the southern part
of the state, the strategy called for hardening and
enhancing the defenses against natural forces of
wind and water. This started with evolving a smaller
urban footprint for Greater New Orleans and for the
other urban enclaves along the south coast. But it
also meant building higher and better dikes with
better pumps and better engineering–like the polders
in the Netherlands. The object was to keep a smaller
area dry and provide more area for flood relief both
from the Mississippi River and from storm surges off
the Gulf of Mexico. There is no better example of the
need for a Clear Edge around urban land uses.

The four elements of the Growth and Conservation
Strategy would shift new urban development to areas that
could support it and protect the historic and ecological
resources of the south. There was ample evidence of the
need to expand the protection of low-lying urban enclaves.
Yes, in the 1970s there was discussion of climate change
and the need to prepare for rising sea levels and for more
intensive storms.
Our reports suggested that continued Business-As-Usual -in Louisiana they call it laissez-faire and it is a core
traditional value -- would result in the collapse of the
marsh and swamp ecosystems and depletion of the fresh
water aquifers. These eco-collapses have not occurred in
the time frames we suggested.
There is ongoing “political” debate about the need for and
the health of both saltwater marshes and freshwater
swamps. The same is true for protection of fresh water
aquifers and the need for better air quality standards.
There is no question that the area of functional wetlands
has continued deteriorate as noted in the Scientific
American story cited above.
The ecological head line has been the “Dead Zone” in the
Gulf of Mexico off the mouth of the Mississippi. This
ecological Dead Zone has dramatically impacted the
traditional fishing and shrimping industries of the Bayou
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County. The Dead Zone is not due just to dysfunctional
settlement patterns and lax environmental controls in
Louisiana but is the cumulative result of similar conditions
in the watershed of the entire Mississippi/Tennessee/Ohio/
Missouri River System. Had Louisiana taken bold steps to
plan a more sustainable future it would have the moral
high ground to encourage better land, water and
environmental management in the other states drained by
the Mississippi River System.
RBA proposed a number of new institutional arrangements
such as transferring development rights from south to the
north. During the Louisiana project I did my first rough
calculations of how much land at Planned New Community
densities would be needed to support the population of
Louisiana. The potential Planned New Community sites–
10,000 acres here, 24,000 acres there, 50,000 acres
somewhere else, etc. –added up to enough land at 10
persons per acre at the Planned New Community scale to
relocate the entire population of the state. It turned out
that even in 1972 much less land was needed for urban
land use at sustainable densities than was already
committed to these land uses.
Political Reality
Because RBA staff was very circumspect–perhaps even
obtuse–in how it framed the imperative of Fundamental
Change, the politically sensitive State of Louisiana staff
liked the initial report and authorized Phase II examining a
range of policy issues. These documents were perhaps
more obscure than they should have been but the client
did not want to make it appear that the political leadership
had been negligent in not having already addressed these
issues in 1973.
The Phase III that followed was an innovative citizens
education effort with a workbook that required participants
to consider economic, social and environmental goals
before and after an audiovisual presentation. RBA staff and
consultants put together a three slide-projector
presentation with a synchronized sound track that was as
slick any contemporary PowerPoint product roll-out. The
education program was called something like “Hindsight:
2020” and had, as the title implies, a "Looking Backward"
theme.
The graphics were powerful. I recall that there was a
dramatic sunrise over the Atchafalaya Basin set to Richard
Strauss’s Overture to “Also Sprach Zarathustra.” It was
symbolic of the power of nature and the morning after “The
Big One” hit Greater New Orleans if there were not
Fundamental Changes in human settlement pattern.
The focus groups that viewed the program usually opted
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for the sustainable, conservative goals over the laissezfaire (aka Business-As-Usual) settlement pattern practices
of the past. But the new ideas did not convince everyone.
After one showing, a cagey political insider said he liked
the ideas but had one question: “Who is going to make a
lot of money in the short run from this strategy?”
“Well, no one. This is the way for everyone to be
prosperous and safe in the long term.”
He said, “Son,” (I was a lot younger then) “you do not
understand the way things work here in Louisiana. If there
is not someone who stands to make a lot of money in the
short term, no politician is going to touch these ideas with
a 10-foot pole.”
Others were more blunt: “Politicians will wait for a
catastrophe and then blame God. The relief effort will
provide lots of money to pass around to their friends.”
We tried to find a way to have friends of those in power
make a lot of money in the short term–other than by
corrupt practices–but we could not think of one. After all
good government should be its own reward, right?
The massive construction projects required to implement
the Growth and Conservation Strategy would result in an
honest profit but no windfalls. More important, there was
no obvious source of money to implement the Strategy
without public expenditure, and that smelled of taxes.
Twenty five years of scattered urban development and
scattered, vulnerable petrochemical facilities had already
made Fundamental Change expensive.
Sure enough: No one in power would touch the Growth and
Conservation Strategy with a 10 foot pole. They waited for
a catastrophe. There may have been other plans that were
shelved. I only know about the one which has my signature
on the transmittal page.
Katrina's Impact
Katrina did not make a direct hit on the core of the New
Orleans urban agglomeration but it still washed over
Greater New Orleans. In many places, a 10-foot pole would
not reach half way to the flooded street. The Corps of
Engineers says it will take a month to repair the levies and
pump out the water. And then what?
If the Growth and Conservation Strategy had been
implemented and Katrina had hit in 1985, the strategy
would not have helped much. But by 2005 implementation
of the four elements of the strategy would be well along
and the result would have been far different than the last
week’s headlines.
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We have had occasion to visit the New Orleans New Urban
Region often over the past three decades. We have had
some wonderful times in the Big Easy: Great food, a
World's Fair with a nifty entrance feature, architecture and
urban fabric unrivaled in the Untied States. Denizens of
Louisiana love to boast of a lifestyle based on laissez-faire
and laissez les bon temps rouler.
We watched as swamps were filled and cut apart by canals,
as urban development spread across the lowlands, as low
bid drilling rigs sprouted in the Gulf and as land was
wasted in the uplands.
It is important to keep in mind that it is not just Louisiana
that has made grave mistakes. One media report said that
a resident of Boloxi, Miss., watched as his neighbors house
was washed off its pilings. Hello? Pilings? Why was there
a house on pilings? What could you expect when you built
houses on the beach at Waveland with no barrier island–or
even with one.
What were enterprises and governance practitioners
thinking when they paid for/allowed barges with casinos on
them to be tied up to the sea wall? We address this issue
on a nation-wide basis in “Fire and Flood,” Nov. 3, 2003.
From the Southwestern tip of Texas to the Everglades,
dysfunctional settlement patterns have agglomerated on
the Gulf Coast. And then you have the Florida Keys and
the whole Atlantic Coast which, with few exceptions, is ripe
for disaster from a Category 4 or 5 storm. These storms
are not rare, at least not in recent times. Two Cat 4 or 5
storms hit the Gulf Coast last year and this is the second
one this year and the official Hurricane season is only half
over. Cat 4 and 5 storms are not something new. There
were big storms in 1900, 1915, 1926, 1944 and three in
the 60s.
What Besides Katrina is a Reminder of the '70s?
Katrina got us thinking about other sound initiatives that
we worked on in the 1970s. The first thing that comes to
mind when one hears about $70-a-barrel crude oil is
1973. You may have heard of the 1973 Arab Oil Embargo
and the need for energy conservation? Last Thursday’s
WaPo has a headline: “70s Conservation Measures May
Make a Comeback.” Hello! Who thought there was a reason
to abandon them so a “comeback” was needed?
In the '70s we worked on creating energy efficient patterns
and densities of land use. We also worked on Modular
Integrated Utility Systems (MIUS) that were promoted by
HUD. These were recycling and waste recovery systems
that provided self-contained heating and cooling at the
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neighborhood scale instead of inefficient unit scale
systems. A new chilled water system proposed for Toronto
this week would reduce energy costs by 90 percent.
We also promoted Telework in the '70s, moving work to
people instead of people to work. We argued that
Telework would reduce travel demand until settlement
patterns evolved to require less vehicular travel especially
private-vehicle trips.
When Jimmy Carter proposed a 50-cent gas tax he was
laughed out of office, and that ended concern for energy
conservation and real conservatism. In came the answer
to malaise: tax cuts and hyper-consumption to drive the
economy. This left citizens vulnerable to “natural
disasters.”
As Zonker said in Doonesbury: “Only the poor suffer and
they are used to it.” Well, guess what it is not just the
poor who are suffering even though a disproportionately
large number of them are left with nothing, no place to go
and no way to get there. Is that civilization?
What Comes After Katrina Besides Hurricane Lee?
What will citizens and their governance representatives
learn form Katrina? Will the hurricane cause citizens, not
just those on the Gulf Coast but on the Atlantic Coast, to
develop rational, long-term plans and reconsider
“traditional values” that turn out to be deadly for society as
a whole?
The President, FEMA spokespersons, the Governors and
Mayors are calling Katrina a “natural disaster.” When there
is so much sound evidence of an impending disaster and
when nothing was done about if for 100, 50 or even 30
years, can it be called a “natural” disaster?
How about one of these:

A political disaster
A governance disaster
A societal disaster
Any of them would be more accurate than “natural”
disaster.
Have you bought your copy of "Collapse" yet? Have you
contacted Professor Freeman about signing up to help out
with PROPERTY DYNAMICS?
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-- September 5, 2005
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The Shape of the Future
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Post Labor Day Funk
Political campaigns are supposed to pick up in
September. But the yack-fest that passes for debate
in Virginia has only distracted voters from the
fundamental issues.

Our last column focused on deja vu – what might have
been on the Gulf Coast in September 2005 if “leaders” had
followed strategies to create sustainable settlement
patterns in Louisiana that were proposed over 30 years
ago. (“Down Memory Lane with Katrina,” 5 Sept 2005.)
Today “The Shape of the Future” focuses on the dark
prospect for the years ahead foretold by the political
posturing of candidates for public office in the
Commonwealth.
The post-Labor Day “political” season is upon us. That
means the candidates for state-wide office and general
assembly seats in Virginia are making silly, superficial
pronouncements. Mark Fisher asks in his 15 September
WaPo column, “Lackluster Debate Leaves Virginians
Wanting More,” following the opening debates in Fairfax
County: “This is the best talent the great state of Virginia
can come up with?”
It is probable that the candidates for governor are smarter
than they seem. Their comments are not so much a
reflection of the candidates' intelligence as an indication of
office-seekers' total disdain for the intelligence of voters.
Their statements are what their consultants have told them
they need to say and do if they want to get elected in the
“Business-As-Usual” context.
To paraphrase another WaPo columnist E. J. Dionne, Jr: “It
is not we who are lucky to have great leaders, it is they
who are lucky to represent citizens who work long and hard
to make the economy, government and society work in
spite of floundering, faltering hyper-political leadership.”
It is more than just a question of the quality of political
leadership. It is not possible for a democratic government
to work with uninformed voters and a governance structure
that has not evolved to reflect contemporary society.
This axiom is illuminated by a quote from a Pennsylvania
congressman about his support for the massive, pork-laden
transportation bill recently passed by Congress and signed
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by the President. When asked about the need to place a
fair burden on the cost of motor fuel he replied: “You can
tell them that if you would like, I want to get
elected.” (Also see “Discordant Trio,” 25 July 2005.)
Over the past few months, “The Shape of the Future” has
included several columns on what candidates need to
address regarding four hot button election issues:
●

●

●

●

Tax Reform in “Reforming the Property Tax,” 20 June
2005
Mobility and Access / Transportation in “Transport in
the November Election,” 11 July 2005
Affordable and Accessible Housing in “Solutions to
the Shelter Crisis,” 25 July 2005
Education in “The Mother of All Dysfunction,” 14
February 2005.

As pointed out in the columns on transport, affordable and
accessible housing and education, Fundamental Change
(aided by real tax reform) is the only real solution to these
critical problems.
In Bacon’s Rebellion Blog on Saturday, Jim Bacon cites a
Rasmussen Poll listing the key issues that concern voters.
The cultural wedge issues that are often discussed in the
stump speeches and by partisan pundits are at the bottom
of the list. The economy and health care are at the top. It
is hard to tell to what extent “the economy” is code for
high gas prices, rising housing costs and the overall “cost
of subsistence” in the urban regions of the Commonwealth
but transport, tax reform and the shelter crisis are all
critical, interrelated issues. So is education which came in
third in the Rasmussen Poll.
Chris Whittle of charter school fame in a WaPo column on
the quality of education suggests we should be paying
good teachers twice or three times as much as the average
teacher now receives. That is a lot of money for education.
The oft-quoted VDOT long range plan (VTRANS 2025)
suggests that the Commonwealth will be $108 billion short
over the next 20 years. No one has even thought up a nonhuman settlement pattern solution to cost out for solving
the shelter crisis.
Many claim the only solution, especially for transportation,
is to toss more money at the problem. That is exactly what
the federal government is doing to paper over decades of
bad governance on the Gulf Coast. Jim Bacon likes to cite
cost cutting, efficiency and innovation as important
strategies to off-set higher taxes.
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More money from higher taxes (or any other source, e.g.
economic expansion and “growth” or public private
partnerships is not the answer, neither is cost cutting and
efficiency. The only course of action that will solve any of
these problems is Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns as noted in the columns cited above.
This reality brings into focus the core tragedy of the
political funny season: Everyone is playing along with the
pandering politicians.
You would expect that from the mass market media (aka,
“the Drive-by Media” –they only show up where there are
dead bodies). But the same is true for all sources of
information. The Bacon’s Rebellion Blog is overrun with
posturing anonymous spinners sniping at tax-and-spend
liberals and ultra-right conservatives. The failure to keep
focused on the real issues gives politicians the cover they
need to keep doing what they have been doing.
After the 2004 General Assembly session we published an
“open letter” column to four individuals who held
conservation and business leadership positions in the
Commonwealth. See “Open Letter,” 29 March 2004. From
what we were told, all four were aware of the letter but
none acted on the advice. These leaders relied on doing
more of what they had been doing in the past and
expected a different result–a working definition of insanity.
Over the last 18 months, the Chesapeake Bay has not
improved. The only real change is more polluting runoff
from ever more dysfunctional settlement patterns and ever
higher estimates for the cost of cutting point source
pollution.
Over the last 18 months, thousands of acres of more urban
land uses have been scattered across the Countryside.
Ever bigger houses are being built on ever bigger lots in
ever more remote locations creating ever more
dysfunctional settlement patterns, creating longer
commutes and higher costs per unit of service delivered.
Almost no one is even talking about the need for a Clear
Edge and the imperative of Balanced Communities.
Over the last 18 months, ever longer journeys to work,
services and secure the elements of a quality life have
rendered the urban regions of the Commonwealth less
competitive. The only solutions on the table are higher
taxes and more dysfunctional allocation of governance
resources. Virginia’s prosperity would be in the tank if not
for wild spending spree by the federal government on Iraq,
homeland non-security and now to paper over Katrina’s
destruction.
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Given the failure of enterprise and institutional leadership,
it is easy to see why Russ Potts (aka, Tweedle Dim to use
the new Bacon Lexicon) suggests that the solution is to
raise taxes and spend more money while Tweedle Dum and
Tweedle Dee campaign to spend more money but “hope”
not to have to raise taxes.
The only course of action that holds any promise is basic
citizen education via PROPERTY DYNAMICS. Our next
column will start a series on the fallacy of growth and
consumption as a sustainable economic strategy. We will
start with energy consumption and the need for
Fundamental Change in human settlement patterns.
-- September 19, 2005
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A View from the Heartland
Scattered, low-density settlement patterns make us
sitting ducks for energy shocks and natural disasters.

There is nothing like travel to clear one's mind and provide
a fresh prospective, especially when the journey is through
Mid-America. Specifically, this trip involved assessing the
economic, social and physical impact of human settlement
patterns in what the residents call “Heartland USA” –
Central Missouri north of the I-70 Corridor.
Unlike the situation father west on the High Plains where
depopulation is pandemic, there is a substantial population
in Central Missouri. In Heartland USA the main roads are
known as “US Route XX” and the urban enclaves look
pretty much like they did 50 years ago.
There is deep, rich soil, so the Heartland is a place where
the John Deere dealer does 90 percent of his business in
big green machines. In Warrenton, Va., the John Deere
dealer recently estimated that 80 percent of his business
was generated by lawn and garden tractors. Most of the
rest comes from farmers who are waiting to sell land to
developers or their development rights to the government–
directly or indirectly.
The Heartland is a place where citizens can drive wherever
they want, whenever they wish and arrive in a timely
manner. (The Private Vehicle Mobility Myth is only a myth
in large urban agglomerations so long as gasoline is under
$5.00 a gallon.) It is also a place with housing that is
affordable and accessible. In a community-scale real estate
flier the listings start with “Under $50,000" – a sturdy 3
bedroom rancher with municipal water and sewer. The
listings top out at “$200,000 and Above.” Shelter that
would bring $925,000 in Centreville and $525,000 in
Chesterfield would fetch $165,000 in Moberly.
There is a lot of water in the Heartland, including the
Missouri River, so they know a thing or two about floods.
Returning to “Megapolitan America” from the Heartland,
one has a refreshed perspective with which to consider the
stories that were the focus of recent columns. Here are
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some quick takes:
The Myth of Evacuation
The Katrina-inspired attempt to evacuate Greater New
Orleans demonstrated that telling people who have no
place to go and no way to get there that they must
evacuate is a recipe for disaster.
In spite of all the self-congratulations by governance
practitioners in Texas, had Rita hit Galveston / Houston as
Category 5 storm on Saturday as predicted on Thursday,
one would have found a lot of folks still in harms way, as
they were in Greater New Orleans.
The Rita evacuation of Greater Houston demonstrated that
in spite of the fact that this region is the inland home of
the superhighway, with one fifth the density of Los
Angeles, there is not anywhere near enough highway
capacity to evacuate the population of 5-million +/- in a
specific direction. (See End Note One.)
The Rita evacuation also demonstrated that first responder
tactics for “every day emergencies” such as closing down a
six-lane road for hours when there is a single bus fire could
put tens of thousands in jeopardy during a mass
evacuation.
The lessons that citizens will take from these two “madefor-TV-news” evacuation exercises include:
●

●

●

●

●

Do not expect much aid in a timely manner from
state or federal level sources especially if you are
located in scattered, low density areas. (More on this
reality later.)
Do not expect much from state or federal sources
ever unless you have political clout / connections and
are identified with the right political tribe.
Do not expect the weather forecasters to predict
more than a few hours in advance the land fall of a
hurricane (or a few minutes in advance the location
of a tornado).
If you leave your home or business and there is
anything left after the storm passes, someone will
loot your place unless you are protected at the
dooryard and cluster scales.
Lobbyist and corporate welfare seekers start to line
up a the public trough before the water level crests.
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None of this suggests that mass evacuations are going to
be something citizens believe is in their best interest.
There is more.
The Rita re-evacuation of Beaumont, Port Arthur and other
urban agglomerations show how fragile and vulnerable
recently constructed urban fabric is and how long it takes
to reestablish liveable conditions.
The bottom line is this:
There is no viable mass evacuation
strategy for large urban agglomerations.
This includes evacuations due to storm
events as well as terrorist attacks.
The market demonstrates that in spite of mobility and costof-shelter advantages in the Heartland, the large scale
urban agglomerations of Megapolitan America are a sine
qua non of contemporary civilization. Climate change and a
shift to more violent storm events is a reality; so is the
threat of terrorism.
Our leaders must admit that a large number of citizens are
expendable or they must endorse Fundamental Change
and build defensible and sustainable human settlement
patterns. “Defensible and sustainable” does not mean
walled enclaves for the rich or walled urban agglomerations
for all. It means Balanced Communities in sustainable New
Urban Regions.
Defensible and sustainable settlement patterns are,
however, not enough. In the case of disaster, individuals
and families must rely on themselves and their neighbors
at the dooryard, cluster, neighborhood and village scales.
The evolution of cluster-scale, neighborhood-scale and
village-scale governance as well as regional governance is
imperative to plan, organize and support intelligent
response to disasters.
The reality of evacuation physics does not, however:
●

●

Keep organizations like the Northern Virginia
Transportation Alliance, a “spend-more-money-tobuild-more-roads” lobbying group, from harping on
the need for new roads for “evacuation.”
Stop most of those involved in the “relief” effort from
trying to secure billions of dollars to “rebuild” fragile
urban fabric in indefensible locations.

Settlement Patterns on the Gulf Coast
“Shape of the Future” columns often discuss the
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ramifications of the evolution of dysfunctional human
settlement patterns over the past 50 years. See “Fire and
Flood,” Nov 3, 2003; “Take Me Home, Congested, NonUrban Roads,” April 11, 2005; and “Solutions to the Shelter
Crisis,” July 25, 2005.
We have had the opportunity to see air photos of the
naked foundations of former oceanfront houses in
Waveland, Miss., and Holly Beach, La. Not as well
recognized are the problems a little farther from the shore
where the less-well-to-do live. After Rita came ashore,
headlines suggested that urban areas in the path of the
storm were “spared” and non-urban (aka, “rural”) areas
were devastated. By “urban areas,” the headline writers
meant the organized settlement patterns with municipal
services areas. By “rural” they mean the urban dwellings
and businesses scattered along roadways and hidden at
the end of long driveways.
The media coverage documents that following Katrina and
Rita relief (water, ice and food) was arriving in days or
weeks, instead of hours in these low-density locations. The
reports also noted that it will take months, not days, to
reconnect electric and telephone service.
Yes, some of these places are the homes of those who
work on farms and in forests. Some of the devastation
included livestock that was not provided with elevated
flood refuges. But most of the destroyed property and
devastated lives focused on scattered urban dwellings and
associated outbuildings, including disaster-prone “mobile”
homes.
A good way to establish parameters for these losses is to
compare the settlement patterns that have agglomerated
since Audrey hit western Louisiana in 1957 and Camille hit
Gulf Coast Mississippi in 1969. The scatteration of urban
land uses is not unlike what has happened in every county
in Virginia since 1950. Some of this urbanized land has
evolved into functional urban fabric; most of it is
characterized by widely scattered urban land uses.
These scattered urban land uses present a
clear and present danger. On the Gulf
Coast there is physical danger from
floods, tidal surges and hurricane force
winds. In all parts of the United States
including the Gulf Coast, Megapolitan
America and Heartland USA, there is an
economic danger–the loss of cheap
energy.
The recent hurricanes brought this reality into sharp focus.
Even if they escaped the wind and water, most of the
citizens living in scattered locations on the Gulf Coast (as
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they do elsewhere) rely on private automobiles to acquire
almost every component of daily, weekly and monthly
subsistence. When they run out of gasoline, they run out of
luck.
The disaggregated lifestyle is acceptable with cheap
gasoline. With no gasoline it is impossible to survive. With
expensive gasoline, it is not a viable lifestyle, especially for
those near the bottom of the economic food chain.
This reality illuminates the imperative of functional human
settlement patterns and the fact that individuals and
families must rely on themselves and their neighbors at the
dooryard, cluster, neighborhood and village scales.
Disaggregated settlement pattern meets some citizens
desire for “privacy” but is contrary to the imperatives of
survival. The separation and distance caused by
scatteration destroy the nexus for reliance and affinity
needed to overcome disaster.
This is why the evolution of cluster-scale, neighborhoodscale and village-scale governance is needed to plan,
organize and support intelligent response to disasters. This
brings us back to the role of governance and of
government, right? Well, not quite yet.
The Private Sector Role
Before we consider the role of government, we need to
look at the private sector’s role. While there are many
private sector actions that could be pursued, we focus on
one that could make all the difference: Insurance.
Many of the problems caused by dysfunctional human
settlement patterns on the Gulf Coast have their roots in
the insurance strategy cobbled together for flood-prone
areas. In a clear exposition of the Law of Unintended
Consequences, federal government flood insurance has
subsidized building the wrong structures in the wrong
locations. Collectively, these structures create a
dysfunctional settlement pattern.
The federal insurance program is yet another bottomless
pit into which the current administration will be forced to
pour billions of dollars. To make matters worse, insurance
companies, mortgage holders and municipal bond
attorneys are lining up for even more corporate welfare.
But that is not where we want to go. Let others sort this
out. Let's start with a clean slate.
Let the private sector handle the insurance issue.
Government just needs to be sure no one gets a building
permit without insurance. Just as with registration of a car:
No insurance means no building. Once the buildings are up,
no occupancy permits can be acquired without safe water,
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functional sanitary facilities and insurance.
Leave it up to the insurance companies to see that the
buildings are well located and that the cost of insurance
reflects the risk of destruction. Government must
guarantee that there is competition among insurance
carriers. In the Gulf States that will be an invitation to graft
and corruption but no more than the current conditions
have proven to generate. An appropriate amount of
sunlight will wipe out mold and corruption.
Governance and the Hurricanes
Now we get to governance and the lessons from the events
of the past month for governance and government
organization.
We hate to say “I told you so” so soon but in our
September 5 column, “Down Memory Lane With Katrina,”
we quoted a Louisiana political operative on the “solution”
to the danger of catastrophic floods: “Wait for the disaster
and then get federal money.” WaPo in the lead editorial on
27 September attacks the “Louisiana Looters.” These are
not the New Orleans police who are now being investigated
for stealing Rolex watches but the politicians who are
asking $50,000 per capita in federal aid to fix the problems
that they allowed to accumulate over the past 50 years.
Anne Applebaum’s column in WaPo the next day was titled
“Corruption as Usual.” Enough said.
Michael D. Brown, the former head of FEMA, is absolutely
right: Louisiana’s state and New Orleans’ municipal
governance is “dysfunctional.” Brown left out the fact that
there is no regional governance at all. He also omitted the
fact that the most important levels of governance – at the
cluster, neighborhood, village and community scale–do not
exist either. On the other hand Governor Kathleen
Babineaux Blanco and Mayor C. Ray Nagin are just as right
to blame dysfunctional federal governance response.
The bottom line is that Politics-As-Usual is
not equal to the job ahead in the face of
Climate Change and Terrorismm-- not on
the Gulf Coast, not in Florida, not in
Virginia not even in the Heartland.
The events of the past month provide the opportunity to
drive home lessons on the necessity of Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns and Fundamental
Change in Governance Structure. The sustainability of
human civilization depends on learning from these events.
[See End Note two.]
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End Notes
(1). A good way to demonstrate the futility of trying to evacuate a 5million population urban agglomeration in a short time would be to do a
full scale demonstration by moving a 5-million person military force over
the same routes in 24 hours. A military convoy of this scale would
overwhelm the roadway system. Mass evacuation would be impossible for
a civilian population without the organization, chain of command,
communications and the shared vehicles each with extra cans of gas.
(2). Some help is on the way. Duke and Honey are decamping from Al
Amok, Iraq and are headed for New Orleans. They bring a skill set that
will help keep us amused even if they do not find an effective way to
restructure Greater New Orleans.
-- October 3, 2005
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Reality-Based Regionalism
Most people talk about "regionalism" with no clear
idea of what they mean. A regional approach to
solving problems is a good idea -- if informed by
Geographic Literacy.

This four-part column explores the impact of Geographic
Illiteracy and the need for reality-based Regionalism.
Part One – Geographic Illiteracy in Mainstream Media
demonstrates how Geographic Illiteracy prevents
governance practitioners and citizens from understanding
the regional context of economic, social and physical
dysfunction and of cataclysmic disasters. Geographic
Illiteracy is a debilitating affliction for individuals.
Part Two – Deadly Dysfunction briefly examines the
recent evidence that the spacial distribution of human
activities is causing human settlements to be ever more
deadly.
Part Three – What Regional Authority? explores the
idea of a regional transportation agency.
Part Four – Progressive Regionalism examines the
current wasteland of “politics-as-usual,” suggesting the
need for a new perspective. Perhaps it is: “Progressive
Regionalism.”
PART ONE:
GEOGRAPHIC ILLITERACY IN MAINSTREAM MEDIA
Economic, social and physical conditions will continue to
deteriorate and catastrophic disasters will continue to occur
unless there is Fundamental Change in human settlement
patterns and in governance structure.
Geographic Illiteracy is a terminal disease for
contemporary civilization if mainstream media outlets
continue to spread this contagious mental illness. (For an
exploration of “Geographic Illiteracy” see the backgrounder
of that title.)
In Part One, four “news” stories are examined to document
the pervasiveness of Geographic Illiteracy in one
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mainstream media outlet over a four-day period. Without
an understanding of regional reality, citizens and their
governance practitioners are lost. Mainstream media is
leading the way over the cliff.
We start with a topic that everyone by now should
understand is a regional issue: Traffic Congestion. The
obliviousness of mainstream media to the regional reality
of traffic congestion is demonstrated by an Oct. 6, 2005,
Page One story in the Washington Post: “A Slowdown in
the Fast Lanes: Local (sic) Traffic Clogs Md., Va.
Interstates Far From D.C. / Interstates Backing Up Far
From Washington.” It is amazing that a nationally
respected mainstream media outlet ran that headline.
What is worse, WaPo published a story that fits the
headline.
Traffic congestion is a regional issue. Frederick, Md., and
Fredericksburg, Va., have been within the WashingtonBaltimore New Urban Region for nearly 50 years by any
rational definition of “region.” The commuting shed to the
core of the National Capital Subregion now reaches over 50
miles beyond Frederick, Md., to the north and west and
almost as far to the south and east of Fredericksburg, Va.
"Local” traffic? It is a dysfunctional distribution of origins
and destinations of trips region-wide that cause these
backups. Some origins and some destinations of travelers
caught in the backup are in the adjacent urbanized areas
but they are not the “cause” of the problem.
The comments on the “Road To Ruin” Blog (“A New Role of
Interstates”) regarding the WaPo story convey useful
insights but more importantly they demonstrate that when
the base story misses the fundamental point that traffic
congestion is regional, comments and responses miss the
most important points too. (For a review of Interstate
highways' impact on human settlement patterns see
“Interstate Crime,” Feb. 28, 2005. Also see End Note One.)
The second example of Geographic Illiteracy at WaPo is the
failure to develop a clear map of the geography of politics
and then to misinterpret the map. (For an earlier example
of a similar disconnect see “Where the Jobs Are,” May 24,
2004.) In an Oct. 9, 2005, Page One story, the headline
reads: “N. Virginia’s Split Identities Will Test Candidates:
Even as Bond Evolves in Region (sic), Powerful Divides
Reverberate in Governor’s Race / N. Va’s Split Identities
Make for the Thorny Campaigning.”
A lot of “reporting” went into this coverage, and the map,
table and story contain useful information. The
presentation, however, is confusing because the authors
and editors are confused. First, the northern part of
Virginia is a Subregion, not a “Region.”
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Even in the territory identified the text and map are
disconnected. The text makes a big point of inside/ outside
the Beltway political differences, but when one looks at the
map they see something different. What about all the
“inside the Beltway characteristics" shown in northwestern
Fairfax (Greater Reston) that is far outside the Beltway?
It turns out that it would be easy to identify the logical
location of the Clear Edge from the size of the precincts
shown on the map and then to use this organic line as a
basis for comparison, not “the Beltway” or the municipal
jurisdiction borders. An even bigger problem is that the
margin of victory percentages are shown with the same
symbol in large area/small population (aka, lower density)
precincts in Fauquier County as for small area/large
population (aka, higher density) precincts in Alexandria,
Arlington and Fairfax. This gives the impression that acres
cast votes, not people. Percentage-change data continually
confounds an understanding of the regional distribution of
people and activities.
This seemingly simple geographic misconception about
acres vs. people is a root cause of fundamental transport
policy distortions. Transport policy needs to provide access
and mobility for people as well as the goods and services
people use, not for acres of land. As noted in the
Backgrounder “Five Critical Realities," there is far more
land already urbanized in dysfunctionally scattered
patterns of settlement than will be needed in the
foreseeable future.
The map and table provide factual information but the total
presentation provides a distorted view of even the WaPo
proprietary Virginia Subregion. The boundaries of the WaPo
Subregion are driven by advertising demographics, not
regional reality. (See “Where is Northern Virginia,” Aug.
11, 2003.)
The problem of regional obliviousness and geographic
illiteracy is even worse when WaPo leaves the WashingtonBaltimore New Urban Region. Also on Oct. 9, WaPo
provides a summary of Katrina generated flooding in and
round the municipality of New Orleans. “The Slow
Drowning of New Orleans: As Priorities Shifted Over the
Decades, a Watery Disaster Always Loomed.”
This is a thoughtful and balanced review of state and
municipal politics and the Corps of Engineers role in the
flooding of the City of New Orleans and immediately
adjacent areas. Anyone interested in the impact of Katrina
will find good information here. But there is no regional
context.
Like transportation, flood protection is a regional issue, not
a municipal or a multi-municipal issue. As noted in “Down
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Memory Lane with Katrina,” Sept. 5, 2005, the scale of the
flooding problems on the Gulf Coast of Louisiana makes it
imperative to understand the multi-regional context of the
issue. The problems and the solutions cannot be
understood without that context. This is what the Scientific
American, National Geographic and other pre-event
coverage of the Katrina / Rita Gulf Coast disaster proves.
(See End Note Two.)
In nearly two months of Katrina and Rita coverage in WaPo
there is almost no mention of regional settlement patterns.
There are only regional solutions to regional problems like
transportation congestion and flood control. There cannot
be a democratic, much less intelligent, evaluation of
alternative strategies if citizens, and the governance
practitioners upon whom they rely, do not understand the
regional context.
OK, OK so WaPo could do a better job with regionalism but
what is the big deal?
The big deal is this: “The Slow Drowning of New Orleans”
story starts on Page One and jumps to a double truck
spread on pages 14 and 15. On the back of page 14 (page
13) there is a story about the potential of a avian flu
pandemic. The story carries a headline of “Flu Plan Leaves
Many Decisions at Local Level: U.S. Preparedness Draft
Also Calls for Unprecedented Cooperation, Expert Says.”
Excuse me, is that not just what we have just been
through with Katrina and Rita? The downside of flooding
the Gulf Coast was killing people in the thousands. The
downside of a avian flu pandemic is predicted by the
current federal “plan” to kill 1.9 million in the U.S. alone
with half the nation-state’s 300 million citizens sick.
There are important international and national strategies
and roles in the face of a potential flu pandemic. The
primary focus will be, however, regional. There will be a
role for state and municipal action but citizens live in
regions, hospitals serve regions, resources need to be
stored, allocated and coordinated by regions. The same is
true for all disasters.
The day after the avian flu pandemic story appeared on
page 13, WaPo questioned “Pandemic Preparedness” in an
editorial and with good reason. However, 40 years of
feeding the public Geographic Illiteracy-contaminated
stories make it difficult for citizens and their governance
practitioners to grasp the scope and complexity of a
regional response to a pandemic much less a Cat 4 or 5
hurricane.
The federal response to Katrina prompted the elected
heads of Montgomery, Prince Georges and Fairfax Counties
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to call on the Washington Council of Governments (Wash
COG) to rethink its plans and its reliance on federal
assistance and leadership.
Wash COG represents the core of the National Capital
Subregion but that is not the region. It leaves out the part
of the Subregion where we live and where half a million
others also live.
I hope I do not have to say “I told you so” about
preparation for an avian flu pandemic as we did for the
Gulf Coast hurricane impact in “Down Memory Lane with
Katrina.” Actually, given our faith in the current
governance structure, I hope I am not one of the 1.9
million dead and am able to say “I told you so” come next
May.
PART TWO:
DEADLY DYSFUNCTION
Before we look at how Geographic Illiteracy plays out in
the current Virginia election process, let's step back and
look at what can be learned from the last few months
about dysfunctional human settlement patterns. We start
with “natural disasters.” This is not a new topic for The
Shape of the Future; see “Fire and Flood,” Nov. 3, 2003.
In the last six months the world has witnessed 230,000
deaths in a South Asia tsunami, more than 40,000 deaths
in a Kashmiri earthquake, more than 1,000 in Gulf Coast
hurricanes/flooding and about the same number in Central
America hurricane-induced flooding and mudslides. All of
these disasters were caused by citizens building the wrong
kind of shelter in the wrong locations. Has no one heard of
the three little pigs? Perhaps Disney should have started
their electronic animation with the Three Little Pigs instead
of Chicken Little.
On Oct, 12, 2005, WaPo published a large color photo on
Page A 10 taken by Brennan Linsley of AP. This photograph
puts the issue of deadly settlement patterns in sharp
perspective. The photo is important because in a single
shot you can see cause and effect. (See End Note Three.)
Shot from a U.S. Army helicopter, the photo shows a
Guatemala mudslide zone. From the photo it is clear that
bad land management at the top of the plateau caused the
slide and that anyone who lived below the slide zone was a
sitting duck waiting for disaster. The photo clearly shows
that mudslides had occurred in the area on a number of
occasions before. That should have told anyone that similar
locations would result in similar slides given a lot of rain.
Villages that were located below mudslide sites have now
been declared mass graves. The Katrina case is just as
clear for those that take a regional perspective but are not
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as easy to show in a single photograph.
Solving the shelter crisis includes more than just affordable
and accessible housing, it means building shelter in the
right place and out of the right materials. See “Solutions
to the Shelter Crisis,” July 25, 2005.
It is becoming crystal clear that it is not just physical harm
that comes from dysfunctional human settlement patterns.
We explore the social and economic aspects of this reality
at length in The Shape of the Future. There are several
sources on the topic that have appeared in the five-and-ahalf years since The Shape of the Future was published.
Douglas E. Morris recently published "It’s a Sprawl World
After All: The Human Cost of Unplanned Growth – and
Visions for a Better Future." The book is getting good
reviews in some circles. It is a shame that Joel S.
Hirschhorn, Ph.D.’s book, "Sprawl Kills: How Blandburbs
Steal Your Time, Health and Money," used up a good title
on a much less useful book that attempts to make some of
the same points. It is also a shame they both used the
confusing word “Sprawl” which is in the eye of the
beholder. (See End Note Four.)
Morris focuses attention on a range of issues but the one
that gets the most coverage is the growth of serial killers in
the United States vs. Europe, as evidence of growing social
dysfunction rooted in settlement patterns that goes far
beyond "Bowling Alone". In columns that have begun to
appear in Community newspapers around Virginia, Morris
makes sound points about alienation and lack of safety
from scattered, dysfunctional settlement patterns.
The University of Virginia's Bill Lucy adds another
dimension in his work on “Death at the Hands of
Strangers” as noted in “Dying Young in Traffic,” Nov. 1,
2004. There is also the issue of “Roadway Person
Slaughter” explored in Chapter 13, Box 5, of The Shape of
the Future.
Now, in addition to the crime data and traffic data, there is
a current study from Virginia’s chief medical officer that
finds that the largest category of violent deaths in Virginia
are suicides and that most of the victims are older white
men. If the avian flu does not get you, depression and
suicide over bad relationships caused by dysfunctional
human settlement patterns will.
As that perennial optimist Kirt Vonnegut says: “Human
beings are awful animals. Let’s pack it in. Let’s stop
reproducing. We’re wrecking the place.” He is of course
right. Humans are not only wrecking the Bay and the
Countryside but building an unsustainable Urbanside as
well.
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PART THREE:
WHAT REGIONAL AUTHORITY?
With these perspectives on Geographic Illiteracy and
dysfunctional human settlement patterns, let's return to
the current election cycle in Virginia to see how the
candidates for Governor are dealing with critical regional
issues like transportation (aka, mobility and access) and
disaster preparedness. We have not heard much about
regional solutions to disaster planning from the candidates
so let's look at the transportation issue.
In the vast landfill of words and images that have been
piled up in the current multi-million dollar campaigns for
Governor of Virginia, there are two small nuggets related
to one of voters' biggest concerns – traffic congestion –
that are not just part of the pathetic “the solution is more
money to build more roads” excuse that we examine in
“Transport and the November Election,” July 11, 2005, and
the columns cited therein.
One of these nuggets is Tim Kaine’s recognition that there
is a link between land use and transportation. This is
addressed briefly in PART FOUR – PROGRESSIVE
REGIONALISM. The other is Jerry Kilgore’s proposal for
“regional authorities.”
Since transportation is a regional problem, “regional
authorities” has the potential to be a good idea. But
Kilgore's concept, as currently formulated, has problems.
For starters neither Kilgore, nor any governor of Virginia,
could establish a “regional authority” for the two largest
regions where the majority of the Commonwealth’s citizens
live. That is because while both of these regions fall partly
in the state of Virginia, the Hampton Roads New Urban
Region includes part of North Carolina and the northern
part of Virginia is in a region that includes the Federal
District, much of Maryland and parts of Pennsylvania and
West Virginia.
If one could put aside that huge problem, there are others.
In the Road to Ruin blog (see End Note Five), Jim Bacon
nails the most significant functional problem with Kilgore’s
“regional authorities” idea: Kilgore’s “authorities” would
only deal with transportation and not with land use.
Without balanced and appropriate
authority over transport and land use at
the regional scale, a “regional authority”
is an exercise in futility.
We use the phrase “balanced and appropriate” because
even though there is an important roll for a region-scale
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authority, there is also a role for transportation/land use
responsibility at the Alpha (Balanced) Community scale and
at the village and neighborhood scales. There is almost no
useful role at the scale of the current municipal agencies
and the state’s focus should be on interregional issues.
Interregional issues are sometimes interstate, but
frequently they are not.)
It is worth amplifying Mr. Bacon’s core point about the
need for transportation and land use aspects of any
regional authority. It turns out there is good evidence on
this issue from the real world. If anyone wants a
demonstration of how worthless the idea of a “regional
transportation agency” is without a land use pattern and
density mandate look no farther than the authority that
already exists in the northern part of Virginia.
Citizens have heard little from the Northern Virginia
Transportation Authority created in 2002 since the agency
attempted to convince voters to back the sales tax increase
that was supposed to improve mobility and access in the
Fall of 2002. Northern Virginia Transportation Authority
(NVTA) should not be confused with Northern Virginia
Transportation Alliance (NVTA) from whom one hears often
and which appears to have overlapping members/
supporters/frequent quests.
Recent reviews of the Authority’s website provide an
unsettling view of what regional transportation agencies
without land use responsibilities might be like. NVTA is
responsible for solving one of the most important
economic, social and physical problems facing the citizens
-- advancing Regional Rigor Mortis. (See “Regional Rigor
Mortis,” June 6, 2005.) As noted above, the Authority's
purview is not really regional (the Washington-Baltimore
New Urban Region) or even subregional. NVTA is only
responsible for the inner part of the Virginia portion of the
National Capital Subregion. That should not stop it from
doing something of value, as the agency has voting
members who are well connected and, to the best of our
knowledge, persons of good will.
However, NVTA is not working very hard on reducing
congestion or improving mobility and access. The Authority
board has met only six or seven times a year since July of
2002. The web site says the minutes of the board meetings
take a month to appear, but March 2005 and June 2005
has not been posted online in August of this year. The
Authority canceled its August 2005 meeting and did not
meet in September. There is one project listed on its
website. That project is “TransAction 2030,” billed as the
process to revise the badly conceived and ill-fated NOVA
2020 subregional transportation plan. The core of the
process to date is a citizen response poll on which
transportation improvements from a pre-selected list are
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ranked.
The graphic depiction of the alternatives is instructive. A
TransAction 2030 map covers the jurisdictions in NVTA, but
not all of the Virginia portion of the National Capital
Subregion. This territory is crisscrossed with eight colored
corridors. The corridors cover up about half of the total
area within Radius = 30 Miles from the core of the National
Capital Subregion. Two corridors (“Dulles/VA 7 Corridor
and I-95/I-395/US 1 Corridor) look like the python that
swallowed a pig. The “I-66/US 29/US 50 Corridor” looks
like a python that is about to swallow Fauquier County and
everything else to the west. There is something very
symbolic about this Python Map.
Some of the corridors on the Python Map are confusingly
labeled. One hopes they are not intentionally mislabeled.
An example is the “Tri County/Loudoun County Parkway &
VA 234/VA 659 Corridor.” Although the scale is small and
the graphics generalized this corridor does not appear to
cover the Prince William, Fairfax or Loudoun parts of the
Tri County or the Loudoun County Parkway proposals. The
corridor looks suspiciously like the VA Route 234 option for
the Western Transportation Corridor.
The most chilling part is the idea that a poll based on this
map would guide public mobility and access policy. Citizens
are asked to “vote” on which of these corridors and which
projects within the corridors they want to improve first.
In addition to the “vote-on-the-map-poll,” agency’s
consultants contacted 1,263 residents in a very long
telephone poll. One can view the questions and the results
at the web site. Shared-vehicle systems (aka, mass transit
or public transit) scored very well vis-a-vis roadways, but
the alternatives all were drawn from the Python Map and
the laundry list of possible facility “improvements” in each
corridor.
The overriding problem is that in the NVTA online poll and
the phone poll, there is no option for a person to say
“Stop! No more roads or rails until there is a plan to
balance transportation system capacity with the trip
generation of planned land use.”
It turns out NVTA is a “regional authority” that falls into a
vast cohort of agencies and groups that call themselves
“regional” or talk about regional issues but are not regional
and do not serve a useful purpose. (See End Note Six.)
Here are three rules of thumb for any “regional authority”
that might effectively deal with transportation in the New
Urban Regions in which citizens of the Commonwealth live:
●

The jurisdiction must be really regional, not just
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some outdated boundary of a Planning District
Commission (now styled “regional commission.”)
●

●

The “Authority” must be a land use and
transportation authority. To even consider land use
and transportation as separate issues is
counterproductive.
The authority must have “balanced and appropriate”
responsibilities in both transport and land use. In
other words, the authority must be part of a regionwide system of agencies and jurisdictions that
provide for democratic participation at the cluster,
neighborhood, village and especially the Balanced
(Alpha) Community scales. See “Balanced
Communities,” Aug. 23, 2005.

Without these elements the idea of a “regional authority” is
just be another election year joke.
In an Oct. 1, 2005, post on the Road To Ruin blog ("Are
NoVa Communities Restoring Regional Balance?"), Jim
Bacon says: “The root cause of Northern Virginia’s
transportation woes is the imbalance of jobs and housing
at the community level.” He goes on to state that
“Arlington, Alexandria and Fairfax have been incredibly
successful at attracting commercial development but have
restricted new residential development with the
consequence that workers have been forced to seek
housing in outlying jurisdictions – and rely upon a handful
of increasingly congested transportation arteries to get
them back and forth to work.”
Add to this observation the following resources:
●

●

●

An understanding of the scale and extent of the
National Capital Subregion
Realization that there would be 12 +/- Balanced
(Alpha) Communities within the municipalities of
Arlington, Alexandria and Fairfax and that these
Balanced Communities would be unrelated to the
existing municipal borders
An understanding of where the jobs are now and
where they are projected to be in 20 years (See
“Where the Jobs Are,” May 24, 2004.

With the Bacon statement and these three understandings,
one would have a formula for creating functional
transportation and land use in the northern part of Virginia
and the basis for a Virginia sub-agency to be of a real
regional authority.
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PART FOUR:
PROGRESSIVE REGIONALISM
A few days ago those who follow the Bacons Rebellion blog
witnessed a great flip flop on the part of our leader, Jim
Bacon. As noted above Tim Kaine claims that he recognizes
the need for a link between transport and land use. Kaine
has provided no details on what he might do about this
reality if elected governor. On 10 October Kaine attempted
to address the issue. He suggested giving municipal
governments new powers to turn down development
proposals based on their traffic impact.
A fire storm erupted. Many pointed out that municipal
governments already had that power if the choose to use
it. Others noted the net result of increasing municipal
powers without other action would be a further scatteration
of urban land uses to even more remote jurisdictions that
increased the total travel demand and made housing less
accessible. Others noted that, like the Gilmore Car Tax,
this was something a governor could not deliver.
Jim Bacon was so incensed that he wrote on the Bacon’s
Rebellion Blog that Kaine had “lost his vote.” Some
assumed that meant he was voting for the other “leading”
candidate – “Transportation Authority Kilgore” – even
though Bacon previously had detailed why Kilgore’s
transportation plank was rotten to the core. (See End Note
Seven.)
The bigger question is why would anyone assume that just
because Bacon is not going to vote for Kaine, that he (or
anyone else so offended) would vote for Kilgore? Is it not
time to say: “Enough of this political charade”?
Is there not very good reason to make this the party
(election) to which no one bothered to come (vote)? Two
recent op eds got us focus on the wisdom of the none of
the above option:
On Sept. 25, 2005, Robert J. Samuelson explored the issue
of “Capitalism Vs. Democracy” in WaPo and his other op ed
outlets. His starting point was not contemporary economic
currents but the recent elections in Japan and in Germany,
the second and third largest economies in the world.
Samuelson suggests that Capitalism (thrives on change
and innovation) and Democracy (relies on constituencies
with a stake in the status quo) are in opposition and that a
stable contemporary society depends on a healthy balance
between the two forces. This summary does not do
justice to Samuelson’s arguments but few could look at
current leadership of capitalism (Enron, WorldCom, Tyco,
Adelphi, GM or Microsoft) or of democracy (check the job
approval ratings of the current national, most state and
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municipal administrations) and feel very good about the
future. We need better capitalism and better democracy.
The second piece appeared in WaPo on Oct. 9, 2005, is by
Joel Kotkin. Again a summary does not do justice to the
supporting arguments but the headline and subhead gets
across the idea: “The Era to Bring Back: The Progressives
Knew how to make Government Work. Today’s
Conservatives and Liberals Don’t.”
Kotkin is not completely right on the details but he argues
convincingly that the contemporary liberal vs conservative
dichotomy is meaningless and the Republican vs Democrat
ideology is just as intellectually bankrupt. Conservatives
are not for conservation but favor consumption. A liberal
can be defined as a person whose interests are not
currently threatened. Compassionate Conservatism is
either an oxymoron or a sick political joke. We have Big
government / Big Debt / Tax Breaks for the Rich
Republicans and Big Donor Liberals. Politics is broken and
the “American System” has become a Semi-Participatory
Plutocracy or a Two Party Dictatorship.
There is no better indicator of political bankruptcy than the
current campaign for governor in Virginia. Why continue
the charade by participating?
We will explore this issue further in future columns but
perhaps we need a new banner to rally around -- one that
is worthy of the United States’ past and its potential future,
something like “Progressive Regionalism”? It could be
based on everyone paying their fair share to support their
enlightened self interest.
-- October 17, 2005
End Notes
(1) Where is John Lancaster when we need him? John, for those who came
in late, was WaPo’s first transportation reporter in the early 80s. Over the
last 20-plus years no one has been able to grasp the issue as well as he did.
Think how much better WaPo’s transport coverage would be with a clear
understanding supported by over two decades of institutional memory.
John Lancaster is, by the way, in Islamabad, Pakistan, providing coverage
of al Qaeda and the recent earthquakes. His stories provide grist for the
issues raised in PART TWO – DEADLY DYSFUNCTION.
(2) The Brookings Institution has just issued a 43-page summary on
Katrina (“New Orleans After the Storm: Lessons from the Past, a Plan for
the Future”) that presents the Brookings patented myopic, “urban-core- isthe-world” orientation that mirrors the WaPo.
(3) The inability of a camera lens to convey cause and effect is a problem
with TV News that is explored in Chapter 2 of The Shape of the Future.
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(4) Morris’s book is deserving of a full review. For now you may check
out the review in Oct / Nov New Urban News. New Urban News also did
a good, but uncomplimentary, review of the Hirschhorn, Ph.D. book in
June 2005. Hirschhorn did a guest column at Bacon’s Rebellion in August
of 2004.
(5) Bacon's post on the Road to Ruin blog, Sept. 29, 2005, reads as
follows:
Unlike the Washington Post, which hasn't evolved past a zombie-like level
of analysis -- based on the previous post, I envision its editorial writers
lurching forward, arms outstretched, muttering... must... build... more...
roads... must... raise... taxes -- Jerry Kilgore is at least thinking seriously
about transportation. I differ with some of his conclusions, but he's raising
points that the WaPo editorial writers would be discussing if they weren't
brain dead.
Among the novel features of Kilgore's transportation plan is a proposal to
create regional transportation authorities. If implemented as it now stands,
the idea probably would prove to be disastrous. But the proposal takes the
transportation debate in a useful direction.
Here's what's good about Kilgore's proposal. Transportation congestion is a
metropolitan-wide phenomenon, tied intrinsically to patterns of residential
and commercial development that overlap municipal boundaries. What
Kilgore understands and the WaPo editorial writer doesn't, is that traffic
congestion can be addressed effectively only in a regional context. Kilgore
says he would would create Regional Transportation Authorities
"empowered with real decision-making authority to find solutions to their
transportation problems." These authorities:
...will have the power to issue bonds, hold referenda to involve taxpayers
in certain financing decisions, sign private maintenance contracts, enter
into public-private partnerships, and use other financing mechanisms to
fund new road, bridge and mass transit projects over and above existing
funding from the state.
That's moving in the right direction. Just one big problem -- and it's a
killer. Kilgore would not give these regional authorities any power over
land use planning. Instead of a disjunction between state transportation and
local land-use planning, Virginia would experience a disjunction between
regional transportation and local land-use planning. With its new power to
tax, regional authorities would be empowered to waste even more money
than the state currently does on ill-considered projects. Very, very bad.
But don't expect to read that kind of analysis in the Washington Post,
which defines the transportation crisis purely as a revenue problem.
(6) For a startlingly bleak cross section of the status of “region” and
“regionalism,” one can subscribe to Thomas J. Christoffel’s weekly news
letter “Regional Community News” at TomChristoffel@gmail.com. We
have not been able to convince Tom to embrace a comprehensive
conceptual framework for, or a robust vocabulary to describe, regions or
regionalism. Tom works tirelessly to search the Internet for any use of the
words "regional” and “regionalism” and then sorts some of his findings
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into 10 to 15 pages of mind boggling entries from across the country and
around the world.
(7) A few days later Bacon did the flip flop because he learned that Kilgore
supported the Coalfields Expressway and had accepted a contribution from
an engineering contractor who is designing the Expressway. Bacon was
right about the flip re municipal controls and the flip flop re the Coalfields
Expressway. It is a boondoggle, a waste of money that would continue the
historical trend of throwing good transportation money after bad economic
development fantasies.
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Mobility and Access: A Report Card
Philip Shucet ran a tight ship at VDOT, but his 10
recommendations for transportation reform reflect
the tunnel vision of a highway engineer. He still
doesn't get the need for fundamental change in
human settlement patterns.

Given the sorry state of transport in the Commonwealth,
ideas to save money and improve mobility and access are
always worth considering. However, focusing on ways to
raise money or ideas to improve efficiency – whether the
ideas are good, bad or inconsequential – mask an
important reality: In 21st century First World New Urban
Regions there are almost no transportation facility
solutions to access and mobility dysfunctions, there are
only land use solutions.” (See End Note One.)
With the election just a week away, it is clear that no
candidate on the ballot will come forward with a rational,
comprehensive position on transportation. (See “Transport
in the November Election,” July 11, 2005.) That means the
ball will be punted onto the field of legislative chaos where
the “more-money-is-the-solution” advocates have staked
out the field and lobbyists fill the stands.
In this context, former VDOT Commissioner Philip A.
Shucet’s nine page letter to the recently appointed
Statewide Transportation Analysis and Recommendation
Task Force (START) is being widely hailed in some
quarters. (See Steve Haner’s Oct. 17, 2005, blog column
“Diamonds in the Sand.”) Before everyone runs off and
nominates Phil (or Steve) for sainthood because he has
illuminated the path to mobility and access in the
Commonwealth, let us all take a deep breath. (See End
Note Two.)
Whatever Shucet’s past contributions, his Ten Ideas
presented to START are not the Ten Commandments. In
fact they demonstrate that Shucet still has a lot to learn
about achieving “mobility and access” in 21st century New
Urban Regions and Urban Support Regions. To his credit,
Shucet uses the words “mobility and access” and also
states the need for a relationship between land use and
transportation. But do his ideas make a real contribution?
Since these ideas and similar ones will be the focus of the
upcoming legislative gyrations, they are worthy of a close
examination.
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As noted above, there is a bigger issue than the details of
these ten ideas, or any similar list. We will focus on this
overarching concern in the conclusion of this evaluation.
The following is a report card on the Ten Ideas presented
in Shucet’s Oct. 20, 2005, letter to the Statewide
Transportation Analysis and Recommendation Task Force
(START).
1. Outsource Maintenance

C

This idea may score points in the partisan ideological
battles that are fought with flying wedge issues such as
“privatization” and “small government” but outsourcing
maintenance does not necessarily improve mobility and
access.
Outsourcing maintenance is not a bad
idea per se, but from a citizen’s
perspective, a private work force offers no
great advantages over a well managed
public staff.
The asphalt, stone, equipment and labor needed for a
quality maintenance program cost about the same whether
the work is done by a public staff or by private contractors
absent featherbedding, kick backs, sweetheart deals and
corruption that would be eliminated by good management
and a rational governance structure.
Any long term savings from negotiating low-ball private
contracts will be eaten up by the cost of oversight and
audits to insure quality performance. If you think private
contracts are a guaranteed way to improve functionality
and avoid political corruption, check in with New Jersey or
Louisiana DOTs. There are a lot of maintenance
improvements options that can be considered but no silver
bullet. (See End Note Three.)
For 80 years or more, knowledgeable
observers have warned that infrastructure
engineers – especially roadway engineers
– could not continue to rely on “can-do”
optimism and a goal of laying as much
asphalt as possible. Failing infrastructure
is a very significant problem and is not
limited to roadways. (See End Note Four.)
Because of existing and historic construction standards in
the Commonwealth and the Untied States, as compared to
those in most European nation-states, roadway
maintenance is going to be very, very expensive regardless
of what management tactics are employed. For decades
the emphasis has been on laying the most asphalt, not on
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building the best infrastructure – or creating the most
functional settlement patterns. Those sins of expediency
and compliance with political wish lists are coming home to
roost.
As we note in “Interstate Crime,” Feb. 28, 2005, the
Interstate program was skewed to lay asphalt, not pay the
total cost of the creation of a new limited access roadway
system. The Interstate system is not the first example and
not the last example – just the most blatant – of wasting
land and money to lay asphalt rather than provide mobility
and access. The downside is reflected in the escalating
costs and the resulting revenue shortfalls that are
documented by the facts with which Philip Shucet opens his
October 28 letter. The difference in cost of maintenance
between private and public staffs will not make a dent in
this deficiency.
Make no mistake, escalating maintenance burdens are a
problem. What is the real solution? In the long term the
only way to drive down annual maintenance cost is to raise
the construction and reconstruction standards. But that
increases the total cost in the short run. There is no free
lunch.
However, by applying a principle you hear about often in
these columns, there is an answer. The only sane strategy
is to fairly allocate total costs, not contract gimmicks.
Congestion is primarily caused by scattered urban land
uses. (See “The Physics of Gridlock.”) However, heavy
goods vehicles (aka, big trucks) cause 100 times +/- the
wear and tear (aka, maintenance demand) of a private car
or a service van. Studies across the country have shown
that heavy goods vehicles pay less than one tenth their fair
share of roadway damage in total fuel and license fees.
The answer to high maintenance costs and the cost of
reconstruction required to bring existing roadway
infrastructure up to par is fair and equitable weightdistance charges.
Raising the cost of heavy vehicles will provide an incentive
to shift heavy goods to rail which is far more energy
efficient, especially in corridors such as I-81 where truck
traffic is a significant percentage of the vehicle use and
most of that truck traffic is long haul. Farming out
maintenance is a minor solution under the best of
circumstances, a fair allocation of costs is a major solution.
2. Develop Access Management Plans

C-

Access Management Plans (Strategies) are a good idea,
but ... Shucet oversells these plans by suggesting that
they would be a step toward linking land use and
transportation. That is getting the cart before the horse.
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First the Commonwealth must have regional land use and
transportation plans for every region – every New Urban
Region and every Urban Support Region. The land use and
transportation plans for each region need to be a single
unified strategy established by one multi-level process, not
two processes and not just a process controlled or initiated
by the state or by municipalities. With comprehensive
regional land use and transportation plans in hand, the
Access Management Plan becomes a detail. Along with
Rational Design Standards, Access Management Plans are a
good idea but a small element of the overall strategy.
Focusing on a detail like Access Management Plans
obscures the imperative of Fundamental Change in the way
new settlement pattern is created or existing settlement
pattern retrofitted as well as how travel demand is
balanced with transport system capacity.
3. Invest in Smart Signal Systems

A-

Who can argue with smart signals? Well, there are some
who say heavy reliance on smart signals is an invitation to
an over emphasis on thru-put (mobility) over access or
roadway function over street function. (See Jim Bacon’s
column “Lost in Suburbia” for a demonstration of the need
for balance.) A true balance of roadway and street function
can only be achieved where there is first a balance
between the vehicle trips generated by the human
settlement pattern and the capacity of the transport
system.
Another practical problem with a big investment in smart
signals is that if a traffic signal system exists and that
system needs to be retrofitted to make them “smart” there
is already a traffic congestion problem. The only long-term
solution to an existing congestion problem is Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns. Tinkering with the
lights will only encourage more citizens and entrepreneurs
to make location decisions based on the false assumption
that once this project is completed, there will be unlimited
capacity and no constraints on location decisions.
The long-term key to functional roadways is to evolve
functional human settlement patterns. These patterns,
among other things, rationalize the distribution of vehicle
trip origins and destinations and make it possible to
achieve mobility and access. In addition to providing
mobility and access the issue of safety can be addressed
and the opportunity to design, build and enjoy inspiring,
public works at reasonable cost is provided.
4. Improve Safety

B+

Safety is important, especially pedestrian safety, which is
not mentioned by Shucet. That is why this statement of the
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issue rates only a B+.
5. Complete our Highway Network

F-

Now we know why the Northern Virginia Transportation
Alliance (aka, Developers for Business-As-Usual Roadways)
turned handsprings of delight when Shucet made an earlier
presentation to START on Sept. 20. Shucet’s blanket
endorsement of the laundry list of Business-As-Usual
roadway white elephants is proof that Shucet still has a lot
to learn.
To repeat: First Virginia needs regional plans that create
balanced and functional land use/transportation
relationships, then a state, regional and community (not
municipal) process can determine what new roadways are
really needed. The Commonwealth may already have most
of the facilities that are needed if functional human
settlement patterns evolve and rationalize the pattern of
demand – the origins and destinations of vehicle trips.
Changing human settlement patterns by creating functional
components of Balanced Communities if far faster and far
cheaper that trying to build new facilities to provide
mobility for dysfunctional settlement patterns.
Shucet’s list of eight contentious projects to “complete our
highway network” includes at least four that we know from
professional experience to be of questionable utility based
on VDOT’s own studies given current and planned land use
patterns and densities. (See End Note Five.)
The bigger problem is that if you build these roadways
without making Fundamental Change in human settlement
patterns, the existence of the new roads will not
“complete” the network. Instead these new roadways will
generate the need for ever more roadways.
Some of the white elephant roadways would carry
interregional traffic, but the majority of the “congestion”
that these facilities are intended to relieve is generated by
scattered urban land uses and dysfunctional human
settlement patterns. After these facilities are completed the
pre-construction levels of congestion will return and
become worse unless there is Fundamental Change in the
pattern and density of land use. (See “Self Delusion and
Fraud,” June 7, 2004.)
6. Use More Design-Build

C

Like outsourcing maintenance, Design-Build can save
money. However, it will save a lot of money only if there is
gross waste in the present system. This inefficiency would
not exist in a well administered system. Design-Build
“solutions” do not put private investment resources in play
unless the private sector accepts a significant risk and if it
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does, the contractor, and not public need, will dictate the
location and design of the facility.
Like outsourcing maintenance, it is easy to oversell the
advantages of Design-Build. Let us agree that competition
is critical in getting the best job for the least money in
many circumstances. However, are multi-million dollar
(and now multi-billion dollar) infrastructure projects that
are conceived, promoted and then bid on by a limited
number of multi-national firms really “competition” or is
this just a process to divide up the territory? (“You take
this project, we will take that project and we will let
Transcore, Autostrade and Fluor have the other one.”)
With the resources to spend millions on pre-engineering,
promotion plus direct and indirect political contributions,
Design-Build consortia have demonstrated they can warp
the definition of “need.” Just mentioning Halliburton,
Unisys, Boeing, et. al. makes this point based on
experiences in other sectors of the economy.
As Design-Build projects get bigger and more complex the
location and function of the facility is driven by what makes
the most money for the contractor, not by what project or
what design creates the best mobility and access for
citizens. Even more important, no one asks what facility
location or design supports the most functional human
settlement patterns at the community, subregional and
regional scales. See “Self Delusion and Fraud,” June 7,
2004, “The Perfect Storm,” July 12, 2004 and “The
Commuting Problem,” Jan. 17, 2005.
7. Hold Rural Areas Harmless

F-

Here is the clincher. Let us all wake up to the 21st century.
There are no “rural areas” in Virginia. Yes, there are low
density areas in some parts of the Commonwealth, and
many fall outside the three New Urban Regions in the
state. These lower density areas are in Urban Support
Regions and they are not “rural areas.”
It is a fact that less than four percent of the households in
Virginia make a majority of their livelihood from
agricultural, forest or other activities that were once
(correctly) called “rural.”
What creates roadway needs in these low density areas is
urban traffic generated by the 96 percent of the citizens,
not traffic generated by the four percent who rely on
agricultural or forest activities for their livelihood. Low
density is not “rural.” “Rural” is an emotionally loaded and
disorienting word.
There is some interregional traffic in low density areas but
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most of the travel demand is the result of dysfunctionally
scattered urban land uses. This scatteration causes urban
residents to drive long distances for jobs, services and
recreation. Most of the deterioration of the roadways in low
density areas is caused by a failure to fairly allocate the
cost of operating “heavy goods vehicles” as noted above.
Questioning the use of “rural” may seem like a semantic
detail but failure to acknowledge this reality will lead to
more decades of pandering to ruralaphilia.
Roadway needs in “rural areas” is a misnomer rooted in the
fact that the VDOT Districts have not evolved to reflect
contemporary economic, social and physical geography.
There are no “rural” VDOT Districts. All the VDOT districts
serve urban areas and most include part or all of a
Metropolitan Area. The Culpeper District is a good example.
It took a number of us years of concerted effort to get the
“Northern Virginia District” pried out from under the
Culpeper District. The “Northern Virginia District” still
covers only a fraction of the Virginia portion of the National
Capital Subregion. Most of Culpeper and two other VDOT
Districts are within the Virginia portion of the WashingtonBaltimore New Urban Region. See “Where is Northern
Virginia,” Aug. 11, 2003.
8. Telecommuting

D

As one of the first advocates of moving work to a larg
enumber of people via telecommunications in a specific
development plan (submitted to the U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development 35 years ago next June)
we are always pained by attempts to oversell Telework in
all its forms including telecommuting. S/PI advocated the
adoption of telework and telecommuting to ease transport
demand in the early 1990s with a program initiated by
Speaker Howell and led by then Secretary of
Transportation John Milliken. Telework techniques have
since morphed to become integral parts of almost every
good management strategy – public and private. (Is that
your cell phone ringing?)
Telework is, however, not a transport panacea. Telework’s
most important land-use pattern/transport application
today is as a stopgap measure to easy the pain of
dysfunctional transport while functional settlement patterns
evolve and supporting mobility and access facilities are
constructed to serve them.
9. Create a True Surface Transportation
Department
CMoving the deck chairs will not help the titanic mobility and
access problem. The real need is for Fundamental Change
in governance structure. That would include the evolution
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of regional land use and transportation agencies (as well as
parallel organizations at the subregional, community and
village scales so that the level of control is correlated with
the level of impact). The Commonwealth should focus on
interregional mobility and primarily play an advisory role in
the intraregional mobility and access issues. This issue is
explored in Part Three of “Reality-Based Regionalism,” Oct.
17, 2005.
10. Realign the Commonwealth Transportation
Board
CSee 9. Above.
There you have it. The grade on Shucet’s Ten Ideas
averages out to be somewhere between a C and a D. That
is not the path to Sainthood in mobility and access.
Conclusion
As noted at the outset, the most significant problem is not
the details – the pluses and minuses of Shucet’s ideas or
similar ones. The overarching concern is that listing and
discussing these “solutions” obscures the whale on the
beach.
More money (or saving a dime here or there) will not
improve mobility and access without Fundamental Change
in human settlement patterns.
In fact “incremental improvements” and “contributions to a
solution” only give those who profit from Business- AsUsual and the pandering politicians that they support an
excuse to further delay consideration of Fundamental
Change.
Shucet opens his 20 October letter with a summary of why
more money is needed. More and more citizens have come
to the realization that before the Commonwealth raises
money for transportation, the state government must have
a good idea what facilities are really needed and VTRANS
does not do that.
This reality is explored in “Transport in the November
Election,” July 11, 2005, and the sources cited therein.
Until that is understood, that will be no support for halfbaked, partial solutions. That has not kept the legislature
from considering and passing such ideas.
Shucet closes his 20 October letter with a suggestion that
START should invite Dr. Gary Allen to discuss the
“influences on fuel consumption.” We do not know what Dr.
Allen might offer. Hopefully he will make it clear that the
future of vehicle mobility lies in shared vehicles that have
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the potential to far more efficiently serve the mobility and
access needs of citizens within functional human
settlement patterns. This issue will be addressed in detail
in future columns.
-- October 31, 2005

End Notes
(1) This is a quote from our 2 December 2002 column “Wrong Solution,
Wrong Problem” The statement is a paraphrase of sage advice from
Wilford Owen, eminent Brookings Institution transportation scholar, who
raised fundamental questions about land use and transportation issues for
nearly 50 years. His core concerns were largely ignored by the BusinessAs-Usual / build more roadways advocates. With rising energy costs,
deteriorating transport infrastructure and ever more aware citizens who are
less and less unwilling to just throw money at transport congestion, the
time for reassessment and Fundamental Change is at hand. Jim Bacon
reports that this very point was made in Roanoke last week by the current
Secretary of Transportation. (Road to Ruin, post of Oct, 28, 2005.)
(2) No one should question the fact that while Mr. Shucet was VDOT
commissioner, he made valuable contributions to the administration and
function of the agency. That was, however, not hard to do given the state of
VDOT after being decimated by the two prior administrations. In this
context a glowing evaluation of Shucet’s role in the Warner administration
is understandable. VDOT was in such a sorry state it would have been hard
for Shucet not to improve the crippled organization. VDOT and its
predecessors have been driven by partisan politics, a warped geographic
perspective (aka, Geographic Illiteracy) and self-serving economic
interests since 1920s. Any semblance of rational policy and action created
over the years by generations of dedicated and well-intended professionals
at VDOT were dismembered by political hatchets during the terms of
Governors Allen and Gilmore. To blame VDOT’s the problems on Dave
Gehr was reprehensible. It is surprising that Gilmore still appears in public
and talks about his “contributions” to transportation without a paper sack
over his head.
(3) If one applies the “clean broom” theory it may be wise to switch back
and forth from public work force to private contractors every 10 years.
Another approach is what we call “The Mohawk Valley Intergovernmental
Contracting System.” This system was used very effectively for snow
removal in the upper Mohawk Valley of New York. In this program the
township contracts with the villages within the township and with the
county to clear county roads in the township, the county contracts with
state to clear state roads in the county and Thruway Authority clears
Interstates. Of course, this requires a rational governance structure at the
neighborhood, village, community, subregional and regional scale which
existed in the 60s but does not now due to scatteration of urban land uses.
(4) For a summary of national infrastructure status see the Infrastructure
Report Card by the American Society of Civil Engineers. There is a state
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by state breakout with the details on Virginia.
(5) One of the eight roadways (The Coal Field Expressway) is so bad it
caused Jim Bacon to abandon a candidate for governor who lobbied for it.
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The Foundation of Babble
In the study of human settlement patterns, sloppy
language leads to sloppy thought. Take, for instance,
the use of the word "sprawl."

This is the first of two columns that focus on the critical
issue of vocabulary. A comprehensive arsenal of words and
phrases is essential to comprehend and create functional
patterns and densities of land use. (See End Note One.)
The column opens with a tool that citizens can employ to
demonstrate the importance of precise terminology when
discussing human settlement patterns. The need for a
robust vocabulary is reinforced with a smorgasbord of
vocabulary- and terminology-related issues impacting
functional and dysfunctional settlement patterns in this
column and in the next column “Deconstructing the Tower
of Babel.” (See End Note Two.)
A Two-Page Puzzle
To recognize, analyze and reduce the negative impact of
dysfunctional human settlement patterns, citizens must
understand the importance of employing a clear,
comprehensive vocabulary. This section outlines a way to
demonstrate the importance of using precise words. The
technique employed here is a first step on the path away
from the Tower of Babel.
SYNERGY/Planning, Inc. benefits from a network of friends
and colleagues across the United States and Europe who
forward documents and links to materials, data and ideas
which they believe will be of interest. Many of these
resources support the principles and theses set forth in The
Shape of the Future. Some appear to challenge this work.
All are welcome.
In this context S/PI recently received a copy of a twopage column from the October 2005 issue of Governing
magazine. (See End Note Three). Governing, as one might
guess from the title, is published for governance
practitioners. The magazine is often the source of clear
thinking on governance practice as it impacts human
settlement patterns. (See End Note Four.)
Occasionally, Governing is the source of flawed ideas and
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not-yet-discarded conventional wisdom. The October
“Assessments” column by Alan Ehrenhalt, subtitled “A New
View of Sprawl,” falls in the later category. The column is a
review and commentary inspired by Robert Bruegmann’s
book "Sprawl: A Compact History." (That is an
oxymoronish subtitle if ever one existed.)
The column was sent to us because of its repeated and
varied use of the word “sprawl.” S/PI never uses that word
without quotation marks and disclaimers because, as
documented in Appendix Two of "The Shape of the Future
– Core Confusing Words," and as will be further explored
below, “sprawl” generates profound confusion, regardless
of how it is used.
The Governing column is confused and confusing. In an
attempt to figure out the anatomy of the confusion, we
highlighted in yellow the key statements that can be
proven to be true. True statements are those that can be
shown to reflect facts as determined by S/PI research and
experience. Next, we highlighted in orange the statements
that are patently false.
It turned out there were about as many orange highlights
as yellow ones. There were some sentences that had both
yellow and orange segments. In addition, about the same
number of true and false statements originated with the
columnist Ehrenhalt as with Bruegmann, the author he was
reviewing. In other words, both the columnist and the
author make some good points and some bad ones. The
orange highlights are “bad” not because they are offensive,
they are bad because they do not reflect reality.
How could this happen in a respected
publication like Governing? More
important, how can citizens and the
governance practitioners who work for
them be expected to sort out the truth
and take intelligent action when such
material is printed on a regular basis not
just in Governing but in mainstream
media in general?
Then we got an idea: With a red pen we circled all the
places that the word “sprawl” is used. Next we substituted
the phrase “dysfunctional human settlement pattern” for
the word “sprawl.” The result of this simple substitution
was startling. Instantly, the real intent of the statements
was clear and it was obvious why some were correct and
some were incorrect.
Profound Confusion Created by "Sprawl"
Why were the statements so much more clear after a
simple, straightforward substitution? Some settlement
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patterns called “sprawl” in the column are dysfunctional
and some patterns referred to as “sprawl” are not
dysfunctional. Dysfunctional patterns can be determined by
objective criteria. Objective economic, social and physical
measures such as cost per unit of service delivered, per
capita crime rates, vehicle trip generation per dwelling,
and many others are clear, science-based measures of
dysfunction.
Those patterns are deemed by some to be
“sprawl” and not to be “sprawl” by others
are the basis for conflicts between those
who “like” and those who do not “like”
sprawl.
In many cases what is lumped together as “sprawl” is a
shallow, aesthetic misconception. If a land use is not
dysfunctional, there is no fact-based reason to hold this
distribution of land uses up for ridicule. In other cases land
uses that reflect bad settlement pattern characteristics
escape notice because they are co-mixed with uses that
are unfairly attacked or excused as legitimate results of
individual preference or market dynamics. Finally, some
very dysfunctional distributions of land uses are never
labeled as “sprawl.”
Sometimes what is termed “sprawl” is a
perfectly good use in wrong location. At
other times what is termed “sprawl” is a
sound land use in a functional location
but with a shoddy design.
A specific land use can be seen as desirable from one
perspective -- especially for those for whom the specific
land use generates revenue -- and bad from another.
Some land uses are termed “sprawl” by those who claim to
support “sprawl” are put up as a strawperson just to
discount all judgments of inappropriate land uses. In fact,
“sprawl” is most strenuously “defended” by those who seek
to discredit any control over the location of land uses.
Those who use “sprawl” as a wedge issue to support an
ideological position discount the need for a balance
between private rights and public responsibilities. More on
this later.
Lumping all the uses one does not like
together and calling them “sprawl”
profoundly confuses the issues related to
functional and dysfunctional settlement
patterns.
As readers of this column know, there is a simple,
threshold test of a dysfunctional land use: If the user pays
the full and equitable cost, the land use is not
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dysfunctional per se. That does not, however, prove that a
specific land use is not a cause of dysfunction at the
dooryard, cluster, neighborhood, or even village scale. This
is because of the collective interactions of the land uses
within each of the components of human settlement
patterns.
To sort out the critical question of functional location within
all components (scales) of settlement, one must consider
the issue of "balance." Balanced Communities cannot have
villages with badly unbalanced neighborhoods. Balanced
neighborhoods cannot have clusters with conflicting land
uses. The test of balance must be applied up and down the
scales of components. See “Balanced Communities,”
August, 23, 2005.
The necessity of balance means that it is not just a
question of each land user paying his fair share but also
each land use contributing to an appropriate balance and
distribution of land uses in each dooryard, cluster,
neighborhood and village to create Balanced Communities.
Even in this larger context, paying the fair cost of location
decisions is critically important because a big part of that
cost can be the price of overcoming the negative impact
within the dooryard, cluster, neighborhood or village.
Putting a noisy machine shop underground or dressing up
an electrical substation like a row of shops with offices and
apartments above and shielding the surrounding land uses
from radiation are examples of such costs. So is the total
cost of running an expressway through an existing
neighborhood, village or community as noted in “Interstate
Crime,” Feb. 28, 2005.
Until the advent of rapid urbanization driven by the
Industrial Revolution, the component balance and the
allocation of cost was the natural result of deliberate
agglomeration of urban fabric within an overall plan
established by the power (chief, prince, king, emperor,
priest, guild, citizen council) that granted the privilege of
creating urban fabric. (See Alexander, Christopher, "The
Timeless Way of Building"; Oxford University Press; New
York; 1979.)
The traditional system of urban agglomeration worked
quite well when only one or two percent of the population
was urban and the evolution of urban fabric was done by
hand and with simple machines. This process worked well
as judged by the market value and functionality of
residential and non-residential structures at the unit,
dooryard, cluster, neighborhood, village and community
scales in urban agglomeration from Stockholm to Pienza
and from Savannah to San Francisco. In fact it worked well
in every urban place on the globe where attractiveness and
function can be measured by market value.
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The traditional system began to deconstruct with
accelerating urbanization after 1800 in Western Europe
and after 1865 in the United States. The dysfunction has
grown exponentially since 1945. Unfortunately, this
breakdown is collectively and misleadingly known as
“sprawl.”
In the United States we have yet to even start devising a
process to ensure balanced agglomeration of urban fabric
to serve a population that is now almost completely urban
in its economic and social orientation. The over-conversion
of land to scattered urban land uses threatens the physical
viability of the urban systems and the ecological base for
non-urban activity. A crisis is at hand due to the end of
cheap energy to fuel vehicles and the realization that few
want to take the time to go from where they are to where
they need or want to be when there is a dysfunctional
distribution of origins and destinations of travel.
The Threshold Vocabulary Test Tools
It was clear from the empirical evaluation of the Governing
column that an aware citizen could better understand why
yellow statements were true and recognize why the orange
statements were either false, exaggerations, overgeneralizations or statements inconsistent with reality.
What is more, the authors (of both the book and the
column), in all likelihood, would not have made the
incorrect statements had they used a phrase that
expressed their meaning with clarity.
So here is the self-help tool: Go through an item like the
Governing column that repeatedly uses the term “sprawl”
and substitute "dysfunctional human settlement pattern"
every time the word “sprawl” appears. You will find the
inconsistencies jump off the page and you will understand
why using precise terminology is critical to any useful
discussion of human settlement patterns.
A reader might substitute phrases other than
“dysfunctional human settlement pattern" for “sprawl” so
long as the phrase correctly identifies what they mean and
so long as the parameters can be empirically tested rather
than being just another catchall like “sprawl” that has
many meanings.
The central thesis of "The Shape of the Future" is that
human settlement patterns have controlling impact on the
economic, social and physical well-being of individuals,
families, communities, New Urban Regions and nationstates. For this reason the importance of vocabulary in
determining functional and dysfunctional human
settlement patterns is obvious. (See End Note Five.)
The most important lesson from this test: Never use the
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word "sprawl" if you want to be understood concerning
human settlement pattern function and dysfunction. But
there is much more to be considered about the impact of
this word and of other words considered in our next
column.
"Sprawl" - the Most Confusing Word Used in
Discussions of Human Settlement Patterns
Work on this column (and the one that follows) confirms
that the use of “sprawl” in any context is the most
confusing word applied to human settlement patterns. The
reason that “sprawl” is so destructive is that any use of the
word “sprawl” energizes one of many different neural
linguistic frameworks. (See End Note Six.)
Further exacerbating the problem is that “sprawl” is used
as a handy but confusing catchall in arguments, discussion
and research concerning human settlement patterns and
mobility. “Sprawl” is intentionally misused by some in
these and related arguments, discussions and attempts at
political spin.
In the sections of "The Shape of the Future" cited in End
Note One there is extensive discussion of the misuse of the
word “sprawl.” Over the past five years we have filled
folders with examples of inappropriate uses of “sprawl” and
the other eight Core Confusing Words addressed in
Appendix Two. (See End Note Seven.)
Using Google and other search technologies one can be
quickly overwhelmed with citations to “sprawl.” Many, like
those in the Governing column, are inappropriate. The
same is true of the text of books with “sprawl” in the title.
There are half-dozen or so in the S/PI library. Think how
much more effective Douglas E. Morris’s book "It’s A
Sprawl World After All" would be if it did not misuse the
word. (For a brief summary of some social issues related
human settlement pattern and the contribution of "It’s A
Sprawl World After All," see “Reality Based Regionalism –
Part Two,” Oct. 17, 2005.) In the case of Morris’s book, in
the Acknowledgments the author thanks 60 people who
participated in a focus group to help name the book – a
case of the blind leading the blind if there ever was one.
Some books and articles on the topic note that “sprawl” is
really in the eye of the beholder but then go on to use the
word as if it has a specific meaning. Stating that “sprawl”
is in the eye of the beholder (as the Governing column
does) is not enough to inoculate the writing against
spreading mass confusion. Assuming that everyone should
know and agree on what “sprawl” is – as James Howard
Kunstler and others do – only confuses the problem.
Scholarly efforts to “define,” categorize or quantify
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“sprawl” have been of little help. There are a number of
such studies generated in, by and about states that have
attempted to make “smart growth” a front hook issue –
New Jersey, Maryland and, of course, Oregon all have
inspired academic and scholarly efforts focused on
“sprawl.” While this work generates interesting data and
perspectives they exhibit some or all of the following
shortcomings:
●

●

●

There is no desirable, functional or sustainable model
of settlement pattern (e.g. the Balanced Community
and its components) which is set up as a model, goal
or prototype to establish and test the parameters of
various components or types of “sprawl.” For this
reason, the “results” are open- ended continua with
no guidelines to identify desirable or undesirable
settlement patterns.
The data is based on municipal borders and not on
the organic components of human settlement
patterns. (See End Note Eight.)
Finally, and most importantly, once the study is
done, all the forms, types and characteristics of the
different forms or characteristics of “sprawl” that are
separated out for examination are lumped back
together for public consumption in the general catchall category of “sprawl.”

Perhaps the most important problem with uses of the word
“sprawl” is to put up a smokescreen that obscures the
important fundamental realities concerning human
settlement patterns. For the Washington-Baltimore New
Urban Region and the National Capital Subregion an
example of these parameters are summarized in the
Backgrounder “Five Critical Realities That Shape the
Future,” Dec. 15, 2003.
Tracking "Sprawl" from Confusion to Obfuscation
As if using the word “sprawl” does not cause enough
confusion, not calling some settlement patterns “sprawl”
can generate even more profound confusion. The
conventional use of “sprawl” obscures the fact that some
forms of development are dysfunctional but are not
identified as such. A good example of this is that use and
non-use of “sprawl” masks the distinction between two
important multipliers of dysfunctional human settlement
patterns impacting erosion of the Countryside. These two
exponents are:
●

Scattered dooryard-, cluster- and neighborhoodscale agglomerations of urban dwellings.
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●

Division and re-division of large parcels of land for
low density urban houses.

Sorting out these two exponents requires some effort. Let
us start with the fact that almost everyone who uses the
word “sprawl” considers “strip development” to be the best
example. “Strip development” – retail and service
establishments strung out along major roadways – is the
most common variant of “sprawl.” Jim Bacon provides a
vivid profile of navigation in this settlement pattern in
“Lost in Suburbia,” Oct. 17, 2005.
The best path to understanding the first exponent is to
recognize that the inevitable cumulative impact of
scattered urban dwellings is single-function, roadwayoriented commercial buildings surrounded by surface
parking lots. “Strip development” is composed of gas
stations for the cars, fast food franchises for the drivers,
oversized signage which attempts to identify individual
destinations in the chaos, scattered shopping “centers” and
big box centers with vast parking lots. This distribution of
land uses is the result of what Jim Bacon calls the
“autocentric society” and the impact is documented in his
recent navigational adventures on Broad Street in Henrico
County noted above.
Some do not yet understand that the scattered dooryard-,
cluster-, and neighborhood-scale urban dwellings (aka,
scattered “subdivisions” both small and large) are a cause
of the common “strip development” variant of “sprawl.” A
growing number identify one of the impacts of scattered
dysfunctional human settlement pattern components – the
rising cost of location variable service costs, e.g. transport,
safety and security, education, etc. My column
“Scatteration” (Sept. 22, 2003), articulates why the most
common settlement pattern that is called “sprawl” is the
inevitable result of scattered, auto-dependent urban
housing and to some extent scattered urban employment
and services.
While a growing number recognize the first exponent of
settlement pattern dysfunction, there is the second
exponent that is not called “sprawl” and is not thought of a
driver of those forms of development widely recognized as
“sprawl.” This exponent of settlement pattern dysfunction
is caused by division and re-division of large parcels of
land to accommodate large (10-, 20-, 50- or 100-acre) lots
for low-density urban houses. This activity is not yet
recognized as being an even greater threat to the
Countryside than the scattered “subdivisions.”
The mathematics are simple: Creating 50 acres lots
devours the Countryside 100 times faster than a similar
number of houses in a “subdivision” with half-acre lots.
Large urban lots also mean if one takes the same number
of trips to reach the same number of origins and
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destinations each trip will to involve at least 10 times the
vehicle miles traveled as compared to half-acre lots within
components of Balanced Communities. As will be
documented in "The Shape of Warrenton-Fauquier’s
Future," over the past few years the average lot size for
urban residences is over six acres. That is more than 20
times the average for a single-family detached unit in a
minimum density Balanced Community.
Large well-to-do households occupying these houses
generate more trips per dwelling unit and the scattered
locations are likely to be insulated from job and service
concentrations by areas of somewhat higher density
subdivisions so that the total miles per household may
exceed by an order of magnitude the length/energy
consumption/air and water pollution per capita of what is
generally considered “sprawl.”
The 10- to 100-acre urban lot exponent of dysfunction is
almost never called “sprawl.” Why are widely scattered
dwellings not considered “sprawl?” Because they are not
mobile homes, they are “nice” (often very large) detached
houses occupied by citizens who are well to do. Owners
often send their children to private schools or are empty
nesters (no public school costs), have healthy incomes
derived from jobs/investments near the core of the region,
they spend some of their money in local establishments,
pay significant property taxes and occasionally donate to
community causes. Some of the new urban dwellers are
willing to accept “conservation” easements on their large
lots in exchange for tax breaks.
The bottom line is that some human settlement patterns
are labeled “sprawl” that are not dysfunctional, and some
examples of dysfunctional settlement patterns are not
tagged as “sprawl.”
Beyond Obfuscation, onto Obliviousness
There is an additional sphere of confusion about settlement
patterns that is generated by use of the term “sprawl,”
even when the word does not appear in the text or
conversation. There are three levels of obliviousness:
●

●

●

Those who misunderstand human settlement
patterns due to the confusion caused by use or nonuse of the word “sprawl.”
Those who intentionally distort settlement pattern
issues by taking advantage of the confusion caused
by the use or non-use of the work “sprawl.”
Those who are trying to help sort out settlement
patterns issues – such as transport system
congestion or the lack of affordable and accessible
housing – but are not successful because in avoiding
the use of the word “sprawl” but by failing to provide
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a substitute, they do not provide any reference to
the physical distribution of land uses (aka, human
settlement pattern).
These levels of confusion are examined in the following
three sections.
The Solution Is Real Simple, You Dolt
The positions of those who misunderstand human
settlement patterns due to the confusion caused by use (or
non-use) of the word “sprawl” is sometimes entertaining
but tragically flawed. This level of confusion is clearly
illustrated by Barnie Day’s Bacons Rebellion column “Just
Say ‘No," Nov. 14, 2005. Barnie, and many others,
confuse efforts to “stop development in the wrong places”
with efforts to stop “no growth anywhere.”
NIMBYism (Not In My BackYard) is a clear threat to
rational discussion of settlement pattern issues. It is clear
that some take NIMBYism to the extreme and are called
BANANAs (Build Absolutely Nothing Anywhere Near
Anyone). NIMBYism is most powerful when it is masked by
arguments about property values, environmental impact
and change in “neighborhood character.” True BANANAs
are rare and have little impact in most discussions
settlement pattern or “development” issues.
Most NIMBYism – and the errors committed by those
bashing of NIMBYism – is rooted in Geographic Illiteracy.
This is due in large part to calling development in the
wrong location “sprawl.” See the Backgrounder
“Geographic Illiteracy,” April 11, 2005.
Confusion about functional human settlement patterns
caused by the use of the work “sprawl” carries over to
discussions even if the word “sprawl” in never used. That
is just what happens in the Barnie Day column. Here is a
quick counter point to Barnie’s attack on those who, from
his perspective, do not know one end of a horse from the
other:
Those who understand the economic, social and physical
forces and processes resulting in the agglomeration of
human settlement patterns know there is that little
municipal jurisdictions can do to turn on or off the growth
(or loss) of jobs or population in a New Urban Region or an
Urban Support Region. The forces that attract or repel jobs
and people are mainly regional forces in the context of
nation-state and global currents. Individually,
municipalities have little power to impact these regional
drivers of “growth.” A good example is the development
pressures in Loudoun County which are driven by
ballooning federal spending on post-Sept. 11, 2005,
security, the Iraq war and an expanding federal
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bureaucracy.
All that saying “no” does is shift the location of the demand
for housing and services to the fringes of the region. The
major focus of employment uses take up a very small
percentage of the region’s land area. Further, jobs are
located in the most efficient place from the perspective of
those creating the jobs. (The vast majority of those places
are at or near the core of the region. See “Where the Jobs
Are,” May 24, 2004, and the columns that have cited this
material.) Municipal and state policies and incentives can
change some location decisions but they are minor – and
often counterproductive from the perspective of creating
Balanced Communities.
The fringe development that generates the headlines and
heat consists mainly of residential development, with
houses located far from the jobs. In these locations –which are well beyond the logical location of the Clear Edge
-– the municipal jurisdictions lack the institutional capacity
to understand if they could or why they should say “no.”
In this context is it easy to see why
understanding the Backgrounder “Five
Critical Realities That Shape the Future,”
Dec. 15, 2003, that deals with the amount
of land and the desirable location for new
development in the Region and Subregion
is so important.
Barnie Day’s column is fun to read and fires up some who
do not understand how badly he misconstrues regional
reality. If you think such musings and humor have little
impact then think again. It turns out that the same column
also appeared in the Fauquier Citizen on Nov. 10, titled
“Growth Control Freaks Can’t Have It Both Ways.” End
Note Nine presents most of two e-mails from the proprietor
of a gourmet deli and catering service in WarrentonFauquier. Her e-mails are sent to 3,000 customers and
clients five mornings a week.
Barnie’s column generated a response in the Fauquier
Citizen on Nov. 17. In a follow-up column an
entrepreneur, civic activist and active member of George
Fitch’s primary campaign took exception to everything
Barnie said. The column titled “Advocates for growth can’t
have it both ways” Yakir Lubowsky gives as good as Barnie
dished out using the same down-home approach but
reversing ends of the horse. (This op-ed also appeared as
an op-ed in Bacon's Rebellion.) Unfortunately Yak is
constrained to argue within the parameters that failure of a
create a comprehensive vocabulary and an overarching
conceptual framework inflicts on discussions of human
settlement patterns.
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Follow Us to Freedom from Controls and other
Eternal Rewards
The second level of obfuscation is occupied by those who
intentionally obfuscate settlement pattern issues by taking
advantage of the confusion caused by the use or non-use
of the word “sprawl” or the failure to use a substitute for
"sprawl."
These folks are not just lost in space. They are not just
victims of Geographic Illiteracy. They intentionally use
mass confusion over human settlement pattern issues to
advance a political agenda. They intentionally confuse
property rights with the property value generated by
dysfunctional settlement pattern. They jump on issues like
the New London eminent domain case to further a specific
view of the world that is contrary to the best interests of
the majority of citizens. (See "Land Speculators 2, Citizens
0,” March 14, 2005 and “The Myths That Blind Us,” 20
October 2003," for background on these and related
issues.)
This is not just conservative think-tank propaganda. The
authors must know there is no basis for the rants they
write, cite and disseminate. They use legitimate concerns
as wedges to obfuscate discussions of functional human
settlement pattern and Balanced Communities. This form
of obfuscation is noted here primarily to distinguish it from
the next level – those who are trying to make the world a
better place but, due to the confusion generated by the
use of “sprawl” produce fog. (See End Note Ten.)
Let Me Explain This To You
The third level is reserved for those well-intended authors,
scholars and professionals who are trying to help sort out
settlement patterns issues – such as transport system
congestion and the lack of affordable and accessible
housing – but do not understand what they are saying.
A good place to start is with two posts to “The Road To
Ruin” Blog. On Nov. 1 Bob Burke provided a brief review of
Rob Atkinson’s presentation to the Fall 2005 Virginia
Transportation Conference titled “The Conspiracy of AntiMobility Activists.” In Atkinson’s talk titled “The Politics of
Gridlock” one would expect (and find) a little of the “bash
the dullards” tone of Barnie Day but Atkinson goes beyond
this to list seven specific steps he calls the “Third Way.”
Both Tony Blair and I support the Third Way idea 100
percent, if it is indeed a “third way.” As VP of the
“Progressive Policy Institute” one would hope Atkinson’s
advice would be “progressive” e.g. toward a better world
and not regressive.
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It is worth listing Atkinson’s seven-step program as
articulated by Burke (in italics) with a few notes (in bold).
One can see how the discussion of settlement patterns
without a comprehensive conceptual framework of
settlement components and without a robust vocabulary,
especially one distorted by use of “sprawl” – even if the
word never appears in the discussion – makes it difficult to
consider these points to be a true “third way.”
Respect the desire of Americans to live where they want
(as long as everyone pays their fair share of the
location- based costs. NB: “fair” includes an equitable
adjustment for those at the bottom of the economic food
chain and it surely excludes subsidy for those at the top of
the food chain that unfortunately is now the policy and
practice).
Reject today’s fashionable defeatism about congestion (as
long as “defeatism” does not include physical
impossibilities like “building our way out of
congestion” and “defeatism” does not condemn the
use of a “strategic stalemate” until there is an
agreement to balance land use trip generation with
transportation system capacity).
Speed development and deployment of new transportation
technologies (as long as the technologies work to
balance system capacity with travel demand, not just
marginally improve corridor or link capacity which in
turn encourages more corridor demand).
Tackle NIMBYism head on (as noted above NIMBYism is
an important reason to wipe out Geographic
Illiteracy).
Create regional transportation councils (as long as they
are regional transportation and land use agencies
and not just transportation “councils”). See “Reality
Based Regionalism Part Three – What Regional Authority?,”
Oct. 17, 2005.
Reduce public subsidies and rely more on user fees and
public-private partnerships (right on, as long as the
public-private partnerships serve public objectives
(-- e.g. mobility and access in functional settlement
patterns -- as well as private profit objectives).
Restructure the relationship between the federal
government and the states (as long as what is really
meant is to structure a relationship between federal,
state and municipal agencies and functional regional
entities).
It is clear that there is some crafting to be done before
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these ideas amount to a “third way.” A second example of
this level of obfuscation can be found by checking out Jim
Bacon’s Nov. 10, post to “The Road to Ruin” titled “At last
A Governor Who Will Look At land Use.
The entire post is worth noting but is cited here because a
commentator thoughtfully attached the Virginia
Commission on Population, Growth and Development’s
“Planning Goals.” Having had something to do with these
goals, directly and indirectly, I am chagrined to note that
these ten “goals” are largely useless because they do not
have any reference to specific, functional, dysfunctional –
or any other form of – settlement pattern. While the
message got across about the negative impact of
mentioning “sprawl,” there is no substitute for the word.
This means two things:
●

●

There is no way to indicate how important human
settlement pattern is to the economic, social and
physical well-being of the Commonwealth.
There is no way to quantify or test any of objectives
of these goals.

So, Where Does that Leave Us?
We have focused in this column mainly on the word
“sprawl” and introduced a tool to help identify importance
of a more robust vocabulary In the next column we will
examine other confusing words and outline a path to an
over arching solution to the Lexicon quagmire.
As long as smug professionals, self-serving professors and
pandering politicians can say that dysfunctional human
settlement pattern, which is clouded by use of “sprawl”
and other confusing words, is just a matter of "different
opinions," and that columns, news and advertisements
using words that negatively impact citizen understanding
of functional human settlement patterns are fair game "in
the market place of ideas,” and that there is “no right and
wrong" with respect to settlement patterns, civilization will
continue to slide toward entropy.
Modern governments have outlawed yelling "Fire!" in a
crowded theater. One can be arrested for selling unproven
drugs or intentionally giving false medical advice or advice
that results in personal injury. Recently, it has become a
crime to joke about hijacking in an airplane or in an airport.
Such action may impact 200 or 300 individuals. Talking
nonsense about human settlement patterns may endanger to
civilization as we know it.
To achieve a sustainable trajectory, society must come to a
well considered judgment on the need for functional
human settlement patterns. To reach that judgment,
citizens must have to have intelligent discussion using
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clearly defined terms with facts based on science not myth.
-- November 28, 2005

End Notes
(1) The Shape of the Future devotes considerable space to the
importance of vocabulary. The text documenting the imperative of a
comprehensive vocabulary include major parts of the Prologue,
Chapter 3 and much of Part III (Chapters 15 through 22) as well as
Appendix One (Lexicon) and Appendix Two (Core Confusing
Words). In spite of this some readers gloss over the importance of
precise terminology and thereafter consider the choice of words and
phrases in the book to be needlessly cumbersome.
(2) “Deconstructing the Tower of Babel” is scheduled to run
December 12, 2005, in Bacons Rebellion.
(3) “Assessments” page 11, October 2005, Governing, by Alan
Ehrenhalt.
(4) For example see the review of “Edge-ucaton: The Compulsion to
Build Schools the Middle of Nowhere” from the March 2004 cover
story in Governing. This article is a front hook exhibit in “Education
and Human Settlement Pattern,” Jan. 31, 2005.
(5) We no longer teach graduate programs in planning on a regular
basis, so we do not have ready access to a way to test ideas such as
this to see if the technique indeed has broad applicability This
resource was available when writing The Shape of the Future. We
would appreciate hearing from readers on the application of the
phrase substitution technique for the word “sprawl.”
(6) We will examine the phrase “neural linguistic framework in
“Deconstructing the Tower of Babel” which is scheduled to run 12
December 2005 on Bacons Rebellion.
(7) In alpha order the Core Confusing Words addressed in Appendix
Two are: “city,” “community,” “exurban,” “local,” “neighborhood,”
“organic,” “rural,” “sprawl” and “urban.” Some of these words can
be used so long as they are coupled with a modifier and/or when one
meaning is distinguished from another meaning by Capitalization as
we will demonstrate in the next column “Deconstructing the Tower
of Babel.” In addition to those uses of “sprawl” which purport to deal
with settlement patterns, S/PI has collected over 100 examples of
inappropriate misuses of “sprawl” from main stream media. The
most common are conversions from a noun to a gerund. There are
“sprawling” novels (An American Tragedy), views (as in mountain
vistas), art galleries (In this case a space of 2,500 sq ft max.), auto
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accidents, clubs and restaurants (Clyde’s), parties, movies (“The
Hunchback of Notre Dame”), law suits, battlefields, festivals,
meetings, religious movements (several of those), woods, farmland,
deserts, and even countryside (as in “the sprawling countryside, not
“sprawling across the Countryside” ).
(8) These first two problems are also characteristic of almost all
“cost of alternative forms of development” studies. In addition, the
cost of development inquiries addresses only a few of the 40 location
variable costs.
(9) Tuesday, Nov. 14, from jimmies market:

Tuesday will go much better for you if you have some
cream of roasted tomato soup ($2.50/$4.89) and a
chicken salad on pita ($4.75). An oatmeal raisin cookie
(69 cents) is my choice for dessert.
I'm a little behind on my reading, but the November 3
(Fauquier) Democrat (Susan is really behind and a bit
confused, it was actually the Nov. 10 Fauquier Citizen)
had a Barnie K. Day column that I think I must have
written (not to imply plagiarism, or anything, but I
thought I was the only voice yelling in the wind).
Barnie offers sage advice: If you don't want
congestion, stop recruiting it! "Close your economic
development offices...send your tourism directors
home". In Stuart, Virginia (I have no idea where that
is ) Mr. Day says they still have schools that were built
as WPA projects. We tear them down after 30 years
(or spend millions "restoring" them). Once again, I
wish someone could find me a model where
development "broadened the tax base". Don't give me
that "tax rate" mumbo jumbo. I only look like a simple
country person.
Wednesday, 15 November from jimmies market:

Wednesday we are offering Beef Stroganoff with
noodles, aside salad and French bread w/butter for
$6.00. For dessert, Nan made delicious Lemon Bread
Pudding. OK, the truth be known, it got a little well
done on the bottom, but I'll give you an extra big piece
with ice cream for $3.50............. The location of
"Stuart, Virginia" has been identified as near the North
Carolina border in Patrick County. I have never been
in Patrick County, but now that I know about it, I will
put it on my list of "must do" travel destinations.
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(10) We will examine this issue further in “Deconstructing the Tower
of Babel,” our next column. Unfortunately an examination of this
issue gets complex for two reasons: First it is a hot “political” issue
and any position is seen as just an argument for one side or the other
– conservative or liberal, R or D, progressive or regressive, etc. The
second reason is that it quickly becomes involved in the science of
the human brain and how information is processed. In an effort to
give practical application to this information George Lakoff wrote
"Moral Politics: How Liberals and Conservatives Think." Guess
what? That gets one right back into problem one, especially after he
also wrote "Don’t Think of An Elephant," a handbook for “liberal”
activists.
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Deconstructing the Tower of Babel
The words "suburb," "urban," and "city" mean
different things to everyone who hears them.
Without a precise vocabulary, writers can't
communicate clearly on the most pressing issues of
the day.

The last Shape of the Future column, “The Foundation of
Babble,” Nov. 28, 2005, opened an examination of
vocabulary and highlighted the need for a robust,
comprehensive lexicon. This resource is essential to
discuss, understand and take intelligent action on
eliminating dysfunctional human settlement patterns. A
viable vocabulary is the sine qua non of creating functional
patterns of settlement and evolving viable components of
urban fabric.
At the conclusion of the “The Foundation of Babble” we
suggested that as long as smug professionals, self-serving
professors, mainstream media and pandering politicians
can say that the confusion caused by inappropriate
language is just a "difference of opinion" and that reports,
news stories, columns, editorials and advertisements
impacting citizen understanding of human settlement
patterns can employ whatever words meet the authors
fancy, civilization will continue to slide toward entropy.
The first column focused on use of the word “sprawl” and
documented why this word should be avoided. In this
column we open with a discussion of the words “suburban”
and “city.” We then consider others of the “Core Confusing
Words” and move to a review of techniques to improve
communication concerning settlement patterns. These
tools will help citizens understand the economic, social and
physical impact of alternative patterns and densities of
land use. They are essential to establish a sustainable
future trajectory for contemporary civilization.
Explosive Growth of Confusion
After “sprawl” the words that cause the most confusion
concerning settlement patterns are “suburban / suburb /
suburbia” and “city.”

There are few useful applications of
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“suburban” beyond the original definition
and the literal meaning of the term: Less
than urban. (See End Note One.)
“Suburb” is a catchall for lower density
urban areas that are mislabeled
“suburban.” Parts of what was once a
“suburb” is now higher in density/
intensity of use than the core municipality.
“Suburbia” is an amorphous collection of
“suburbs” that are more or less
“suburban.”
Unlike “sprawl” and “suburban/suburb/
suburbia,” there is a good reason to use
the word “city.” The problem with “city”
is that the word is very often misused,
especially in Mainstream Media.
The misuse of “suburban/suburb /suburbia” and “city” are
linked. Let us start with “city.”
The proper use of “city” is as part of the official title of one
form of municipal government. In times past, “city” had a
broader meaning. Historically a “city” was a large, fairly
well balanced urban agglomeration with clear boundaries.
By “fairly well balanced” we mean that the urban activities
within the “city” had relative a balance of jobs/housing/
services recreation/amenity. In addition, there was a
balance between the urban activity in the “city” and the
nonurban activity in the surrounding (and supporting)
Countryside. The Countryside supplied nonurban services
(e.g. food, fuel, fiber, extensive recreation, etc.) for “city”
residents. (See End Note Two.)
The governance authority that granted the right (often in
the form of a “charter”) to create urban fabric and
maintain an urban place determined the boundaries of the
“city.” As the urban agglomeration grew, the boundaries
were expanded. There was almost always a Clear Edge to
define the limit of the “city,” usually a wall for defense. An
area just outside the wall might be called “a suburban
area” because the residents were “suburban” that is "less
than urban" as indicated by the definition in End Note One.
In the terms used in this column, the historic “city” was a
Balanced Community. Perhaps Imperial Rome and other
urban places that achieved populations exceeding a million
were too big to be thought of as a single Balanced
Community but most historic cities fit the meaning we
employ. See “Balanced Communities,” Aug. 23, 2005.
The Industrial Revolution drove explosive growth of urban
activity in what we now term the First World (aka, the
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Industrialized Nation-States). The Industrial Revolution
also resulted in the need for far lower levels of human
participation in nonurban activities – agriculture, forestry,
mining, fishing, etc. In 200 years (1800 to 2000) the
United States went from five percent urban and 95 percent
nonurban to 95 percent urban and five percent nonurban.
To accommodate Fundamental Change in
the balance of urban/nonurban human
activity, expansion of the urbanized area
was necessary. (See End Note Three.)
Unfortunately, the three-level structure of governance
(nation-state, state, municipal) did not evolve to reflect the
Fundamental Change in the amount and function of the
urbanized area. The governance structure still has not
evolved in any meaningful way. In addition, in most cases
the jurisdictional borders of the “city” (aka, core
municipalities) did not expand in area. In fact, border
expansion has been essentially frozen in many states
including Virginia over the last half century. The result has
been mass confusion that is exacerbated by the misuse of
the words “city” and “suburban” by those who do not yet
understand the change that has taken place.
Much of what should be considered part
of the “urban core” is labeled “suburban.”
Much that is outside of any City is called
is called “city.”
What is called “sprawl” primarily agglomerated during this
same period. Details of the extent, causes and impact of
the confusion are addressed in "The Shape of the Future,"
Prologue, Chapters 1, 2 and 3 and in Appendix One
(Lexicon) and Appendix Two (Core Confusing Words).
Sorting Out the Confusion
The Phrase Substitution Technique was introduced to help
understand the impact of the use of “sprawl” in “The
Foundation of Babble,” Nov. 28, 2005.
Prompted by the usefulness of this technique, we will
suggest a simple way to address the misuse of “city” and
an effective way to create an understanding of why to
avoid use of “suburban/suburb/suburbia.” This technique
was not clear until we started to apply the Phrase
Substitution Technique to sort out “sprawl.” (See End Note
Two.)
To illustrate the level of confusion surrounding “suburban”
and “city” we examine the work of Professor Joel Kotkin.
It turns out Kotkin provides a near perfect demonstration
of inappropriate use of “city” and of “suburban” with
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“sprawl” thrown in for reinforcement.
Joel Kotkin is an astute observer of human settlement
pattern trends and is often out in front of trends, giving
them well remembered names like “White Flight.” On Feb.
6, 2005, Kotkin wrote the lead op ed in the Outlook section
titled "Rule, Suburbia: The Verdict’s In. We Love It There."
Five months later The Washington Post featured Kotkin’s
work twice. He wrote a front-page Outlook op ed titled
“City of the Future.” In addition, the newspaper reviewed
his book, "The City: A Global History" in the “Book World”
section in the same edition. Considered together these
three items dramatically illustrate the scope of confusion
caused by misuse of “suburban/ suburb/suburbia” and
“city.”
First "Suburban/Suburb/Suburbia
Kotkin drew from his book, "The City: A Global History," in
his Feb. 6, 2005, op ed in The Washington Post. The core
idea he presented was “the dominance of suburbia." The
theme was trumpeted by the headline, "Rule, Suburbia:
The Verdict’s In. We Love It There." (See End Note Four.)
Without reading another word or understanding anything
about what Kotkin is actually describing, thousands who
saw the headline will smile to themselves knowingly. Even
those who read the opinion piece, to say nothing of the
millions who never heard of Joel Kotkin, will continue to
assume that the human settlement pattern that has
agglomerated over the past 80 years is just fine. Many
concerned about the impact of dysfunctional human
settlement patterns will think Kotkin’s "research" means
that contemporary society did the best (or only) thing it
could. Citizens and organizations will believe and act as if it
is in their best interest to continue to make the same illadvised location decisions they have been making for
decades. (See End Note Five.)
Kotkin completely ignores the fact that
there are almost as many interpretations
of “suburban/suburb/suburbia” as there
are readers.
The captions, headlines and graphics confound the
confusion. What is most alarming is how little of what
Kotkin has to say is related to what readers think he is
talking about. Kotkin tries to describe in broad strokes and
witty prose what many who have studied these issues with
care would agree is happening within urban areas of the
United States. The problem is that neither Kotkin nor his
readers have a conceptual framework or vocabulary
sufficiently robust to describe or understand the process
much less help citizens or their organizations support a
rational future course of action. Without this framework
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and vocabulary Kotkin distorts the relevance of important
historical landmarks like Ebenezer Howard’s "Garden City"
movement. He also misinterprets most of what he sees in
the United States and in urban areas world-wide.
Aristotle, who was trained in medicine and natural science,
noted over 2,330 years ago that human settlement
patterns are organic systems. Since at least the
Renaissance there has been no serious dispute about this
fact. Yet there is not single source of data or observation
cited by Kotkin that is not completely oblivious to the fact
that “human settlement patterns are organic systems.”
A forest does not grow by the largest tree in the center of
the forest getting bigger and bigger. The forest expands
through the growth of organic subsystems. When nutrients
(citizens and money) are fed into a regional settlement
pattern it grows the same way. What has not changed over
the past 80 years in the organic system we call the
National Capital Subregion (or in the Greater Richmond
New Urban Region or Hampton Roads New Urban Region)
are the municipal boundaries. Areas that were at the fringe
of the urban system 80 or even 30 years ago are now
within the logical location of a Clear Edge. These areas are
subject to enormous growth pressures in all prosperous
New Urban Regions.
Due to the ossification of municipal boundaries, areas that
were once confusingly labeled "suburban" are now very
clearly "urban." The studies, sources and observations that
Kotkin cites still call these places "suburban." That is like
calling NFL players toddlers because 20 or 30 years ago
they were toddlers.
This is not just Kotkin’s problem, it is endemic in most
academic studies, especially those based on census data
and especially census data aggregated by municipal
jurisdiction borders. Professors William Lucy and David
Phillips in "Confronting Suburban Decline: Strategic
Planning for Metropolitan Renewal" -- yes, this 2000 book
uses the word “suburban” in the title, contrary to our
advice :> -- and the forthcoming "Metromorphosis" -- note
use of unique terminology! -- address this problem by
focusing on sub-jurisdictional aggregations of data. The
authors come to important, counterintuitive conclusions
concerning settlement pattern relationships.
The photographs used in The Post opinion piece to describe
what is happening in "suburbia" are of the Bethesda
METRO station area. Bethesda and Tysons Corner are not
in Frederick or Fauquier Counties. They are within Radius =
10 miles of the centroid of the National Capital Subregion,
just where you would expect urban growth to be taking
place. This is true for vast majority of examples Kotkin
cites.
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Within 10 miles of the centroid of the National Capital
Subregion (or any other urban settlement) there are
200,000 acres. Within 40 miles of the centroid that reaches
places like Frederick and Fauquier there are 3,217,000
acres. That is a difference of over 16 times. When the
population doubles and the density was too low to create
functional components of urban fabric in the first place,
very little if any new land is “needed” to support the new
jobs and population. (See “Five Realities That Shape the
Future,” Dec. 15, 2003.)
Because of sloppy terminology, what is happening at
Radius = 10 miles (R=10) is equated with and used to
excuse what is happening from R=30 to R=100. (See
"Scatteration," Sept. 22, 2003.
Kotkin blames technology, among other things, for the
scatteration of urban activities. Of course technology has
an impact on the patterns of settlement. But technology
has not modified human genes. That is why the market for
built space documents that, at the unit, dooryard, cluster,
neighborhood and village scales, the areas with the highest
values per square foot are remarkably similar whether
originally built in 1705, 1905 or 2005. (See "Wild
Abandonment," Sept. 8, 2003.
Geological Illiteracy and dysfunctional human settlement
patterns are fostered and maintained, not just by the
headlines and photos but by all the authors and agencies
who refuse to understand the organic nature of human
settlement patterns. The use of “suburban/suburb/
suburbia” contributes to and leverages this failure.
Kotkin’s “suburban” op ed also frequently uses the word
“sprawl.” In some places it seems to imply that “suburban”
is the same as “sprawl.” That causes confusion to the
second power. The first paragraph punchline: "The Winner
is, yes, sprawl" may sell books but it badly mangles reality.
The Phrase Substitution Technique for “sprawl” can be
used to good advantage in this op ed. Much of what Kotkin
calls “sprawl” is not, just as much of what he calls
“suburban” is not. (See End Note Six.)
The scatteration that Kotkin and others call "sprawl"
represents a small percentage of the urban uses on a
square-feet-of-built-space basis but a large percentage of
the land area converted to urban from nonurban land uses.
The urban uses are primarily scattered individual and small
agglomerations of urban dwellings. They are in these
locations because of counterproductive subsidies (See
“Solving the Shelter Crisis,” July 25, 2005) and the failure
to equitably distribute location variable costs of goods and
services. We will suggest a cure for the use of “suburban /
suburb / and suburbia” following and examination of
Kotkin’s use of “city."
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And Next, "City"
Moving ahead five months, Professor Kotkin was featured
in The Washington Post twice on Sunday July, 24, 2005.
He wrote an op ed on the front page of the Outlook
section, “City of the Future.” His ’s book "The City: A
Global History" was reviewed on page 9 in the “Book
World” section of the same paper. (This book was the
source for the “suburban confusion” op ed noted above.)
The theme of Kotkin's July op ed is that unless large urban
agglomerations “keep its citizens safe, the modern
metropolis may go the way of ancient Rome.” This is a
very good point. But the op ed is titled “City of the Future”
not “The Future of the Modern Metropolis.” As noted above
Imperial Rome and other capitals of empires may have
stretched the definition of the “city” but the contemporary
New Urban Regions (aka, the “Modern Metropolis”) does
not even come close to being a “city.”
Kotkin offers provocative and useful observations
concerning safety in urban areas. Most who read the
advice would conclude that Kotkin is taking about “the city”
and those who live in “the city.” No one is sure exactly
what “the city” is in this context but it is certainly is not
Fairfax County, Chesterfield County or any of the other
“not city” places where the majority of urban citizens now
live. The problem is that Fairfax, Chesterfield, etc. are
exactly the places that Kotkin is talking about needing to
make safe.
Recall where the National Capital Subregion's 2002
"Washington Sniper" targeted victims and where they were
captured. Check the home addresses of those arrested in
the United States on terrorism charges since Sept. 11,
2001. Note the home locations of the Tube/bus bombers in
Greater London earlier this year. Check out the "Death at
the hands of a stranger" data compiled by Professor Bill
Lucy. For the roots of this confusion, see “Where is
Northern Virginia” (Aug. 11, 2003.)
Again turning to Aristotle, he noted that
the function of urban settlements is to
provide for the safety and happiness of
citizens.
Citizens of the world’s great nation-states (e.g. the eight
most industrialized nation-states) have the vast majority of
their citizens living in urban areas. Recent polls and events
suggest that they are not happy. Street crimes, crimes of
passion and terrorism document that many are not safe. It
is not just Amman, Baghdad, Kabul and Jerusalem that are
not safe, it is the New Urban Regions of Madrid, London,
Paris, New York. (See End Note Seven.)
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Lack of security is a looming problem for
all residents of urban areas. The
confusion caused by use of “city” leads to
badly informed attempts to do something
about security.
Kotkin calls on “metropolitan area leaders” to address the
security issue. The problem is that there are no
“metropolitan” leaders. That is because governance
structure has not evolved to reflect existing economic,
social and physical reality in New Urban Regions. That, in
turn is due to the fact that discussions of these issues are
mired in confusing terminology.
Western Europe has evolved to a commune/municipal/
regional/province /nation-state/EU structure over most of
the territory but the United States is still stuck with the
system used to govern settlement of the “old northwest”
before the Louisiana Purchase.
In the review of Kotkin’s book "The City: A Global History,"
the reviewer (identified as an “urban novelist”) Gary Kirst
makes a special point of Kotkin’s observation that in 2007
human beings will pass a demographic milestone as
significant as any in our history. “The world’s burgeoning
ranks of urban dwellers will for the first time constitute a
majority of the planet’s human population.”
That means that one-half of the six billion plus population
will be urban. That percentage is up dramatically in the last
60 years, and up from a tiny percentage of the population
that was urban at the start of the Industrial Revolution
about 300 years ago. The most advanced industrialized
nation-states (aka, The First World) are already far beyond
the 50/50 split. As noted above, in the United States the
ratio is 95 percent urban to five percent nonurban and the
other nation-states with the largest economies – Japan,
Germany, Great Britain, France, Italy, Australia and
Canada – are in the same range.
Why is the language used by Kotkin (and Mainstream
Media in general) so confusing? Most citizens in many New
Urban Regions do not live or work in any “city.” In large
New Urban Regions where the core municipal jurisdiction
(s) is (are) a City, most citizens do not identify with the
“city.”
In the National Capital Subregion the Core (“Central City”
in U.S. Census terms) is made up of a federal district, a
City (Alexandria) and a County (Arlington). (See End Note
Eight.)
Why is a change in the language used by Kotkin (and
Mainsteam Media in general) so important? For the very
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reason Kotkin notes in his book: The First World has
already urbanized, the rest of the world is close behind.
However, citizens do not yet have a vocabulary to
intelligently discuss the consequences of the most
important change in the human condition in 13,000 years.
The Industrial Revolution urbanized half
the human population and shows no sign
of slowing. Urban society controls the
economic, social and physical resources of
the planet. While the Industrial
Revolution created urban society, “Post
Industrialism” will be possible only if
citizens understand where they are living
and how to survive on the planet.
The Industrial Revolution causes changes in the nonurban
economic, social and physical life as well as creating urban
civilization. This process has converted what were once
correctly termed “rural” areas into Urban Support Regions
in the First World. The territory outside New Urban Regions
are a source not only of nonurban goods and services but
of human capital.
It is not just op-ed writers and Mainstream Media who are
caught in the trap of faulty language. Academic disciplines
and research institutes are just as much to blame. Kotkin
is emblematic of the problem for the very reason that what
he has to say is important and that the language he and
others use makes it impossible to understand or
comprehend the importance of what he has to say.
Cures for Misuse of "City" and "Suburban/Suburb/
Suburbia
A cure for misuse of “city” is easy. Never use “city” unless
you are talking about a specific municipal government or a
group of municipal governments that are all Cities. A good
rule of thumb is that if you do not capitalize it, do not use
the word “city.”
When it comes to “suburban/suburb/ suburbia,” the
prescription is similar to the one for “sprawl.” By avoiding
the use of the word and putting in a generic phrase that
describes just what you are talking about the confusion
largely disappears. The use of quotation marks is also
helpful in clarifying intent and meaning.
The word “exurban” is used to indicate an area beyond the
area that is “suburban.” It is best to avoid the use of
“exurban” as well as “suburban/suburb/suburbia.”
No Escape from Urban
A root cause of the excessive and inappropriate use of
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/12-12/Risse.php (9 of 21) [1/3/2008 9:56:56 AM]

Deconstructing the Tower of Babel

“city” as well as widespread use of “suburban/suburb/
suburbia” is the aversion to use of the word “urban.” For
this reason, it is important to understand the use and
misuse of “urban.” Also see discussion of “urban” in "The
Shape of the Future" Appendix One and Appendix Two.
The standard definition of “urban” is valid. Most of the
ways that “urban” is used with respect to human
settlement patterns are appropriate and fit the conditions
to which they are applied. “Urban” and “urbanized
area” (a contiguous territory with a gross density of 10
persons per acre) are two words about which there is little
confusion. (See End Note Nine.)
The problem is aversion to the use of the word “urban”
because “urban” has been “framed” to be negative and
synonymous with “crowded” and “congested” or worse as a
stand in for “depressed” or even “slum.” It is where those
“other people” live and so one seeks refuge in areas that
are “suburban.” That is ironic since “suburban” literally
means less than urban.
The Mainstream Media use the terms “city” and “urban”
interchangeably, generating negative impressions of citydwellers and of urban areas at the same time. Confusion re
“city” and “urban” leads to and reinforces inappropriate
and unfounded assumptions about safety in dispersion as
noted in “Reality Based Regionalism, Part II – Deadly
Dysfunction,” Oct. 17, 2005, and the “Death at the Hands
of a Stranger” data. (See End Note Ten.)
The answer to security of urban citizens is not dispersal but
the evolution of sustainable New Urban Regions that are
comprised of Balanced Communities. Balanced
Communities, in turn, are be made up of functional
dooryard-, cluster-, neighborhood- and village-scale
components. This prescription for security applies to
terrorism as well as common criminal acts. As we have
noted repeatedly, the only cure for terrorism is to remove
causes of terrorism. The only way to do that is to create
functional human settlement patterns.
The Industrial Revolution created “urban”
society, Post Industrialism makes it
imperative that citizens understand there
is no escape from urban reality, not to a
“rural” area or any other mythical place.
In "The Shape of the Future" we coined and defined the
terms “Urbaphobia” and “Ruralaphilia” to reflect the
common aversion to things “urban” and the fanciful
attraction to things “rural.” We have found few places to
apply these words over the past half decade. We tend to
over use the word “urban” in ways that rub “suburban
noses” in the fact they are really “urban” citizens in an
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urban society. As we note below that approach is not a
useful one and perhaps a new, non-confrontational phrase
to replace “urban” is needed.
Get Off the Bus, Gus
There is another important note on the use of common
words that can cause confusion. This highlights the
importance of understanding that not all confusing words
are on the short list examined in Appendix Two of "The
Shape of the Future."
Take the work “bus” for example. During a recent interview
concerning shared-vehicle systems for lower density (aka,
Countryside) areas, we suggested that "bus" would not be
a good word to describe the shared vehicle that might
provide this service. The word “bus” means many things to
many people – most are negative. To serve lower density
areas one may rely on a jitney service that uses standard
passenger cars, ten-passenger vans, twenty-passenger
“shuttle buses” or some other vehicle. In lower density
areas the vehicle would not be a standard 52-passenger
bus, much less an articulated 200 passenger vehicle that
runs on a “Bus Rapid Transit” system. The key item is that
it is a vehicle where several people share the service.
Mainstream Media
In a recent Washington Post column (“No Easy fixes for
The Heart,” 25 November 2005) E. J. Dionne Jr. offered
the following:
“One of my pet peeves is that journalists
and politicians alike have more
compassion for those who struggle with
problems they are familiar with than
those whose problems they don’t
understand.”
Dionne was taking about complex medical issues. But what
about problems caused by journalists and politicians using
inappropriate and/or confusing words that generate the
lack of understanding in the first place?
Many of the problems that citizens face in trying to address
the consequences of dysfunctional human settlement
patterns are caused by the media. As noted in “The
Foundation of Babble,” Nov. 28, 2005, and throughout this
column, much of the difficulty caused by the use of
confusing words like “sprawl” and “suburban/suburb/
suburbia” and the misuse of words like “city” is found in
Mainstream Media. For example, “city” is inserted for
variety as if it were synonymous with “community” and
“urban area.”
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Another common trick is to substitute “transit” for
“transportation,” especially in headlines. That is apparently
because the word “transit” has half as many letters and so
takes up about half as much space in a headline as would
“transportation.” For most “transit” means “mass transit.”
Headlines about the passage of legislation to support
“transit” that really deal with road funding is misleading.
The use of “transport” would save five letters and not
generate the confusion.
One often hears that the use of more precise words and
phrases is too “technical” and too complicated. “Complex
words will only confuse people.” Yes, but simplistic words
leave them misguided without knowing they are being
misled.
We are told citizens do not have the time and will not
bother to explore issues if one uses words with which they
are not familiar. This leads to the dumbing down of print
and electronic media to “the fourth grade level.”
The issue here is one of deception. If one used a robust
vocabulary and some did not understand it, they would
know they did not understand. That is what happens when
one reads a medical journal or tries to follow a complex
mathematical formula. Using simplistic words gives the
false impression that they do understand what is being
said.
As those who have followed the early development of
PROPERTY DYNAMICS know, there is not enough time for
“Running as Hard as They Cans” (RHTCs) to become
effectively involved in governance processes that
determine the future of their families. The challenge for
PROPERTY DYNAMICS is to help them understand that the
future depends on their sorting out priorities and making
time for settlement pattern issues. The answer is not to
feed them fourth grade pap that confounds their
misunderstandings. (See End Note Eleven.)
Economic Competition's Impact on Language and the
Mainstream Media
The most obvious culprits in the problems created by
Mainstream Media are editors and publishers.
“News” (electronic or print) is driven by competition for
revenue – ad revenue and publication subscription/sales
revenue. Ad revenue is indirectly driven by the number of
readers/ viewers/page views. Subscription/sales revenue
is directly driven by the volume of purchases.
This drives journalism schools and creative writing
programs that teach writers and talking heads to put out
material people “like.” Citizens like fun things to read, they
like fairy tales, they like “can you believe this” and they
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like “tut-tut” and there-but-for-the-grace-of-god-go-I dirt.
Readers like to be entertained. News stories now have
named and pictured characters who are experiencing the
event. To be a “good writer” one must write things that
readers enjoy reading.
Competition for advertising and space in papers, books,
magazines, network and cable television, terrestrial and
satellite radio and all the web resources is based on how
many want to read or view it. No one is paid to write what
citizens do not want to hear or see. Even with technical
manuals readers like to have their preconceived notions
reinforced, not challenged. Citizens will not buy or read
that which they do not “enjoy/like” unless they understand
why it is important to understand the material.
There needs to be a way to be a good
writer and convey the information citizens
need to understand before democracy can
create a sustainable future trajectory.

One sees in small print the notice that full-page spreads
touting nation-states, defense contractors, oil and energy
companies and economic development agencies are
“advertisements.” No less are the stories, “analysis,”
editorials and columns. We will revisit this issue in future
columns that will focus on consumption in general and
energy consumption in particular.
The Problem Is Not the Classic Tower of Babel
Confusion
In Chapter 11 of the Book of Genesis (verse 1 thru 9) the
Bible outlines the story of the Tower of Babel. In this story
God prevents humans from effectively organizing an effort
to build a tower to Heaven by “confounding their language,
that they may not understand one another’s speech.”
Those who have traveled in a “foreign” country and are not
fluent in the region's language or dialect know there is
merit in this strategy to cause confusion. Even when you
think you know what is being said, you may not. Electronic
translators that provide word-for-word substitution may
help find the WC or avoid ordering a pizza topped with
three raw eggs but the problem facing those concerned
with understanding human settlement pattern is different.
When everyone is supposedly speaking the same
language, one is not put on notice that they may not be
able to understand what is being said. Citizens listening to
governance practitioners and those who profit from
Business as Usual may think they know what is being said
but they do not because of different interpretations of what
the words mean. This is especially true when the objective
is obfuscation.
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When one uses terms such as “sprawl,” "city," "suburban,"
“rural,” etc., they may or may not have a clear vision of what
they mean to the user. It is very clear they have no idea
what the reader/listener may understand. Each of the
readers/listeners may well have a different view.
“Living in truth” is Vaclav Havel’s admonition and it has
strong vocabulary implications. It is one thing to be speaking
of words like “freedom” and phrases like “fair election” that
can be understood in any language. But that does not work
for words like “sprawl” and “suburban” that conger up a
different image and different meanings for every person who
uses them.
Neural Linguistic Frameworks
From time to time in these columns we use the terms
“frame,” “framed” and “framing.” The Science of Linguistics
provides a possible pathway out of the vocabulary jungle
that obscures an understanding of human settlement
patterns. This brief introduction is presented to offer hope,
not to provide definitive answers.
Radial Analysis is far more widely used in the private sector
to further competitive economic advantage than it is in the
public sector to ensure efficient, equitable distribution of
public services. The same is true for Linguistics. An
understanding of Linguistic Science is widely used in
advertising and image management by the private sector.
It turns out that Linguistic Science has been used to promote
“conservative” causes by “framing” issues like “family
values” and “tax relief.” Closely related arguments are use
to discredit and distort discussions of settlement patterns
and the imperative of balancing private rights and public
responsibilities.
We have only scratched the surface of “framing” as a way to
address the vocabulary of human settlement patterns.
However, there seems to be a potential “fit” between
linguistic research and the types of problems outlined in
these columns.
Before we recommend that everyone pursue this topic,
especially via two books by Professor George Lakoff ("Moral
Politics: How Liberals and Conservatives Think and Don’t
think of an Elephant"), we offer three caveats:
1. Lakoff’s Don’t think of an Elephant is wildly partisan. It will
turn off 1/3 to 2/3 of the readers who are active in party
politics. Lakoff states that "Moral Politics: How Liberals and
Conservatives Think" (Second Edition) and the Rockridge
Institute which sponsors research in “framing” are nonpartisan. It is hard to see how he can write a non-partisan
Moral Politics and a polemic like Don’t Think of an Elephant
which is billed as a handbook that “liberal and progressive
activists” can understand.
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2. Lakoff’s analysis of contemporary politics and the
language/semantics associated with “family values” and “tax
relief” seems to be well founded and well documented.
However, Lakoff jumps from the “family” (unit scale) level of
values to nation-state scale governance policy. Lakoff jumps
over, as if they do not exist, all the other levels of
organization/governance where various applications of the
two family orientations (“strict father” and “nurturant
parent”) may apply. Going from unit scale to nation-state
scale, Lakoff skips the “extended family” (dooryard), “sub
clan” (neighborhood), “clan” (village), “tribe” (community),
“nation” (New Urban Region, Urban Support Region).
At each of these scales the two models of “family values”
may have relevance. Lakoff points out that most individual’s
value system embrace both “strict father” and “nurturant
parent” models and that they apply both to different extents
in different contexts. Jumping from family (unit) to nationstate makes his arguments far less useful.
3. Third and most important Lakoff uses the simple and
easily misunderstood words “frame,” “frames” and “framing”
to try to convey a complex theory of language.
When thinking about thinking (and thinking about talking)
one must be sure critical words have meanings that are
instantly clear and distinct. This takes one back to the
“sprawl” v. “dysfunctional human settlement pattern” conflict
addressed by the Phrase Substitution Technique. This is why
we substitute “neural linguistic framework” for “frame.” (See
End Note Twelve.)
Using simplistic words that bring up different images is
symptomatic of fundamental problem with the vocabulary of
human settlement pattern discussed in this and the prior
column. One must employ words or phrases that are
compatible with the context.
In spite of these three significant issues, the application of
Linguistics Science research and the examination of neural
linguistic frameworks may be a useful way to support
development of a robust human settlement pattern
vocabulary. As will be noted below, a much earlier encounter
with the work of linguists led to the development of new
phrases such as “dysfunctional human settlement pattern”
and “New Urban Region.”
The Creation of New Phrases with Help from Amazon

During part of the ten years it took to write "The Shape of
the Future," E. J. Dionne, Jr. was writing a column focused
on issues of language called “Chattering Class” in The
Washington Post Magazine. In a column titled “Under
Observation,” which ran on Sept. 14, 1997, Dionne
interviewed Father Mark Ambrose who was at the time
“Executive Director of Global Fulfillment Strategy and
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Security” for Citibank.
The column outlined how Citibank and others were using
linguistics to expand business communications and
improve market share. The quote that caught our attention
and changed the way we prepared "The Shape of the
Future" was:
“If you’re trying to get a new idea across,
you either have to invent new words or
use old words in a completely different
context. You have to jolt someone.”
Prior to our work there had been one major attempt of
which we were aware to outline a comprehensive
conceptual framework (a unified field theory) of human
settlement pattern. That was "Ekistics" by Constantinos A.
Doxiadis. "Ekistics" is subtitled “An Introduction to the
Science of Human Settlements.” Much of Doxiadis’s work is
of great value and insight. Doxiadis's contributions are
reviewed in Chapter 15 of "The Shape of the Future." We
agreed on the need for a robust vocabulary. To meet this
need, Doxiadis generated a lexicon of Greek words
(literally). They did not fly. Almost no one paid any
attention to Dioxiadis' vocabulary.
When we read the Dionne column it provided inspiration to
develop a set of phrases that made clear what we were
talking about. (The other option under consideration at the
time was to do as is done in “scientific German” and create
long words from common shorter words that take on a
specific meaning.)
Among the phrases were ones we had evolved in our work
and teaching. They included "New Urban Region,"
"Regional Metrics," "Clear Edge," "Balanced Community"
and "Geographic Illiteracy" as well as "Alpha
Neighborhood," "Alpha Village," etc. We also coined a few
words such as "Urbaphobia" and "Ruralaphilia" but most of
the new language was in phrases.
"The Shape of the Future" has been available from Amazon.
Com since September 2000. After several years Amazon.
Com provided an unexpected boost for the phrase
innovation strategy. The Amazon.Com staff started
scanning books and providing information via the “Look
inside the Book” feature. One of the additions on "The
Shape of the Future’s" web page is a listing of SIPs or
Statistically Improbable Phrases They also list CAPs
(Capitalized Phrases). Between the two, most of the new
phrases developed by S/PI are listed. This innovation by
Amazon.com indicates there is a "market" for new phrases.
Googling one of these phrases leads one to the source.
(See End Note Thirteen.)
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Vocabulary Tools You Can Use Today
Without exploring new avenues of research, what tools are
available to make the vocabulary of human settlement
pattern more accessible and understandable?
Refinement of the Phrase Substitution Technique. We
demonstrated the Phrase Substitution Technique for the
word “sprawl” in “The Foundation of Babble,” Nov. 18,
2005. Earlier in this column we suggested this approach for
dealing with the misuse of “suburban/suburb/suburbia.”
Similar techniques can be used for "exurb" and "local" in
other words all the “Core Confusing Words” – with generic
descriptions. (See End Note Fourteen.)
When words are replaced by words or phrases that reflect
the probable meaning intended by the author -- e.g.
replace “sprawl” with “dysfunctional human settlement
patterns” and "city" with "intensively urbanized area" – one
can communicate much more clearly.
Sometimes Capitalization and/or Punctuation Is Enough
As we have seen with the word “City,” capitalization may
be all that is needed to make the meaning clear. “I am
talking about all the Cities that lie within Los Angeles
County.” A new entry in standard style book(s): "Do not
use the word City unless it is Capitalized" may be sufficient
to stop the inappropriate use of the word.
The CAP feature at Amazon.Com noted above makes the
use of capitalization a powerful tool. The use of double
quotation marks (“”) and well as single ones (‘’) can be
effective. In "The Shape of the Future," there is an
extensive use of single quotation marks to indicate the use
of vernacular terms.
The Use of Modifiers. A number of words are important
but overused and thus can cause confusion. It is best to
never use “village,” “community,” “subregion” or “region”
without modifier that identifies exactly what geographic
area you are referring to. Again the capitalization can be
important. (See End Note Fourteen.)
New Terms. From time to time creation of new words is
effective. As noted above we coined “urbaphobia” and
“ruralaphilia” for use in "The Shape of the Future." They
were useful in the context of the book, but we have found
little applicability in our work since.
We are not the only ones to come up with new terms.
Professors Lucy and Phillips have named their forthcoming
book “Metromorphosis” which hopefully will come to be
recognized as a way to view the transition of metropolitan
areas.
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/12-12/Risse.php (17 of 21) [1/3/2008 9:56:56 AM]

Deconstructing the Tower of Babel

The U.S. Census Bureau generates new terms on a regular
basis. One of the latest is “Micropolitan Areas.” It turns out
“Micropolitan” is counterproductive if one is trying to
understanding the extent and function of New Urban
Regions but it got the Bureau out of a significant political
problem. The Metropolitan Institute of Virginia Tech
recently coined “Megapolitan Areas” as a substitute of
“Megalopolis.” Some new words like “boomburgs” might
best join “sprawl,” “suburban,” and “metrosexuals.” (See
End Note Fifteen.)
Of course, Mainstream Media introduces new terms at the
margins. For example See “Going Phrasy With Scandal
Buzzwords;" Copeland, Libby; The Washington Post; Oct.
31, 2005, page C1.
These new words deal with “new” and otherwise news
worth topics, not old topics that are overlaid with
confusion. This compounds the problem raised by the E.J.
Dionne Jr. quote above.
New Phrases. Finally the creation of new phrases
discussed above in detail is the most powerful tool for
creating clear, if sometimes cumbersome vocabulary.
Conclusion
First one needs to step down from the soap box We have
found in recent field work that one need not jump on the
podium and rail against using confusing words or the need
for new words and phrases. Just stop using them and
substitute a phrase that clearly defines exactly what you
mean. You will be surprised how fast others pick up new
phrases if in fact the word describes the condition in
question.
Next one must understand that this topic is not “just
semantics.” This is not just a peripheral concern, it is a
root cause of citizen befuddlement and Geographic
Illiteracy. Failure to understand is a profound and
fundamental cause of dysfunctional human settlement
pattern. If Professor Kotkin is even somewhat correct in his
suggestion that urban areas must become more safe to
support the advancement of civilization, the current use of
language is a threat to contemporary civilization.
As noted at the outset, so long as language is just a matter
of "opinion" and information impacting citizen
understanding of human settlement patterns is fair game
"in the market place of ideas where there is no right and
wrong," civilization will continue to slide toward entropy.
(See End Note Fourteen.)
-- December 12, 2005
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End Notes
(1). It is appropriate to use the term "suburban" as defined by
The Oxford Dictionary of the English Language: Suburban
residents were those who lived outside the walls of a city or
other urban enclaves. They were not trusted to be inside the
walls at night or when there was the potential of an attack.
“Suburban” individuals included pickpockets and other thieves,
pimps and prostitutes, suspect foreigners and other
undesirables. “Suburban” as now used has been “reframed”
and converted from an adjective to a noun. In addition, the
words “suburb” and “suburbia” have been generated. The
“framing” and “reframing” of words will be examined later in
this column.
(2). The Countryside was home to the vast majority of the
citizens of the principality, kingdom or empire. While the “city”
was supported by the surrounding Countryside, many in a
kingdom’s nonurban area (aka, Countryside) had little to no
contact or connection with a “city.” These “rural” residents
were supported by hamlets and “trading villages.”
(3). Urban activities have average minimum gross densities at
the community scale of 100 times those of the maximum
gross densities for most nonurban land uses such as
agriculture in the Countryside. However, more urbanized area
was required due to growth of urban population. See
“Industrialization, Urbanization and the Human Settlement
Pattern” Box 2 Chapter 1 of "The Shape of the Future."
(4). This material is a revision of a Bacons Rebellion Blog
posting “Oblivious to the Obvious” 8 Feb 2005. A comparison
of the original Blog posting and the current revision reflects
the importance of the applying the Phrase Substitution
Technique to help sort out vocabulary dysfunction.
(5). Kotkin’s writing is a perfect example of one of the key
points Professor Joseph Freeman made in the talk in
Lynchburg in late October: Those who claim to be concerned
with the shape of the future do not have (or refuse to use)
language that is robust enough to communicate the reality of
functional and dysfunctional human settlement patterns. As
long as half of what is printed about human settlement
pattern in publications intended to inform those who govern is
false, PROPERTY DYNAMICS has a big job.
(6). A banner headline on the jump page of the 6 February op
ed reads “It is a Sprawl World After All” Was this the
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inspiration for the title to Douglas E. Morris’s book of the
same title? This book is discussed in “Reality-Based
Regionalism: Part Two – Deadly Dysfunction,” Oct. 17, 2005,
and in “The Foundation of Babble,” Nov. 28, 2005.
(7). Mainstream Media reports that the recent riots in France
are taking place in “suburban” areas. If you have been to
these areas or carefully review the images, you know how silly
it is to call these areas “suburban” and at the same time call
the riots in Watts or 14th Street “urban.” This brings up the
issue of the use of “urban” which is explored below. It also
documents the counter-productiveness of using the term
“suburban.”
(8). This paragraph raises the important issue of capitalization
which is dealt with below.
(9). It does not help that the first name of one of the hottest
young college football coaches in the United States (until he
encountered the “Ole Ball Coach” earlier this year) is “Urban”
and the last name of an award winning country and western
singer is also “Urban.”
(10). “Urban” citizens are not just “city” residents. As noted
above 95 percent of the population of the Untied States is
urban. Unlike the majority of citizens 100 years ago, today’s
“urban” citizens do not know how to survive outside urban
context. If one takes them out of urban context almost, all
who were given a knife, match and a live chicken would go
hungry. Many would go hungry even if the chicken were dead.
(11). In the Summing Up section of “Regional Rigor Mortis,”
June 6, 2005, we explore the middle 45 percent of the
economic spectrum whom we term those who are “running as
hard as they can to keep their heads above water” or the
RHTCs. The RHTC’s plus the 50 percent of the population that
is losing economic ground year by year make up the vast
majority of the population.
(12). Here is why the words “frame,” “frames” and “framing”
are difficult for us to use:
●

●

●

In our professional photography work, a “frame” is
something one puts around a picture so it will not fall
off the wall.
Because we wear glasses “frames” are something to
hold the lenses in the right place.
Because we helped build our first house at 13 and have
been involved in the building industry directly and
indirectly for 47 years, “framing” is something you do
with 2x4s, 2x6s and 2x8s before you put on the roofing
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and the siding.
When words are heard and seen, and these are the first
images/ideas that register, they are not useful for discussing
the nuts and bolts of linguistics.
(13). The introduction of this feature by Amazon negates the
reason to go to the trouble of registering a service mark or
trademark. One registers a trademark or a service mark not to
prevent third parties from using it but to prevent someone
from keeping the originator from using a phrase or from
intentionally misusing it and claiming ownership. Phrases such
as “Regional Metrics” and “New Urban Region” were
registered by S/PI to encourage use of the terms not to
prevent others from using them. SIPs and CAPs establish prior
use and prevent limitations on the use.
(14). In alpha order the Core Confusing Words addressed in
Appendix Two are: “city,” “community,” “exurban,” “local,”
“neighborhood,” “organic,” “rural,” “sprawl” and “urban.” The
topic of vocabulary and the need to employ new terminology
can be found in "The Shape of the Future" in the following
places Prologue, Chapters 3, 15 to 22 and in Appendix One
(Lexicon) and Appendix Two (Core Confusing Words).
(15). Micropolitan Area and Megapolitian Area both suffer
from the need for a more comprehensive conceptual
framework to provide context.
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

The Devil's Dance
The fiendish whirl of activity during the 2006 General
Assembly session won't come close to addressing the
fundamental problems facing the Commonwealth.

At this time of year across the Northern Hemisphere
social, cultural and religious organizations are wrapping up
parties, festivals and celebrations that have their roots in
the Winter Solstice. This is a time when groups with a
religious, spiritual or supernatural focus consider the roles,
powers and existence of deities and anti-deities. The past
year has been scared by controversy and bloodshed over
the existence, intelligence and supremacy of various
deities. As luck would have it, citizens have a definitive test
for the existence of the arch anti-deity (aka, the Devil).
The current legislative process in the Commonwealth of
Virginia of is proof positive of the Devil at work. Not only
does the annual legislative charade waste millions of
person-hours on useless activities and counterproductively
stroke the egos of participant politicians, it distracts
earnest, hard working citizens of all denominations. For
citizens concerned about the present trajectory of
civilization, the current legislative process insures they can
do little to create a functional and sustainable future. (See
End Note One.)
What is on the horizon for the 2006 Devil’s Dance? For
some time it was widely speculated that the 2006
legislative session was going to be “all about finding money
to spend on transportation facilities.” Now there are rumors
that so many groups and interests are at cross purposes
that no significant changes in transport funding will occur.
That would be the best one could hope for given the real
causes of growing immobility. Participant Beware! This
prediction of “no action on transport money” may be just a
rumor spread by one group to dissuade opposition groups
from continuing to sharpen their knives. The Devil is at
work in either scenario.
Make no mistake: The rapidly growing
Mobility and Access Crisis, along with the
related Shelter Crisis have a profound
negative impact on prosperity, stability
and sustainability for all citizens and their
organizations.
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We outlined what must be addressed if mobility and access
are to be improved in “Transportation in the November
Election,” July 11, 2005. The potential of laying out a
comprehensive strategy to improve mobility and access
was avoided by all the major party candidates in the
November election, so what is the prospect that the
legislature will do any better?
The legislative process has fundamental structural
problems which will condemn its efforts to no more than
another Devil’s Dance:
●

●

If democracy is to work, the governance structure
must reflect the economic, social and physical reality
of contemporary civilization. If delegates and
senators are to represent citizens they must be
elected from districts that mirror the organic
components of functional human settlement. This
means they must be identified with and speak for
functional villages that comprise Balanced
Communities in sustainable New Urban Regions and
Urban Support Regions.
If three-legged democracy is to work, the legislative
leg must join the administrative and judicial
branches as full time activities. The only justification
for mini-legislative sessions is that they do less harm
if there is a limited time in which to cause trouble.
And who is “in the details” of every legislative effort?

The core substantive problem with the legislature thrashing
around looking for money for transport is that no one can
intelligently or comprehensively address the question of
how to spend money without answers to higher priority
questions:
●

●

What mix of pedestrian, private-vehicle and sharedvehicle systems are needed to provide mobility and
access that will support prosperity, stability and
sustainability?
Before that question can be answered citizens and
their governance agencies must address an even
more basic question: What is the desired human
settlement pattern for which mobility and access is
needed? (See End Note Two.)

The really important questions do not relate to what
citizens think they “want,” they relate to the best allocation
of resources to provide the mobility and access that all
citizens must have (aka “need”) to achieve prosperity,
stability and sustainability.
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To address these issues citizens must evolve a true
democracy and an enlightened market.
Transportation/mobility/access questions
cannot be just what those at the top of
the economic food chain think will make
them the most money in the shortest
amount of time.
If we are to have a functioning democracy, the Mobility and
Access Crisis and the Shelter Crisis must addressed in ways
that reflect the needs of all the citizens. “Trickle down”
does not work in either transport or shelter.
A core cause of the problems with the current legislative
process is that it mirrors a flaw in the economic, social and
physical underpinnings of contemporary society as a whole.
In a culture driven by short term economic competition, no
one is willing to pay for answers to long-term or societywide needs. Agencies and institutions pander to short-term
“wants.” The two-party political process has evolved to
prosper by serving the short-terms “wants” of those at the
top of the economic food chain. The consumption-based
market is driven by whatever citizens can be convinced to
buy, especially things that promise to be fun, entertaining
and exciting. Analysis of Internet traffic documents beyond
a doubt that the key drivers of the economy are sex and
money.
With respect to transport/mobility/access what people say
they want is an easy way to get to work, services,
recreation and amenity. But this “want” comes after they
have collectively made location decisions that preclude the
desired mobility and access. They made these decisions
because of short-term market incentives and inadvisable
government subsidies that drive the agglomeration of the
present settlement pattern. They thought they were
making a wise decision, but they were not. This is
especially true in the context of growing energy supply
constraints and rising per capita consumption. (See End
Note Three.)
In “Open Letter,” March 29, 2004, we called for
Fundamental Change in the way four specific economic and
environmental leaders address the legislative process. We
outlined a way they could take the first step. Based on data
released over the last 21 months, the indicators for their
core concerns -- the Bay, the Countryside, housing and
economic prosperity for the total population in the region
and, of course, mobility and access -- have all declined. In
the nearly two years since then, it appears all have been
too busy pushing their own agendas. The hand of the Devil?
So, what is a rational response to the prospect of the 2006
legislative session? Since little of value will be done in the
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next 60 days or more, it seems like a good time for a
sabbatical. It will give us time to wrap up some projects
and focus on the sort of issue raised in End Note Three.
Have a great New Year and watch out for a fellow with a
pointy black beard.
-- January 3, 2006
End Notes
(1) Those looking for The Shape of the Future’s annual end-of-the year
critique of Mainstream Media will find plenty of fodder in the columns
from the past year including those on Babble, Babel and the Postscript.
(2) One way to get a perspective on the futility of looking for money to
solve the Mobility and Access Crisis is to consider a recent conference on
public-private partnerships as a vehicle to spend that money. According to
the conference brochure “the Public-Private Partnership Forum: Exploring
Transparency, Risk and Accountability and the Use of Eminent Domain,
Finding the Balance, Getting it Right” was designed for Legislators and
Policy Makers, Elected Officials, Municipal Leaders, Academia,
Attorneys, Community & Economic Development Executives, Developers
and Road Contractors, Engineering Companies, Lobbyists and Press.
This conference addressed a number of topics that need to be considered in
the context of solving mobility and access dysfunction. It would be good to
get the issues on the agenda aired. There was an impressive list of speakers
on the agenda and the conference was intended to provide answers to guide
the establishment of partnerships to carry out transportation projects for
which the upcoming legislative session may generate funding. But let’s get
first things first. Let’s answer first-order questions before we answer
fourth-, fifth- and sixth-order questions.
There might be an equally important conference on the optimum radius and
tread width for tires on VDOT trucks, but first let's find out where we want
those trucks to go, what we what to do with those trucks and under what
conditions. Before that, we need to know if we even need trucks for VDOT
to meet its mission goals.
The National Capital Subregion is marching toward the implementation of
a system of Hot Lanes built by public-private partnerships before anyone
has even considered what this will do to existing human settlement
patterns, much less whether it will support the evolution of functional and
sustainable patterns and densities of land use.
(3) Per capita consumption in your region and in the Commonwealth
provides important insights on the issue of mobility and access. There is a
lot of talk of the “Global Economy” being a good thing, but what it really
means is that we cannot answer mobility/access questions for the richest 20
percent of the world’s six billion citizens who live in the First World.
Based on information gathered for PROPERTY DYNAMICS less than five
percent of those in the United States are actually prospering under the
current system as gauged by income (prosperity), safety and security
(stability) and health/consumption (sustainability). This will be the topic of
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future columns.
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Babble Postscript
The use of confusing vocabulary in the discussion of
human settlement patterns just won't go away.
Here's an update of uses and abuses since our last
column.

The two columns on vocabulary (“The Foundation of
Babble,” Nov. 28, 2005, and “Deconstructing the Tower of
Babel,” Dec. 12, 2005) require a Postscript. Other columns
that appeared in the Dec. 12 edition of Bacon’s Rebellion
and events in the past three weeks collectively require a
reprise.
First, the Good News
Jim Bacon’s lead column “The Gunst Guide to Life, Liberty
and the Pursuit of Happiness,” Dec. 12, 2005, is an
informative item on Sidney Gunst’s view of Innsbrook, an
“office campus” which he developed in western Henrico
County. In the column, Gunst looks back on Innsbrook and
Bacon notes the project's impact on the settlement pattern
of the Greater Richmond New Urban Region. Bacon reports
that Gunst is now committed a different type of project. He
wants to build projects that create functional patterns and
densities of land use. In the story, Jim never once used
any of the Core Confusing Words, and I suspect not one
reader missed them. (For further observations on
Innsbrook and Gunst’s perspective see End Note One.)
One unintended linguistic landmine is sailed past in the
column. That is the term “Town Center.” As the reference
to Reston Town Center (a proper noun) and to the
proposed “town center” for Fairfax Center that are cited in
End Note One suggest, there is a wide variance among
things called “town center.” A recent issue of Virginia
Business notes that of the nine (largest) construction
projects in the Commonwealth, two are “The Town Center
of Virginia Beach” and “City Center at Oyster Point” in
Newport News. Two of the others are “Rocketts Landing” in
Richmond and “Waterview” in Arlington. Some of these
are, and all are likely to be, called “Town Centers.”
Things called “town centers” are not all large or complex.
Especially in the lower density parts of prosperous New
Urban Regions, every shopping center with a little extra
landscaping promised by the developer is called a “town
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center.” The same is true for every commercial project with
a mix of uses especially those designed by New Urbanists.
The Mainstream Media coverage of “town centers” does not
clarify the term. See “Town Centers Never Looked So
Habitable; The Town Center’s Day Arrives,” by Heather
Greenfield, WaPo, Oct. 20, 2005. A subtitle reads:
“Reston’s a Model and More Are Planned” but few of the
projects in the story or others that are called “town center”
have much in common with Reston Town Center. Reston
Town Center, by the way, occupies the site designated for
Reston center or core in the original mid-60s concept for of
the Planned New Community.
The validity of calling a project a “town
center” can be tested by asking the
question: “Of what ‘town’ is this place the
‘center’.” Reston, Virginia Beach and
Oyster Point pass the test, most do not.
The “what town” question raises the issue of how big a
place has to be to be called a “town.” A convenient cutoff is
that a place called “town” must be large enough to have a
relative balance of jobs/housing/services/ recreation/
amenity. In other words, the size of a place which Planned
New Community developers called a “village” and what S/
PI terms a Beta Village or, upon achieving critical mass, an
Alpha Village. The key is that the “town center” is the
center of a real place, not just some curb cuts off an
arterial. (See “Balanced Communities,” Aug. 23, 2005, for
a discussion of relative scales of human settlement pattern
components.)
Now the Bad
Also in the Dec. 12, 2005, edition of Bacon’s Rebellion
there were two columns by Patrick McSweeney: “At Last, A
Debate on Sprawl,” [Add Link] and “A Better Way to
Grow.” These two columns used the word “sprawl” a total
of 21 times in 26 paragraphs without providing a definition.
The columns also used “suburban/suburbanites suburbs”
eight times. We have known Patrick for nearly two decades
and respect his thinking on settlement pattern issues and
appreciate his contribution to the Friends of Virginia’s
Future more than a decade ago.
Using one widely accepted interpretation
of “sprawl,” I agree with most of what
Patrick says. Using an equally widely used
conception of the term “sprawl” he is
talking nonsense. The problem is that I do
not know what Patrick means by “sprawl.”
The first use of the term focuses on the cumulative
negative impact of scattered urban land uses which can be
calculated and documented. In other words, “dysfunctional
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human settlement patterns.” The second use is an
expression of emotional revulsion toward certain land uses,
building forms, roadside graphics or the vehicles that
individuals drive to get to and from these land uses. The
rhetoric of this second use is typified by that of James
Howard Kunstler and illustrated by the graphics used to
illustrate his books and reviews of his books. (See Chapter
15, Box 4, in "The Shape of the Future".)
Well you say, “EMR has given a lot more thought to
definitions, so he is confused but the average reader has
no such problem.” Hello? The only way that excuse makes
sense is to apply the Humpty Dumpty rule of linguistics
and vocabulary – “the word means exactly what I intend it
to mean.” In fact that anti-rationale is just why there is a
conflict over the cure for dysfunctional human settlement
patterns – the curse of Babel.
Each person reading McSweeney’s columns will fill in their
own neural linguistic framework and support or oppose the
ideas he puts forth based on their interpretation of what
“sprawl” means. How do we know this? McSweeney’s
columns appeared in print weekly elsewhere before they
appeared in Bacon’s Rebellion. In the second column
McSweeney notes he got negative comments from
“Republicans” about the first one to appear. That is
because of the neural linguistic framework that has been
established by and for those who support “sprawl” on an
ideological basis. In fact, those at the right end of the
spectrum (aka, “Republicans”) should be supporting
McSweeney but they do not because of his word choice.
Babble on the Blog and the Newswire
Since publication of “The Foundation of Babble,” Nov. 28,
2005, and “Deconstructing The Tower of Babel,” Dec. 12,
2005, “observers/commentators/bloggers” at the Bacon’s
Rebellion blog have pontificated on the lack of a need for
clear language and proposed new applications of the word
“city” like “ring city.” As suggested by End Note Two, it is
best to use the word “City” only as part of an official name
of a municipality.
Bloggers have intentionally used terms like “modern city” –
an oxymoron of the “new antique” class. In this case by
opening a comment with the posting with: “I believe that
modern cities...” they confound the confusion by implying
facts about “cities,” watersheds, waste water systems and
storm water systems that are not correct and definitely not
“modern.”
Over on the VA Newswire, Jim Bacon reported on Dec. 14,
2005, about two new cutting-edge companies, BoldMouth
and New Media Strategies, that are out to synthetically
duplicate the organic system that supports word-of-mouth
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advertising. The ramifications of this “advancement” to
overpower what Malcolm Gladwell documents in the
revived Year 2000 best seller "The Tipping Point: How Little
Things Can Make a Big Difference" will be critical to
creating effective media communications. We explore this
impact in the section titled “Economic Competition’s Impact
on Language and Mainstream Media in the Dec. 12, 2005,
column.
Kotkin: On a Roll, or Playing a Role?
As if to confirm that his earlier writings highlighted in
“Deconstructing the Tower of Babel,” Dec. 12, 2005, were
not an aberration, Joel Kotkin wrote in mid-December a
review of Robert Bruegmann’s book, "Sprawl: A Compact
History." (See End Note Three.)
As with the earlier work, Kotkin’s factoids are not “all
wrong.” Some are right but are lost in fuzzy language. The
most important point is that Kotkin fails to realize his
sugary praise of Bruegmann’s work using inarticulate
words undermine the very points he is trying to make in
his reviews and in his book, "The City: A Global History,"
as well as the very points Bruegmann is trying to raise in
his book.
One is tempted to say Kotkin is just “lost
in scale,” the most common form of
profound Geographic Illiteracy but it is
more than that, he is “lost in vocabulary”
as well. (See Backgrounder “Geographic
Illiteracy.”)
Kotkin exhibited a very different style in a column that
appeared in the Dec. 11, 2005, Portland Oregonian. This
op-ed titled “Portland: lost in its own reflection” is a meanspirited attack on those who find Portland attractive. His
favorite literary device is sarcasm: “the Ephemeral City”
and “narcissus of the West.” It was surprising that he could
get so many facts wrong or so badly misconstrue Jane
Jacob’s perspective when there is published evidence that
Ms. Jacobs holds the opposite view. In fact some
residential neighborhoods in Portland look a lot like Jane
Jacob’s Toronto neighborhood.
The reason for the problems with Kotkin’s view of Portland
is that the op-ed appears to be “sponsored content.” This
judgment is based on the speed with which it was sent
around the Internet by the self serving “pro-sprawl” lobby.
We received four copies from different sources within three
days.
At first blush the Portland op-ed would appear to damage
Kotkin’s credibility as scholar because it echoes the
arguments of the run-of-the-mill Portland bashers. A quick
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search of the web suggests that the problem is worse than
that. One observer pointed out that Kotkin had advised
another New Urban Region (St. Louis) to do just what he
criticized Portland for doing and being successful at it.
Other observers note that in his sweeping categorization of
urban agglomerations he fails to list places that run
counter to his argument (e.g. the continued decline of the
“city.”) This may be because with an inadequate
vocabulary, the “city” places and or the “suburban” places
do not exhibit the trend he is trying to be the first to
document or christen.
Human settlement pattern is a complex
topic and unless one has a firm grasp on
vocabulary and a comprehensive
conceptual framework, these and other
errors are bound to occur. Had Kotkin
used more precise words he may have
realized that errors existed in his
generalizations.
Well, now really! What is so wrong with unabashed
statement of differing views even if they are not supported
by fact? It is just like literary criticism, right?
Wrong. Citizens are not forced to live in other people’s
books or movies. They are forced to live in human
settlement patterns that have been agglomerated based on
the cumulative impact of bad location decisions.
Here is a good example of the immediate impact of items
like Kotkin’s attack on Portland. One of the first to flash the
Kotkin item on Portland around the Internet was Ken Reid,
a publicist (aka, spin doctor) who works for Virginia
Mobility Associates LLC and other groups sponsored by
Chris Walker in Reston. Reid packaged the Kotkin material
and sent it to those whom he thought, if they believed the
Kotkin op-ed or were disheartened by it, might help his
client’s cause with respect to the stopping Rail to Dulles.
All this would be fun if it were not so tragic.
Other Straws in the Wind
First some good news: Media critic and author of "The
Sponsored Life: Ads, TV and American Culture," Leslie
Savan has written an new book titled "Slam Dunks and NoBrainers: Language in Your Life, the Media, Business,
Politics, and, Like, Whatever." As the title suggests, this
work may put in a more accessible context the work of the
academic linguists.
On the very day the “Deconstructing the Tower of Babel”
appeared with the exploration of how media was being
driven by advertising, WaPo published a story on Rick
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Smith’s NewsUSA, Inc. “Firm Files Believable, Newsy Copy,
for a Price; NewsUSA, Inc. Emphasizes Restrained Style in
‘Placing’ Articles in U.S. Papers.” The story by Annys Shin
describes how this company distributes items that look like
news stories that feature products and services of
NewsUSA, Inc’s clients, which it then distributes to
newspapers and radio stations. With Mainstream Media
outlets under economic pressure, they apparently snap up
these “news ads.” (This is an obvious example of
“Economic Competition’s Impact on Language and
Mainstream Media in the Dec. 12, column cited earlier.)
WaPo came through with a “bus” story by the reporter,
whom we cautioned not to use or overuse the word. There
is nothing “wrong” with the story. In fact I expect it to
show up in the clipping services of environmental /good
government groups. The story documents the plight of
those who live here, work there and have no car. (See
Boorstein, Michelle, "For the Carless, Life Is a Wait," The
Washington Post, Dec. 18, 2005, Page C5.)
Why is this a problem? Because it fails to take advantage
of the opportunity to clarify the great gulf between mobility
systems that rely on private vehicles vs. those that rely on
shared vehicles. By doing this, the story fuels the conflict
between the “strict father” and the “nurturant parent”
views of society – and settlement patterns – as articulated
by Lakoff.
On Dec. 25, Mark Fisher’s column in WaPo is titled
“Suburbanite Finds a Leafy Refuge From the Sprawl” with a
jump page title of “Community Spaces Enrich Life in Leafy
Enclave.” It is a nice story about a resident of Washington
Grove, Md. Washington Grove is one of a number of 19thcentury summer retreats that have been surrounded by
more recent urban development. The column could have
provided useful insight with the same facts but for reliance
on Core Confusing Words.
One more note: Have you noticed that only almost every
form, registration or application that asks for your address
there is a line for "city" instead of "postal address?" This is
true even for those applying for "rural assistance."
As noted in Deconstructing The Tower of Babel,” Dec. 12,
2005, as long as language is just a matter of "opionio" and
that information impacting citizen understanding of human
settlement patterns is far game "in the marketplace of
ideas" where there is no right and wrong, civilization will
continue to slide toward entropy.
-- January 3, 2006
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End Notes
(1) I recall discussing Innsbrook with Gunst in his office and taking
pictures of the project when I was doing research (from San Diego to
Dallas, to Kansas City, to Atlanta) in preparation for designing and
developing Fair Lakes. What Gunst says rings true and matches our own
reflections on the 860-acre Fair Lakes/Fair Oaks Estates projects on I-66 in
Fairfax County.
There are some differences: Unlike in Innsbrook, there was a concerted
effort to create a context for Fair Lakes. The development entity (Hazel
Peterson aka, HP) applied for rezoning of the property that became Fair
Lakes and Fair Oaks Estates HP drove/led Fairfax County to create the
Fairfax Center plan. This plan covered 5,500 acres and included a town
center and two village centers. Fair Lakes was the “employment
neighborhood” of the North Village. This late 70s/early 80s work was
carried out before S/PI started using the term “Balanced Community.”
Fairfax Center was “designed” by a 54-member citizen/business task force
and a team of consultants as a Planned New Community with 1,500
different parcel owners but with a balance of jobs/housing/services/
recreation/amenity. The role of the Fair Lakes neighborhood was to
contribute most of the employment and some of the housing for the North
Village. The Fairfax Government Center was the major employment node
of the South Village. Fair Oaks Mall and the adjacent land was to morph to
become the “town center.” (The third “village” of Fairfax Center should
be Fairfax City but that is another story.)
There is more to learn from Bacon’s column on Gunst’s new commitment.
The mix of uses that would result from Gunst’s current vision on the 850acre Innsbrook are worth considering. Here is a back-of-the-envelope
“plan” for the site that reflects the original developer’s new objectives:
Let’s keep 50 percent in open space -- water, woods, and informal play
fields, something like Central Park – not the one off I-95 in Greater
Fredericksburg, but the one that Frederick Law Olmstead designed on
Manhattan. Develop the other half of the site with a "new urbanist, 2-, 3and 4-story mix of uses with an occasional node like Reston Town Center.
This is the distribution of land uses that the market would now reward with
the greatest return on investment and also yield the highest per-square-foot
values for the future owners. The FAR would be around 2.0 on the
developed acreage, 1.0 on the whole site. That is about five times as
intensive as the existing Innsbrook.
This sketch means Innsbrook would double the employment (office,
service, retail) to 50,000 workers in 14 million square feet of building area
and have enough residential area (in townhouses, zero lot lines, condos,
lofts and live-work units to house 30,000 people. The garage, driveway,
roadway savings would cover the cost of ubiquitous broadband for every
office, shop and residence as well as a PRT system to serve the core of
Greater West Henrico. The PRT system could be extend to other parts of
the Greater Richmond New Urban Region.
Not all the New Innsbrookians would be among the 50,000 employed in
the core of the Greater West Henrico Balanced Community but a lot
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would. The big plus is that there would be no need to develop 10,000 acres
in Goochland County (or some other place) and VDOT would not have to
build roads to get to and from Goochland County and all the other places.
(2) The phrase “ring city” is very likely to be confused with the phrase
“circle city” coined by the well known ecologist / geographer Philip Lewis
two decades ago. Lewis was, of course, referring to settlement patterns at
a completely different scale. The New Urban Regions centered on
Chicago, Milwaukee and Minneapolis-St. Paul comprised part of a “circle
city” as I recall.
(3) Kotkin’s review of Bruegmann’s book (“In Praise of ‘Burbs”) appeared
in the Wall Street Journal on Dec. 10, and it was e-mailed to me the next
day just after I had sent off the Dec. 12 column.
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Words Matter
There's no hope of making progress on Virginia's
most intractable problems when our words only cloud
understanding. Our goal in 2006 is to introduce a
more robust Vocabulary.

We are back from a refreshing sabbatical and ready for
“Campaign 2006,” invigorated with new goal: Creating
broad understanding that functional human settlement
patterns are necessary to create Balanced Communities in
sustainable New Urban Regions. You expected something
different?
This column will introduce issues upon which we will focus
over the next year in support of Campaign 2006. The 73
“Shape of the Future” columns we have written over the
past three plus years have explored events and issues
related to mobility and access (“Regional Rigor Mortis,”
June 6, 2005) and affordable and accessible housing
(“Solutions to the Shelter Crisis,” July 25, 2005) in the
context of the theses, principles and understandings found
in our book “The Shape of the Future.”
The Conceptual Framework and Vocabulary laid out in the
book will help citizens understand how to evolve Balanced
Communities in sustainable New Urban Regions. “The
Shape of the Future” columns have explicated also the
failure of the current governance structure both to achieve
mobility and access and to ensure affordable and accessible
housing. These failures highlight the need for Fundamental
Change in governance structure to achieve Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns.
A Few Choice Words
We returned from our sabbatical more convinced than ever
that finding a way to communicate the importance of
Vocabulary is a sine qua non for understanding human
settlement patterns. Without a robust Vocabulary, it is
impossible to hold meaningful discussions of topics related
to human settlement patterns, such as Regional Rigor
Mortis and the Shelter Crisis.
Our discussion of Vocabulary spotlights a few choice words
posted on the Road to Ruin Blog by a long-time friend. We
will use these words to explore several aspects of why
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Vocabulary is critical. (See End Note One.)
On Feb. 26, Jim Bacon posted an item on the Road to Ruin
titled “The Story Less Heard.” Jim Wamsley later added a
comment on this post that demonstrates why “debating”
“land use/transportation issues” is worse than meaningless
without an effective Vocabulary. (See End Note Two.) For
the complete picture you will need to read the whole string
on the Road to Ruin blog, but here is what Jim Wamsley
said about one aspect of the transportation funding debate:
“This is all a side issue. The main question
is who gets the taxpayers’ transportation
dollars. Rural areas that need pork,
counties that need roads to support new
development, or urban areas where
congestion is stifling economic growth.”
Jim Wamsley is absolutely right that most of the discussion
about transportation and transportation funding “is all a
side issue” but not just for the reason I believe he was
trying to articulate.
The statement: “Rural areas that need pork, counties that
need roads to support new development, or urban areas
where congestion is stifling economic growth,” is catchy,
contains more than a whiff of insight and solicited a round
of Atta Boys from later commenters. However, this
statement, when carefully considered, is profoundly
misleading.
Let us be clear on the facts: Every urban area in the
Commonwealth falls within one or more counties (and/or
cities). As far as we can determine every one of those
municipal jurisdictions has an “economic development”
agency and economic growth objectives that are linked to
“new development.”
Further, all nonurban (Countryside) areas in the
Commonwealth fall within one or more counties. Almost all
of those municipal jurisdictions also have “economic
development” agencies and economic growth objectives
that are linked to “new development.”
Because of these two facts, every acre of the
Commonwealth that Jim tries to identify fall into two of the
three sweeping alternative categories that make Wamsley’s
statement notable and catchy. (See End Note Three.)
If citizens think about or try to discuss
land use and transport issues in terms of
existing governance jurisdictions and
simplistic catchall area generalizations
they are lost before they start.
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You have heard this before but a careful examination of Jim
W’s language brings the issue of terminology into sharp
focus. As we have also noted in the past, even the use of
specifically defined, but no longer meaningful or relevant,
terms like “Central City” are confusing. One step worse is
the use of popular catchall terms like “suburban,”
“suburbia” or “exurban” which are profoundly confusing.
Misuse of the term “city” (that is using the word “city” for
anything except as part of the official title of one form of
municipal government) causes problems as noted in our
late 2005/early 2006 three-part series of columns on
Vocabulary. (See “The Foundation of Babble,” Nov. 28,
2005, “Deconstructing the Tower of Babel,” Dec 12, 2005,
and “Babble Postscript,” Jan. 3, 2006.)
The inadequate vocabulary showcased by Jim Wamsley’s
statement is made more critical by the fact that the borders
of state legislative districts and county supervisory districts
have been gerrymandered to support the goals of political
parties and do not respect or represent the interests of
citizens in the Beta Communities, subregions or New Urban
Regions of the Commonwealth. This is true whether the
citizens live and work in Alpha Neighborhoods and Alpha
Villages with functional patterns and densities or in nonplaces with dysfunctional settlement patterns.
Until citizens and their appointed and elected governance
practitioners agree to describe human settlement patterns
by their generic, organic components and recognize the
need to evolve Clear Edges and Balanced Communities in
sustainable New Urban Regions, every discussion of these
issues is “a side issue.” We will further explore aspects of
this reality in an upcoming column, “The Book With No
Name.”
Potential Restatements to Achieve Wamsley’s Intent
A fair question is: So, how does one express the conflicting
interests which Wamsley noted about programs to achieve
access and mobility without creating more confusion? In
this section we outline two ways to restate what may have
been Jim Wamsley’s intent. Here is the first:
“A critical question is how to effectively spend
taxpayers transportation dollars. This issue is
complicated by confusion about which group
appears to benefit from transport spending.
“In municipal jurisdictions and legislative
districts where low-density areas predominate
and where those who directly benefit from
scattered urban development control the
governance process, the critical question is:
Which specific parcel of land benefits from the
new roadway? In other words, who gets the
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pork that drives the existing political system?
(See End Note Four.)
“Higher density areas are the generators of
regional and subregional prosperity. In these
areas traffic congestion is stifling economic
growth. Almost no one disagrees with this fact.
“Because the settlement patterns within the
borders of all municipal jurisdictions are
dysfunctional and the borders of these
jurisdictions are unrelated to the organic
components of human settlement patterns, the
roadways intended to support ‘economic
growth’ via new development turn out to
generate travel demand that thwarts positive,
prosperous economic activity.”
Yes, these four paragraphs are longer than the original but
it is far more clear on the points that (we believe) Jim was
trying to make.
Another way to state the problem is:
“There is a conflict between public policy/programs/
regulations/educational actions to accommodate,
incentivize and subsidize “economic development” on one
hand and the access and mobility impact of public and
private location decisions on the other. The result of current
policy/programs/regulations/educational actions is that
actions intended to promote “economic growth” result in
settlement patterns that cannot be provided with mobility
and access. Because of this, these actions end up stifling
prosperity.”
Neither of these statements have the flair of Jim’s original
words. However, citizens need to understand that
conventional language even when it is catchy or stylish is
not up to the task of communicating the economic, social
and physical impact of spacial (aka, locational) decisions.
Use of confusing words results in simplistic, misleading
statements which upon careful examination make no sense
whatsoever.
These two restatements also make it
much easier to understand that the root
cause of transport dysfunction is the
failure of state, regional and municipal
agencies to agree on a Commonwealthwide plan/strategy/program that
balances vehicle travel demand generated
by the settlement pattern with the
capacity of the transport system.
In the field of medicine a statement such as “an ouchie in
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the tummy leads to an ouchie in the toes or a nick in the
noggin” would be given no serious consideration as the
basis for medical action. Similar statements should not be
given serious consideration in the field of human settlement
patterns.
Never Use “Rural”
Jim Wamsley’s words are a good example of why we
council never using the word “rural” under any
circumstance. The use of “rural” always leads to confusion.
Just searching for alternative ways to express the reality
that the lower density areas of the Commonwealth are lowdensity urban areas makes a contribution to evolving a
more functional Vocabulary. With respect to the issue Jim
Wamsley framed it is clear that:
●

●

There is a very small percentage of the 25 millionplus acres of land in the Commonwealth where the
state or municipal economic growth/development
agencies will not subsidize a new chip factory, a new
distribution center or a new call center regardless of
the impact on regional and subregional settlement
patterns.
There are very few places where municipal and state
government will not build roadways or approve the
expenditure of private funds to provide access to
scattered urban dwellings including second homes.
The willingness of public agencies to subsidize
“economic development” and support scattered urban
land uses in any location reflects the fact that Virginia
is now wall-to-wall urban even though some parts of
the Commonwealth have very low densities. (See End
Note Five.)

We call nonurban areas “Countryside” because there are no
“rural” areas in the Commonwealth. Few areas that could
be termed “rural” based on widely accepted definitions
remained in Virginia following the dramatic shifts in
population and economic activity that occurred during and
after World War I. No “rural” areas remained after similar
shifts during and following World War II. (This is not a
condition unique to the Commonwealth; the same is true
even in states like Montana.) Over 96 percent of the
population in the Commonwealth derives the
preponderance of its livelihood from urban activities. Areas
with low or very low density are not “rural” -- they are low
or very low density urban areas. Using the term “rural”
invokes a confusing Neural Linguistic Framework.
No One Has Noticed the Whale on the Beach
There is another shortcoming of Jim Wamsley’s statement
examined above. Jim is far from alone on this one. As we
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predicted, no one associated with the MainStream Media or
with the current legislative process in the Commonwealth
noted the whale on the beach during the Devil’s Dance
(aka, the 2006 General Assembly Session). The whale looks
like this in print:
No amount of money, regardless of how it
is distributed will alleviate communityscale, subregional-scale or New Urban
Region-scale mobility and access
dysfunction unless there is Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns so
that a balance between vehicular travel
demand and transport system capacity
can be achieved.
An Even Bigger Concern
There is one other issue raised by Jim Wamsley’s words
which will be a focus of Campaign 2006:
At some point citizens must come to
realize that on a small planet with finite
resources everyone needs to shift from
pursuing “development and growth” –
especially growth in population and
consumption – and focus on the pursuit of
“prosperity and happiness.”
The Major Roadblock to Achieving Consensus on
Vocabulary
Before wrapping up this examination of Vocabulary, it is
important to address one other aspect of the issue. This is
the intentional misuse of words, including quibbling about
words as a means of obfuscating communication.
During the sabbatical we posted several notes on the
Bacons Rebellion blog. One addressed the continuing flap
over the New London takings case (Kelo v. New London)
decided by the Supreme Court last year.
In the posting “On Takings and Overarching
Solutions” (Feb. 5, 2006) we used the words “Henry
George” as shorthand for a policy -- taxing land, not
improvements -- that he was famous for propounding. This
is one way to help equitably distribute the cost of locationvariable services. The fair allocation of location-variable
costs also would dry up the prospect of unconscionable
windfalls sought by dog-in-the-manger hold outs during the
evolution of vacant and underutilized land to more
functional settlement patterns. The point of raising this
strategy in the post was to identify a way to avoid use of
eminent domain. (See End Note Six.)
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Those who follow the postings on Bacons Rebellion blog
may recall that one commenter attempted to sidetrack the
discussion of fair allocation of costs as a way to avoid using
eminent domain by focusing on what Mr. Henry George
may have believed about unrelated topics. The use of
“Henry George” was not an attempt to incorporate by
reference his entire body of thinking but to identify the
strategy of taxing land and not improvements inside the
Clear Edge for which he is best known.
In his comment under “On Takings and Overarching
Solutions” Jim Bacon suggested that the “tax-the-landonly” strategy might be renamed the “Australian” system or
the “Kiwi” system – referring to two countries where his
ideas have been put into effect -- to avoid getting hung up
on any other of Henry George’s views and ideas. Groups
advocating the shift to taxing land, not improvements, also
have called this tactic the “two tier” or “split rate” tax
strategy. To some, this sounds like two taxes. It is clear
that more work needs to be done to identify the right
terminology.
To avoid confusion we could convene a broadly
representative focus group on the topic. The group might
come up with a new phrase: The “Ben and George’s Kiwi
Split Downunder Strategy.” “Ben and George’s Kiwi Split
Downunder Strategy” establishes a solid Neural Linguistic
Framework and should keep even the mean spirited from
attempting to misconstrue the intent. (See End Note
Seven.)
We came up with “Ben and George’s Kiwi Split Downunder
Strategy” to illustrate that if True Believers and those who
have an Economic Dog in the fight want to confuse the use
of language because they do not like the outcome, it is
easy to accomplish their objective. For this reason, the
topic of Vocabulary must be carefully introduced within the
education process on human settlement patterns.
Vocabulary cannot be suggested as a way to solve a
problem in the abstract.
And, of Course, the MainStream Media
As might be expected, there were great examples of the
misuse of words with the inevitable result of reinforcement
of Geographic Illiteracy in the MainStream Media while we
were gone. (See End Note Eight.)
Perhaps the most damaging, and the one that represents a
significant lost opportunity, was an op-ed by Lee
Hockstader in the WaPo’s March 6, 2006 edition. Mr.
Hockstader reported on development and transportation
issues in the Metro section of the Post for a number of
years. He is now a member of the editorial page staff. His
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appointment was widely viewed by those concerned with
creating functional settlement patterns as a significant
improvement over the editorial page staffer who previously
covered land use and transportation issues.
Hockstader’s March 6 op-ed entitled, “We Need to Be
Dense,” shows how little can be accomplished even with
good intent and relevant experience if confusing words are
used.
First the headline: One has to be quite dense to use the
word “dense” to headline an op-ed that purports to
document the need for fundamentally different (and
functional) settlement patterns.
As far as we can tell, Hockstader is trying to provide a
positive and useful examination of an important topic. He
quotes Richard Florida, who is familiar to Bacons Rebellion
readers. Florida noted that “the only way we’ll really add to
our prosperity is to add to our density.” That is good
information as those who have read “Five Critical Realities
that Shape the Future,” Dec. 15, 2003, know. There is,
however, nothing to place this idea in a solid geographic
context.
The core problem is that Hockstader uses seven Core
Confusing Words a total of 14 times in the op-ed. He could
have used alternative words that everyone would
understand and they would have made the points far more
clearly. The net result is another “An ouchie in the tummy
leads to ... ” statement.
Hockstader coined a new geographic unit in the op-ed: The
“cranny.” A cranny is apparently at least 6,000 acres in
size. There would be about 55 crannies in Loudoun County
and at the density of the cranny profiled there would be
room for over four million people in the jurisdiction.
Pointing this out would have been very useful. If the vacant
and underutilized land inside Radius=20 Miles were
developed at this density, six million more citizens could
live near the core of the National Capital Subregion. They
would have 40 percent open space, etc. This could have
been done without expanding the existing urbanized area,
as documented in "Five Critical Realities that Shape the
Future." Think how helpful that would have been to readers.
Perhaps the most scary perspective on Vocabulary is a
March 18, 2006, WaPo front-page story by Candy Sagon.
It is titled “Cooking 101: Add 1 Cup of Simplicity; As
Kitchen Skills Dwindle, Recipes Become Easy as Pie.” The
jump page has a headline of “Easier-to Understand Recipes
Aren’t a Half-Baked Idea.”
Sagon reports that “Basic cooking terms that have been
part of kitchen vocabulary of centuries are now considered
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues06/03-20/Risse.php (8 of 12) [1/3/2008 9:54:01 AM]

Words Matter

incomprehensible to the majority of Americans. Despite the
popularity of the Food Network cooking shows on cable TV,
and the burgeoning number of food magazines and
gourmet restaurants, today’s cooks have fewer kitchen
skills than their parents – or grandparents – did.”
If contemporary society cannot prepare citizens to feed
themselves without dumbing down the vocabulary, how can
we expect to get these same citizens adopt a Vocabulary
robust enough to facilitate intelligent discussion and
decision making with respect to human settlement patterns
in the voting booth and in the marketplace?
Where to From Here?
So, where do we start? As a hunting partner once advised:
“Shoot Newt, the sky is full of pigeons.” We will start by
addressing the topics noted above. In addition there will be
a focus on consumption and energy production and
conservation as well as on land management and food
production.
When the Devil’s Dance (aka, the 2006 session of the
Virginia General Assembly) is over, we will be launching the
next phase of PROPERTY DYNAMICS. The PROPERTY
DYNAMICS program will be available via the Bacon's
Rebellion website.
In addition we are working with Jim Bacon to crate a
Bacon's Rebellion Glossary to help readers get up to speed
on a Vocabulary developed to describe the components and
relationships that constitute human settlement patterns.
The Glossary will be based on an update of the section on
Vocabulary from “Handbook.”
“Handbook” is in the process of being revised. When
reviewing Section 4 on Vocabulary we were reminded that
one of the guideposts developed in “Handbook” is that
before citizens can make plans for the future they must
have an agreed-to Vocabulary. This is a prerequisite for
creating goals and objectives, the first step on the ThreeStep process outlined in the “Handbook”.
There are new tools available to help achieve the goal of
Campaign 2006. “The Shape of the Future” is now available
at www.baconsrebellion.com. The CD that contains the
third printing of “The Shape of the Future” also includes
PowerPoint programs that illustrate the in need for
Balanced Communities with access and mobility as the
fulcrum.
-- March 20, 2006
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End Notes
(1.) Let me make it clear: I have known Jim Wamsley for years and worked
with him on a number of projects. I admire his work and his thinking. I also
agree with much of what I think he meant to say. I’m just not certain what
he meant to say, and that is the problem.
(2.) Of equal importance is a Comprehensive Conceptual Framework with
which to consider them. “The Shape of the Future” outlines a candidate
Conceptual Framework.
(3.) We get to use of the word “rural” below.
(4.) Lower density areas where those who directly benefit from scattered
urban development control the governance process are ones with large
percentages of land that is vacant and underutilized and where amateur and
professional speculators are a driving force in scattering urban land uses to
create short-term profits from this scatteration.
(5.) The only exceptions to the “we-will-subsidize-yourinvestment-anywhere” mantra are the areas that are protected from urban
development by private covenant or public regulation. An example of the
later are areas that are called “wilderness.” A close look at these areas puts
a sharp point on why it is misleading to use the word “rural” for any land in
the Commonwealth.
When one goes to places that are called “wilderness” those citizens who
one encounters are urban citizens. They are seeking recreation and/or
temporary solitude, they are not engaged in full time pursuit of a “rural”
lifestyle. They are almost never among the 4 percent of the citizens who
make their livelihoods from extensive uses of land – farmhands, loggers,
hunter / gatherers. Loggers and farm hands are most likely to spend their
free time in a local watering hole for some “face-to-face.” They get enough
solitude being alone on the job. Now and then you will run into a ginseng
digger but they mainly poach where they can ride on ATVs.
(6.) Another strategy to achieve equitable distribution of location-variable
costs is to shift from ad valorem taxes on property to the imposition of fees
that reflect these costs. As Jim Bacon has pointed out this shift requires a
whole new set of procedures, regulations and actions, and thus the
advantage of the “Henry George” tactic.
(7.) In the phrase “Ben and George’s Kiwi Split Downunder Strategy,”
“Ben” is for Ben Franklin because of the widespread application of the “taxthe-land-already-provided-with-services-to-support urban-land-uses” in the
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. A focus group might consider “Will and
George’s” with “Will” standing for William Penn but Ben is known for
prudent money management and when coupled with George in “Ben and
George’s...” the word “Ben” causes one to jump to pleasant thoughts of ice
cream deserts.
That Neural Linguistic Framework is reinforced by “Kiwi” (which in this
case is for New Zealand and not the fruit) but reinforces the ice cream idea.
“Downunder” has risque as well as Australian implications. But when the
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phrase ends with “Strategy” one has to go back to square one and ask:
“What is going on here?”
This is just exactly the “gotcha” that Father Mark Ambrose says is needed
to implant new ideas as noted in “Deconstructing the Tower of Babel,”
Dec. 12, 2005.
(8.) In a fit of Disaggregated Beta Community media obliviousness that
feeds on and reinforces Geographic Illiteracy, Monty Tayloe in the March
1, Fauquier Times Democrat story titled, “The Unique Luxury of The Inn
at Little Washington,” makes a big thing of how some are foolish enough to
consider Washington, Virginia where the Inn is located to be in the
“Metropolitan Area.” “Now, despite the tiny town’s location almost two
hours from the District of Columbia, the Inn routinely tops lists of
Metropolitan Area” best restaurants. The Inn at Little Washington has
moved the mountains of Rappahannock County inside the Beltway, at least
in the minds of restaurant critics.” The New Urban Region is defined by the
summation of economic realities such as this. To suggest the Metropolitan
area ends at the Beltway is beyond comprehension. Tayloe also call the
hills “mountains” and uses the word “rural.”
There are other notable MainStream Media transgressions noted
during our sabattical:

Virginia Business illustrates a March 2006 story titled “Rural counties
beginning to attract high-paying jobs” with a picture of a hilly
panorama of Russell County. In the foreground is a cluster- scale
agglomeration of urban houses. The editors do not seem to
understand that if the area has “high-paying jobs” they are urban
jobs or that one of the 95%/5% Guidelines apply and the area is
urban, not “rural.”
Progressive Farmer makes the same mistake in the text supporting
its 2006 list of the 200 “Best Places to Live in Rural (sic) America.”
Twelve are in Virginia and include such “rural” places as Albemarle
and Fauquier Counties!
Anthony Faiola, Akiko Yamamoto and Sachiko Sakamaki reporting
from a place they call the “city” of Tokyo in WaPo for March 11 and
try to convince readers that developers are building several “cities”
within Tokyo for the ultra rich on sites of 25 acres +/-.
The story is accompanied by a low oblique photo that depicts
perhaps 10,000 acres of urban landscape with no indication where
these places may be. Talk about confounding “Geographic Illiteracy.”
On March 14 Michael Alison Chandler in a front-page Metro story in
WaPo tried to make that case that Waterford in Loudoun County
(Georgetown prices in a small package) is in a “rural” area. To dispel
this myth try to buy land and make a profit on any extensive use of
land anywhere in Loudoun County.
On March 16 on the front page of WaPo, D’Vera Cohn and Amy
Gardner review the latest census figures and use
“suburbs” (including Loudoun County two days before had been
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described as “rural”) and “Growing Exurbs” to confuse readers. They
present useful data but only if one translates the terminology into a
intelligent Vocabulary.
On March 17 Steven Pearlstein demonstrated that Cohn and
Gardner had succeeded in confusing not only readers but a business
section columnist. Pearlstein cited data in their story and suggested
it meant that “Washington’s Got Enough Growth to Share.” His
“solution?” Ship jobs to “Baltimore” and to “Richmond.” He
demonstrates no familiarity with the pattern and density or
minimum sustainable density of the National Capital Subregion, with
the fact that Baltimore is already part of the Washington-Baltimore
New Urban Region or with the reality that a massive federal
government-related job relocation to “Richmond” would transform
the relevant region into the
Washington-BaltimoreRichmond New Urban Region. That is something no one we know
would like to see happen. (See “Five Critical Realities that Shape the
Future.”)
Finally, think how much more useful and educational even threshold
Geographic Illiteracy and functional Vocabulary would have made
two stories in the first section of WaPo for March 19:
Page A1, Ruane, Michael E. “Maryland Street’s Soul Hasn’t Strayed
Far From Roots: Neighbors Avoid Problems That Define Many Inner
Suburbs.”
Page A3, Pomfret, John “Where Did All the Children Go? In San
Francisco and Other Big Cities, Costs Drive Out Middle ClassFamilies.”
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

The Problem with "Mass" Transit
Light and heavy rail are expensive, inflexible
alternatives to the automobile. It's time to consider
a 21st-century solution to mobility in New Urban
Regions: Personal Rapid Transit.

THE CONTEXT
Advocates of Business As Usual like to point out that
existing shared-vehicle systems (aka, “mass transit”) are
not providing functional access and mobility for the vast
majority of the citizens in Virginia or anywhere else in the
United States. This “failure of public transit” is always one
of the first excuses cited to justify dumping vast sums of
money on roadway systems that support private vehicles.
Yet it is clear that private vehicles (aka, Autonomobility via
cars, vans and pickups, SUVs and trucks) do not provide
functional mobility and access for most of the residents of
New Urban Regions, where over 85 percent of the citizens
now live and work.
To make matters worse, under current conditions
roadways (aka, private-vehicle support systems) are
driving the expansion of unsustainable human settlement
patterns. The crisis of New Urban Region immobility grows
worse every year. Building more roads exacerbates the
problem. (See “Regional Rigor Mortis,” June 6, 2005.)
The “failure” of shared-vehicle systems has little to do with
the design of the systems themselves. The “failure” is the
result of an imbalance between transport system capacity
and travel demand – especially in shared-vehicle system
station-areas. This reality does not stop supporters of
Business As Usual from using the “failure” as an excuse to
promote whatever non-solution, or semi-solution makes
them and their clients richest, fastest.
Even if there were a concerted effort to achieve system
wide balance between capacity and demand, there is still
an imperative to create Balanced (Alpha) Communities
because Balanced Communities will result in fewer, shorter
vehicle trips. (See “Balanced Communities,” August 23,
2005.)
This Fundamental Change is necessary also to reduce the
energy consumption of the existing shared-vehicle system
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options. In other words the “failure” of shared-vehicle
systems is more complex and a solution is important than
generally understood.

Not only are the existing transport
systems not providing access and
mobility but even if they were, energy
consumption per passenger mile for both
shared-vehicle systems and for private
vehicles is not sustainable.

LET'S HEAR IT FOR PRT!
These facts indicate a pressing need for new thinking in
the field of shared-vehicle systems. Many suggest that this
new thinking will come from advocates of “advanced
transit” systems. The “solution” that is most often
mentioned is “Personal Rapid Transit” or PRT. (See End
Note One.)
Since the early 80s when we first learned about PRT from
Jerry Kieffer, S/PI has been a supporter of the basic PRT
concept. (See “Rail to Dulles Realities,” Jan. 5, 2004;
“Time to Fundamentally Rethink METRO,” Oct. 18, 2004;
and “There is Still A Chance” a Bacon's Rebellion Blog post
of April 2, 2006, which is reproduced with minor editing as
End Note Two.)
There was much consternation among PRT supporters
following the Raytheon/Rosemont, Ill., PRT debacle that
played out in the 1990s. We and others have been
heartened by recent news concerning planned and
potential PRT systems in Great Britain and elsewhere in
the European Union.
A recent email suggests that we have not been paying
close enough attention to the details of PRT advocacy and
to the future of “mass transit.” The Advanced Transit
Association (ATA) was founded in 1976 by supporters of
PRT and related transport technology. On May Day, we
received the following message from a member of ATA
about PRTs:
“A new paper entitled “The Case for Personal Rapid Transit
(PRT)” is now available: It is 8 pages and is well
illustrated.” (Editor's Note: The link no longer functions
and has been removed.)
The brief “white paper” written by Dr. Joerg Schweizer, a
professor from the University of Bologna, is well done and
worthy of a careful read by all those interested in mobility
and access.
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In the larger context of creating functional human
settlement patterns, the PRT white paper raises this
question:
If PRT is so great, why after 30 years is there nothing of
substance on the ground except the five-stop, threedecade-old system in Morgantown, W.V., (University of
West Virginia), and the now abandoned Raytheon-bungled
Rosemont project in Illinois? (See End Note Three.)
The white paper’s “Preface” and the introductory section
titled “Current Urban Transportation Issues” provides a
PRT advocate’s view of why existing transport systems are
not working. (See End Note Four.) The text provides useful
data on conditions in the United States and the European
Union.
The second section is titled, “The Characteristics of PRT.”
We start here to outline the possible reasons why recent
and current advocacy of PRT systems – and fundamental
evolution of shared-vehicle systems in general – have not
been and are not likely to be successful without
Fundamental Changes. We also provide suggestions for
integrating the strengths of PRT into a more
comprehensive strategy for providing functional and
energy-efficient mobility and access in New Urban Regions.
The order in which the problems with PRT advocacy are
addressed below will give a reader not conversant with
PRTs an understanding of the topic.
TOO MANY RULES
The ATA white paper lists seven “characteristics” of PRT
systems. Because the heading lists a number of informed
pre-circulation reviewers from around the First World, it is
fair to conclude that this well-considered list of
characteristics also might be thought of as "the rules" -the requirements to be considered a PRT system. Here is
the list from the white paper:

1. Small, fully automated electric vehicles (i.e.
without drivers).
2. Small guideways that can be elevated
above ground, at or near ground, or
underground.
3. Vehicles captive to guideways and reserved
exclusively for them.
4. Vehicles available for use by individuals
singly, or in small groups traveling together by
choice. These vehicles can be made available
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for service 24 hours a day, if required.
5. Vehicles able to use all guideways and
stations on a fully connected ("integrated")
PRT network.
6. A direct origin-to-destination service,
without need to transfer or stop at intervening
stations (i.e. "nonstop" service) within a whole
network, not just down a corridor.
7. A service available on demand rather than
on fixed schedules.
Now, let’s rearrange the seven PRT characteristics into
their order of priority from most important to least
important/problematic:
6. A direct origin-to-destination service, without need to
transfer or stop at intervening stations (i.e. "nonstop"
service) within a whole network, not just down a corridor.
Pure physics is what makes PRT “better” than 19th
century/early 20th century shared-vehicle systems (heavy
rail, light rail, Bus Rapid Transit (BRT), bus, commuter rail,
et. al.) is pure physics.
Physics 101: Stopping and starting wastes time and
energy unless one wants to get off the vehicle. Going fast
to make up the time lost in acceleration/deceleration plus
in-station dwell time for others to get on and off uses
energy at exponential rates when compared to travel at a
steady speed. This is pure tortoise-and-hare theory and
practice.
Here is a real world example: A modest pace of 30 to 40
miles-per-hour would get a PRT vehicle from Dulles Airport
to Capital Hill with no stops in 25 to 35 minutes,
depending on the route. The METRO Orange line extension
to Dulles would take three times as long because the
METRO would make 25 +/- stops even though heavy rail
technology is capable of peak speeds three times faster
than the PRT. A passenger heading from Washington
Dulles Airport to the Core of the National Capital would sit
in eight +/- stations before getting to the Beltway in
Virginia.
The start/stop problem can be overcome by building extra
track and sidings to run “express” trains that skip stops (e.
g. New York), building two heavy rail systems with
complementary capacity and station spacing (e.g. Paris –
Metro and RER), building new lines with greater distance
between stops (e.g. London’s new Jubilee Line) or
integrating a number of different systems (e.g. Toronto,
Vienna, Stockholm). PRT advocates favor the latter but, as
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we will demonstrate, that may be less effective than
alternative approaches. Note that all these strategies to
overcome the start/stop problem require transfers from
one vehicle to another to reach all stations on the system.
Physics 102: Vehicles that move at slower speeds can be
lighter, cheaper and safer than vehicles that are designed
to go faster. Just as important, the superstructure/
infrastructure is less costly to build. Cost per passenger
mile for a PRT is a fraction of heavy/fast/stop/start
systems, especially Heavy Rail but also Light Rail,
Commuter Rail and Bus Rapid Transit.
Physics 103: A Network rather than corridor-line-haul
routing is key. Think of the flexibility of moving packets on
the Internet vs sending large files down a single wire. The
Network also addresses the critical “transfer” problem,
which along with the “waiting” problem, are the two major
physical and psychological barriers to citizens embracing
shared-vehicle system use. More on Networks below.
7. A service available on demand rather than on fixed
schedules.
“Waiting” for a vehicle to arrive, along with “transfers,” as
noted above, which also frequently involves another
“wait,” is a killer for all shared-vehicle systems. This is
especially true in a society that has been spoiled by
extensive use of private-vehicle mobility systems – even if
the immediate gratification of a private-vehicle system is
available only to able-bodied citizens at the top of the
economic food chain.
4b. These vehicles can be made available for service 24
hours a day, if required.
Running 24/7 is also key for flexible use and maximizing
use of infrastructure. (See “For People Only” below.)
4a. Vehicles available for use by individuals singly, or in
small groups traveling together by choice.
Privacy and the ability to travel in small, self-selected
groups also are key for those spoiled by private-vehicle
mobility systems. Demand pricing can enhance the
attractiveness of sharing PRT vehicles. Slug lines, publicos,
jitneys and spontaneous curbside taxi sharing suggest that
“small groups by choice” is an important way to achieve
the efficiency of shared- vehicles as compared to private
vehicles.
(NB: We have separated Rule 4 into parts 4A and 4B
because of the emphasis in Rule 4A on “small” that will be
addressed below.)
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5. Vehicles able to use all guideways and stations on a
fully connected ("integrated") PRT network.
The concept of a “Network” in contrast to line-haul
corridors is, as noted above, very important. The flexibility
of routing packets over the Internet vs. running them
down a single wire from point A to point B is a powerful
metaphor. PRT advocates like to stress the ability to serve
small-volume destinations with non-stop service. That is a
good thing.
However, with the emphasis on “small” in Rule 4A. and the
characteristic of every vehicle being able to access every
station in Rule 5, the TRUE BELIEVER problem, related to
the “purity” of a PRT system discussed below, becomes a
factor.
Perhaps a system in a specific New Urban Region would
work most efficiently if all links and all stations did not
have to accommodate all the vehicles that were able to
use the spine of the system. The integration of line-haul
capacity and PRT characteristics is illustrated by the line
running from Dulles Airport to the Anacostia River
sketched out in End Note Three.
Seamless integration between service to high-volume
station-areas and to lower intensity areas outside the
stations is another example. A Dulles Airport passenger
may have a destination in Reston Town Center more than
a mile distant from a Reston Avenue Station situated
above the the Toll Road. A PRT network could cover all
parts of Reston because rational density, 10 persons per
acre at the Alpha Community scale, makes every
neighborhood accessible from Dulles.
Likewise, a Dulles passenger may want to go to one of the
lower density office parks or residential areas far from any
of the four Tysons Corner spine stations where higher
capacity cars have access. Note that speed is not a
question here. All riders could get to the desired station at
the same speed, without stopping and without a “transfer”
or “wait.”

Now we come to the first three
“characteristics” in the original PRT
advocates list. These criteria raise the
most significant barriers to effective
application of the PRT concept.
1. Small, fully automated electric vehicles (i.e. without
drivers).
Small is beautiful, and perhaps most PRT vehicles should
be thought of as “small.” But do all the vehicles have to be
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the same size? Not if the network is designed properly.
Heavy vehicles capable of carrying large numbers of
passengers would be limited to designated corridors;
smaller lighter vehicles could travel on parts of the
network with light infrastructure. If two or three people
want to go from Dulles Airport to a place such as
Annandale, off the main network spine, they would take a
four-seater. If 10 people want to go Bethesda, they might
choose a larger vehicle with at least 10 seats that cost less
and hauled more people. Variable pricing would sort out
the demand and the desire for privacy vs. efficiency.
A range of vehicle sizes could accommodate atypical
“game night” traffic anywhere on the spine of the system.
It is unlikely that there would be crowds going to or from
an Annandale on the Network unless someone was silly
enough to build a stadium there.
Horizontal Elevators in airports and the Docklands Light
Railway in London have shown that automated vehicles
work just fine for 10-, 20- or-30 passenger vehicles and in
“trains” with multiple cars. Even cars of this size that can
be quite light if they do not need to go fast to make up
time wasted in repeated stop / starts. (See End Note Five.)
There is no reason why the larger vehicles could not hold
30 passengers each and be linked in three- or four-car
trains as they are in some Horizontal Elevator applications.
This configuration would work well for the Dulles Airport to
Anacostia River example in End Note Six. It would get
large groups from Dulles Airport to the new Supreme
Court Complex on the Anacostia River or the new Learner
Field near the Anacostia River far faster than METRO could.
Removing the need for drivers is a key to keeping costs
down and safety up. The most potentially disastrous wreck
on METRO in recent memory happened when a driver fell
asleep and backed an empty train into (and onto) an
occupied one.
2. Small guideways that can be elevated above ground, at
or near ground, or underground.
Small (light/inexpensive) guideways are a key to keeping
down costs in places where there is low demand and thus
low revenue. Small guideways that are somewhat less
intrusive may be useful when trying to integrate links of a
PRT system into existing urban fabric. However, over-thestreet alignments have a limited appeal even if light and
airy. When designing the renewal of urban fabric, the
mobility system should be integrated into the design of the
new fabric so the system need not run over a “street” or
confined public Openspace. With rare exception, it is not
possible to make an overhead system attractive except to
the engineer who designs it.
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The key point is that in places where demand is higher and
there is no premium for light, less costly, lower volume
service – like the median of the Dulles Airport Access Road
– “small” may not be best. On these links heavier
infrastructure that will carry capacity vehicles may be
needed. There is nothing inherent in the PRT non-stop/ offline-station concept that forecloses this possibility.
8. Vehicles captive to guideways and reserved exclusively
for them.
This consideration may explain the passive rejection of the
PRT idea by those who favor private vehicles and those
who want to make money from mobility systems. (See the
discussion of PRIVATE PAYOLA and PUBLIC PORK below.)
The PRT-like system that Ford Motor Company designed
for the Planned New Community we planned for the
Weyerhaeuser Corporation in North Carolina just before
the 1973 Arab Oil Embargo employed a vehicle that ran on
the spine of the system but could access lower density
areas. The concept was similar to some Bus Rapid Transit
applications, except that it didn’t require a driver and a
heavy vehicle capable of high speeds. The “smart cars” by
Mercedes Benz and others that are finally making their
way to the US market provide a visual prototype.
Private vehicles would give the well-to-do the option of
having a special vehicle they could park somewhere
remote from their destination until they needed it again.
Storage of automobiles in the Core Alpha Communities of
New Urban Regions is one of the most costly and
disaggregating forces impacting urban fabric. The parking
and maneuvering of the private vehicle takes up at least
four times as much space as the office of the senior
employee who drives it to work.
Differential pricing, a slam dunk in a closed PRT system,
could level the playing field. Riders would get the level of
privacy that they paid for. HOT lane advocates should love
this aspect of PRTs.
PRIVATE PAYOLA/PUBLIC SECTOR PORK
This profoundly important and complex topic may have
even more impact on the failure to consider PRT systems
and other shared-vehicle system innovations than TOO
MANY RULES considered above. It is, however, easier to
understand this issue after considering PRT system rules in
some detail.
“Payola” and “pork” are separate phenomena but are
considered under one heading because in the “real world”
they are interconnected by the odious phenomenon of
excessive political party contributions.

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues06/05-15/Risse.php (8 of 17) [1/3/2008 9:53:13 AM]

The Problem with "Mass" Transit

Public Pork
Daniel Hudson Burnham famously suggested with respect
to evolving human settlement patterns: “Make not little
plans: Little plans have no magic to stir men’s blood.”
Unfortunately, this truism has been interpreted as calling
for planning big projects and tall buildings, not creating
comprehensive plans for New Urban Region-wide mobility
systems or New Urban Region Cores made up of Balanced
Communities where there are affordable and accessible
dwellings served by functional mobility systems.
Politicians avoid projects with long time frames unless
there are campaign contributions involved or there is
overwhelming citizen’s support for a project or program.
Campaign contributions come from those who seek to
profit from land speculation and from big, expensive
payola projects, especially public-private partnerships
where there are multiple troughs with guaranteed returns.
Private Payola
No one makes a lot of money from conservation, especially
in the short term. In the spheres of energy, natural
resources and human settlement patterns, all citizens
benefit from conservation in the long run but that does not
translate to short term profits.
For this reason there is little support for projects that are
Small/Conservative/Simple. There is extensive support for
projects that are Big/Consumptive/Complex. (See End
Note Six.) This truism applies not only to military
hardware contracts. There is no better example than the
protracted PRT project in Rosemont, Ill., that the Raytheon
Corporation ran into the ground during the 90s. The
design team continued to pile on bells and whistles until
the proposal collapsed under its own weight. The story is
more complex, but participants and observers have
confirmed that this summary is apt.
This same phenomenon impacts all shared-vehicle
systems. The bigger the project, the higher the cost, the
larger the contracts, the larger the commissions for money
agents, real estate agents, lawyer agents...
(This issue is explored with respect to extending the
METRO Orange Line to Dulles Airport in “Rail to Dulles
Realities,” Jan. 5, 2004.)
Payola generates political party contributions and for-hire
(aka, think-tank) champions for non-solutions or semisolutions that make some rich fast. These projects include
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private toll roads and HOT lanes. Payola is a major
driving force behind the failure to balance the travel
demand generated by human settlement patterns with
mobility system capacity reviewed in THE CONCLUSION,
below, and will be explored in more detail in a future
column.
FOR PEOPLE ONLY
As important as PORK and PAYOLA are in getting a project
designed and started, failure to consider the movement of
packages and freight on shared-vehicle systems is
probably more important for the long-term effectiveness of
a system.
Start with the reality that Balanced Communities are
places where the location and balance of jobs/housing/
services/recreation/amenity create environments where
citizens need and want to be most of the time. (See
“Balanced Communities,” August 23, 2005.)
Even under these conditions, there is still a need for
mobility and access to meet the needs and desires of
contemporary society. And it is not just people but also
goods that need mobility and access.
Even maximizing Telework and other IT marvels still
leaves a lot of daily and weekly needs that cannot be sent
over a wire. Things like food and clothing, household and
hygiene supplies, furniture and bedding, electronic and
kitchen equipment, recreational and gardening equipment
and supplies. These goods may have intraregional or
interregional sources but a PRT system that delivered “the
goods” as well as “the people” would help make use of the
infrastructure 24-7. With packages and freight network
routing and widely dispersed, (walk-to) distribution/
staging areas/drop-off points the system could save
billions in transport expenses. It is a rare when the nine
households in our Dooryard are not visited 20 times by big
Brown, White, Yellow and Red White and Blue trucks in a
week.
In the delivery of telecommunications services there is
much talk about the “last mile” to get broadband service
to the Unit level. For freight and package goods it is the
last 1,400 feet or 500 feet.
And what about services? How much more efficient would
it be for home, appliance, electronics, pet and personal
services to be delivered by a small vehicle that arrives at a
nearby station and exits to the street/pathway system and
comes to the unit than for trucks and vans to run up and
down the highways?
A colleague and I first proposed the use of an island-wide
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“transit” system to carry people and goods in the late 60's
when working for the Puerto Rican Planning Board. Since
that time we have seen precious few examples of these
applications. There is more fervent enforcement of the
separation of people and goods than the separation of
church and state. New interregional freight transport
schemes have included massively expensive underground
vacuum tubes and of course, the “next generation” of the
Interstate Highways (aka, “Superhighway Corridors.”)
(See “Interstate Crime,” Feb. 28, 2005.) But there are few
intraregional ideas for goods and people on shared vehicle
systems. PRT applications would be a place to start.
UNTRANSPORTABLE SETTLEMENT PATTERNS
In our experience, PRT advocates may have spent too
many hours and worked too hard trying to show how PRT
systems could provide mobility and access to settlement
patterns that are not transportable because of the physics
of mobility and access.
Readers of “The Shape of the Future” columns at Bacon’s
Rebellion do not need a briefing on this topic. Others may
want to check out “Spinning Data, Spinning Wheels,” Sept.
20, 2004, or “Regional Rigor Mortis,” June 6, 2005, at
Bacon's Rebellion. Also see “The Physics of Gridlock.”
(See End Note Seven.)
INADEQUATE GRAPHICS AND IMAGES
The email from ATA noted that the white paper was “well
illustrated.” There are 11 graphics in the eight-page paper,
most of them are small. Several, such as the network
diagram, are helpful in communicating the PRT story.
The biggest graphic depicts an isolated office park that
would be hell to work in no matter how you got there.
Shared-vehicles make synergistically located urban land
uses accessible. Isolated office parks are dysfunctional
regardless of how one gets to the building.
No one would want to live or work in places depicted by
several of the graphics. In fact the “bad” automobiledependent building with a brick and steel fence and
dormant landscaping looks more attractive than some of
the “good” images.
Two of the eight graphics are devoted to showing how a
lightweight guideway can be installed over a street. What
is the first thing a village or neighborhood-scale area does
to improve the amenity of the “main street?” It takes
down the poles and overhead wires, which are deemed
ugly by the vast majority of people taking visual
preference surveys. “Els” are widely considered blight
generators when located over confined public spaces.
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There is no way to make an overhead application of a
shared-vehicle system “attractive.” In some cases a short
over-the-street segment may be necessary until an
alternative is feasible, but it never is a long-term
“solution.”
We understand the message PRT advocates want to get
across, but this set of graphics does not do the job. More
importantly, the fact that PRT advocates believe these
graphics are convincing is disturbing.
TRUE BELIEVERS
PRT supporters are a committed and passionate lot. As the
RULES outlined above suggest, there may be too much
emphasis on the purity of the system and too little on
providing mobility and access. It has also been noted that
there are several types of PRT systems, each with its own
subset of advocates. We expect this column to generate
some emails in ALL CAPS – NO, NO, NO, All the vehicles
must be small, uniform and never leave our system. (See
End Note Eight.)
MAGNET FOR LOONIES
Finally, the PRT idea seems to be a magnet and
playground for loonies and shills for Business As Usual.
Someone recently told us they had read a note from a
detractor suggesting that PRT would not work because
prospective riders would not want to get into a vehicle in
which there is physical evidence of the last occupants
fornicating in the “back seat.” For every one of these
“problems” there is a response as suggested by in End
Note Six.
At some point one gets tired of beating down these straw
villains.
IN CONCLUSION
Aside from the confusing Neural Linguistic Frameworks
triggered by the phrase “mass transit,” what is “wrong”
with shared-vehicle systems? Why has there been so little
evolution of shared vehicles since 1920, even as the need
to functionally serve urban agglomerations has grown
exponentially?
First: Let us be clear that “cause” of the “failure” of
existing shared-vehicle systems – Heavy Rail, Light Rail,
Bus Rapid Transit, Trams, Bus, Horizontal Elevators, etc. –
has little to do with the design of the system. The “failure”
is that human settlement patterns in the station areas
(and for non-station systems, in the service areas) have
not evolved to balance and support the transport system.
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues06/05-15/Risse.php (12 of 17) [1/3/2008 9:53:13 AM]

The Problem with "Mass" Transit

New Urban Regions such as Toronto, Vienna and
Stockholm that use a variety of system types to match a
range of settlement patterns do a better job, but they are
not optimum: They do not solve the “transfer” and “wait”
problems. (For a glimpse of the anatomy of a failed
process to evolve functional station-area settlement
patterns see “METRO WEST, 22 YEARS TOO LATE” a
posting on Bacon’s Rebellion Blog from March, 28, 2006,
which is reproduced with minor editing in End Note Nine.)
There must be a balance between the trip-generation of
the human settlement pattern and the transport system
capacity. No shared-vehicle (or private-vehicle) system
can function efficiently without this balance.
That is why most of the METRO trains leave most of the
stations, most of the time, essentially empty. (See “It is
time to Fundamentally Rethink METRO,” Oct. 18, 2004.)
Second: Even if existing shared-vehicle systems were
better supported by functional settlement patterns, they
would consume far more energy than necessary or
sustainable. Simply not using fossil fuels directly is not a
panacea. Current systems use vast amounts of energy
that must come from some source.
Providing mobility takes up between one third and one half
of the energy consumed in the United States, depending
on how the data is manipulated. A lot of the rest of the
energy is used to heat and cool dispersed and inefficient
buildings that comprise the human settlement pattern.
One cannot have too much money or conserve too much
energy. On a finite planet, if citizens do not find a way to
conserve energy far more energy, there will be no money,
public or private. This reality suggests the need for:
1. Balanced Comminutes
2. Innovation in shared-vehicle systems.
PRT is a place to start looking for innovation but the
advocates may be their own worst enemies.
-- May 15, 2006

End Notes
(1) German and Japanese investigations of MagLev have
proven that this technology has less applicability than
advocates claimed when first widely discussed in the
1980s.
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(2) The following is a slightly edited version of the 2 April
2006 post on the Bacon’s Rebellion Blog titled “THERE IS
STILL A CHANCE”:
It is now clear that governance practitioners, land
speculators, design-build investors and their agents have
moved the status of mobility and access in the northern
part of Virginia to the brink of chaos. When Bacon’s
Rebellion and the Metro section of WaPo agree, it is time
for profound concern. (See 2 April 2006 WaPo story
“Fairfax Frets Over Tysons as Dulles Rail Evolves.”)
Disaster can be predicted based on the mix of:
●
●

●

Nineteenth century technology
Ballooning costs driven by public and private actors
trying to load the train with pork and payola
A perfect vacuum of regional or subregional plans
and planning to balance human settlement patterns
with mobility systems

There is still a chance to snatch mobility from the jaws of
gridlock. The following three points summarize and slightly
revise a sketch plan that would provide mobility and
access for the National Capital Subregion. It is based on a
plan S/PI outlined for a client several years ago:
A. Extend the METRO Orange Line from West Falls Church
to Tysons Corner. Pay for a substantial part of the cost
expansion through long-term leases on the air rights for
150 +/- acres of station-area development at three or four
stations over VA Route 123 and VA Route 7. (See
“Blueprint for a Better Region: Putting Development in the
Right Places.”)
B. Build a 21st century PRT system from Dulles Airport to
the Anacostia waterfront. The line would provide service to
Reston (three stations with station-area development on
platforms with leased air-rights over the DAAR) Tysons
Corner (tie to METRO Orange Line) and cross the Potomac
to the Massachusetts Ave. Corridor, serving Georgetown,
and making a connection North of M Street with a tie to
METRO Red and Green lines), Union Station (tie to METRO
Red Line, AMTRAK, VRE and MARC), Capitol Hill (tie to
METRO Orange and Blue Lines) and South Capital Corridor
to Anacostia (tie to METRO Green Line).
C. Build out the changes in METRO and other systems
called for in “It Is Time to Fundamentally Rethink METRO,”
Oct. 18, 2004.
The alternatives look very bleak as depicted in both
Bacon’s Rebellion and WaPo. The very worst prospect for
the future of mobility and access is the Python Plan by the
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Northern Virginia Transportation Authority. (See “RealityBased Regionalism,” Oct. 17, 2005.)
(3) The Miami Downtown Circulator, London’s Docklands
Light Railway and a number of airport and office park
applications of Horizontal Elevators demonstrate the
functionality of a number of PRT system components.
(4) The white paper summary of the current reality is “on
track” except that it compounds misunderstandings about
the function of shared-vehicle systems by parroting the
common misconception that a key “problem” is that there
is a “limited space in urban areas.” The fact is that there is
already too much land devoted to urban land uses –
especially in the United States. The fundamental problem
is dysfunctional distribution of those uses, not a lack of
land.
(5) If there is concern with the need for “supervision” in
big cars, then some who want to ride at a discount pay
their way by becoming licensed car monitors with
distinctive hats and an instant-message cell phone.
Airports avoid this security issue by having numerous
uniformed employees riding back and forth all the time on
the Horizontal Elevators.
(6) We address this issue and the need to transcend
“winner-take-all” economics while preserving a market
economy and democracy in Chapters 30, 31 and 32 of
"The Shape of the Future."
(7) “The Physics of Gridlock” is a bonus PowerPoint
program that is included on the CD with the third printing
of "The Shape of the Future" available at Bacon’s Rebellion.
(8) We have known Jerry Kieffer for three decades, have
met Ed Anderson and Peter Mitchell and corresponded with
Steve Raney and Jerry Schneider. All are dedicated
advocates of PRT. It has occurred to us that some of them
and/or others may be such True Believers as to be
inflexible on the application of the core PRT ideas.
(9) The following is a slightly edited version of the March
28, 2006, post on the Bacon’s Rebellion Blog titled
“METRO West – 22 YEARS TOO LATE:”
The second most important thing to understand about the
great victory (replanning and rezoning of a mixed use
development called METRO West finally approved in March
2006) at the Vienna/Fairfax/GMU METRO station in Virginia
is that it is just 22 years late.
The most important thing is that there is still time to make
amends, but it will cost a lot more than if the station-area
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had been intelligently planned 25 years ago.
In the early 1970s the 1960s decision to end the METRO
Orange Line at what became known as the Vienna/Fairfax
GMU station was reconfirmed. The original decision and
the reconfirmation was based on the facts that there were
nearly 800 acres of vacant and underutilized land there
and that the alternative site (Tysons Corner) was “all built
out.” Since that time the 1,500-acre Tysons Corner has
intensified by a factor of four. Adding METRO or some
other shared-vehicle system to make Tysons Corner
functional will cost billions and is predicated on the further
doubling of intensity to meet threshold shared-vehicle
system standards. (There is a current plan to extend a
branch of the Orange Line to Tysons Corner and build four
stations as part of the “Rail to Dulles” initiative.)
In the 1970s and early 1980s the Fairfax “comprehensive
plan” provided incentives for land assembly to create
transit oriented development (long before the term TOD
was coined) so that the capacity of the METRO Orange line
could be used in both directions in peak periods.
Public agency actions reduced the available vacant land to
100 +/- acres by the time the Orange Line got under
construction beyond Ballston. Subdivision recycling
projects for the METRO West site and others surfaced as
the opening of the station neared.
To thwart the Virginia Center plan on still-vacant land, the
county’s “comprehensive plan” was amended to strip out
the incentives for parcel consolidation. Project after project
with METRO supporting patterns and densities of land-use
have been turned down by the County.
The main players on the public side for this activity were
former county supervisor and now state Del. Jim Scott, DMerrifield, and former county supervisor, county board
chairperson and recently appointed Secretary of the
Commonwealth Kate Hanley.
But for their efforts, there would already be the sort of
development that the market documents is in the greatest
demand. The Orange line would be carrying more people
in the off-peak direction, it would be taking in more
revenue and would come closer to being part of a
functional shared-vehicle system. Hundreds of acres now
must be recycled at great cost and disruption to evolve a
real METRO-oriented enclave.
There is a silver lining: 45 +/- acres of land in public
ownership lies at the heart of this area and is being wasted
in road rights-of-way, surface parking and deck parking
with no urban uses on the top. To make matters worse
there is no provision to add them without tearing down the
garages.
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This 45 acres could be decked over and at modest density
replace the employment uses at AOL/World Com/
Wal*Mart-in-the-Weeds in Loudoun County and with the
adjacent 400 +/- acres within one half mile of the METRO
platform create a village-scale station-area urban
agglomeration with a relative balanced of jobs/housing/
services/recreation/amenity.
It would have cost so much less to do it right the first
time. We would have saved thousands of acres of
Countryside and provided the sort of places the market
demonstrates that people want to live, work and play. Will
METRO West perform as advertised? We will all have to
wait and see. The current project has one hand tied behind
its back by the pattern of land use on the rest of the 800
acres that were part of the original reason to put the
METRO station in this location.
Any analysis of the project will be hamstrung by the failure
to create a comprehensive plan for the station area and to
develop an intelligent vocabulary to describe the organic
components of the station-area settlement pattern. (See
“Words Matter” and our Dec 2005/Jan 2006 three part
series on Vocabulary at www.baconsrebellion.com.)
There are three overarching lessons from this experience
to date:
1. The loss from the scrapping of an intelligent plan to
capitalize on the METRO potential at Vienna/Fairfax/GMU
that evolved from the late '60s to the early '80s can never
be fully recovered.
2. The lost of opportunity due to the refusal of the public
agencies (especially between 25 and 20 years ago) to
allow the market to reflect the potential of METRO access
effects not just this municipality but the entire Virginia
portion of the National Capital Subregion.
3. The loss of potential public revenue due to the failure to
create public-private partnerships to assure public benefit
from the public expenditure on the METRO would pay for
much of the needed public infrastructure and services
needed to support an urban enclave.
The record shows there were many of us who spoke out on
these public agency failures at the time.
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Envision This!
What the "Washington region" needs is not another
visioning session -- it needs a rational definition of
the region, an understanding of the nature of its
problems and the political will to enact real change.
The Metro section of WaPo for June 21, 2006, brings the
news that yet another group is planning an exercise to
“envision” the future shape of the National Capital
Subregion. Is this good news, old news, bad news or no
news?
Was it not just yesterday that the leaders of the National
Capital Subregion gathered for a “Reality Check” sponsored
by the Smart Growth Alliance? Did not many of the
characters who are planning this exercise participate in
discussions of the best location for future jobs and housing
and services and recreation and amenity in the Subregion?
Was that Reality Check not such a success that it is being
repeated in Maryland (Reality Check Plus: Imagine
Maryland).
There have been at least a dozen efforts with similar goals
since the "Plan for Year 2000 for the National Capital Area"
was prepared in the early 1960s. That Kennedy-era sketch
outlined still-sound parameters for functional human
settlement patterns in the National Capital Subregion, as
documented by “Reality Check,” “Blueprint for a Better
Region” and the COG “Activity Center Analysis,” to name
just the last three efforts aimed at getting a handle on
future settlement patterns in the National Capital
Subregion.
We have often noted that the last comprehensive plan to
balance land use and transportation in what is now the
National Capital Subregion was the 1791 “Plan of the City,
Intended for the Permanent Seat of Government of the
United States” – aka, The L’Enfant Plan. Even with these
solid resources, the efforts of the past two decades have
failed to ignite progress towards a functional National
Capital Subregion. What is missing? What needs to be done
to improve the prospects of success with the next attempt?
Threshold Questions
For starters one must ask:
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1. Is there now a collective will among the three states and
the Federal District to work together, or will competition for
tax base and prestige again trump any process?
2. Is there now an understanding that the three states and
the Federal District must hang together or they will
continue to hang separately, strangling on the growing
Affordable and Accessible Housing Crisis, the Mobility and
Access Crisis, deterioration of the regional ecosystem
including the Chesapeake Bay and an eroding Countryside?
In the National Capital Subregion there are three
governors, none of whom have effective control over the
land use and transport parameters in their own states.
There is an even more dysfunctional Federal District that
has an anti-governance structure made up of
Neighborhood Advisory Councils, a “City” Council and
mayor and countless federal committees, agencies and
both houses of Congress with hands in the pot. The fact is,
only president of United States holds enough of the reins of
power and can call on enough resources to be the National
Capital Subregions “Chief Planner.” John Kennedy
recognized that fact. No one since has dared to mention it.
3. Is the study area a viable geographic entity. Is the
territory rational? The study cited as a model for success is
Envision Utah. It is not “Envision Salt Lake City.” Salt Lake
City is the capital of the state, the largest urban
agglomeration within 375 miles and it is still Envision Utah.
That was a very smart move on the part of the organizers
of Envision Utah. A valid question is: In 2006 can one
undertake a successful effort to plan a Subregion or does
one need to address the entire Washington-Baltimore New
Urban Region? That logical geographic agglomeration falls
in four states and the Federal District.
The Great Void
The larger question is: Does success of a new project just
require a better “process” or is there a need for realistic
criteria for determining functional vs dysfunctional human
settlement pattern at all scales from the Dooryard to the
New Urban Region? We suggest that without the latter, no
process will generate anything beyond a gathering like so
many others in the past.
Yes, any new effort requires a will to work together, the
understanding that there is no alternative and a relevant
territory. But there is something much more fundamental
needed.
As noted above, not since the 1791 L’Enfant plan has there
been a plan based on widely accepted standards, sciencebased criteria and experience-derived guidelines to sort out
the differences between functional and dysfunctional
settlement patterns at the Alpha Cluster, Alpha
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Neighborhood or Alpha Village scales, much less at the
Alpha Community and Alpha New Urban Region scales.
We are not talking about theoretical guidelines by “experts”
or from “visionaries” but rather standards, criteria and
guidelines based on what the market has judged to be
functional settlement patterns among those actually built
over the last 50 years. An example of such standards,
criteria and guidelines can be found in Part Three (Chapters
15 to 22) of "The Shape of the Future." A sketch of the
process to apply these parameters can be found in “The
Shape of Richmond’s Future,” Feb. 16, 2004.
Where to Look for Help
One will find no help in the misleadingly titled book
“Planning and Urban Design Standards” published by the
American Planning Association earlier this year. This and
other books will be reviewed in depth in a forthcoming
column.
One will find little help in the work of New Urbanists. This is
one of the few sources that those concerned about the
future can turn for guidance. New Urbanists’ work focuses
on creating nice places at the dooryard, neighborhood and
village scales but does not focus sufficient attention on the
issue of Balance even at those scales. The “Transect”
generated by New Urbanists is a generic cross-section
through an urban agglomeration with no standards, criteria
or guidelines.
There is some real help available from the three recent
efforts listed above: “Reality Check,” “Blueprint for a Better
Region” and “COG Activity Center Analysis.” Without
exception they document that there is already far more
land devoted to and held for urban development than is
needed if this land is developed at densities the market will
support. [See End Note One.]
The relevant parameters are examined in “Five Critical
Realities that Shape the Future,” One of the problems
raised by these parameters and the numbers cited in End
Note One is that projects like Rail to Dulles, if there are
functional station-area patterns and densities, much of the
Subregion's potential growth is adsorbed in a single
jurisdiction. It would appear that a lot of questions need to
be answered before a new process is undertaken.
-- June 26, 2006

End Notes
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(1) Two million new residents and 1.6 million new jobs sounds like a lot
but those numbers are not much higher than those predicted for the 2005-to2030 time frame in past planning efforts. The two million residents and 1.6
million jobs represents an imbalance that needs to be sorted out. 1.6
million jobs should generate around 1.1 million households and thus 2.7
million persons. In this case 0.7 million people are assumed to live
“outside” the planning area. Thus the concern for territory in the study area
noted above. The future population and job numbers are generated by
excluding territory that should be in the study area and/or suggests
jurisdictions near the core of the Subregion do not intend to meet the needs
of those holding jobs (aka, tax base) in the jurisdictions. One of the basic
criteria for a functional region must be to achieve a relative balance of Jobs/
Housing/Services/ Recreation/Amenity at the Alpha Community Scale and
an absolute balance at the Alpha New Urban Region scale.

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues06/06-26/Risse2.php (4 of 4) [1/3/2008 9:52:27 AM]

The Free Ride Is Over

The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

The Free Ride is Over
The General Assembly paid lip service this year to
the transportation-land use connection but it didn't
come close to Fundamental Change. Until it does,
Virginia's mobility crisis will only get worse.

EMR is back from sabbatical. As noted in our column “The
Devils Dance,” Jan. 3, 2006, we took a sabbatical and
vowed not to return with regular columns until the
legislature and the governor stopped dancing for and with
the Devil.
It has been a long sabbatical because every time we were
ready to come back, the legislature would say “Na, given
our view of money and mobility, you better take another
month off.”
Those who have been elected to lead the Commonwealth
insist upon ignoring the fact that more money, whatever
the source, will not improve mobility and access without
Fundamental Change in human settlement patterns.
After half a year in which mobility and access continue to
deteriorate, the General Assembly is still in same position
in was in January. The MainStream Media and politicians
keep talking as if improving mobility and access is just a
matter of finding the money.
We had hoped that at some point those in the Devil’s
Dance would come to an interim conclusion/stalemate
concerning transport funding. As we all know, instead to
coming to their senses, the General Assembly will continue
to kick the topic around for the foreseeable future.
In the meantime other issues need to be addressed, so we
are back.
For the record here is a summary of the money-fortransport issue:
Building more transportation
infrastructure without a Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns is a
waste of money.
Just finding more money to spend on
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transport facilities actually makes
mobility and access worse at the regional
and subregional scales. (See “Regional Rigor
Mortis,” June 6, 2005.)
Until these statements of reality are painted on the side of
every VDOT and Public Works truck in the Commonwealth
and until these statements of reality start and end every
section of every study, report, environmental impact
statement and speech related to access and mobility there
will be no end in sight for the access and mobility crisis.
Saying “we need a tie land use to transportation” is a start
but it is not enough. There must be a balance between the
demand for travel and the capacity of the transport
facilities. Because of the potential efficiency and the high
cost of shared-vehicle systems (e.g. METRO), it is critically
important that there be balance between station-area
travel demand and shared-vehicle system capacity.
It is hard to end the myth that there are facility solutions
to the mobility crisis because most of those directly related
to transport (transport agencies, transport think tanks,
engineers, aggregate and asphalt suppliers, steel
fabricators, contractors, et. al.) get paid by studying,
planning and building transport facilities.
Those who seek solutions to access and mobility
dysfunctions (editorial writers, publishers, politicians and
governance practitioners) receive plaudits only from
projects and facilities. Land speculators who help fund
political campaigns have no chance of selling their land
unless there are new roadways to provide/subsidize access
to scattered properties.
Together these voices drown out mobility and access
reality.
It is imperative that everyone face the fact that the golden
age of mobility and “freedom of movement” for individuals
in private vehicles is over. Citizens have been living in a
fantasy world paid for by an ancient, buried capital reserve
of petroleum banked during billions of years of
photosynthesis. Every single “new” source of energy for
vehicles relies on energy to produce the fuel. There is no
free lunch. The free ride is over.
We will be exploring this issue in future columns. The
longer citizens of the United States go on living beyond our
means the less freedom future generations will have.
There are two choices.
Hold the course, do not question
traditional “solutions,” and make mobility
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and access a luxury for the very wealthy.
Embrace Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns that can support a
balance between vehicle travel demand
and mobility system capacity.
All else is an illusion supported by those who benefit from
building facilities regardless of settlement patterns. It is
good to be back.
Now on to other topics.
-- June 26, 2006
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Burned Out
The story of Bill Downey, a Fauquier County
supervisor who declined to run for re-election, is
more than the tale of one man's frustration: It's
emblematic of spreading dysfunction as non-urban
communities begin to urbanize.

At times landmarks on the path to creating dysfunctional
human settlement are easy to spot. A few weeks ago
Fauquier Times-Democrat reporter Don del Rosso
documented such a landmark. He profiled Bill Downey, a
former Fauquier County School Board member who ran
hard for, and won, a seat on the Board of Supervisors in
2003. Don’s story documented why the supervisor “burned
out” and would not run for reelection in 2007.(1)
The article, “Calling it Quits,” examines in
depth why a Fauquier County Supervisor
will not run for a second term, delineating
a troubling trend in Greater WarrentonFauquier and highlighting an example of
what best-selling author Malcolm
Gladwell calls “a tipping point.”
Supervisor Downey is an active, high-profile governance
practitioner. He is not always on the winning side in the
evermore complex debates over the shape of Greater
Warrenton-Fauquier’s future. The Fauquier Board has
recently taken on a number of high-profile issues related to
land subdivision, farm preservation, urban services, school
location, transportation – issues that will determine the
settlement pattern for decades to come.
Based on the volume and tone of letters to the editor and
new interest groups that are emerging, it is apparent that
a growing number disagree with decisions the Board of
Supervisors has been making – regardless of what it
decides. The critiques of these decisions seem to fall in
three broad categories. Using locally-flavored metaphors
they include:
●

Closing the barn door after the horses are gone.

●

Letting animals run lose in the Countryside.

●

Keeping the gates closed until opportunities wonder
off to greener pastures.
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For some who have lived in several Communities in the
northern part of Virginia over the past four decades, the
Fauquier supervisors seem to be repeating the mistakes
made by other boards in other jurisdictions years and even
decades ago.
Perhaps the biggest issue before the Board of Supervisors
is the future of open land in the Countryside. Some claim
that the leadership in Greater Warrenton-Fauquier has
been doing the best they can for 40 years. Now it is quite
clear that measures taken to conserve open land have had
the effect opposite of what was intended. Large lots turn
out to spread urban houses across the Countryside,
destroying the resources that governance practitioners and
citizens were trying to save.
Given the context in which they work, can anyone expect
these governance practitioners to do better? It is not a
lack of good will or good intent. As del Rosso’s story
illustrates, it is not for lack of effort. The bottom line is that
with the current governance structure, the process of
change in human settlement pattern from nonurban to
urban is approaching ungovernability. In a word it is
“dysfunctional.”
The Larger Picture
Del Rosso’s supervisor-burnout story prompted us to
contribute an op-ed to the Fauquier Times Democrat
(“Burnout: Another Tipping Point?” June 28, 2006, Page A
17). Burnout is a tipping point in places like Fauquier
County and in other jurisdictions that lie from 30 to 100
miles from the centroid of the National Capital Subregion.
However, burnout is not happening in just these
jurisdictions. Frustration with governance and the inability
to govern is endemic. Jurisdictions far from the Core of the
Subregion continue to repeat mistakes that jurisdictions
closer to the Core made years ago. At the same time,
jurisdictions in or near the Core (inside the Clear Edge) are
frustrated and compromised in every significant effort to
evolve more functional human settlement patterns.
Why is governing the evolution of settlement patterns so
complex and why cannot well-intended governance
practitioners and citizens do better?
For starters jurisdictions (aka,
municipalities and counties) are not
contiguous with Communities, and
Communities are not
jurisdictions. Regular readers of Bacon’s
Rebellion know this but most governance
practitioners and citizens do not yet
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understand the difference.
We will return to this reality later, but first let us consider
some contextual factors.
Regional Subregional Context
First, there is no governmental recognition of the
economic, social and physical reality of (much less the
boundaries of) the Washington-Baltimore New Urban
Region.
Next, there is confusion and jurisdictional dispute over the
extent of the National Capital Subregion.
Finally, there is mass confusion about the size and location
of the Virginia portion of the National Capital Subregion.
(See “Where is Northern Virginia,” Aug. 11, 2003, which
addresses all three of these phenomenon.)
There is not even discussion of the organic structure (and
organic components that make up) these three spheres of
geographic reality.
The jurisdictional (municipal and county) and state
boundaries delineated before and soon after the
Revolutionary War are irrelevant to the economic, social or
physical reality that exists 200 years later. In 1806 about
95 percent of the population of what now comprises the
Washington-Baltimore New Urban Region were directly or
indirectly involved in nonurban activities (e.g. farming,
fishing, forestry and mining) and the cumulative total of all
the urban areas was about the size of the City of Falls
Church. Today 95 percent of the population is involved in
urban activities and the intensively urbanized area is 400
times the area of the City of Falls Church.
Urbanized areas, especially large, fastgrowing, 21-century urban
agglomerations, require a high flux of
governance structure and a broader range
of organizations for democracy to
function. Area dominated by more selfsufficient agglomerations of nonurban
activities such as existed 200 years ago
required less governance structure.
That is why the location of Beta Community boundaries
that reflect the scale of the Community and the boundaries
of all the Community’s components are so important. As
noted above Beta Community boundaries are not related to
jurisdictional borders. Further jurisdictional borders are not
scaled to or changed to reflect the stages of (or speed of)
radial expansion in the urbanization process. And finally
there is not yet any consensus on the need for or location
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of the Clear Edge. (See “Beyond the Clear Edge,” May 26,
2003.)
The jurisdictional borders obscure the reality of radial
geography. Fairfax County covers the northern part of
Virginia from Potomac River to Potomac River between
Radius=6 to 8 Miles out to Radius=18 to 20 miles and
embraces all or part of nine Beta Communities. While
Fairfax County covers all or part of nine Beta Communities,
Prince William County covers two and Loudoun County
covers four including one that Loudoun County shares with
Fairfax County.
Over the past 20 years the logical location of the Clear
Edge has moved from between R=15 and R=20 to between
R=22 and R=25, falling in eastern Loudoun County and
through Prince William County running from the Potomac
River in the northwest to the Potomac River on the
southeast.
Western Loudoun / Fauquier and Rappahannock Counties
make up most of a logical declination of a Balanced but
Disaggregated Beta Community outside the Clear Edge.
Regional Metrics based on Radial Geography do not
generate perfect circles because of a number of factors.
The federal military reservations, interregional traffic
patterns and the Greater Fredericksburg Subregion along
with topography and other factors yield different Beta
Community configurations in the I-95 Corridor than are
found in the I-66 or the DAAR/Greenway Corridors. For
this reason the Clear Edge does not follow an equal radius
circular path.
Timing
Beyond boundaries and borders, the second major factor
confusing the governance of the urbanization process is
timing. There are volumes of interesting history
concerning the northern part of Virginia. The major
impacts on the evolution of governance in this Subregion
started about 60 Years ago at the end of World War II.
The rate of outward expansion varies with the parameter
considered. First, land values go up to reflect speculative
expectations. Later, urban land uses are developed on a
tiny fraction of the land held for urban development. Radial
expansion of the open-land owner’s unfounded dreams of
urban exploitation are followed by a much less rapid
scatteration of urban land uses. It is decades before infill
results in functional urban land use patterns. The speed at
which urban land uses expand radially varies with the
extension of and the capacity expansion of radial transport
facilities.
There is no place where failure to grasp the importance of
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A=PiR2 the first Natural Law of Human Settlement Pattern
(2), plays a greater role than in urban development
expectation racing ahead of demand.
Flipping and Flopping
In a democracy, governance practitioners must rely on
citizens to provide guidance. During rapid expansion of an
urban agglomeration without rational forethought there is
no consensus upon which policies, programs and incentives
to consider or implement. The reasons are clear:
●

●

There is no conceptual framework of Region,
Subregion or Community structure
The citizens keep changing

Large numbers of new citizens moving into jurisdictions
with 200-year-old borders disrupts the traditional (aka,
slow) assimilation of new ideas and new paradigms.
Old residents – the “been heres” – are not models of
consistency. They change attitudes while claiming “been
here” values. They have an eye on the potential sale of
land at inflated, urban, windfall values.
New residents – the “come heres” – have new ideas, new
priorities, new needs and new demands. The first wave of
new residents want to pull up the drawbridge to keep out
the potential “new, new” citizens. The first new residents
use the excess capacity from the nonurban era – e.g. the
farm-to-market roadways – but expect the “new, news” to
pay for their impact via developer fees.
Due to the geographic reality noted above, there is no
“community” identity, especially in areas where a county is
the “local” government. Within 300,000 to 500,000 acres
of territory spanning 20 radial miles there are examples of
most of the stages of nonurban-to-urban transition.
It is not just the jurisdictions at or beyond the logical
location of the Clear Edge that face flip/flop citizen views.
Closer to the Core, jurisdictions that seek to achieve
“stability” and “buildout” do not come close before infill,
backfill, refill starts. Organic systems change or die.
Human settlement is an organic system.
In this context it is easy to understand the emergence of
new policies and rough transitions from election to election.
Here are two examples:
●

The let-her-rip Boards (some members of which
went to jail over zoning actions) of the '60s in Fairfax
County flipped to the Pause for Planning/No Growth
Board in 1971, and then flopped to the Tax Base

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues06/07-10/Risse.php (5 of 9) [1/3/2008 9:51:13 AM]

Burned Out

Board in 1975, and then to a series of stalemated
boards, which after 30 years is finally beginning the
process of putting rational development in METRO
station areas. (See “Metro West, 22 Years Too Late,”
March 28, 2006 at Bacons Rebellion Blog.)
●

In Loudoun the Developers Boards of the '70s, '80s
and '90s flipped to the Smart Growth Board in 1999
and then flopped to the Property Rights Board in
2003. The prospect is for a Realism/Stalemate board
in 2007.

It is no wonder there is governance practitioner burnout.
Is Professionalism the Cure?
Sixty years ago the elected leadership of Fauquier County,
the Town of Warrenton and other jurisdictions in Virginia’s
northern Piedmont began making decisions, failing to make
decisions and not even considering actions which have
brought the Beta Community to today’s reality – crowed
schools, traffic congestion, eroding Countryside and the
other related impacts of large-scale metropolitan
urbanization 35 to 100 miles from the centroid of the
National Capital Subregion.
Because the leadership did not understand A=PiR2, what
was thought of 60 years ago as the start of intensive
urbanization turned out to become the scatteration of lowintensity urban land uses across the Countryside. What is
happening now, as indicated by “Calling it Quits,” is that
the urbanization process is moving to a new phase. What
lies ahead is potentially even more destructive of
Countryside resources, as well as Urbanside resources,
than in previous phases.
The citizens of Greater Warrenton-Fauquier and other Beta
Communities from 35 to 100 miles from the centroid of the
National Capital Subregion are now on the cusp of a new
wave of challenges -- ones for which the existing
institutions and governance structure, policies and
programs are not designed or equipped.
Scatteration of urban land uses across the Countryside is
hard to manage. The conflict between the goals and
expectations of “been-heres” and the goals and
expectations of the “come-heres” is nearly impossible to
accommodate during this period of transition because there
are not yet any agencies and institutions set up to meet
the challenge.
The conversion from nonurban area governance to urban
area governance started years ago with new standards and
expectations for some county, city, town and school
system employees. The transition started in Arlington
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County and moved out radially. There were also new
standards and expectations for those who provided
volunteer services. The transition from volunteer to
professional staff in fire, rescue, and safety personnel is a
familiar transition that is approaching completion in
Arlington but is an ongoing process further out.
What Supervisor Downey’s burn out indicates is that
municipal elected leadership is morphing into a full-time,
professional job. Elected officials having a “life” apart form
government service is becoming a thing of the past and will
disappear unless a new governance structure evolves that
provides better ways to govern areas inside and outside
the Clear Edge. These new systems must involve more
well informed citizens and more decision making fora.
Decisions must be made by those who will be impacted and
made by agencies with jurisdictions that match the scale of
the impact. These new structures will not focus so many
decisions at the Town Council, the City Council, the County
Board or the General Assembly.
Fundamental change in the governance structure to reflect
the new, complex demands of an urban community is
difficult to accomplish. In the normal course it will be a
number of years before a majority of the citizens in
outlying jurisdictions will even accept the fact that they
need full-time professional politicians to run their
government.
Past experience in Core jurisdictions indicates that in the
interim, there will be a period when elected officials are not
just “volunteers” but persons who gain a personal
advantage, directly and indirectly, from holding office. The
policies toward change in the community flops back and
forth as it has in Fairfax County and is now doing in
Loudoun County. During the period of transition many of
the resources of the community are lost in spite of the best
efforts of all involved.
Even professionalization of municipal governance is not a
panacea. Professional governance management when
confronted with the challenge of conversion from nonurban
to urban land uses in large New Urban Regions has
resulted in stalemate, timid non-solutions, politically
correct compromises and the perpetuation of Business-AsUsual. Fundamental Change is not just professionalization.
Where to From Here?
Driven by:
●

●

Expansion of speculative, inflated land prices that
spread faster than demand,
Failure to understand the first Natural Law of Human
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Settlement Pattern (A=PiR2),
●

Failure to evolve a functional governance structure...

municipal and county jurisdictions (with little help from the
Commonwealth) are struggling with the process of
urbanization and a 60-year legacy of partial urbanization –
sometimes called “suburbanization”.
It is not clear how much could have done to change the
trajectory of Warrenton-Fauquier 60 years ago when the
transition first started even if elected and appointed
governance practitioners had a crystal ball. Even today not
much can be done to change the traditional course of
events acting as individual jurisdictions.
By joining with neighboring jurisdictions and adopting a
proactive agenda, a great deal can be accomplished to
create the type of Alpha Communities in which the vast
majority of voters would like to live and work. But success
will require Fundamental Change in governance structure
as well as Fundamental Change in human settlement
patterns.
Government official burnout is a warning sign that the
upcoming elections will be critical. Many will rely for votes
on political party clichés and social wedge issues that are
irrelevant. Some will run for office on a platform of “Trust
me and I will make it better.” Others will cater to a number
of conflicting objectives – preserving the Countryside,
improving congestion for the commuter, saving the farmer,
expanding business opportunities, creating affordable and
accessible housing, expanding the tax base, lowering
taxes... the list goes on. Many of these things can be
pursued simultaneously but not by following the policies
established to date nor with the existing governance
structure.
News coverage and letters to the editor in MainStream
Media over the last two years – and the last 20 – indicate
that citizens have fundamentally different perspectives and
profound misunderstandings about how one addresses
these issues.
With elections held every four years and supervisors
burning out in one term, the direction of governance policy
will shift with the wind as happened in Fairfax County and
is happening in Loudoun County unless community-wide
attention is focused on the cause and impact of the
burnout tipping point. These are issues which PROPERTY
DYNAMICS is tooling up to address.
-- July 10, 2006
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Footnotes
1. “Calling it Quits: Needing A ‘Break,’ Supervisor Bill Downey Will
Retire After One Term.” Fauquier Times Democrat. 21 June 2006 Page 1.
2. A=PiR2. Translated: Area = Pi times the radius squared. In other words,
as development follows the radius out from the centroid at an arithmetic
rate, the area increases at a geometric rate, leaving large holes undeveloped
or underdeveloped..
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Soft Consumption Paths
Energy consumption in the United States is growing
at an unsustainable rate -- and we're running out of
time before a crash landing. We need to think
seriously and comprehensively about conservation.

This column kicks off the long-promised series of columns
on mass consumption and the impact that “economic
growth” and winner-take-all competitiveness have on the
potential for humans to evolve a sustainable society. The
series starts with consideration of conservative approaches
to consumption of non-renewable energy supplies – aka,
natural capital. This topic overlaps with issues of global
climate change, Autonomobility and, of course, creating
sustainable and functional human settlement patterns. We
note the range of topics to be considered in this series at
the conclusion of the column.
Getting Prepared to Rethink
the Future of Consumption
Gulf Oil War II is dragging on. It looks more and more like
the war will have the worst of all possible outcomes: The
United States starts a war that it cannot (or will not) finish,
much less win.
Is it time to get a better perspective on the energy
consumption/energy independence/natural capital
depletion issue? The first of the columns on mass
consumption and winner-take-all economic competitiveness
will a look at energy consumption, energy conservation and
related issues.
What is the big picture? What is the most prudent course
of action for individuals, families, organizations, regions
and the United States? Who can put relevant parameters in
focus so that citizens can come to a well-consider
understanding? Is it MainStream Media? Perhaps the thirdgrade class project on energy conservation would provide a
more comprehensive perspective.
In spite of many Business-As-Usual preconceptions, The
Washington Post has the resources to do great things in
the realm of energy consumption and conservation
awareness. From time to time, they do just that. One of
the best things WaPo has done lately was sending a
reporter to visit with Amory B. Lovins in Old Snowmass,
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues06/08-07/Risse.php (1 of 8) [1/3/2008 9:50:37 AM]

Soft Consumption Paths

Colorado. (See “One Man’s Long Battle To Get U.S. to Kick
Oil” Steven Mufson 25 July 2006 on the front page of the
Business Section.)
Given the recent weather, one might assume a place called
“Old Snowmass” is where a snow mass existed until it
melted. But no, Old Snowmass is the home of Lovins and
his energy-consulting organization, the Rocky Mountain
Institute. Visiting with Lovins is worth a journey. More on
the trip later.
Lovins is one of the few real heroes of the conservation
movement. He sketched out many elements of a rational,
intelligent nation-state energy policy in the wake of the
October 1973 Arab Oil Embargo. Now, 33 years later,
Lovins is still saying the same things and they still make
more sense that anything done by the current
administration or any of the last nine federal
administrations.
WaPo visited with Amory on the occasion of the 30th
anniversary of Lovins publishing a seminal article in
Foreign Affairs (October 1976). This article morphed into
the pivotal second chapter of his highly acclaimed book,
"Soft Energy Paths: Toward A Durable Peace," published in
1977.
"Soft Energy Paths" has a home on the top shelf of the wall
of books in the S/PI library that we relied on in writing
"The Shape of the Future." Few books on those shelves
have as many pages with five, six and even seven star
paragraphs.
Lovins' ideas on energy conservation are
an incredibly good place to put mass
consumption of energy and other
resources in perspective.
Those who have not read "Soft Energy Paths" in a while
need to reread it. The WaPo story noted above is a good
primer but does not do Lovins’ ideas justice, especially
when one considers they were published in 1977.
The Record
Some would like to bury Lovins' ideas under a dune of
shifting, formless excuses. Those leading and serving in the
current federal administration – or hoping to get reelected
to Congress in 2006, 2007 or 2008 – are among those who
should pray Lovins’ ideas never surface. Ironically these
very “leaders” appear to have buried their own heads in
even bigger piles of sand. They are, however, not the only
ones to ignore Lovins.
Presidents, and the administrations they create and
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oversee, are looked to for leadership on important, nationstate-impacting issues like a sustainable energy supply. It
is empirically obvious that since the 1973 Arab Oil Embargo
effective ideas for shrinking foreign energy dependence
have not been implemented.
Even more alarming, there has been an unsustainable
growth of energy consumption from all sources and at all
levels. Compounding this problem, governments have
overseen the establishment of national and regional
settlement patterns that require vast amounts of energy to
achieve mobility and access. About two thirds of the total
energy consumption is directly or indirectly related to
mobility. When one adds the energy needed to heat and
cool dysfunctionally located buildings and building
agglomerations, the number approaches 80 percent of total
energy consumption.
As we point out in Chapter One of "The Shape of the
Future," this is gluttons consumption of energy is not due,
as some claim, to the land area of the United States or to
the nation-states overall population density. Canada has
fewer people per acre but one half the average trip lengths
due to more functional urban settlement patterns and
related factors.
So, what have the national administrations done about
energy consumption since the 1973 Arab Oil Embargo? R.
Nixon was in the White house at the start of the embargo
and Ford filled out his second term. There was “concern”
but little action of lasting impact to address the geophysical
reality of oil reserve distribution beyond policies and
programs that have turned out to spawn terrorism.
J. Carter was running for office when Lovins wrote the
Foreign Affairs article and in the White House when Soft
Energy Paths was published. From our personal experience
we know Mr. Carter was deeply concerned about the
energy consumption and related settlement pattern issues
when he took office. Carter’s ideas were laughed at and
never given serious consideration by the proponents of
Business As Usual. Few of his proposals died more quickly
than the 50-cent-a-gallon gas tax.
In retrospect, few ideas would have done more immediate
good than the scoffed-at 50-cent gas tax, except perhaps a
$1.50 cent per gallon gas tax. A $1.50 tax would have
brought the United States in line with fuel costs in the
European Union. The EU energy consumption per capita
has dropped since 1973, the United States' total and percapita consumption have soared. EU energy consumption
would have dropped more but for the need to complete
with the cheap (due to energy subsidy) goods and services
from the United States and other nation states that ignored
the need to implement Fundamental Change to achieve a
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states such as Brazil have taken an even more
unconstructive approach to energy demand. See “Energy
Independence and Sustainability,” May 28, 2006, on the
Bacon’s Rebellion Blog.
As will be noted below, failure to raise the
cost of energy to encourage conservative
use of natural capital doomed most
potential ways to rationalize energy
consumption.
R. Reagan had the ear and respect of the majority of
voters in the United States and could have sold citizens on
a conservative, comprehensive energy strategy. His
advisors chose instead to prioritize feel-good-happiness
based on economic growth and consumption over longterm happiness and safety flowing from a sustainable
energy consumption trajectory and a conservative
ecological footprint.
G. Bush I had a first-hand understanding of oil production
and friends in the Middle East but choose a small war over
comprehensive solutions, and compounded the
dysfunctional direction set by Nixon/Ford. W. Clinton had in
Al Gore a Vice President who was (and is) fervently intent
on raising citizen awareness about energy consumption
and its consequences but the administration did little to
change the trajectory of the prior five administrations.
G. Bush II made a policy of ignoring growing evidence of
impending crisis and choose another war as the best way
to ensure energy supplies. Of late Mr. Bush has suggested
the need to solve the “addiction” to foreign oil. Most of the
“solutions” put forth by the administration focus on
pumping out and burning up more of the United States
remaining resources – a long-term, no-win solution in the
context of finite resources and an unsustainable settlement
pattern that requires vast amount of energy for citizens to
access and acquire the elements of a quality life.
Lovins has been saying for 30 years: “It is a lot cheaper,
easier and faster to save energy than it is to buy or
produce it.” Turns out it is safer too.
A Few Benchmarks
Here are some benchmarks to use to measure how United
States has improved energy conservation over the past 30
years. Last week in a doctor’s waiting room we spotted an
information source that even the current administration
would believe. It is a two-page Chevron ad in the July 24
issue of Time.
A note pad in the ad lists three “conservation facts.” Here
is one: “Replacing one incandescent lightbulb with a
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compact fluorescent lamp would save 500 pounds of coal
and over ½ ton of CO2 emissions.” In our home and office
we have 152 incandescent light bulbs. (See End Note One.)
All these fixtures and lamps have been constructed since
1990. These light bulbs are not on all the time and they
are not all on at any one time. However, if the average
house has half as many incandescent lights, by Chevron’s
calculation, blanket use of fluorescent bulbs would save
1,875,000,000 tons of coal and 3,750,000,000 tons of CO2.
The Chevron ad does not say over what time period these
savings would be realized but this quick calculation raises
the question: Why are incandescent light bulbs still being
sold 33 years after the Arab Oil Embargo made it very clear
that the end of cheap oil was in view and decades after the
first warnings of global climate change driven by human
consumption were raised? (We will examine the climate
change issue in a future column.)
Another Chevron “conservation fact” states that if one in
10 households used ENERGY STAR-qualified appliances,
they would have the same benefit as planting 1.7 million
acres of new trees. Why are all appliances not ENERGY
STAR qualified? Why are they not a lot more energy
efficient than ENERGY STAR, a level of performance that is
technologically possible?
A related question could be asked about lowering the
average driving speed. According to the Chevron ad, going
from 65 to 55 miles per hour would save three million
gallons a day – assuming one could find a place to drive 55
or 65 miles an hour within the cores of New Urban Regions
where the vast majority of private vehicle miles are driven.
Many states, including Virginia, are again raising the speed
limit in response to “public pressure.” That pressure is due
to the fact that with dysfunctional settlement patterns and
politicians and the Autonomobility crowd selling the Myth of
Private Vehicle Mobility everyone wants to get “there”
faster, wherever “there” is. (See “Regional Rigor Mortis,”
June 6, 2005.)
Where is governance leadership in any of
these areas impacting energy
consumption?
The apparent object of the Chevron ad is to promote the
image of Chevron as a responsible energy corporation. The
ad also suggests that as long as citizens are wasting
energy (by not adopting simple, straightforward measures)
and as long as governments are not requiring them to
conserve energy, Chevron should have a free hand to
expand production so citizens can have all the energy they
need (and waste). Producing more petrochemicals is a
viable energy supply tactic only until there are no more
natural capital to exploit.
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Since the late '70s most significant energy conservation
initiatives were abandoned because, with cheap energy, it
did not make economic sense to invest in conservation.
This is particularly the case in settlement pattern initiatives
as noted in End Note Two.
The Bottom Line
So, the bottom line is that citizens and their leaders have
known for a long time how to do a much better job of
energy conservation but have not made any progress -- in
fact, they have gone in the wrong direction in high gear.
The United States has traded long-term
energy conservation, energy
independence, sustainability and national
security for short-term economic growth.
That is what you learn from reviewing
Lovins’ work in the context of today’s
reality.
From the perspective of human settlement patterns there
is a much bigger lesson. It is not just conserving energy
through the intelligent application of technology at the
building scale that is important but the location of the
buildings and the larger components of human settlement
pattern in relationship to one another – aka, functional
human settlement patterns.
Energy-saving designs dealing with building materials, site
orientation, passive measures and new technology such as
those contained in the study profiled in End Note Two only
scratch the surface. Let us return to WaPo’s visit to Amory
Lovins. A picture – and a quick look at a map of Colorado –
is worth much more that a thousand words. Old Snowmass
is on the west slope of the Rockies in Pitkin County, the
same county as Aspen and other exclusive resorts.
How many who had reason to visit with Amory to explore
energy conservation looked at a map of Colorado and
decided to schedule a flight to Denver and rent a car?
Here is a wild guess: More energy was wasted driving from
the Denver airport to Old Snowmass, as opposed to an
alternate location for the Rocky Mountain Institute in
Boulder near the University of Colorado, than was saved by
the heating and cooling of the Institute with atriums, solar
panels, super insulation and its natural landscaping. How
far do those who work at the Institute drive, and if they
live nearby, how far do they drive to get groceries, services
and recreation?
As we learned in the '70s, and documented in the '90s,
when ones examines settlement patterns at this level of
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detail, the potential energy and other cost savings are
huge. In fact, there is an order-of-magnitude difference in
cost savings between functional and dysfunctional
settlement patterns.
That order of magnitude is reflected in the 10X Rule, one of
the Five Natural Laws of Human Settlement Pattern
introduced in Chapter Four of "The Shape of the Future."
The 10X savings does not come exclusively from energy
conservation but much of it does.
We have recently received a new document pertaining to
the “cost of sprawl.” The cost of alternative settlement
patterns will be the subject of our next column. Future
columns in this series will examine global climate change,
Autonomobility, the prospect of ethanol, a “hydrogen
economy” – or anything else short of Fundamental Change
in human settlement patterns – having a significant impact
on achieving a sustainable trajectory for civilization.
There may be no end to these topics but energy
conservation is a good place to start.
End Notes
(1). In addition to the 152 incandescent light bulbs, we also have 11
florescent bulbs, 3 halogen lights and 9 high-efficiency – 67 watts of
power yields light levels equivalent to a 250 watt bulb – full sunlight
spectrum lights in offices and the reading room. In addition to standard
wall and ceiling insulation, insulated double pane windows, etc., we have
applied high efficiency filters on the east-, south- and west-facing windows
and retractable awnings to shield the south walls and widows from direct
sunlight during warm months.
(2). It is not just in the past few years that developers and builders have
explored the energy efficiency of alternative development patterns. (See
Mufson, Steven “As Power Bills Soar, Companies Embrace ‘Green
Buildings’,” WaPo 5 August 2006. During the development of Burke
Centre in the '70s and '80s, Burke Centre Partnership (BCP) explored a
number of alternatives at the unit scale and larger scales.
BCP provided a site for, and did extensive grading and site work for Terra
Centre Elementary, one of Fairfax County’s to energy-conserving schools.
(The other is Terraset Elementary near South Lakes High School in
Reston). When the subsidy went away, no more energy- efficient schools
were built. The reason: the low cost of energy.
Because the Partnership had demonstrated interest in energy conservation a
respected landscape design firm packaged a proposal to federal energy
officials to do an energy-saving alternative site plan and development
criteria for several land bays, which was funded. BCP provided technical
support and turned over most of the Landings Neighborhood to the energy
design team and promised to offer the land and the plan to prospective
buyers. The plan saved some energy but no builder would buy the plan
because layout and building guidelines did not yield enough savings given
the then-current cost of energy. In addition the corporation that became the
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primary builder in the Landings believed that the unit design and dooryard
and cluster site plans would not do as well in the market as conventional
designs.
Work in the 90s demonstrated that large savings were possible if more than
just the unit design, materials and orientation were considered. This will
be explored in the next column in this series.
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The Whale on the Beach
The era of massive over-consumption of the earth's
natural capital is coming to an end. The only prayer
for sustaining our quality of life is to adopt more
efficient human settlement patterns.

The End of Summer
A lot of Virginians went to the beach this summer, as they
have done every summer for decades. However, not many
noted the huge, rotting whale on the shore. The same
whale could be found along every roadway that leads to a
beach. Indeed, the very same whale was decaying and
stinking up the places vacationers left behind when they
departed.
Al Gore has made a cottage industry out of “An
Inconvenient Truth.” The whale we are talking about is
much bigger. Al’s inconvenient truth is just the left flipper
of the whale on the beach. As we note in Chapter One of
"The Shape of the Future," concerning Gore’s book. "Earth
in the Balance," until he comes to understand the
importance of human settlement patterns he will miss most
of the ramifications of his observations and concerns.
The whale is so much bigger than Global Climate Change
that few can bring themselves to acknowledge its existence.
Acknowledging the existence of this
whale is to see not just the end of
summer but the end of summers as we
have known them.
Since October of 1973 – the Arab (OPEC) Oil Embargo – it
has been very clear to some that the end of the
consumptive epoch that exploded on the planet after World
War I was about to end and that many who have built their
lives, their enterprises and their expectations for the future
on a foundation of cheap energy derived from burning up
natural capital were headed over a cliff like so many
lemmings. At the bottom of the cliff are rocks, not a beach.
This summer the subsidies, props, myths/
illusions that have kept individuals,
families, enterprises, institutions and
agencies at all levels of governance from
facing reality began to shrink, rot and
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dissipate.
The Anatomy of the Whale
The whale on the beach is made up of two equal,
interrelated but distinct parts. One half of the whale is
exhaustion of natural capital. Most of the focus at this point
is on burning up the ancient reserve of hydrocarbons. This
attention is due to the cost and looming supply
interruptions of petrochemicals. We focused on energy
consumption in our column, “Soft Consumption
Paths” (August 7, 2006).
There are other critical natural capital exhaustion
indicators: erosion of top soil, depletion of marine and
estuary fisheries, loss of carbon sinks and biological
diversity in tropical and temperate forests, desertification
of arable lands, shrinking fresh water aquifers, polluted
and otherwise wasted surface water sources as well as
other indicators of natural system mismanagement, over
consumption and imbalance. This list includes only those
elements of natural capital with obvious, direct economic
impact. There are, in addition, issues of natural capital and
natural diversity for which no economic quantification is yet
available.
Global climate change appears to be accelerated by
burning hydrocarbon in cars, by burning forests and from
the consumption of other renewable and nonrenewable
natural capital resources. That the climate is changing is
beyond question. The extent to which burning natural
capital causes or accelerates “global climate change” and/
or “global warming” is still debated by some.
That discussion is completely beside the point. The need to
shrink human’s ecological foot print is beyond any rational
debate. That is especially true for First World citizens who
have huge ecological footprints but it is also critical to
reverse the rapid population growth in less prosperous
parts of the planet which contribute to total human impact
on natural capital.
Creating a smaller ecological footprint is
more intelligent and safer, regardless of
the cause of climate change or other
natural system perturbations. As
documented in "The Shape of the Future,"
the sine qua non of shrinking the
ecological footprint of humans is to evolve
functional human settlement patterns.
The other half of the whale on the beach is over
consumption of all commodities and resources driven by
winner-take-all global, nation-state and New Urban Region
competition. The scale of the current epoch of over
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consumption is unlike any in recorded history. The excess
of many societies like Imperial Rome or other empires was
stupendous but it involved just a tiny fraction of the
population of any past society. The total impact of these
excesses cannot be compared on the same scale as the
consumption over the past eight-plus decades.
If Vance Packard could only see us now! But holding up a
mirror to see societies' new super “waste makers” might
not help because in the US of A, most believe it is their
right, if not their obligation and patriotic duty, to consume
as much as possible.
Facing the Whale Head On
Some may recall MainStream Media coverage or the
Bacon’s Rebellion blog post on the $22 Million Centex
proffer to the Town of Warrenton. Jim Bacon’s post (“There
is a Limit After All,” August 5, 2006) focused on the issue
of excessive proffers. In fact the $75,000 dollars per unit
proffer is only a little over eight percent of the $850,000per-unit starting price for the dwellings that Centex
planned to build. In the long run this amount of money
may or may not have been enough to cover the added cost
of these new units to the Town of Warrenton and Fauquier
County. More on that in future columns.
The real story here was not the size of the proffer. It is not
the lunacy of staff at Centex thinking the company could
make money on the project. The story is not even the
dysfunctional settlement patterns that would have evolved
from the project. The reason the $22 million proffer story
is important is that this case provides the opportunity to
examine the scale of that whale on the beach.
In mid-August we held a work shop on the future of
Greater Warrenton. The idea of the workshop originated
with the incomplete MainStream Media account of how the
Town of Warrenton would spend its $22 million share of
the too-good-to-be-true proffer before Centex retracted its
offer. We fired off a brief note to Mayor George Fitch and
several Council persons. George responded quickly with a
thoughtful note that corrected much of the incomplete and
incorrect press coverage.
While the Town strategy for use of the $22 million was
sound from a historic perspective, we had reservations.
Our further comments led to a flurry of e-mails and to an
invitation for concerned Council members to share a quiet
discussion at S/PI’s studio. This offer morphed into a public
workshop with most of the Town Council, the Mayor, the
Town Manager, town staff and concerned citizens as well
as the Fauquier County Supervisor who represents the
Center Magisterial District that includes the Town and most
of Greater Warrenton.
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We took the opportunity presented by the workshop to
outline our thinking on the future of Greater Warrenton.
Those in the audience at the workshop were attentive and
asked good questions during and after the session. Most of
the questions were based on the assumption that the
trends with respect to transport, settlement patterns and
government’s role in shaping the future that have evolved
over the past 10, 50 and 86 years would continue.
Few are yet willing to say flat out that the future will not be
an extension of the past and that things that were good in
the past -- e.g. a low tax rate and solid, traditional
municipal services -- will not be sufficient to protect the
interests of Greater Warrenton’s citizens – or any other
citizens – in the future. We suspected this would be the
case and opened the workshop with several vignettes to
get everyone focused but the questions revealed that our
message about Fundamental Change did not get across to
everyone.
Fundamental Change
The Town of Warrenton, the National Capital Subregion and
the First World are on the brink of Fundamental Change. It
is profound change that has been clearly visible to some
since October 1973 and broadly predicted long before that.
The entire First World, but especially the
US of A, has been living on our savings
account. We have created:
●

●

Human settlement patterns that
require citizens and enterprises to
burn up natural capital to access the
necessities of life, and
An economy that is driven by mass
consumption.

Those two realities assure that the past
trajectory of civilization is not sustainable.
Over a year ago, on August 9, 2005, we had addressed
several Town Council members at an advisory committee
meeting on the “through traffic” problem. We pointed out
that in both Greater Warrenton newspapers Butch Davies
(then the VDOT Culpeper District Representative on
Commonwealth Transportation Board) had quoted Phil
Shucet (then VDOT Commissioner and now employed by a
Hampton Roads developer) as saying, “There is no
indication that automobile use will decline in coming
generations –- even considering the increased cost of
gasoline." (Emphasis added.)
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That was insanity in 2005 and it is clearly insanity now.
How Fundamental will the Change be? We framed the
scope of change in terms that everyone in the audience
could understand: “By the end of next year everyone will
travel only by walking on their hands but Business-AsUsual has created an environment paved with shards of
glass and you will not be able to afford gloves. Never mind
that many of us are too old, too young or too weak to walk
on our hands.”
Here is another way to characterize the scope of change:
“By the end of next year no one will be taller than two feet
but Business-As-Usual has created an environment with all
the physical, economic and social door handles six feet off
the ground.”
My advice to the town was that, given the institutional and
economic resources of Greater Warrenton, if they acted
very quickly, they may still have the option of harnessing
and taking advantage of Greater Warrenton’s resources
like a surfer on a wave. If not, we will all be washed under
like a surfer who falls off their board.
Comparable Times Past
Following the workshop it occurred to us that there are
only two events recalled by those living today that are
even remotely comparable to what citizens of the United
States face at the present:
1. The economic prospects in the Fall of 1930 when it was
clear that “The Crash” of a year before was not a blip and
that the '20s would not be roaring back.
2. The early months of 1942 when the United States was at
war and there were few positive signs that there could be
an acceptable outcome even with an unprecedented nationstate effort and the sacrifice of many citizen lives.
The fundamental difference between these two events and
the current situation is that:
●

●

The Great Depression was caused by wild stock
market, commodity and land speculation in which
only a small percentage of the population actually
participated.
It turns out that US of A’s entry into World War II
was caused by forces beyond the understanding of
almost all citizens of the nation-state at the time.

The “common enemy” in both cases was not “us,” which
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made possible a unified national commitment:

Stick together, sacrifice, work hard and
we can beat this grave threat to America
and our way of life.
The Whale on the Beach is Different
The current threat – the whale on the beach – is different.
It is the direct, cumulative result of billions of actions by
the majority of citizens in the voting booth and in the
market place. In taking these actions almost all believed –
and most still believe – that they were making the right
decisions.
Citizens now hope that the current clouds will pass over
and that they can get back to “the way we were.” We call
this mass stumbling toward entropy “Business-As- Usual.”
The hoped-for-future is a place without terrorism, wars,
and dwindling natural capital. The pipe-dream is that
somehow the shaky global economic fundamentals fueled
by mass consumption will morph into something that is
sustainable. So much is riding on this silly assumption that
no one is willing to look the whale in the eye, or even
admit it is on the beach.
It is not just “global” concerns that impact citizens. Closer
to home there are everyday problems of high energy costs,
a nation-wide mobility crisis and an affordable/ accessible
housing crisis in every prosperous New Urban Region.
Crime and auto deaths are back on the rise. Illegal
immigration seems to be beyond the capacity of the nationstate and state leadership to address. All but those at the
very tip-top of the economic food chain are concerned with
deteriorating public and private services... Then there is
the environment... parents are concerned with poor
schools and... the list goes on and is well summarized in
the current work program for PROPERTY DYNAMICS. More
on that soon.
The Big Difference
There is one other common characteristic shared by the
two historic events – The Great Depression and World War
II -- noted above. Both required, and were addressed by a
nation state-scale responses. The litany of problems
represented by the whale on the beach and outlined in the
prior section has nation-state-scale impacts but many of
the solutions must be forged at the Regional-, Alpha
Community-, Alpha Village-, Alpha Neighborhood- and
Alpha Cluster-scales. This is because most of these
problems are rooted in dysfunctional human settlement
patterns as documented in "The Shape of the Future."
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(Also see “Discordant Trio,” July 25, 2005, and “Collapse,
an Appreciation,” August 8, 2005.)
This reality puts governments like the
Town of Warrenton on the front line.
Because the Town is blessed with
economic, social and physical resources
that few, if any, small urban
agglomerations have, the ball is squarely
in the court of the Town's elected and
appointed leaders. They could make a
difference.
Reality One
Creating functional settlement pattern in 21st Century will
be expensive. Governments must invest in the future, not
just paper over past problems and hope things will change.
Every time a politician says they will lower taxes, finding
real solutions or improving the quality of services becomes
harder to accomplish.
Talk of keeping taxes low and continuing
to subsidize dysfunctional scatteration of
human activity and the disaggregation of
civilization perpetuates the illusion that
society can live off natural capital
indefinitely.
A sustainable future will be very expensive and the longer
public agencies wait, the more expensive it will be. The
longer leadership waits, the less likely it will be that there
will remain the resources necessary to do anything but
follow conventional wisdom down the path to entropy. We
noted in our workshop that those in Greater Warrenton
now live in a great place but asked for how long will it
remain a great place? (See Chapter 23 of "The Shape of
the Future" on sustainability.)
Overarching Forces
After laying out the reasons why workshop participants
should be concerned about the prospect of Fundamental
Change and should be doing something about it, we next
pointed out that the forces causing Centex to back away
from the pipedream of selling $850,000 houses to the over55 crowd are now impacting all residents of Greater
Warrenton, and most of the residents of Virginia.
A spot check of Realtor.Com last week suggests that there
are about four times the number of houses for sale in Zip
Code 20186 as there were a year ago. The prices are lower
by a factor of about 20 percent and slipping. Homes are
staying on the market far longer.
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The day after the workshop the Fauquier Times-Democrat
headline for a story by Don Del Rosso read, “Slow Going:
Homeowners Cut Prices, Wait for Buyers.” The Business
section of the Washington Post for 24 August headlined,
“Signs of a Buyer’s Market: Latest Figures Show Sales
Dripping, Inventory Rising for Existing Homes.” On 25
August the same section of WaPo printed a Bloomberg
News story, “New-Home Numbers Add to Housing Woes.”
So what is the big deal? We have had housing slumps
before. We lived through the housing crash of the mid '70s
and the one in the late '80s, right? Why the fuss? The
region has survived the REIT crash, the Savings and Load
crash, the Dot Com crash. Why can we not just weather
this economic blip?

One simple reason: Every “recovery” since
1930 has been catalyzed either by a war
and /or a surge in auto and home sales.
We are now at war over the very resources that are being
over consumed. According to the national leadership it will
be a long war. That, if you can believe it, is the good news.
The bad news is the non-war economic “silver bullets” have
been consumption related to autos, houses and land
development. Those are exactly the things that the United
States and its citizens will not be able to afford. We cannot
afford big expensive cars. Have you noticed what is
happening to Ford and GM?
Even worse, for 30 years the shelter industry has been
building the wrong size houses in the wrong locations. That
settlement pattern accelerates the consumption of energy
and natural capital. The majority of the energy
consumption is for transport to get citizens from where the
are to where they want or need to be. See any of the 80
columns we have written at Bacon’s Rebellion since
November of 2002 that have “housing” or “mobility” in the
title or the introductory paragraph.
Reliance on the two economic
“accelerators” of the past 50 years would
be nation-state economic suicide.
There are no silver linings in those clouds. There is no
“solution” that does not involve hard work and fundamental
changes to settlement patterns so that citizens do not need
to consume two thirds of the energy supply in order to
assemble the elements of a quality life. Decisive action
must come soon, before the governance structure runs out
of social, as well as natural, capital.
Thing Are Worse Here in Greater Warrenton
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The housing downturn is much worse right now in Greater
Warrenton than it is other locations in the Virginia portion
of the National Capital Subregion. That is because buyers
are coming to understand the scope of the impact of new
development in Western Prince William and along U.S.
Route 29 in Fauquier County.
The net result of this “growth” is that
soon “you cannot get there from here.”
The problem is that without dramatic
action by municipal governance agencies
to create Balanced Communities, “there”
is where one has to go to find a job to pay
for the cost of housing and living.
Farther from the Core of the National Capital Subregion -for example in Culpeper County, and in the panhandle of
West Virginia -- sales of lower priced homes were still brisk
according to the most recent data.
Getting from southern Culpeper County (near the Town of
Culpeper aka, Greater Culpeper) or western Culpeper
County (another Centex project at Clevengers Corner)
requires commuting through Fauquier County, around
Greater Warrenton and then through Prince William County.
Getting to the Core of the National Capital Subregion from
West Virginia requires going through several counties in
Maryland or Virginia which cannot meet the travel needs of
their own citizens, much less accommodate “through
traffic.” For this reason the sales of cheaper houses farther
out will dry up soon. (See Backgrounder “Anatomy of a
Bottleneck,” and “The Commuting Problem,” Jan. 17,
2005.)
The foundation of PROPERTY DYNAMICS is the recognition
that the most important asset of most citizens is their
house. In Greater Warrenton, members of the Town
Council have the economic, social and physical future of
20,000 citizens in their hands. The Town can take the
initiative and create a special place or it can allow its
citizens to become part of Greater Manassas, which is what
the map on the cover of the Yellow Book phone directory
suggests has already happened.
There Are Two Choices
For the Town of Warrenton and for municipal and state
governments in general there are two choices.
The first choice is what Business-As-Usual will yield.
Pursuing Business-As-Usual will mean that in a decade or
so, Beta Neighborhoods, Beta Villages and Beta
Communities both inside and outside the Clear Edge in
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Virginia will land somewhere along a spectrum of possible
futures, none of which are desirable.
One end of the Business-As-Usual continuum assumes that
somehow individual and family prosperity will be
maintained for at least for a decade or two. At this end of
the continuum, the problem is that there is no place
anyone can go because of traffic congestion. A good
example is outlined in the Backgrounder, “The Anatomy of
a Bottleneck," noted above.
As suggested earlier, the impact is already affecting the
housing market in Greater Warrenton. Traffic generated by
scattered new urban residences that are...
1. South and west of Fauquier County
2. To the east of Greater Warrenton in
Fauquier County, e.g. in Greater New
Baltimore/Vint Hill
3. In Prince William County
...make it impossible to count on getting to the Core of the
National Capital Subregion from Greater Warrenton in a
reasonable time on any given day.
At the other end of the Business-As-Usual continuum,
citizens live in places where prosperity has eroded. In
these places only a small percentage of the population can
afford to drive anywhere. This is the Sao Paulo condition:
The rich rely on helicopters, the poor walk, the rest in bus,
taxi and private vehicles are stuck in traffic jams up to 60
miles long. (See “Regional Rigor Mortis,” June 6, 2005.)
The Other Choice
There is an alternative to landing on the Business-AsUsual continuum that stretches from prosperous gridlock to
Sao Paulo’s poverty gridlock. This alternative requires the
evolution of Greater Warrenton (and every other villagescale and community-scale place) to be one where there is
little need or desire to go anywhere else because citizens
are where they want to be. In other words there is a
Balance of Jobs/Housing/Services/Recreation/Amenity (J/H/
S/R/A). (For a glimpse of what “balance” means, see
“Balanced Communities,” August 23, 2005.)
Under this alternative there would be plenty of roadway
and railway capacity on existing facilities and plenty of
energy for the desired travel because everyone will not
need to travel long distances or to random locations to
assemble every element of a quality life.
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As noted in past columns, the first step towards this
actuality is for all to pay their fair share of location variable
costs. More on this in our next column.
Threshold Guidelines
With Fundamental Change on the horizon and the options
limited by the cumulative impact of past mistakes, what
can individuals and their governments do?
The Town of Warrenton is a Beta Village-scale urban
agglomeration. It is acknowledged that the Town and the
surrounding territory in Fauquier County that make up
Greater Warrenton needs a new plan – more on that later.
But what can the Town do right now? Here is the advice we
gave the Council at the workshop:
●

●

If you see a plan for public facility or a private
development with a parking lot surrounding a
building, send it back.
If you see a plan for a public facility or a private
development that is at the edge of existing
development and not surrounded by existing urban
land uses, send it back.

In other words, if a “project” does not contribute to
functional urban fabric, send it back to the drawing boards.
For most of the northern part of Virginia and West Virginia
that falls within the National Capital Subregion, the county
is the existing unit of “municipal” governance. The
governance structure needs to evolve but that is another
story for another time.
Depending on which county one is examining, the county
borders may include:
●

A partial Beta Community

●

A Beta Community, or

●

Multiple Beta Communities.

Within the Clear Edge around the Core of the National
Capital Subregion, Loudoun County includes four Beta
Communities – two of which it shares with Fairfax County.
Prince William has two Beta Communities. Fairfax County
has nine or ten Beta Communities, depending on how the
boundaries evolve. Fairfax County shares two Beta
Communities with Loudoun County and it shares two Beta
Communities with Arlington County.
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For these places the “Threshold Guidelines” are more
complex but just as necessary. Here are some possibilities
to get the discussion going:
●

●

If a proposed new/expanded roadway or new/
extended shared-vehicle system does not reduce
Vehicle Miles Traveled (public or private) by a
significant amount, thus supporting functional
settlement patterns, send it back. The idea that
adding more transport facilities which generates
more vehicle travel is a benefit is just denying the
existence of the whale on the beach, continues the
pipedream and makes mobility and access worse.
If someone proposes a new “mixed use center” or a
new “town center,” demand to see how this project
contributes to functional settlement patterns at the
Alpha Neighborhood, Alpha Village and Alpha
Community scales. This is the “Next Higher
Component Strategy” outlined in "The Shape of the
Future."

Of course, the Guidelines listed above for Towns and other
small urban agglomerations also apply for every small
“project” in any jurisdiction. These Guidelines at the town
level and at the county level will accelerate the demand for
truly “Comprehensive and Balanced” Regional,
Subregional, Community, Village and Neighborhood scale
plans. This is where Regional Metrics and the role of the
Clear Edge a balanced of J/H/S/R/A come into play.
The New Plan
At the Town of Warrenton workshop we outlined ideas for a
fundamentally new plan for Greater Warrenton. This
involved ideas for evolving five neighborhoods each with a
balance of J/H/S/R/A that would meld into a Greater
Warrenton that has Balance at the Alpha Village scale. Of
course, Greater Warrenton will only function within a
Balanced Greater Warrenton/Fauquier Alpha Community.
Such a community must evolve to become a Balanced But
Disaggregated Community outside the Clear Edge around
the Core of the National Capital Subregion. Any discussion
of these future plans requires an understanding of the New
Urban Region Conceptual Framework and the Vocabulary to
discuss that Framework. Quantification via Regional Metrics
will also be key.
Two Spheres
We closed the workshop with a reminder that when
considering the future there are two distinct spheres of
concern:
●

First is a process to evolve intelligent plans and
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efficient strategies to implement those plans.
●

Second is developing citizen support for intelligent
plans and actions.

There is a need for new and better ideas but there is also
the need for citizen education and support for new ideas
and intelligent actions without regard to the specifics of
such plans and programs. Only with such understandings
and support will jurisdictions avoid dog-in-the-manger
opposition to positive change. That is the challenge that
PROPERTY DYNAMICS has staked out.
To paraphrase Will Rogers: It is not what you do not know
that hurts you, it is what you know that ain't so.
The biggest “Aint So” is that “We Can Continue To Do What
We Have Been Doing,” aka Business As Usual. This is
where those who fear that change will undermine their
economic well-being come forward to rant about their
rights. The forces of Business-As-Usual are trying to sell
the American Delusion and call it The America Dream.
Where to From Here?
The future of evolving Balanced Communities and
functional human settlement patterns depends on citizen
understanding of three basic sets of relationships:
●

●

●

Comprehensive Conceptual Framework of human
settlement patterns outlined in "The Shape of the
Future."
A Robust Vocabulary discussed in five columns (“The
Foundation of Babble,” “Deconstructing the Tower of
Babel,” “The Devils Dance,” “Babble Postscript,” and
“Words Matter” that run in Bacon’s Rebellion from 28
November 2005 through 3 March 2006.)
Meaningful Quantification based on Regional Metrics.
We have added a new backgrounder, “Quantification
of Land Resources and the Impact on Land
Conservation Efforts,” that is a excerpt for the
forthcoming book “The Use and Management of
Land.”

This Backgrounder introduces Quantification in the context
of preservation of open land both inside and outside the
Clear Edge. We will be expanding these themes in the next
two columns at Bacon’s Rebellion.
-- August 28, 2006
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Two Steps Backward
Tim Kaine has made two decisions that will
aggravate Virginia's dysfunctional human settlement
patterns: He nixed the tunnel for the Tysons METRO
extension and he picked a traditional highway guy to
run VDOT.

We returned from the Northern Rocky Mountain Urban
Support Region to find that Gov. Timothy M. Kaine has
thrown in the towel on mobility and access. Kaine seems
set on condemning Virginians to a future of immobility,
economic stagnation, social conflict and ecological
dysfunction.
We had held out hope for a brighter future as recently as
two weeks ago. Kaine’s recent actions quashed the
optimism expressed on the Bacon’s Rebellion Blog
(“Learning from the EU,” Aug. 2, 2006) that perhaps “Tim
was listening three years ago.” (See End Note One.)
The First Shoe
Kaine dropped the first shoe when he decided to withdraw
his support for a tunnel under Tysons Corner to carry
METRO Rail to Dulles. This decision represents a tragic
failure to understand the reality of “Rail To Dulles.” METRO
to Dulles is not a transportation-facility issue. The core
importance of Rail to Dulles is using a new mobility option
to reduce the total demand for vehicle transport. That goal
is achieved by catalyzing functional human settlement
patterns in the form of Balanced Communities in Greater
Tysons Corner and in Greater Reston.
As we documented in “Rail-to-Dulles
Realities” (Jan. 4, 2004), “Rail to Dulles is
a land-use (settlement pattern) issue, not
a transportation infrastructure issue.”
The more obvious problems with an elevated track through
Tysons Corner are well covered in WaPo and in Bacon’s
Rebellion. (See “This Thing ... You can See from
Pittsburgh,” Sept. 8, 2006.) Just hope the fundamental
flaw in this decision can be seen not just from Pittsburgh
but also from Boise, more on that later.
The overarching problem with Kaine’s Tysons Tunnel
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decision is that it demonstrates a failure by Kaine and his
advisors to understand the importance of balancing
transport system capacity with the trip-generation demand
of alternative settlement patterns. It illuminates a glaring
void in grasping the importance of evolving Balanced
Communities throughout the Commonwealth.
Silver Linings
There are several potential silver linings in this cloud,
although the way in the decision was announced gives no
indication that the decision was anything more than
Business As Usual.
One potential benefit is that everyone can now stop
wasting time trying to revitalize/transform Tysons Corner.
There is far more land already developed than there is a
foreseeable need for in the Virginia portion of the National
Capital Subregion, even if Tysons Corner becomes one of
Joel Garreau’s Edge City Ghost Towns.
The elevated track scheme will end the
dream of a walkable Greater Tysons
Corner with a balance of Jobs/Housing/
Services/Recreation/Amenity for the
foreseeable future, and perhaps forever.
We say “forever” because the window is
closing on proliferation of scattered,
autonomobility-dominated settlement
patterns as noted in our last column “The
Whale On the Beach,” Aug. 28, 2006.)
If Tysons Corner faded away and the current functions
were replaced in other locations, the result might be much
better and much more efficient. (See “Five Critical
Realities That Shape the Future,” Dec. 15, 2003.)
Everyone who owns land that they want to redevelop
outside of Greater Tysons Corner in the Virginia portion of
the National Capital New Urban Region will breathe a sigh
of relief. “Revitalizing” Tysons Corner to a place for
500,000 people to live, work and play would have
adsorbed the market for Class A Office/Employment and
for non-single family detached housing for the next 20
years.
A much better bet now is to encourage Reston land owners
and the Dulles Airports Authority to build over the Dulles
Toll Road (DAAR) right-of-way to create the northern part
of Virginia’s urbane Core in Reston, not Tysons Corner.
The current Reston Town Center can evolve into a
functional Alpha Village Center, as can an expanded Lake
Anne Village Center. Given a new governance structure,
Greater Reston could evolve into a “Great, Good Place,” a
truly Balanced Alpha Community as originally envisioned –
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albeit for 200,000 citizens rather than a population of
75,000 as planned by Bob Simon. The introduction of a
subregion-serving shared vehicle system makes that
change in scale a possibility and a necessity and
demonstrates the power of transport facilities to shape
settlement pattern.
Another possibility is for Fairfax Center to evolve to be the
urbane Core of the northern part of Virginia. The options
are endless...
If there is a need to save more money on the METRO to
Dulles project, we suggest one more change – run the
METRO “Silver Line” in toll road median and reduce the
number of Tysons Corner stations to one or two at the
maximum. Every future Dulles air traveler using the
system to and from the Core of the National Capital
Subregion will be grateful. Not running METRO on stilts
through Greater Tysons generates another potential silver
lining. It might energize the Tysons Corner land owners to
take the provision of mobility and access into their own
hands instead of looking for a handout from the public in
line with observations by Jim Bacon over the years.
The DAAR alignment would create an opportunity to build a
new mobility system that tied together the Core of the
Greater McLean Village and a revitalized Core for the
Greater Vienna Village, with three or four new Village Cores
in the 1,500 acre Less-Than-Greater Tysons Corner. The
new shared vehicle system could have stops to interchange
with the METRO Rail to Dulles and with the METRO Orange
Line at Virginia Center (aka, the Vienna/Fairfax/GMU
METRO station. (See End Note Two.)
Other mobility alternatives are spelled out in “Rail-toDulles Realities,” Jan. 4, 2004, in “It Is Time To
Fundamentally Rethink METRO,” Oct. 18, 2004, and in “The
Problem with 'Mass' Transit,” May 15, 2005. The shape of
the Commonwealth’s mobility future is outlined in
“Regional Rigor Mortis,” June 6, 2005. They all involve
provision of fundamentally different and functional human
settlement patterns made up of Balanced Communities.
In summary, Kaine has closed a door on
Tysons Corner but opened two or more
other doors. The problem is that the
Tysons Tunnel decision was not based on
an intelligent long-term strategy. It was
based on short term expediency and the
failure to understand the role of transport
infrastructure in evolving a functional,
sustainable future.
The Second Shoe
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The second shoe that Kaine dropped in the last few days
shows another aspect of the failure to understand the role
of transportation facilities in providing mobility and access
for large urban agglomerations.
A new VDOT Commissioner appears to be
a pro forma state highway department
executive with some unpleasant
experiences during his three years in
Idaho. I have found no indication that he
understands the relationship between
transport infrastructure and settlement
patterns.
I would not know Dave Ekern if I ran into him on the
sidewalk in Wallace, where, by the way, I have never
been. (See End Note Three.)
Most of what we know about Ekern is what those who hired
and those who interviewed him have said on the record
plus what we can find through Google and Ask
searches. (What did we do before Google?)
None of what we have seen bodes well. Do we need
someone who persuaded “state leaders to spend more on
roads?” Is this 1980? Does the Commonwealth need a
leader who thinks innovation is selling bonds instead of
raising taxes? Are toll roads an innovation today or was
that 1806?
How many times must it be said, more
money is not the answer. More money is
not even part of the answer without
Fundamental Change in human settlement
patterns. More money for more roads
makes congestion worse, not better.
More money and more roads applying the same criteria
used in the past makes congestion, immobility and lack of
access worse, not better. (See “Regional Rigor Mortis,”
June 5, 2004.)
There are almost no transportation facility solutions to
mobility and access problems in large New Urban Regions.
As luck would have it, the only places in the
Commonwealth with are mobility and access problems are
in the New Urban Regions – the bigger the region, the
worse the problem – and where there is now over-reliance
on the wrong mobility system (e.g. trucks rather than rail
in the Shenandoah/West-of-the-Blue Ridge Corridor).
Google and Ask searches suggest that Ekern, who
previously worked in Minnesota, is an AASHTO (American
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Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials)/
TRB (Transportation Research Board) denizen. AASHTO
and TRB are wholly owned subsidiaries of federal and state
transportation (mainly highway) bureaucracies and the
Autonomobility Lobbies. Ekern has exhibited interest in a
range of traditional highway issues but demonstrated no
specific understanding of settlement patterns and their
impact on mobility and access.
The best hope the Commonwealth has for a good outcome
is that during Mr. Ekern’s years in Idaho, and in the years
before, that he did a lot of traveling. It is 170 miles from
the border of Idaho to nearest settlement patterns (Puget
Sound New Urban Region) that bear any resemblance to
the challenges faced in the Commonwealth.
The biggest metropolitan area in Idaho is half the size of
Fairfax County. The entire state has about 1.4 million
people. That is far less than in the Virginia Portion of the
National Capital Subregion and far less than the population
of the Hampton Roads New Urban Region.
The 1.4 million people in Idaho are spread across 53-plus
million acres about twice the size of Virginia.
Why is scale and density important? The difficulty of
providing mobility and access to urban settlement patterns
increases with the square of the urban agglomeration’s
population. The bigger, the harder. When mobility and
access have been neglected for 40 years and the New
Urban Regions are prosperous, as is the case in Virginia for
the time being, the problems demand innovative solutions.
There are mobility and access problems in Idaho but they
bear little resemblance to those in the Commonwealth. The
mobility and access issues in Idaho (and my home territory
of Montana) are fundamentally different than those in the
Commonwealth of Virginia.
It would seem that someone who would
be well qualified for a highway job in
Idaho in 2003 would not be well qualified
for a transportation job in Virginia in
2006. (See End Note Four.)
Granted, it would be hard to find well qualified candidates
for the job that needs to be done at VDOT -- especially
when those who hired Ekern describe talents that are
largely irrelevant to Virginia’s pressing needs. What is
needed is a person who understands human settlement
patterns, not “a recognized leader in transportation
operations, management, context sensitive design and
innovative programs delivery.”
Mr. Ekern is cited for his potential to
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foster smarter integration of
transportation and land use planning.
“Integration” is not the issue. The issue
is Balance. A balance must evolve
between transport system capacity and
the travel demand generated by the
settlement pattern.
The issue is not “land use planning,” the issue is settlement
patterns and the facilities needed to create a balance
between demand and capacity. Most of that capacity will
not be provided by highways because more highways,
especially where they are easy and cheap to build, just
make congestion worse. It is a matter of physics not policy
or politics. Large urban agglomerations cannot be served
efficiently with autonomobiles and trucks, and it is
impossible to serve them at all without major strides
toward creation of Balanced Communities within
sustainable New Urban Regions.
Virginia needs a VDOT leader with the
fortitude to state plainly that some
settlement patterns cannot be provided
with the level of mobility and access that
meets citizen expectations, and that all
new transport facilities must be used to
help evolve settlement patterns that can
be provided with mobility and access.
(See “The Shape of Richmond’s Future,” Feb. 16, 2003,
and “Balanced Communities,” Aug. 12 2005.
We don't know if anyone is well suited but Ekern definitely
is not, based on what those who hired him describe as his
strong suits. His appointment (nomination) also raises the
question of who will be appointed to the Commonwealth
Transportation Board which Ekern will chair. Does Tim
Kaine have more shoes to drop?
-- September 11, 2006

End Notes
1. Actually “three years ago” was four years and four days ago when S/PI
was invited to give Kaine and others a briefing at Arlie House on the
transportation / settlement pattern reality.
2. It is hard for some to give up on that Virginia Center place name.
3. Wallace, Idaho, is a place no one in the Northern Rocky Mountain
Urban Support Region ever admits having visited.
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4. Do not come with that weak “Rail and Public Transportation handles the
non-highway issues” argument. VDOT is the 500-pound gorilla and VDOT
dominates mobility and access funding and decision making.

-- August 28, 2006
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Jackpot Winner
Americans are like the overweight Lotto winner who
squanders his winnings. The discovery of oil deep in
the Gulf of Mexico will do little to halt the coming
energy crash.
Some of you may have heard the "good" news coming out
of the Gulf. We're not referring to some breakthrough in
Persian Gulf conflict or the prospect for evolving
sustainable human settlement patterns in Louisiana. (See
“Down Memory Lane With Katrina,” 5 September 2005).
Today we consider news that Business As Usual advocates
consider even more important -- news that is already
impacting every citizen in the Commonwealth. According to
published reports on 5 and 6 September, Chevron Corp.
and others have "discovered" new petroleum resources
under 7,000 feet of water and 175 miles off the coast of
Louisiana. Early, unconfirmed assessments say that this
“find” may double the United States “reserves.”
Anyone reading as far as paragraph three of the news
report would find that even an optimistic forecast of future
oil production "would not solve the world’s energy problem
or eliminate U.S. reliance on oil imports, but it would help
stabilize U.S. oil production, which has been declining, and
cover some of the world’s rising demand for petroleum.”
Early indications are that most readers did not get that far,
or they chose to ignore the context.
Finding this new oil resource is positive
news only if this natural capital is
invested wisely.
First, the new supply of petroleum must be made available
in a way that production does not endanger other
important resources. For example, the drilling and
production platforms must be designed so that they will
hold up under Category 5 (or 6?) hurricanes. The following
reality sets the context for the future of oil production:
Regardless of how much more oil is found
in the future, the cheap oil is gone. It is
becoming harder to find new petroleum
resources and more costly to pump and
transport them. This reality should impact
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all future considerations of energy and
consumption in general. It has not.
Second and more important:
The new reserves must be invested in
ways that create less consumption in the
future, not more. No one is even
mentioning this reality.
By “consumption” we mean not just oil, but energy in
general and every other non-renewable and renewable
resource upon which civilization depends. Consumption per
capital is going up. The population is going up. That is not
a sustainable trajectory for civilization. Consumption of oil
and energy is a bellwether but it is not the only issue as we
noted in “Soft Consumption Paths,” 7 August 2006.
If the activities of citizens and their governments since
October 1973 are a guide, these new oil resources will not
be wisely invested. They will be burned up to support
Business As Usual and autonomobility. All indications are
that the new petroleum find will disappear like all the other
natural capital that has been wasted over the past 80 years.
The best way to calibrate the probable course of action by
the market and by governance practitioners is to recall the
actions of a recent lottery winner. An overweight 45 year
old with a family history of diabetes and heart failure won a
lottery jackpot of several million dollars. She immediately
bought a million dollar wooden yacht, hired a cook that
formerly worked at her favorite Pizza Hut and married her
high-school sweetheart who had recently divorced after
becoming an alcoholic addicted to playing poker. As a
nation-state, the United States is that overweight jackpot
winner.
On the day of the announcement, the new Gulf find was
predicted to drive down the value of oil futures and thus
the price of gasoline. It is important to understand that oil
futures are just another gambling venue guided by less
rational thought than playing the lottery or the slots. It is
run by “brokers” and “investors” who have little knowledge
of petroleum engineering and care little about the
cumulative impact of over-consumption. Future speculators
do have a keen nose for short-term profit. Cheaper oil and
gasoline will re-energize the autonomobile market, the
scattered housing market and mass over consumption in
general.
One might hope that – given the recent enlightened talk
about the need to conserve oil, energy and resources in
general – this is an overly pessimistic view. Take a look at
the Business Section of WaPo for 16 September, just 10
days after Chevron's “discovery” hit the front page:
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“Falling Oil Prices, A Brightening Economy: Factors That
Pushed Oil Price Up Are Now Pushing It Down, Analysts Say
Slowing Inflation Could Mark a Turning Point.” The pictures
accompanying the stories showed Steve Taylor pumping
gas in Toledo and people carrying shopping bags in
Philadelphia.
Also on the front page of the 16 September Business
section is a story on the woes of Ford Motor Co. (“Ford’s
Vision Shrinks Along With Its Workforce.”) Last week we
talked to a Ford salesman in the northern part of Virginia.
We asked if lower gas prices had any impact on moving the
huge inventory of large, unsold vehicles on the lot. “It
provided immediate relief” was the response. Who knows,
Ford may start up its Excursion line again because “that is
what people want.”
Jim Bacon quotes Philip Shucet in last week's column (“The
Dog that Didn’t Bark”) to the effect that those politicians
who have been accused of dragging their feet on
transportation “solutions” just may have been listening to
voters. The last two week's news on the political front
would support Shucet’s observation and the need for
PROPERTY DYNAMICS.
Voters have short memories and no ability
to consider cumulative impacts when it
puts a cloud over immediate gratification,
higher profits, lower taxes and more
consumption.
Here is a sampling of the Gulf oil news impact: On 21
September USA Today reported on-line that 78 percent of
President Bush’s approval ratings could be correlated with
inverse changes in the price of gasoline. Closer to home
WaPo for 22 September reports that two congressional
races in the northern part of Virginia could turn on the
price of gasoline. (“Drop in Gas Price Could Alter The
Nature of Two Area Races.”) On 24 September the front
page of WaPo suggests that the price of gasoline and
related “good news” may help the party in power.
Lest these observations be taken as a condemnation of one
party and a violation of the recent declaration of Bacon’s
Rebellion as an endorsement-free and partisan-free zone,
let us look at what we hear from those at the other end of
the partisan spectrum.
In the opening to our column “The Whale on the Beach,”
28 August 2006, concerning over consumption of natural
capital, we noted that Al Gore’s “An Inconvenient Truth”
fails to even mention the importance of human settlement
patterns. Gore has now released his “plan” for reducing
carbon. As he did in "Earth in Balance" and in "An
Inconvenient Truth," Gore misses the most important
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ramifications of his observations and concerns.
Retrofitting homes and building new energy-efficient and
carbon emission-free homes via “Connie Mae” is a nice idea
but it is the location of those homes that makes a
difference. Two thirds of energy consumption is involved in
transport. Most of that energy is wasted in overcoming
spacial dysfunction and lack of regional balance.
As we noted in a recent Blog posting and documented in
"The Shape of the Future," efficient human settlement
patterns below the Alpha Neighborhood scale reduce the
cost of location variable goods and services as compared to
scattered locations by a factor of 10, not 10 percent but 10
times. Many of these costs are directly related to energy
consumption.
The important thing is that this reduction in energy
consumption will not lower the quality of life. In fact it will
create settlement patterns which the market demonstrates
are most favored by families and enterprises who have a
choice. That choice is not provided by Business As Usual.
It is instructive that the Style section of WaPo is where on
one reads of the view of James Lovelock (“The End of
Eden” 2 September 2006) and E.O. Wilson (“Science and
Salvation,” 20 September 2006). These perspectives,
which we highlight in "The Shape of the Future," are not in
the national news, on the editorial pages or in the Business
Section.
The mere speculation of new petroleum reserves 175 miles
out and 7,000 feet deep in the Gulf of Mexico as reported
in the Business Section is sufficient to keep consumers
over-consuming. It gives them hope they can continue
driving autonomobiles around dysfunctional human
settlement patterns a few more years and let future
generations pay the toll.
The news from the Gulf will keep
corporate profits rolling in as the chance
of survival, much less sustainability of
civilization, treads the path to entropy.
These facts spotlight the need for PROPERTY DYNAMICS
and citizen education leading to support for Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns and Fundamental
Change in governance structure. More on these issues in
future columns, including observations from our recent
field work in Northern Rocky Mountain Urban Support
Region.
-- September 25, 2006
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Grow Your Spinach!
Food safety is like water -- it's one of those things
you take for granted until you don't have it. A food
distribution system based on regional produce would
be far easier to keep safe than what we have now.

Today’s column explores three aspects of Regional
Security. The focus is not protecting life and property
against attacks by terrorists. The immediate objectives are
even more important: creating a Regional defense against
disease and economic collapse. Of course, a New Urban
Region with safe food and a prosperous economy would
provide a much more robust defense against terrorists of
all persuasions.
Eat Your Spinach
According to MainStream Media reports, the Food and Drug
Administration has declared spinach, even from the three
counties with 12 suspect fields around Salinas, Calif., to be
“safe.” The MSM also reports that government sleuths have
not found what caused the latest E.coli 0157:H7 outbreak.
That investigative performance mirrors the results of
previous E.coli contamination of fresh spinach.
The latest spinach episode should give
everyone cause to carefully consider
Regional Security.
At S/PI, “Regional Security” is called New Urban Region
and Urban Support Region Security. If one does not
understand New Urban Regions and Urban Support
Regions, they probably do not have a comprehensive
conceptual framework with which to consider the
importance of “the spinach problem.”
It should not take a rocket scientist to
understand that there is a direct
relationship between food chain safety
and sustainable New Urban Regions
(NURs) with functional settlement
patterns.
Every NUR may not manufacture its own long-range jet
aircraft or support its own army but New Urban Regions
(and Urban Support Regions) could do much more to
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produce their own food supplies and far more to protect
their citizens from food-borne diseases and diseases in
general.
“Regional Food” might cost a little more at some times of
the year and there may be less variety at low prices in the
“supermarket,” but food could be far safer because it would
be easier to detect, trace and correct problems in the food
chain. We address food cost below, but setting aside price
for the moment, consider the following in the context of a
well understood Regional Food Supply program:
●

●

How quickly would someone note that just upstream
from the vegetable field is a cow pasture and that
the water running off the field is being used to
irrigate spinach?
How often would a grower, processor, distributor
who lives in the same Region, or perhaps even in the
same Alpha Community, look the other way when
she knows that the person eating the spinach is her
child at home or in a school lunch program?

These are only threshold questions to get the conversation
started. The topic is complex and there are many as yet
unexplored aspects of Regional Food Security. There is,
however, plenty of information to start the discussion. It is
imperative that the discussion start soon.
A comprehensive Regional Food Supply System with
Regional-, Subregional-, Community-, Village- and
Neighborhood- scale production and distribution would
provide a living wage for those who say they would like to
raise food but are now priced out of the market by factory
farms, mega food corporations, mega retailers and
international food distribution systems. Some aspects of
such a program are explored in Jac Smit’s 1996 book
“Urban Agriculture: Food, Jobs and Sustainable Cities
(sic)”. Jac meant to say "Sustainable Regions."
Regional Food Labs
Before further examining the Winner-Take-All context of
inter-regional and global food production/distribution, let
us pause to note an immediate need:
Every region should have high quality
food analysis laboratories. There should
be enough labs to meet the demand of the
Region and there should be public access
so anyone could submit a sample to check
the quality and content of any food
product.
To the extent that Labs exist, their location is unknown to
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues06/10-09/Risse.php (2 of 6) [1/3/2008 9:44:52 AM]

Grow Your Spinach!

the public and access is not open.
It is not just E.coli in spinach or hamburger that is a cause
for concern. There is Mad Cow Disease (BSE), mercury in
fish and persistent organic pollutants in many other foods.
A system of Regional Labs would be a first step toward a
longer term goal:
Regions must use technology to make
food safe, not just make money for those
at top of economic food chain.
Regional Labs that establish systems to test and monitor
food and support existing public health programs also could
assist in the disaster planning, detection and education for
infectious and contagious diseases. Avian Flu comes to
mind.
Disease and contamination are not the only issue that need
to be monitored. Food processors employ salt and sugar to
make their foods taste better. The fact that these additive
cost so little invites overuse.
But high-sodium, high-sugar diets contribute to the
epidemics of high blood pressure and obesity. It's nice to
make headlines by taking hazardous “soft” drinks out of
schools as Bill Clinton did last week but that does not get
to the core problem.
Regional labs also could provide small
food producers the raw or prepared food
the detailed label now requires on
interstate food re sodium, carbs, transfat, etc.
Worth the Effort?
Before we consider the implications of Regional Food
Security and Safety there is an important question to ask:
Is it worth the effort?
Business-As-Usual advocates will say Food Security is not a
big problem. After all only three lives were lost (so far) in
the latest E.coli scare. We loose 1,000 times that many
citizens every month from the Autonomobility system that
is subsidized by the government to provide access and
mobility for citizens. The September data indicates that, at
the current monthly rate, there are over 250 times that
number of causalities in the Second Gulf Oil War.
So what is the big deal? The answer should be obvious.
For starters, who thinks the demonstrated weakness in
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tracing E.coli in spinach was lost on those who are planning
to do whatever they can to kill and maim citizens of the
United States?
Even without the threat of terrorism there are scary
prospects on the horizon. About 3,000 die every day from
increasingly drug-resistant strains of Malaria. West Nile could
mutate to be far more deadly to humans, so could Lime
Disease, Spotted Fever and Chronic Wasting Disease. While
these are not transferred in the food chain at this time, these
or similar very deadly pathogens might be at some point as
Mad Cow Disease (BSE) is now. Even “common” pathogens
like Salmonella can be dangerous and may mutate at any
time to more deadly, drug resistant forms. More important, a
Regional Security system for food would inform and support
Regional Security vis a vis other threats.

Food Chain Security and Inter-Regional Competition
In a civilization where the default setting is economic
competition, one must look to the bottom line, not just
lives or casualties.
Any consideration of the economic impact
of Regional Security as it relates to food
must start with the reality that citizens
believe that cheap food is a birth right.
The vast majority of citizens purchase food and related
products based on price and convenience, not quality.
Further, people are not adverse to government subsidies to
food producers as long as those who receive the subsidy
justify it on the basis of being able to lower the cost of
food. Interregional and international food prices are
distorted also by nation-state dumping and other factors
unrelated to true costs, much less nutrition.
Mega corporations now have "organic" and “non-organic
fields,” testimony to the growth in demand for items
labeled “organic.” At present, “organic” foods cost more
than non organic foods. Likewise, local produce and other
food products are often priced higher than “imported” food.
This is in part due to the subsidies that distort the
transportation sector which we have explored in past
columns.
The northern Piedmont of Virginia is blessed with many
sources of good food. They cost more, sometimes far much
more than the same products at Giant, Safeway or Food
Lion. Competition among producers of good food would
drive down the cost.
Wal*Mart and Other Mega Retailers
The topic of competition and large-scale retailers of food
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puts a spotlight on Wal*Mart. The world's largest private
corporation, Wal*Mart, is a champion of cheap prices. In
recent years Wal*Mart has added a full line of food
products to its offerings.
Wal*Mart has become the largest
corporation in the world by exploiting the
consumer fixation on “cheap.”
More important, Wal*Mart prices do not reflect the full cost
of the goods sold. Wal*Mart goods are subsidized by the
consumers and by the governance agencies as documented
in Chapters 30, 31 and 32 of "The Shape of the Future."
Wal*Mart has recently expanded its advertising and
promotions beyond low prices to focus on its “Green”
policies. A Fortune magazine article in the 27 July, 2006,
issue provides a positive profile of Wal*Mart’s new green
face. Fortune reports that Wal*Mart has hired consultants
with experience in national and international sustainability
programs to provide advice. (See “Soft Consumption
Paths,” 7 August 2006.)
In recent presentations we have pointed
out that the only way Wal*Mart can make
a real contribution to sustainability will be
to change the basic sales strategy model
of having customers drive long distances
to big, cheap stores to save a few pennies.
All other efforts -- cutting the cost of its truck fleet, selling
ethanol, cutting energy or packaging consumption or
selling more products/products for less than the
competition – are self serving.
Failure to understand the locational impact of Wal*Mart
leads to further confusion. Recently WaPo columnists who
cater to a broad spectrum of political thought all defended
Wal*Mart against attacks by representatives of one political
party.(1)
The core problem is that members of one
political party are attacking Wal*Mart for
byproducts of their corporate strategy,
not the root cause of the problems they
cause: dysfunctional travel patterns and
scattered land uses.
Food Chain Security and Global Trade
Concern for food processing and distribution raises issues
of regional self sufficiency, balance, sustainability and
ultimately survival. One can glance over the fence at a
related and even more complex problem: Global trade and
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global competition.
From the perspective of building longterm economic prosperity on a Regional
scale, global trade is the low hanging
fruit. Concerns for Security of the food
supply provides an introduction to this
reality.
The Commonwealth is in a good position to take advantage
of global trade because of the location of the seat of the
federal government and international transport facilities in
the state. However, global trade’s potential advantage is
based on the ideal that “cheap is good,” not that quality
matters or that Regional Security is the key to long-term
sustainability of the economy and of civilization.
It is not just a matter of eating your spinach. The safest
course of action is for citizens to grow their own spinach.
Not many are inclined to do that.
An even better solution is to buy spinach from someone
who is known and trusted. An advantage of sustainable
settlement patterns is that many people can enjoy the
luxury of actually knowing their farmers or their vendors
personally. Those who do not, can at least have confidence
that that the system that produces food and serves the
Region also is safe.
Right now consumers are going to the market blind,and the
government and MSM are not helping. In fact, they are
working hand-in-hand with Business As Usual leading
citizens down the path to the cliff.
-- October 9, 2006
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Big (Gray, Brown) Sky Country
Afflicted by global climate change and energyinefficient human settlement patterns, my home
state of Montana is on an unsustainable growth path.

Defying the wisdom of Thomas Wolfe, we went home last
month to West Glacier, Montana for the 50th Reunion of
Columbia Fall High School Class of ‘56. We found that
some things, including the people we grew up with, had
changed little in 50 years. The ecosystems and the
settlement patterns of Western Montana, however, are
changing at an alarming rate and moving in an
unsustainable direction.
While the sky is still “BIG” in the Big Sky
Country, it is turning from blue and white
to gray and brown. The mountains and
valleys are also turning from green, blue
and white to shades of gray and brown.
This march toward entropy is a direct
result of changes in the climate
exacerbated by the cumulative impact of
badly informed settlement pattern
decisions.
Since leaving Montana for Hawaii in 1960 we have visited
eight times but had not been home for 17 years. We have
read about and seen graphic and statistical evidence of the
changes in the Northern Rocky Mountains but the pace and
extent of change has to be seen to be believed. (See End
Note One.)
First, the good news: The people were great! They are
older, of course, but just as I recalled them and expected
to find them. The Flathead Valley still has some of the
friendliest people we have encountered. We had not seen
most of those at the reunion for 20 or 25 years. Some we
had not seen for 50 years. We spent from four to nine
years with these classmates, some we knew from the 7th
grade and a few went on to the University of Montana with
us, others we saw over the summers. Of special note was
the fact that five of the eight students who completed the
8th grade in West Glacier Elementary School 54 years ago
were at the reunion.
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Although the house my father built with my help -- the
place our family lived when I graduated from high school -was torn down years ago, many of the structural
landmarks are still intact. In fact a lot of them, including
the Chalet where CFHS ‘56 had our reunion dinner, are
registered national landmarks that can be visited via a CDROM available at from most Blockbuster, Borders or Best
Buy outlets. Two recent books, one by the son of our
foreman when we worked on the trail crew in Glacier
National Park document much of what we experienced
growing up. Having someone else think that where, when
and with whom one grew up was worthy of writing a book
adds a special flavor to a return home. (See End Note Two.)
So, what has changed so much and continues to change at
an accelerating rate? Almost everything besides the
people, many of the structures and the mountains we grew
up with. What is on the mountains has changed and what
is between the mountains has changed even more.
In our last column we explored Regional Security from the
perspective of food production, processing and
distribution. This time we examine a range of threats to an
Urban Support Region we know well, the Northern Rocky
Mountains. The realities in clear view in this Urban Support
Region are caused by and related to economic, social and
physical threats that face every New Urban Region and
every Urban Support Region in the United States. We have
organized our observations to reflect the three overarching
themes we encountered:
●
●
●

Global Climate Change
The Last Great Cheap Energy Migration
Prelude to Collapse

An Overview: Out the SkyWest Window from Denver
to Missoula and Back
We had not visited the Rocky Mountain Front since the new
Denver International Airport (DIA) was opened to replace
Stapleton. DIA is an impressive facility. More impressive is
what one sees out the aircraft window taking off or landing.
When it was under construction, DIA was best known for
its remote location. After a few short years the airport is
no longer isolated. Scattered urban enclaves and scattered
urban land uses now stretch from the Core of the Denver
New Urban Region all the way to the Airport and far
beyond. There is no Clear Edge.
Those who follow the literature on “smarter growth” often
hear “land conservation” and “Colorado” mentioned in the
same breath. Take it with a grain of salt. Boulder and other
municipalities in Colorado may have done good work to
rationalize settlement patterns but the Rocky Mountain
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Front is a mess.
Greater Denver is no better configured than Greater
Phoenix, Greater Houston, Greater Atlanta or any of the
New Urban Regions from Charlotte, N.C., to Portland,
Maine. The same dysfunctional settlement patterns you
see around Denver can also be seen in Virginia, Maryland
and West Virginia flying in and out of Washington-Dulles.
They can be seen around every other major airport in the
United States.
The SkyWest/United Express flight from Denver to
Missoula, Mont., more or less follows the Continental
Divide. Looking out the window, we first got glimpsed the
changes we would see on the ground in Western Montana.
First, there was the air through which we were flying. It
was dirty brown, the result of thousands of wild fires
burning throughout the western United States and
Canada. As we flew north and west from Denver, it
appeared that every area where topography and rainfall
combined to support large areas of vegetation there was
one or more plumes of smoke contributing to the subcontinental smog. We found out later that our route was
well west of the largest fire then burning in Montana, the
Derby Mountain Fire near Big Timber. The view was the
same, or perhaps worse, on the way back to Denver.
On the ground it was no different. We photographed fires
burning on nearby mountains from U.S. Route 93 in the
Mission Valley. When we were growing up in Montana, we
never saw a “smoke” except for the ones we were on the
way to put out.
By logging onto www.inciweb.org one could see that 100s
of thousands of acres were on fire at any one time and
millions of acres were burned during this (yet another
“bad”) fire season in the Northern Rockies. The west being
on fire is old news for the MainStream Media. Those in the
Commonwealth did not see much fire coverage. We did
not know until we returned that 2006 was the worst fire
year in recorded history.
In addition to the gray brown sky, there was the gray
brown landscape. On the ground, it was not just fires and
smoke that was depressing. There are clear signs that the
earth had been tortured by energy exploration, “resort”
development and logging. For a vivid rendition of the
current status of land use, resource exploitation and its
economic, social and physical impact in Colorado, Wyoming
and Montana, check out High Country News and read the
essays and stories by those on the ground at www.hcn.org.
The Great Divide Basin might as well have
been the Steppes of Central Asia, if not
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the Gobi Desert or the An Nafud. It
reminded us of the landscape viewed from
old U.S. Route 40 between Lovelock and
Wells, Nevada in the '50s.
As we flew on northwest, one could identify landmarks in
the Wind River Range: The Grand Tetons and Yellowstone
as well as in the Gallatin, Beaverhead, Bitterroot and Lolo
National Forests. Where the background color was graygreen indicating vegetation, there was smoke. The rest of
the area was just gray and brown including the tops of the
mountains that I recalled as being white, even this late in
the year.
Even more depressing were the scattered urban settlement
patterns. Instead of protecting the assets that makes The
Big Sky Country attractive and unique, urban land uses are
being scattered across the Countryside and the
mountainsides. Here and there on the ground, one can find
a patch of green and blue in which to seek refuge. From
35,000 feet there is no way to hide the region-wide impact
if one understands the meaning of what he is observing.
The settlement pattern viewed from
35,000 feet is Geographic Pornography.
On final approach into Missoula International, one can see
some of the details: Urban houses on 10-, 20-, 40- or 100acre lots with three or four cars/pickups and perhaps a
horse or two to paw up the dry grass. It is clear why the
majority of the billions spent on “fire control” is spent to
protect scattered urban dwellings.
One can also see the why the Forest Service spends far
more to manage timber sales than it recovers in timber
sale revenue. As we will note below, trees do not grow very
fast in the Northern Rockies, especially above 3,000 feet
with year after year of low rainfall. The 30- and 40-yearold clear cuts are covered with scrub growth or with
nothing but shale and outcrops, the thin top soil having
been washed off after the tree cover was removed.
Fire, Ice and Global Climate Change
Fire. We profiled the impact of fire on our home town and
decried the scattered urban dwellings in “Fire and Flood,” 3
November 2003. Both 2003 and 2006 were bad fire years
in the Northern Rockies. So were most of the other years
from 1988 to 2006. Nationally, 1988, 1996, 2000, 2002,
2004 and 2005 were very bad years. In 2005 the record
for recorded history of wild fires was set with 8,686,750
acres burned. So far in 2006, 85,990 fires have burned an
estimated 9,392,470 acres. That is a new yearly record
and is nearly twice the ten-year average. Something is
happening here.
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Forest, brush and grass fires are not new. Lewis and Clark
reported large fires set by Native Americans to improve
prairie grazing for horses and buffalo. Large forest fires
followed the logging operations west from Maine to Oregon
in the 19th Century.
Fire is a natural occurrence and many of the fires in the
Northern Rockies are started by lightening. Fire in some
forest environments is beneficial, but in the Northern Rocky
Mountains where natural regeneration is very slow, it is
hard to justify managed burns to produce timber, manage
wildlife habitant or protect watersheds.
In the 20th Century, the largest fire was the 1910 Great
Idaho (and Montana) Fire that burned more than three
million acres. (Way more than three million acres, by our
tabulation.) The famous 1933 Tillamook Fire in Oregon
burned one tenth of that area. The widely reported 1988
Yellowstone Fire burned about half that area.
Ah Ha! you say. “SEE! These forest fires are not a sign of
“global warming” or global climate change, it is just
something that happens from time to time.”
Not so fast. The Great Idaho Fire burned to within a few
miles of our former home in West Glacier. Based on
evidence in Glacier National Park, what burned in 1910 was
old growth forest. It was the climax forest that had
evolved in the conditions that existed in the prior 200 to
500 years. Forest growth in the last 100 years has not
begun to reproduce the dark, cool cedar forest that existed
before 1910. More of the original Cedar old growth burned
in the 2003 fire. There is still some left near Lake McDonald
but it is doubtful it will be regenerated in the current
climate cycle. As we will suggest in the next section, the
Great Idaho Fire of 1910 burned out a forest ecosystem
that was already endangered by global climate change.
(See End Note Three.)
Ice. We turn next to ice, in the form of glaciers. Glacier
National Park’s Glaciers, a harbinger of climate change,
have been retreating since first measured in the 19th
century. Based on our personal experience, glaciers in GNP
have been on the forefront of documenting Global Climate
Change (and at this point “Global Warming”) for more than
50 years.
Global Climate Change was already an old story in the '50s
when we joined the staff of the Pulitzer Prize-winning
newspaper serving the Upper Flathead. I was 13 and in
the 8th grade in 1951/1952 when I landed my first job in
journalism. The editor/publisher was already well into the
Global Climate Change story. The U.S. Geologic Survey
and the National Park Service were documenting the
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retreat of glaciers in the Northern Rocky Mountains. Our
mentor and friend Mel Ruder joined those making the field
measurements on many occasions. The Hungry Horse
News carried pictures and a detailed story on the findings
each year. (See books referenced in End Note Two.)
In 1955, having heard that Boulder Glacier, one of the
Park's more remote and, at one time, largest glaciers was
about to disappear, I hiked alone for 40 miles round trip to
see Boulder Glacier before it was gone. You can see before
and after pictures of Boulder Glacier on page 46 and 47 of
Al Gore’s book "An Inconvenient Truth." Later, while
working for the Park Service, I helped document the
location of glaciers and thus the impact of Global Climate
Change on the ground and from the air. (See End Note
Four.)
The mantra of “Business-As-Usual” still denies existence of
Global Climate Change in order to avoid even considering
the possibility that human activity is contributing to this
reality. As noted in “The Whale on the Beach,” 28 August
2006, even the most rabid advocates of doing something
about Global Climate Change have not even begun to make
the connection between climate change and dysfunctional
human settlement patterns. There is no place better to
make the connection than in Western Montana where the
evidence is in blue and white.
Climate Change Bottom Line. The “climate” is always
changing. It is changing in long cycles that last tens of
thousands of years. It is changing in short cycles that last
a few hours. The question that most protagonists are
stuck on is:
How much does human activity contribute
to climate change?
Gore and others say human activity is a main driving force.
Lovelock says it is already too late. Those who make a lot
of money from these activities – autonomobility, mass
consumption, ecological desecration, et. al. – and those to
whom they make political contributions, say there is no
impact.
The question and the responses are all beside the point.
The critical reality is that humans must
shrink their ecological footprint
regardless of who is right.
Consider that:
●

There is no scientific evidence that in 2006 the Earth
is not in a global warming cycle.
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●

●

●

●

On the other hand, there is no science-based
evidence that human activities caused the global
warming cycle to start; warming was occurring
before most of the suspect human activities became
widespread.
There is no scientific evidence that human activity is
not making the global warming cycle more
pronounced.
On the other hand, there is no science-based
evidence that even Fundamental Change in human
activities could slow or reverse the global warming
cycle.
However, there is good science-based evidence that
a vastly smaller ecological footprint for humanity and
for every human would be a prudent strategy no
matter what happens with global climate change.

Mass consumption of energy and other resources make
humans more vulnerable to natural and manmade
catastrophes. The byproducts of mass consumption make
almost every negative consequence worse than it would
otherwise be. A conservative approach to energy
consumption would be far more prudent than continuing
Business As Usual.
In our work, we argue that dysfunctional human
settlement patterns are a primary driver of excess energy
consumption and thus human economic, social and
physical vulnerability. (See “Down Memory Lane with
Katrina,” 5 September 2005, “Soft Consumption Paths,” 7
August 2006, and “The Whale on the Beach,” 28 August
2006. Reading "An Inconvenient Truth" or rereading
"Earth in the Balance" does not get that message across.
Functional settlement patterns may or may not directly help
mitigate Global Climate Change. However, there is no
question that a more intelligent ecological footprint stemming
from functional settlement patterns would make humans far
less vulnerable to the impacts of Global Climate Change and
almost all other natural and manmade threats.

Our greatest disappointment on the trip was to discover
the “official” position of the National Park Service – and
thus the Department of Interior and the federal
government – on Global Climate Change.
When “ranger naturalists” were asked about the Global
Climate Change (not “Global Warming” or the impact of
human activity on “Global Warming”) in three locations we
always got the same answer, sometimes by two naturalists
reciting the same mantra in unison.
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“The Park Service has no “position” on the Global Climate
Change.” We were told there were no interpretive lecture
programs on the topic. We saw no mention of it in Park
Service handouts. The park does not even have beforeand-after pictures of snow pack or glaciers in the displays
we saw. The display at Jackson Glacier Overlook – Jackson
Glacier is the only Glacier clearly visible from a paved road
in the Park – was said to have before-and- after pictures.
That display had before and after pictures 50 years ago.
The naturalists were quick to offer the URL for a US
Geological Survey website which they said documents the
issue. That response saved their jobs but allowed them to
sleep at night.
These are intelligent people and they
knew they were sitting on top of the most
dramatic evidence of Global Climate
Change in the Lower 48 but their hands
are tied by the political orthodoxy. An
incredible education opportunity is lost
thousands of times a day, perhaps a half a
million times a year.
The last Great Cheap Energy Migration
Almost everyone you talk to in Western Montana has a
story about selling their land to an outsider for urban land
uses. Everyone we talked to misses the fact that they are
witnessing and participating in the last of the massive
North American Cheap Energy Migrations. This Last Great
Cheap Energy Migration (LGCEM) is now in full swing.
As we have said many times before, citizens of the United
States are burning up Natural Capital in an unsustainable,
mindless march of Business-As-Usual lemmings who are
running toward an economic, social and physical cliff. (See
“Whale On The Beach,” 28 August 2006.)
To put the last LGCEM in context, we provide a summary of
ten Great Cheap Energy Migrations in the United States
over the past 100 years in End Note Five. As drafty as this
list is, the reader will still get the idea.
There may well be more than ten Great Cheap Energy
Migrations. Most of those listed overlap in time and impact.
Some that are listed might be combined in a refined list.
These migrations have impact not only within the United
States, they have also profoundly changed immigration
patterns across the globe.
The Great Cheap Energy Migrations reflects a continuation
of the Jacksonian delusion that the resources of the United
States were unlimited and that the best economic, social
and physical nation-state strategy was to exploit them to
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the maximum extent possible.
The Tenth and Last Great Cheap Energy Migration is the
movement of the super rich, the very rich and just
millionaires to a places where they can buy extensive
parcels of land based on the illusion that separation in an
urban civilization yields security and privacy. These
dwellings may be primary homes but are more likely to be
second or third “homes” or a hobby place (“farm,” “ranch,”
or other endeavor).
Airline in-flight magazine ads are a window on the interests
of travelers. In-flight magazine for SkyWest is one big,
glossy Real Estate Ad. The ads are full of false
assumptions about privacy and potential appreciation. It is
the Florida land bust all over. Not the current housing
bubble but a full blown bust. (See End Note Six.)
Surprisingly, the only complaints about “development,”
other than general references to the pace of change, were
about condominiums and townhouses. No one seemed to
have a problem with the 5-, 10-, 20-, 30-acre lots, much
less the ranches and retreats of the super rich and the very
rich. (See Chapter 7 Box 2 in "The Shape of the Future"
addressing the myths about condos taking over Montana.
Also see the Backgrounder “Quantification of Land
Resources and the Impact on Land Conservation Efforts,”
August 2006.)
It is not that Montanans lack good examples of functional
settlement patterns. The maple-shaded streets in Missoula
near campus of University of Montana are lined with
sturdy, well kept "Not So Big” houses.
The evolving settlement patterns are driven by cheap
energy – cheap energy to get rich people from where they
live to Western Montana and cheap energy to get around in
autonomobiles once they get there.
The super rich, the very rich and the just millionaires are
seeking open space and amenity. It is not just happening
in the Northern Rocky Mountains. For the more
adventuresome, Patagonia and some parts of Africa are
also destinations.
While we did not hear complaints from our friends, there
are conflicts as depicted in High Country News and in the
MainStream Media. The roots of these conflicts are
examined by Joel Garreau in his perspectives on “Santa Feing.” Conflicts also exist in similar regional environments
outside the United States and other areas with attractive
landscape that have experienced rapid price
increases. (See End Note Seven.)
The reunion provided an opportunity to informally survey
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classmates. Almost all of them had a story to tell about
selling land. One had, after years of effort, recently closed
a deal to sell a family farm for subdivision in the Upper
Flathead Valley.
A member of a respected Blackfeet family that had lived 50
miles west of the Reservation for over half a century called
herself “homeless” because she had just sold out her land
and was awaiting a move to a new home. The recently
widowed femme fatal of our class was camping with her
sister while her new condominium was completed. The
buyer of her home place planned to tear down the house
and build a Rocky Mountain McMansion on 30+plus acres.
We left hoping that our friends got their money out before
the balloon goes up. Higher and higher energy cost in the
years ahead will make these locations less and less
attractive, especially when owners will be required to pay
the full cost of their location decisions.
Before leaving this topic, it is important to note that not all
of Montana is subject to the same economic forces. The
conditions we describe impact a 120-mile wide arc that
follows the Idaho border from Yellowstone to Canada. The
rest of the state falls into the high (dry) plains ecosystem
that has more in common with the Dakotas and eastern
Wyoming than with the rest of Montana. (See End Note
Eight.)
Prelude to Collapse
The third set of observations has to do with ground
proofing the overall accuracy of Jared Diamond’s
description of Montana in the opening Chapter of "Collapse:
How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed." This book was
the subject of “Collapse, An Appreciation,” 8 August 2005.
(See End Note Nine.)
During our visit, we found few grounds to quibble with
Diamond's description of Montana, especially western
Montana. In fact, we have seen only one serious attempt
to discredit Diamond’s work. (See End Note Ten.)
It was great to see our classmates again. One could not
imagine a more interesting, diverse, well-informed, friendly
and articulate cross section of people than those we saw
again and those we met for the first time in Western
Montana.
What was missing from our conversations with classmates
and others?
●
●

A Common Conceptual Framework
A shared Vocabulary
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●

Quantification Tools

All these are necessary to understand what has happened
and what is happening in the Northern Rocky Mountain
Urban Support Region in which they exist.
The citizens of Western Montana and, we suspect, most of
the Northern Rocky Mountain Urban Support Region, are
doing just what they believe is in their best interest. They
believe what they are doing in the voting booth and in the
marketplace will further their self-interest.
On a back road in the Mission Valley there is a weathered
sign left over from a tent meeting or a past Easter event. It
reads:
“Forgive them Father for they know not what they do."
That sign says it all concerning the Big Gray Brown Sky
Country.
Father may forgive, but Mother Nature is not so charitable.
Neither is the economic reality of dysfunctional human
settlement patterns.
EMR
-- October 23, 2006

End Notes
(1) The September 2006 visit had an impact on our thinking
similar to revisiting Hawaii for the first time in 29 years.
Observations from a 1989 tour of two islands led to a
commitment to write "The Shape of the Future." A subsequent
trip to Hawaii provided the opportunity to complete the book’s
chapter outline and structure.
(2) Tom Lawrence, "Pictures, a Park, and a Pulitzer: Mel Ruder
and the Hungry Horse News," 2000; and Bill Yenne, "Images
of America: Glacier National Park," 2006.
(3) Nineteen twenty-nine was another big fire year in the
Northern Rockies. It burned up to the back lot line of a parcel
adjacent to Forest Service land which we bought in 1952.
When we moved to Montana in the early 50s the 1929 burn
area was still largely snags and thick-as-the-hair-on-a-dogsback Jack Pines. Many of those Jack Pines were eight feet tall
or less depending on the soil. Now, 50 years later, these trees
frequently are no more than 20 to 30 feet tall. The reason
there are few private timber holdings in the Northern Rockies
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is that the land does not produce enough fiber per acre to
make it profitable in the current climate cycle.
(4) On 29 January 2006 WaPo carried a Climate Change story
on the front page. The headline and subhead says it all:
“Scientist Debate Issue of Climates’s Irreparable Change:
Some Experts on Global Warming Foresee ‘Tipping Point’
When It is Too Late to Act.” Since that time we have noted
many stories with the same theme (7 Sept 2006 Seth
Borenstein, “New Climate Change ‘Time Bomb’ Detected,” AP,
14 Sept 2006; Marc Kaufman, Decline in Winter Arctic Ice
Linked to Greenhouse Gases,” WaPo). The spin is new, the
story is not. James Lovelock in his book "The Revenge of
Gaia: Earth’s Climate Crisis and the Fate of Humanity," says it
is already too late. As we point out in "The Shape of the
Future" and later in this column, one does not have to endorse
Lovelock’s Gaia Theory to be very frightened by Global Climate
Change.
(5) A Draft List of Overlapping Mass Movements Fueled By
Cheap Energy.
Migrations fueled by cheap energy caused large shifts in
population and settlement patterns within the Untied States as
well as attracting workers from other parts of the Globe from
the early 20th Century to today.
1. The northward migration of Southern (and
Puerto Rican) non-urban workers to fill
manufacturing and service jobs. The prototypical
worker moved to Detroit to make autonomobiles
and war machines for World War I and World
War II. However, this migration impacted every
major urban agglomeration from Seattle to
Boston.
2. Intra-regional and inter-regional depopulation
of marginal agricultural and forest lands in every
part of the nation-state. Attracted by jobs and
urban amenities, non-urban workers moved to
large and small urban Agglomerations across the
United States.
Great Cheap Energy Migrations 1 and 2 were the culmination
of what Peter Drucker has called the most important and most
rapid fundamental change in human history: The urbanization
of the First World from 1800 to 2000. In 1800 about 95
percent of the population of the Untied States (and other
nation-states that make up the First World) derived their
economic and social support from non-urban activities and five
percent from urban activities. Two centuries later the
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numbers were reversed so that 95 percent of the population
derived economic and social support urban activities and only
five percent directly from agricultural, forestal and other nonurban pursuits. See “View from the Heartland,” 3 October
2005, and Chapter One of The Shape of the Future.
3. Metropolitan Agglomeration occurring as
urban agglomerations grew and separate
Industrial Centers coalesced into large,
coterminous New Urban Regions: For example
the Boston to Hampton Roads “Megalopolis” and
Great Lakes Megalopolitan agglomeration from
Pittsburgh to Milwaukee.
4. Intra-regional Metropolitan Disaggregation,
resulting in the spreading out of large urban
agglomerations (aka, “sub”urbanization) with
“edge cities” and the rise of single-occupant,
private- vehicle commuting.
5. Snow Birds retiring in the South and Southwest
to stay warm in winter
6. Air Conditioning / Interstate Highways, giving
rise to the New South. Why wait until you are 65
to be warm in the winter and play golf year
round?
7. Money coalescing in “money centers" like New
York and San Francisco. Big brains gathering in
Silicon Valley and Austin and big shippers
clustering in Memphis are frequently cited as
examples.
8. Big Defense as Big Government. A “strong
defense” and a small government is an
oxymoron. Government spending caused
migration to the Gunbelt, to the Space Corridor
and to the New Urban Region around “The
Capital of the Free World.”
9. The McMansion Phenomena – the wrong size
house in the wrong location pushed large urban
dwellings far beyond the logical location of the
Clear Edge. See prior columns on affordable and
accessible housing location and scatteration of
urban land uses across the Countryside within
100 miles of the Core of Major New Urban
Regions.
10. Interregional scatteration of dwellings and
hobby venues for the Super Rich, the Very Rich
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and just millionaires in remote, attractive
environments. This is activity of the population
cohort that Paul Simon calls “a loose affiliation of
billionaires and millionaires.”
(6) Big Fork, on the east shore of Flathead Lake, has been a
vacation and retirement destination for the well-to-do for most
of the 20th Century. However, things have changed. Now the
shop front encountered most often on the main street is not a
theater, a gallery or a watering hole, it is a real estate office.
There is a Sothebys in Big Fork, Montana not unlike similar
agencies in Middleburg.
(7) Joel Garreau, “Santa Fe-ing of the Piedmont,” The
Fauquier Citizen, 2 March 2006. Also see Monte Reel,
“Argentine Land Fight Divides Environmentalists, Right
Advocates,” 24 Sept 2006, WaPo. Mary Jordan and Kevin
Sullivan, “Irish Property Owners Are Rolling in Green,” 2 Sept
2006 WaPo.
(8) See Blain Hardin, “From Old West to New,” 4 Aug 2006
WaPo.
(9) There are several books published since "The Shape of the
Future" was written that we regret not being able to cite in the
book. Malcolm Gadwell’s "The Tipping Point" and Jared
Diamond’s "Collapse" are two of the most important. For most
of 2006 they have been on the WaPo nonfiction best-seller list
for paperbacks. They had previously been on the hardback
list.
(10) That attempted rebuttal was published by a Montana
property rights organization PERC in Bozeman, Mont. While
the report, “Montana: On the Verge of Collapse,” by Kendra
Okonski raises useful points concerning data, it primarily
provides a forum to review from PERC’s perspective factors
that Okonski believes contributed to the dysfunctions Diamond
notes. Okonski also dwells on the governance structure
problems that stand in the way of improving these conditions.
The PERC report does not call into question the substance of
the facts Diamond presents, although the text purports to do
so.
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Bread and Circuses
The philosophy of "Buy More Stuff" does not make
Americans particularly happy, and it definitely is not
sustainable. But politicians of both parties still
peddle the fantasy.

Mercifully, the high season of partisan electioneering is
coming to an end. Politics is always in season in Virginia
but this election rut has been especially gruesome. There is
one positive result: The 2006 Fall election cycle has made
it crystal clear that the Commonwealth is (and the US of A
are) desperately in need of a new way to measure citizen
well-being.
For most citizens it is impossible to tell the difference
between the “tax and spend” tactics of one major party
and the “spend and spend” tactics of the other. It is
impossible to know which is worse: Tax cuts for the rich or
Cadillacs for welfare queens – or whatever those “liberals”
are up to now.
Both parties have prepared for this election by doling out
tax cuts, subsidies and pork for individuals, enterprises and
institutions that represent the party faithful be they soccer
moms, NASCAR dads, farmers, investors, unions, radical
Christians, snowmobile owners who drink bourbon or
whom-so-ever. The election materials focus on scaring
voters about what will happen if the other party wins. As
Doonesbury points out, Fear Himself was the main player
in the election process.
It has been extremely depressing to open the mail box or
tune into the electronic media and learn what consultants
to political action committees believe will impress or sway
voters. The fliers and ads insult the intelligence and
integrity of nearly every voter in the Commonwealth.
Signs of the Times
The Friday, 3 November front page of WaPo could have
been a hoax edition intended for Halloween or Friday the
13th.
●

The two major political parties have each spent
nearly $2 billion – that is Billion with a “B” – on
advertising in the current election cycle across the
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nation.
●

●

Payola for members of Congress has gone global.
The world’s most prosperous democracy that claims
to posses the most powerful technological capacity
ever known cannot deliver a safe, secure voting
system.

But for the fact that there are far better places to spend $2
billion and that dysfunctional governance impacts all
citizens, these stories could constitute a sick joke. There
were other stories on WaPo’s front page to put the real
world in perspective:
●

●

The social impact of violence in dysfunctional urban
agglomerations.
A peer-reviewed paper just published in Science
suggests that if current trends continue, marine
fisheries will collapse in 42 years.

There was nothing on the front page concerning the
balance of payments deficit, the federal budget deficit,
declining consumer confidence, the Wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan, energy over-consumption, Global Climate
Change, what the evangelical Christian leadership is up to,
traffic deaths, traffic congestion, lack of affordable and
accessible housing or other indicators of governance and
settlement pattern dysfunction. These topics were the
subject of stories on other pages.
The urban dysfunction and fisheries collapse stories set the
context for a political campaign that has dwelt primarily on
the marriage amendment and other divisive culture-war
issues orchestrated by Fear Himself.
A New Metric
So, what of substance can be learned from the current
political party rut?
The most important thing is that both
major political parties rely on attracting
votes by touting their contribution to
malignant economic growth and overconsumption.
The rhetoric of both parties equates prosperity and citizen
well-being with increased consumption. Both parties claim
they are best suited to ensure that citizens can continue to
prosper by over-consuming natural capital. (See “Soft
Consumption Paths,” 7 August, 2006; “The Whale on the
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Beach,” 28 August, 2006; “Jackpot Winner,” 25 September
2006; and “Big (Gray, Brown) Sky Country,” 23 October
2006.)
Reinforcing this perspective, both major parties claim they
have the secret to continue gross over-consumption at
little or no cost to the voter. Candidates promise that if
elected they will lower taxes, or tax the rich, or give tax
breaks to the rich to encourage them to spend more so the
economy will grow faster and per capital consumption will
grow even more rapidly.
It is safe to assume that most citizens would not want the
economy and consumption to grow rapidly if they
understood that this means that their grandchildren will
have less and their great grandchildren may have nothing.
Having no more Salmon is only the tip of the melting
iceberg if the current trajectory is continued.
What the strategists driving both major political parties
miss is that maintaining the standards, benefits and
expectations of contemporary civilization is very expensive.
It will take time, money and natural capital to provide for
safe, happy citizens. In the long run, making citizens happy
and safe requires shrinking the ecological footprint and
scaling back consumption. Prosperity based on increasing
consumption is a dead end. A sustainable future requires
Fundamental Change in settlement patterns and
Fundamental Change in governance structure.
There is another way to consider the realities that will
shape the future: Making a few richer and richer by taxing
or tolling everyone for goods and services that only those
at the top of the economic food chain can afford is not
sustainable. That is, however, the metric of success applied
by the two major political parties.
Politicians are promoting the Romanization of
contemporary society -- but with a twist. Bread and
circuses were cheap. Rome's profligate consumption was
limited to an elite few. Gross over-consumption by millions
is dramatically expensive, and it is unsustainable.
We have seen no politician’s ads which suggest that an
examination of the role of advertising is needed. Inflated
advertising claims are driving an unfounded and
unsustainable view of citizen well-being. Automobile and
real estate ads are helping put the wrong size dwelling in
the wrong location. Ads for goods and services convey an
impression of need and entitlement that fuels overconsumption and dysfunctional settlement patterns.
We have seen no politician’s ads that raise the issue of
enterprise scale. There is a lot of talk about the value of
small government but how about small enterprises? The
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argument can be made that beyond a certain enterprise
size, the economies of scale become economies of
domination and destruction. This is not just the 19th
century monopoly issue. The scale of Wal*Mart, ExxonMobil, Microsoft, General Motors and others make what is
good for the enterprise and the enterprise stock holder
more important than what is good for consumers, for
society or perhaps even the survival of the species in the
case of energy consumption and the settlement pattern.
See “Collapse, An Appreciation,” 8 August 2005.
In the month when the nation-state’s population passed
the 300 million milestone it is remarkable that there is not
a single citizen in the United States living within a
governance system that reflects contemporary economic,
social and physical reality. Even worse, no ad by anyone
running for office that we have seen has raised the issue of
Fundamental Change in governance structure.
The fact that privatization of public activities like
maintenance of the mobility system or the issuance of
passports makes economic sense is not so much a vote of
confidence for private enterprise as it is a condemnation of
the disciplines of Public Administration and Political
Science. Recent analysis in New York State suggests that
there is wide variance in the cost per capita of governance
from region to region. In no place is the cost of the current
governance structure cheap. In no location is it worth the
money being spent.
The bottom line is that citizens need a new metric to
measure happiness and safety other than consumption.
A Place to Start
Back in October, Business Week Online called attention to
a study released in July by Analytic Social Psychologist,
Adrian White at the University of Leicester. The research
behind White’s “first ever World Map of Happiness” has a
number of challengeable assumptions as well as data
collection and data aggregation disconnects but it provides
a place to start thinking about alternatives to massconsumption as a basis for happiness and safety of citizens.
White’s analysis rates nation-states by the most happy
populations. Five of the top 10 are in Europa. US of A is 23
out of 178. China is 82, Russia 167.
The United States’ ranking is not bad until you recall a lot
of these nation-states are places like The Democratic
Republic of the Congo, Zimbabwe, Burundi and, of course,
Sudan. Sudan and Darfur raises the need to measure by
New Urban Region and Urban Support Region, not by
nation-state.
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As we have pointed out in the four columns noted above,
USofA is burning up far more Natural Capital per capita
than any other nation-state. The 23rd ranking in spite of
gross over-consumption confirms the view that something
is wrong. Further, only those at the very top of the
economic food chain are happy and they are not all that
satisfied, they want more and more.
As Friend’s of Virginia’s suggests in PROPERTY DYNAMICS,
the top of the economic food chain makes up five percent
of the Commonwealth’s population. The bottom 50 percent
of the food chain are losing ground in terms of economic,
social and physical measures. The 45 percent in the middle
– the Running as Hard as They Cans or (RHTCs) -- are not
happy. As the title of the category suggests, RHTCs are
running as hard as they can to keep their heads above
water. They have no time for politics beyond the
misleading sound bites of the party machines and Fear
Himself.
White’s work identifies a number of factors that make
people happy. It turns out those are the ones upon which
governments at all levels in Europa tend to spend their
resources. Citizens in Europa have not only created a multination-state trading block to counteract forces that
generated two World Wars but have also done far more
than the US of A to create a functional governance
structure at the regional, subregional, community, village,
neighborhood and cluster scales. The result is to downplay
the roll of nation-states and provinces (“states” in the US
of A). MainStream Media knows that readers and viewers
in this country have no frame of reference for a functional
governance structure and so do not even mention this
important fact.
By contrast in the United States
politicians focus on tax cuts for the rich,
subsidies and pork for voting blocks and
programs to increase the rate of
consumption. Did someone mention
Fundamental Change?
In the Meantime
Until there is Fundamental Change in governance structure
and citizens move beyond the current two-party duopoly,
the very best one can hope for is that neither party gains
control of more than one branch of the legislature and the
executive mansion at federal or state levels. It would be
best if neither party has unquestioned control over any
legislative chamber or executive branch.
It would appear that many citizens who do not have a
personal stake in a political party feel a “balance of
vulnerability” this is a good stop-gap strategy. However,
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since there is no efficient, effective governance structure at
the regional, community, village, neighborhood and cluster
levels in the US of A, citizens tend to vote back into office
incumbents at the state and nation-state levels. These
candidates run on platforms composed of pork, subsidies
and “local” issues.
This is especially true for congresspersons who have
stepped into the governance vacuum to “solve” problems
like transportation, safety and “cutting taxes.” In flier after
flier our incumbent congressperson stresses these three
points even though traffic congestion has grown worse
every year they have been in office, government is far less
efficient now than 26 years ago and the valid measures of
“safety” are all in decline.
Incumbents like to stress the importance of seniority. What
is the benefit of tenure or seniority in a failed system?
Elected governance practitioners act as if 95 percent of the
citizens agree with them even if less than 50 percent voted
for them in the last election. One of the most heartening
and intelligent actions by the national government in the
past year has been the decision to repair and keep in
operation the Hubble telescope. The alternative was to
spend the money trying to get manned missions back to
the moon and then on to Mars.
Did someone say the marine fisheries are on a trajectory to
collapse in 42 years? Did someone mention Global Climate
Change? If humans cannot make the Earth habitable what
chance is there of making Mars into Tahiti? If humans
squander the resources of a rich living planet, what good is
a poor dead one?
Does anyone think the decision on Hubble would have been
the same if the election was not too close to call and the
administration needed things to offset bad press on many
fronts?
Does anyone think that the United States would have
rushed into Iraq with few allies, cooked intelligence on the
“weapons of mass destruction” and the links to Al Qaeda,
with no plans for reconstruction and no exit strategy if real
bipartisan support was needed to declare war?
An excellent case can be made for the fact that fewer bad
decisions are made if there is no clear majority at the
federal or the state levels.
Would this lead to stalemate? A “do nothing” congress or
legislature? Did someone mention the 2006 regular or
special session of the Virginia legislature?
The real question concerns good decisions. What about
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sound governance action? Will there be a real national
energy policy without Fundamental Change?
Will there be functional plans that balance land use travel
demand with transport system capacity in every New
Urban Region without Fundamental Change?
Will there be affordable and accessible housing for all
citizens without Fundamental Change?
Will there be effective (conservative) action on
conservation without Fundamental Change? (See
“Quantification of Land Resources and the Impact on Land
Conservation Efforts,” 28 August 2006.)
We suspect the answer is “no” to all these questions.
It will take Fundamental Change of the governance
structure and Fundamental Change of settlement patterns
to achieve a sustainable trajectory for civilization.
However, a stalemate would be better than what we have
seen in recent years.
The first step is a new way to quantify “happy and safe,”
the current season shows how far that is away.
-- November 6, 2006

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues06/11-06/Risse.php (7 of 7) [1/3/2008 9:43:12 AM]

Bread and Circuses

The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Moldy Bread, Lame Circuses
November's elections decided only this: that the twoparty duopoly would remain in power, that
fundamental change would not occur, and the nation
would continue its slide down an unsustainable path.

Our last column, “Bread and Circuses,” appeared the day
before the 7 November elections. Now that the election is
past, one might hope that the high season of partisan
electioneering were over. That is not the case.
In “Bread and Circuses,” we noted:
Until there is Fundamental Change in
governance structure and citizens move
beyond the current two-party duopoly,
the very best one can hope for is that
neither party gains control of more than
one branch of the legislature and the
executive mansion at federal or state
levels. It would be best if neither party
has unquestioned control over any
legislative chamber or executive branch.
That is about what happened on 7 November and that is
about all that could be hoped for at this point. There will be
divided control in “the capital of the free world” and that is
a good thing, given what one-party control has wrought
over the past six years. However, eliminating monopoly
rule is only the first step. Duopoly rule is also a long term
loser.
Where to From Here?
Jim Bacon summed up the election very nicely in a blog
posting titled “Elections, Shmelections. Nothing Has
Changed.” Many of the posts to this string point out critical
shortcomings in the current structure of governance but
offered few solutions.
The party now in control of Congress has a narrow
majority. Many who were elected won by small margins.
The donkey clan leaders are already fighting among
themselves and the elephant clan rank and file are
abandoning their most recent flag bearer. There is little
prospect of real change in the months and years ahead
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under the current political construct.
Mark Weinberger, a partner in Ernst & Young and former
treasury official, was quoted in WaPo on 9 November as
saying: “There is nothing more important on either party’s
mind than winning the presidency in 2008. The window for
bi-partisan cooperation is very small.”
Creating a sustainable trajectory for civilization requires
Fundamental Changes: Fundamental Change in human
settlement pattern and Fundamental Change in governance
structure. (See End Note One.)
Everyone now in office is beholden to the current duopoly.
The same is true for those who were just elected. Talk of
going to the capital – state or federal – and making a
significant positive change is meaningless rhetoric.
In Virginia, citizens went to the polls to vote for
representatives at the national and municipal scales. The
winning participant’s platforms and the agendas outlined
since the election by all governance practitioners reflect no
interest in any significant change from the partisan efforts
that are leading toward profound economic, social and
physical unsustainability. The “agendas for change” are
just lists of past initiatives that have failed.
Both the winners and the losers in Virginia are positioning
themselves for more gridlock in January – political and
vehicular. The primarily focus on the next legislative
session will be jockeying for position in anticipation of the
2007 elections when all the General Assembly seats will be
up for grabs. In preparation for the 2007 elections you
might consider putting the following on your bumper:
Voting for an incumbent is voting for
Business-As-Usual.
If you really like the way civilization is headed, vote for an
incumbent. If not, vote for change.
If you are pleased with society in general – the economy,
foreign policy, the trade deficit, the environment,
consumption of resources, security and safety go for
Business As Usual. The same is true for your family, your
dooryard and your community. If you are happier and
more secure, and there is no problem with mobility and
access in your region, and everyone in your community
has access to affordable housing, then there is no reason
for you to vote for change. If you and your family are
better off now than five years ago go for the status quo.
Based on the three-tiered economic profile outlined in
PROPERTY DYNAMICS, if citizens vote their enlightened selfinterest, there will be a landslide for Fundamental Change.
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues06/11-20/Risse.php (2 of 8) [1/3/2008 9:40:49 AM]

Bread and Circuses

A Matter of Scale
Dysfunctional human settlement patterns are incentivized /
subsidized by federal and state legislation, programs and
policies. Dysfunctional patterns and densities of land use
are, however, implemented primarily by regional,
community-, village- and neighborhood-scale actions.
The problem is there exits no regional-,
community-, village- or neighborhoodscale governance structure.
All that now exists are state (province) and municipal
governance structures. The current structure was
conceived to support citizens in the agrarian society that
existed in 1760. These structures were not well suited for
the onset of the Industrial Revolution in the late 18th and
19th Centuries. (See End Note Two.)
Current governance arrangements are profoundly outdated
in the face of 21st Century economic, social and physical
realities. Global competition, electronic communications,
advances in science/technology are only the most obvious
indicators of governance structure obsolescence. It is not
the ideals of democracy and freedom that need changing
but the mechanism to achieve these common goals.
County governments are technically not “municipalities”
but they provide municipal serves for the majority of the
citizens of the Commonwealth. There are almost no
municipal governments (including counties) that are of
Alpha Community or even Beta Community scale. Most
counties are too large or too small to serve as Alpha
Community governments. Many counties inside the Clear
Edge around the Core of Virginia’s three New Urban
Regions cover the territory of several potential Alpha
Communities. Fairfax County covers eight or ten
community-scale components.
Most Cities and towns are far smaller than the logical Alpha
Community. Jim Bacon explores the transportation impact
of freezing annexation which has exacerbated this reality in
“Seventy Five Years,” 9 Oct 2006. In addition, towns are
only semi-municipalities because of the roll of counties in
town governance.
There are a few municipalities that are of Alpha Village
Scale. The “cities” of Fairfax, Falls Church and Poquoson
are sometimes cited as examples of appropriately scaled
“village” governments. Many of these small “cities” are not
coterminous with the organic Alpha Village boundaries,
however, and all have powers that far exceed geographic
reality, which thwarts the rational allocation of governance
functions.
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There are no neighborhood- or cluster-scale governments.
The closest entities that exists are homeowner
associations. Homeowner associations, as currently
structured, are woefully inadequate to meet even the tasks
for which they are now responsible.
There are no regional or subregional governments,
PERIOD. Is there anyone who thinks that mobility and
access, affordable and accessible housing or safety and
security are not regional and subregional problems?
The Countryside has no coherent governance structure.
The existing mishmash of wrong-sized or
vacuum governance structures, leads to
dysfunctional governance, which results
in dysfunctional human settlement
patterns.
As long as citizens/voters have no opportunity to make
input at the level of impact, least-common-denominator
governance flourishes.
The National Party
One underlying cause of dysfunctional governance is the
illusion that there can be meaningful one-policy-fits-all
party platforms and positions.
“National” party platforms should focus
on national interests and the “regional”
party platforms should focus on regional
interests. Problem is there are no
“regional” parties.
A statement of objectives for a group of like-minded
representatives at the national scale on topic “A” would be
different from the objectives of a similar group on topic “A”
at the regional scale. While the overarching goals may be
compatible – e.g. increasing home ownership – the
implementation strategies would be different. For this
reason the platform of the any political party must be
different at different scales.
As noted in “Bread and Circuses,” the vacuum of
governance agencies at the regional, community and
village scales has bucked problems up to the state and
federal scales. The same is true for political parties.
Here are examples of scale dysfunction in housing,
transport and social cohesiveness:
Few question the goal of increased home ownership as part
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of the larger objective of affordable and accessible housing
for all citizens. Programs that may support this goal at the
national level -- the federal mortgage interest subsidy and
the creation of tradable securities from pooled mortgages
-- yield obvious problems at regional and community
scales. These blunt federal tools have resulted in building
wrong-size houses in the wrong location. (See “Solutions to
the Shelter Crisis,” 25 July 2005.)
In transportation the idea of an interregional expressway
system to support national defense and interregional
commerce is sound national policy. However, the regional
impact of pouring federal money into an “Interstate and
Defense Highway System” has disaggregated urban fabric
at the community and regional scales. (See “Interstate
Crime, 28 February 2005, and “Regional Rigor Mortis,” 6
June 2005.)
Similar problems of scale emerge when looking at
settlement pattern parameters from the other end of the
spectrum. What constitutes a sound policy at dooryard and
perhaps cluster scale – e.g. homogeneity – can be
disruptive at the neighborhood scale. Homogeneity leads to
total dysfunction at the village and community scales. This
is because homogeneity does not facilitate the evolution of
a balance of Jobs/Housing/Services/ Recreation/Amenity at
these scales, which is essential to sustainability.
Of course, scatteration of homogeneous enclaves is an
economic, social and physical disaster at regional scale.
(See “Regional Rigor Mortis,” 6 June 2005.)
It is impossible for a single “party” to adopt a platform with
meaningful detail and specificity to cover areas such as
housing, mobility and access or patterns of land use
generally that relates to all scales of human settlement.
It goes without saying that the policies and programs at
the nation-state scale are often different than those at the
multi-national scale. This issue is faced every day in the
European Union.
Politics of Expediency
The historic rationale for political “parties” was to have an
umbrella organization that represented common interests
and philosophy in a society with low levels of literacy and
primitive means of communication over vast distances.
Party politics never work well but party managers have
found a way to capitalize on the governance structure
vacuum to create a duopoly and perpetuate dysfunction.
Electronic communications eclipses most of the reasons for
simplistic, one-size-fits-all parties and platforms.
Party platforms, and politics in general,
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have degenerated to meaningless
platitudes about “freedom,” “low taxes”
and “middle-class values.” Understanding
the importance of different interests at
different scales could be the nail in the
coffin of one-size-fits-all scales politics.
As we noted in “Bread and Circuses,” the current political
parties champion lower taxes, provide subsidies and lower
cost of goods and services, including scarce resources, to
increase “competition” and spur “growth.” The net result is
to waste resources and accelerate evolution of an
unsustainable human settlement pattern. This is true for all
resources but especially energy. (See “Soft Consumption
Paths,” 7 August 2006.)
Role of parties has morphed to focus on the generation of
platitudes. These simplistic catchall sound bites are
designed to secure 50.5 percent of the vote.
Private interests and proclivities have eclipsed what
governance should focus on: Public interest and general
welfare. Separation of church (religion) and state
(governance) is one way to put it, separation of religious
and other private-choice organizations from political parties
is another.
A late 19th and early 20th Century “progressive” ideal was
that “local” elections should be non-partisan. Some
municipal elections are nonpartisan by charter, others by
custom. Other “nonpartisan” arrangements reflect an
attempt to avoid being saddled by elements of state or
national party platform or personalities.
The root problem with this idea is that “local” is a confusing
word. Does “local” mean “regional,” “community,”
“village,” “neighborhood,” “cluster” or even “dooryard.
(See the discussion on “Local” in Appendix Two, Core
Confusing Words of "The Shape of the Future.")
There is a simple sound-bite solution to the “national
party” problem:
No political party can support candidates
running for office to at more than one
scale.
This would result in the creation of distinct parties at
nation-state, regional, community, village and
neighborhood scales. Parties might form multi-scale
coalitions when they share mutual interests, but the focus
would be on policies and programs that relate to a specific
scale, not meaningless sound bites like “conservative” or
“liberal.”
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Current political parties serve those in office, but not
citizens. Citizens and society in general need functional
governance. Parties serve as a spring board for politicians
to “move up,” creating pressure from elected officials to
have parties that purport to span all the scales of human
settlement pattern.
The goal of both the donkey clan and the elephant clan is
to get 50.5 percent of the vote, and winning an election is
more important than governing. Programs with substance
offend those who profit from Business As Usual, so spin
masters nix substance.
Society has reached the current gridlock on affordable/
accessible housing, mobility/access and now safety and
security via least common denominator decisions (aka,
“political compromise”). Compromise is appropriate now
and then but when trajectory of civilization is down, and
the path is wildly unsustainable, citizens must find a way to
achieve Fundamental Change, not compromise. This is
especially true when the primary area of agreement
between donkeys and elephants is continued over
consumption of resources and unsustainable “growth.”
(See “Bread and Circuses,” 6 November 2006.)
What Is This Fundamental Change of Which You
Speak?
Here is a quick, threshold check list of milestones on the
path to Fundamental Change in governance structure:
●

●

Move the capital of USofA to Mid-America.
Rationalize state boundaries to reflect current social,
economic and demographic realities.

The "Shape of the Future" provides a threshold survey of
alternatives, including the 37-state proposal of Brunn, and
a more profound restructuring to reflect Joel Garreau’s
“Nine Nations of America” categorization.
●

●

●

Create elected regional governance structures for at
least the largest 68 New Urban Regions in the USofA.
(See “The Shape of Richmond’s Future,” 16 Feb
2004) for a snapshot of the process to create this
governance structure. The key is to understand the
imperative of evolving Balanced Communities within
sustainable New Urban Regions.
Create elected governance structures for Urban
Support Regions.
Articulate rational subcontinental, continental and
intercontinental trading systems.
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●

Reallocate governance functions so that the level of
control is congruent with the level of impact. It is
critical to understand the importance of organic
components of human settlement patterns and the
evolution of Balanced Communities in sustainable
New Urban Regions and Urban Support Regions.

The Bottom Line
Bottom Line is this:
If civilization is to evolve toward a sustainable trajectory, it
will require Fundamental Change in human settlement
patterns. (See End Note 1.) Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns will not be achieved under the current
governance structure. This is because current governance
practitioners – elected and appointed – believe that their
power and that of their party is best served by the status
quo and avoiding Fundamental Change.
That is why progress on PROPERTY DYNAMICS is critical.
(See End Note Three.)

End Notes
(1). This will be the topic of a forthcoming Backgrounder
titled “Understanding Human Settlement Patterns,” which
will become the Introduction to TRILOGY.
(2). Many aspects of these policies were set down in the
Northwest Ordinance of 1789. This view of desirable
settlement patterns reflected the vision of all the major
political and economic perspectives of the time. The
Industrial Revolution was already making these
perspectives obsolete when the Northwest Ordinance was
adopted. See discussion of the 1800 to 2000
transformation from an agrarian society to an urban
society in “Burned Out,” 10 July 2006, and in “Regional
Rigor Mortis,” 6 June 2005.
(3). This column and the prior column (“Bread and
Circuses”) are being revised to serve as the introduction to
PROPERTY DYNAMICS in TRILOGY.
-- November 20, 2006
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Clueless Parties
Politicians talk about protecting the "American
Dream." What they refuse to tell voters is that the
greatest threat to an unsustainable American way of
life is... the American way of life.

On 30 November, Tom Vilsack, the current governor of
Iowa, formally confirmed his intent to seek the presidency
of the United States of America. This is how veteran WaPo
political reporter Dan Blaz introduced Vilsack’s candidacy in
paragraph one of a story filed in Mount Pleasant, Iowa:
Iowa Gov. Tom Vilsack (D) launched his
campaign for president here Thursday with a
jab at President Bush’s leadership, a warning
that America’s way of life is threatened, and a
pledge to overcome the country’s challenges
with big ideas on energy, education, the
economy and health care.
What could be wrong with this?
As readers of this column know, we love big ideas. Citizens
need leaders with big ideas about energy, education, the
economy and health care. However, they also need leaders
with ideas about how to evolve functional human
settlement patterns so that goals within the categories of
energy, education, the economy and health care as well as
others like mobility and access and affordable and
accessible housing can be achieved.
Further it is very clear that the “America’s way of life” (aka,
the “American Dream” lifestyle) is threatened.
What Vilsack, Blaz, WaPo and most others
are failing to tell citizens is that
“America’s way of life” is primarily
threatened by “America’s Way of life.”
“America’s way of life” is not sustainable.
Period.
Each day that citizens perpetuate the current, overconsumptive life style, the harder it will be to salvage the
desirable and sustainable attributes of contemporary life.
As readers of this column know, we measure “desirable
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and sustainable attributes of contemporary life” by what
the market documents are the most desired characteristics
of contemporary life. These characteristics are determined
by the settlement patterns, goods and services chosen by
those who are high enough on the economic food chain to
make choices where an array of choices are available.
Politicians must reverse course from the past 50 years and
admit that “America’s way of life” is not only “threatened”
but that the Business-As-Usual, least-commondenominator life style must undergo Fundamental Change
if the citizens of the US of A are to achieve a sustainable
society.
The citizens of the US of A consume far more resources per
capita than any other nation. For this reason, those who
seek to be leaders in the US of A must convince citizens to
lead the way on a global scale in order to evolve a
sustainable trajectory for civilization.
On this note we have revised our last two columns “Bread
and Circuses,” 6 November 2006, and “Moldy Bread and
Lame Circuses,” 20 November 2006, to constitute a
Backgrounder to entitled, “A New Metric for Citizen WellBeing.” This new Backgrounder will be further refined to
become the introduction to the section of TRILOGY on
PROPERTY DYNAMICS.
Let us review the obvious:
●

●

Dysfunctional and disaggregated human settlement
pattern wastes land, pollutes air and wastes/ pollutes
water.
Dysfunctional and disaggregated human settlement
patterns lead to vast over consumption of all goods,
services and resources both renewable and
nonrenewable.

It is not just the gasoline, diesel and kerosene burned up in
an attempt to achieve mobility and access that is a
problem. A broad range of renewable and nonrenewable
resources is consumed for construction, heating and
cooling, food production and almost every other element of
“America’s way of life.” They all contribute to wasted land,
polluted air and polluted/wasted water in addition to
economic stagnation and social conflict. For quick survey of
these issues see “Whale on the Beach,” 28 August 2006.
What is missing from Tom Vilsack’s platform, and from the
platform and stump speeches of other politicians is a
willingness to articulate in detail the need for Fundamental
Change. It turns out that an extreme reduction in citizens'
cumulative ecological footprint can be derived from
relatively modest, market-driven changes in distribution of
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human activities to achieve functional human settlement
patterns.
Current settlement patterns make a few people rich in the
short term and impoverish society in the long term. A
significant amount of the excess profits from Business-AsUsual goes to political campaign contributions. For this
reason statements like Vilsack’s are meaningless.
Few disagree that least-commondenominator settlement patterns waste
resources. Those who take the opposite
view are making or hoping to make profit
from Business-As-Usual.
Ironically, it is not necessary to over-consume resources to
maintain most of the important, as opposed to leastcommon-denominator, aspects of “America’s way of life.” If
resources were conserved by evolving functional human
settlement patterns, most citizens could live the kind of
lifestyle preferred in the marketplace today by those who
have a choice and can afford it.
We are always looking for politicians who have honest,
useful messages. Four of the last five presidents were
governors before they became president. Two were largely
unknown outside the states of Georgia and Arkansas two
years before the year in which they were elected. Perhaps
some other governor will step forth to provide leadership
or perhaps Vilsack will rewrite his stump speech. I am not
holding my breath.
-- December 4, 2006
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Neighborhood Values
If you want to promote family values, dispense with
cultural wedge issues like abortion and gay marriage
and focus on creating supportive dooryards and
neighborhoods.

Holiday time is family time, a time to turn on festive,
colorful lights. Consumer over-consumption has caught up
with the holiday decorations and, so, with little effort – and
a lot of electricity – icicle strips, web lights, inflatable
characters and projected images turn houses, bushes,
trees and yards into a “winter wonderland.”
At this time of the year it is easy to imagine happy families
gathered around the hearth enjoying traditions of the
season. Moms and Dads and their kids sharing holiday
activities is just what the ads in MainStream Media suggest
is going on behind all those lights – and you need to buy a
lot of stuff so you, too, can be happy.
The Light of Reality
We all know that is a silly, overly sentimental fantasy.
Census data confirms that less than one dwelling in four is
occupied by a mother and a father and children – his, hers
and theirs. Our dooryard is typical. Forty percent of the
households with children are comprised of a minor child
living with grandparents. Only one family out of 10 is a
mom, a dad and their children.
OK, so the lights fool some folks. New data suggests a lot
of us are misinformed about more than just moms, dads
and kids. We are fooled about marriage in general and the
role of families.
Data released early this month documents
that nearly four in ten babies born in the
United States in 2005 had mothers who
were not married. At the same time, the
percentage of teenage mothers was at an
all-time low.
This is a startling reality. Upon further review, this data
reflects an ongoing trend: More adult women are
abandoning marriage as a context for raising children.
Unmarried women choosing to raise children in the US of A
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are not alone. Molly Moore points this out in “More
Longtime Couples in France Prefer L’Amour Without
Marriage" (WaPo 21 November Page 22). The USofA is
behind France and some other nation-states in the trend to
raise children out of wedlock, but not all that far behind.
No child regardless of marital status
While a growing number of women choosing to have a child
are abandoning the whole idea of marriage for reasons
spelled out in Moore’s article, others have no interest in
raising a child – marriage or no marriage.
More and more are coming to the conclusion that in a
disaggregated and dysfunctional society they cannot “have
it all.” For many it is a choice driven by both time and
money. The cartoon that accompanies Carolyn Hax's “Tell
Me About It” advice column in WaPo for 10 December 2006
puts the choice in perspective: “Okay, We’re all set for
careers, marriage, home, so what do you think. Baby? Or
beach house?” As Hax points out, if you have to ask that
question, do not choose “baby” because of the enormous
commitment entailed in providing a supportive, nurturing
household.
It has been widely known that birth rates and the
populations in First World nation-states – e.g. Japan,
Great Britain, Germany and Italy – have been falling for
years. These rates are projected to continue to decline.
That is the case in Russia as well. In Russia, the low birth
rate is said to be exacerbated by the dreary economic
prospect for most citizens in the post Soviet era
compounded by the reality of choice.
Why have birth rates not been falling in the USofA? One
word: Immigration. Without a huge surge in immigration –
legal and illegal – since the 1990s to foster economic
expansion and consumption, the USofA and would have
birth rates and population growth similar to other First
World nation-states.
The decision not to have children among non-immigrants is
so prevalent that advice for women and couples who
choose not to have children now focuses on how to cope
with the lingering peer/family/grandparent sentiment that
there is something “wrong” with the decision. (See End
Note One.)
Surely the is no good reason to bring children into the
world except when parents want and have the ability to
provide a supportive environment. As Carolyn Hax says
until she is blue in the face, “Make sure you would be
grateful to have the parents you’re about to become.”
Surely there is no downside to having fewer children,
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smaller populations and thus smaller ecological footprints
for all regions and all nation-states. (See Chapter 8 and 23
of "The Shape of the Future".)
Functional Settlement Patterns
How does the stability and future of families relate to
dysfunctional human settlement patterns? “The Shape of
the Future” addresses the issue of social cohesion and the
impact of scatteration on whole range of “family value”
issues. (See End Note Two.)
Research shows, and most agree, that a child has the best
chance to live a happy, safe life if reared in a stable
household with at least two adults and an adequate
income. Household income during a child’s adolescent
years has the highest correlation of any parameter to a
happy and safe life. Household income correlates strongly
with avoiding drug use, teen pregnancy, low grades,
dropping out of school and other indicators of social
dysfunction.
As noted in our Backgrounder “A New Metric for Well
Being”, advertising and political wisdom are driving up the
cost of over-consumption, gadgets and entertainment. In
this context, raising children may become one of the most
important casualties. WaPo’s Business Section for 17
December 2006 puts it this way: “High Expectations: With
Huge Expenses on the Way, Parents Had Better Start
Childproofing the Future.”
The “Financial Futures” feature also on the first page of the
same section chimes in with these headlines: “2 + 1 Adds
Up to New Priorities: Retirement Planning Goes Hand in
Hand With Deciding to Start a Family.” The feature story
puts the cost of the first six years of a single child at
between $44,340 and $92,220. Given the previously noted
importance of family income during the adolescent years,
what does this say about decisions to raise a child, or more
than one child? Also note the difference between the “cost”
for the more well to do and those lower on the economic
pyramid.
The tragedy is that, the lower on the
economic food chain, the less likely the
economic impact will be considered
before the decision is made to raise a
family.
Factors besides money are also important. There is not yet
data on the contribution of supportive Dooryards. However,
it is clear that scattering those households in dysfunctional
patterns and densities detracts from the potential of
rearing well adjusted children. As we point out in "The
Shape of a Future", it takes a Dooryard to raise an infant/
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toddler. (See Chapter 9 Box 3.) Except in some cohousing
projects, few parents now enter into formal agreements
concerning the raising of children at the Dooryard or
Cluster scales.
Many parents intuitively realize the importance of
functional settlement patterns, as has been reflected in the
housing market for 40 years. The value of exactly the
same dwelling inside a Planned New Community or a
Planned New Village is higher than the same unit in
orphaned subdivisions and scattered lots. (See End Note
Three.)
In the '90s we called this “the $100,000 dollar difference.”
The margin is greater now but harder to document because
builders of scattered “town centers” and “traditional
villages” have included superficial urbane amenities in their
projects to try to bandage over the curse of dysfunctional
location.
Functional, balanced human settlement
patterns provide for interaction with
individuals and groups in all stages of life,
not just monocultures of “just like me”
places.
In this context, citizens can make informed judgments if
they want to have children. The convenience of living in
functional settlement patterns may change the minds of
some who, due to dysfunctional lifestyles, now find that
they do not have time or money to adequately raise a child.
On the other hand, for those who do not choose to raise a
family, functional settlement patterns facilitate
opportunities to help raise friends’ and relatives’ children.
(See End Note Four.)
Families and politics
What does data on unmarried mothers and childless
women have to do with politics? For starters, apparently,
those who are panicked about the impact of contemporary
society on “the sacred institution of marriage” do have
something to worry about.
The critical problem is that political apparatchiks use
government actions to impose preconceived notions on
citizens. They rely upon misconceptions of real family
values to dictate choice on matters that are clearly
personal.
It is doubtful that amending the Commonwealth’s
constitution, as advocated by some and approved by a
majority of voters in November, will do much for the
unwed mother trend or the children-no-thank-you trend.
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Perhaps requiring functional human settlement patterns
would have a more beneficial result.
As we point out in the Backgrounder “A New Metric for
Citizen Well-Being”, there is a need for Fundamental
Change in governance as it applies to this and similar
realms of personal choice.
There is a lot of rhetoric about family values and personal
rights but not a word about community responsibility much
less Dooryard, Cluster and Neighborhood values. In other
words there is no discussion of the need to support the
common good, just political pandering to short-term selfinterest.
A few weeks ago a flier fell out of the stack of inserts that
is larded into the back sections of newspapers. The title
declared that this circular was about “Neighborhood
Values.”
Wow! Neighborhood Values!
Upon further review, this was not a communication about
Dooryard Values, Cluster Values or Neighborhood Values.
It turned out to be another WaPo ad vehicle. The title
referred to the fact that advertisers could buy all or part of
“Northern Virginia.” WaPo is selling Geographic Illiteracy
and Locational Obliviousness, not a new metric for
community responsibility. (See “Where is Northern
Virginia?” 11 August 2003.)

End Notes
(1). Some of the social and physical aspects of this reality are examined in
“Childless: Some by Chance, Some by Choice” by Nancy Rome in the
Heath section of WaPo for 28 November 2006.
(2). For many reasons, dysfunctional human settlement patterns are family
unfriendly. These are spelled out in Chapters 8, 9, 13 and 27 of "The
Shape of the Future."
(3). The difference in home price is not due to the fact that it costs less to
build in dysfunctional locations. This lower cost is due to the failure to
fairly allocate location-variable costs. No builder sells a dwelling for less
than the market will bear just because his costs are lower. Builders sell for
less only to attract buyers to dysfunctional locations.
(4). Some may ask, if Euro settlement patterns are more functional than
those in the USofA, why are birth rates down there more than in this nationstate? Settlement patterns are not the only cause of birth rate variations. In
addition, citizens of the European Union are subject to some but not all of
the same consumption constraints of the citizens of the USofA. It may be
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that they have taken advantage of the opportunity to make better informed
tradeoffs. There is far more cohousing in the European Union. It is also
true that far more Europeans are concerned with their ecological footprint
than their North American counterparts.
-- December 18, 2006
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Can't Take This -- Not Another Day!
Virginia politicians have finally discovered the "land
use" word -- they just don't know what it means.
Their so-called reforms will solve nothing.

Again this year WaPo is running an incessant, annoying

ad on cable television touting its job search resources.
The ad opens with a caged green parrot squawking, “I
can’t take this, I can’t take this. Not another day, not
another day.” The parrot’s owner then returns home and
repeats the, "I must have a new job," mantra.
That is exactly how we have felt each day as the 2007
Virginia legislative session approaches. In past years
politicians have squawked about who can deliver the
most benefits for the least taxes while preserving the
most personal freedoms. This year the incessant
yammering is overlaid with meaningless sound bites that
include the words “land use.”
In terms of understanding the
importance of human settlement
pattern and finding solutions to the
mobility and access crisis – and the
companion accessible and affordable
housing crisis – the upcoming Virginia
General Assembly session may be the
worst in memory.
Politicians, MainStream Media – it seems like everyone –
is talking about "land use" as if they know something
about it, however:
• No one is discussing the need to evolve functional
settlement patterns so that it is possible to
balance the travel demand generated by the
settlement patterns with the capacity of the
transport system. The current settlement pattern
is untransportable, regardless of how much money
or how many new and expanded transport
facilities are built. See "Regional Rigor Mortis”
(June 6, 2005).
• There is nothing in the current rhetoric about the
irrelevance of existing municipal borders in
identifying solutions to the mobility and access
crisis or the affordable and accessible housing

crisis.
There is not one word about scale, location, mix,
quantification or Balance of land uses.
The pre-session bombast is carried out as if just
mentioning "land use" and "transportation" in the same
sentence will cure all the ills and allow politics-as-usual to
proceed focused on how money will solve the mobility
and access crisis. (See End Note One.)
•

Suggesting that more money is a “solution” to the
mobility and access crisis is an insidious subterfuge. It
will be ten years before any “improvements” are
completed and it becomes obvious that these new
projects do not solve any known problem -- other than
filling the business pipeline for contractors and getting
politicians off the hook until they can retire.
A Place to Start
WaPo and other MainStream Media’s reporting and
editorials set the context for the tragic cover-up of the
real issues. A good place to start is the 28 December
WaPo headline for a story on the “land
use/transportation” issue:
“Va House Puts Onus on Counties for Road Crisis.”
After 50 years of negligent failure to provide a
constitutionally mandated framework to preserve the
health, safety and welfare of the Commonwealth’s
citizens, some members of the General Assembly want to
cover their tracks by giving the elected and appointed
leadership of municipal and county governments a lump
of coal.
The only thing that is sillier than the “solutions” on the
table is that WaPo follows up its Page One story with an
editorial suggesting that what is needed to solve the
mobility and access crisis is more money. Further, WaPo
says that some of the General Assembly’s Elephant Clan
members are villains for withholding the money. (“The
Snooker Strategy: Don’t be fooled: Virginia Republicans
are the ones starving the state’s transportation
network.”)
Three Opening Points
Let us give all the credit that is due to the drafters of the
current House proposals for acknowledging that there is,
after all, a relationship between land use and
transportation. The Governor has again jumped on this
bandwagon after having given only lip service to the

relationship once the 2005 election was over.
Welcome to the party! Recognition of the fact that land
use and transportation are joined at the hip by Politics As
Usual is about 50 years late. Sadly, the cake is now all
gone.
During the period from 1958 to 1967, strategies to relate
transport systems and land use-generated travel demand
were part of the official strategy for the evolution of the
National Capital Subregion’s human settlement patterns.
Action on this issue was needed then.
Modest proposals such as those being discussed today as
“solutions” would have helped 50 years ago. Now only
Fundamental Change will create a sustainable trajectory
for contemporary society.
Second: The crisis is a “mobility and access crisis,” not a
“roads crisis.” While the “leadership” dithers, the “access
and mobility crisis” – and the companion “affordable and
accessible housing crisis” – are morphing into an
“economic prosperity/social stability/environmental
sustainability crisis.”
Third: All the Better-late-than-never and This-is-a-firststep rhetoric by well-meaning observers just provides
and excuse for past action/inaction. Such talk encourages
further delay in a general recognition that:
Fundamental Change in governance
structure and Fundamental Change in
settlement patterns is a prerequisite to
prosperity, stability and sustainability
in the Commonwealth and in the US of
A.
Even discussing elements which would be a part of any
comprehensive solution only gives those who do not want
to face Fundamental Change an excuse to avoid reality.
As my father used to say: “You cannot get from
Atascadero to Honolulu by planning a trip to Pismo
Beach.”
Beating on the electeds and the appointeds in
municipalities and Counties in 2007 is a useless exercise
which will not even achieve the “hidden” agenda of
putting off action on real solutions until after the Fall
2007 elections.
Reality 101
Why is beating on the municipal and County “leadership”
a counterproductive idea?

For starters, the mobility and access crisis is a New Urban
Region-scale – and in some cases a subregional-scale –
problem, not a municipal / County one. Any effective
legislation must include a new, elected subregional and
regional governance structure. See “The Shape of
Richmond’s Future” at Bacon’s Rebellion for a step-bystep sketch of how to start the process.
Second, beating on the electeds will not work. Using the
northern part of Virginia as a point of reference, if beating
on Loudoun and Prince William County has any impact, it
will only induce these jurisdictions to work harder to
displace the location of change and growth. The changes
in settlement patterns that should evolve mainly inside
R=20 (and totally inside R=30) will be forced out beyond
R=40.
That means more scattered urban land uses in Clarke,
Fauquier, Warren, Rappahannock, Page, Culpeper,
Madison, Stafford, Spotsylvania, Caroline, Orange, which
just makes the regional and subregional mobility and
access problem worse. (See End Note Two.)
Grasping the Big Picture and the Real Lynchpins
If the General Assembly wants to beat on municipal
council members and county supervisors, they could start
with Arlington County which covers most of the territory
of two Beta Communities in the Core of the National
Capital Subregion. These two Beta Communities are not
Balanced (Alpha) Communities because they have a gross
imbalance of jobs over housing, services, recreation and
amenity.
If the General Assembly really wants to address the
problem of dysfunctional human settlement patterns,
which underlies the mobility and access crisis and the
affordable and accessible housing crisis in the northern
part of Virginia, they need to look to Fairfax County.
(Similar locational dysfunction can be found in the other
two New Urban Regions that fall, all or in part, in the
Commonwealth.)
Fairfax County occupies most of the R=6 to R=20 Radius
Band in the Virginia portion of the National Capital
Subregion. Fairfax County now covers part or all of 10
Beta Communities. If the projected 2020 population of
Fairfax County were distributed in Balanced (Alpha)
Communities, there would be 100,000-plus acres of
subregional open space within the County borders and 40
percent of the land in each of the Alpha Communities

would be Dooryard-, Cluster-, Neighborhood-, Village-,
and Community-scale open space.
Further, the pattern and density of
land use in these Alpha Communities
would be exactly what the market
demonstrates throughout the First
World (including the market in the
Commonwealth and in Fairfax County)
to be the places which are the most
desirable to live, work and play. These
would be places for the full spectrum
of citizens, not just those at the top of
the economic food chain. (See End Note
Three.)
The market documents that only a small percentage of
citizens really prefer the dominant settlement pattern if
they have a choice. It is also clear that “suburban
patterns” (what Jim Bacons calls the home of the Pod
People) would not exist if those who benefit from these
patterns were required to pay the full cost of their
location decisions.
There was a strategy for creating a sustainable, efficient,
functional settlement pattern in the National Capital
Subregion in the late 50s and it was still an easily
obtainable option in the mid-60s. Functional settlement
patterns are still the only viable option for the future but
it will cost $ billions more to retrofit human habitation
now than it would have cost to do it right in the first
place.
Instead of preserving 100,000 acres-plus of subregional
open space, Fairfax County has created:
• Two large preserves of subsidized, five-, ten-, 20acre, pseudo “rural” life-style residential areas
• Vast areas of dysfunctionally scattered urban land
uses
• No Balanced (Alpha) Communities.
Had Arlington and Fairfax created Balanced (Alpha)
Communities from 1955 to 2005 there would have been
little need for Loudoun and Prince William to approve any
“subdivisions.” These jurisdictions could have focused on
helping the private sector evolve six Balanced (Alpha)
Communities in the Radius Band between R=20 (about
the Fairfax County border) and R=30. These new places
would have also been great places to live, work and play
(aka, Balanced (Alpha) Communities).
The data to support these settlement pattern distributions
can be found in “Five Critical Realities That Shape the
Future,” a Backgrounder at Bacons Rebellion. (See End
Note Four.)

Back to Basics
Functional human settlement patterns help everyone in
the long term from the perspectives of economic
prosperity, social stability and environmental
sustainability.
Why has the settlement pattern that has evolved over the
past 50 years been the antithesis of what was needed
and desired if the long-term, collective self-interest
citizens were understood and implemented?
Dysfunctional human settlement patterns make a few
very rich in the short term and it also causes speculators
to fantasize that they will get richer at some point if the
current trends continue. In a society with short-term
economic profit in the driver’s seat, it is clear which
settlement pattern will evolve unless there is aggressive,
effective citizen participation in governance. It is also
clear why conservation loses out to over-consumption.
(See End Note Five.)
The current political process runs on party contributions.
Those who profit from dysfunctional human settlement
patterns make sure that politics, parties, governance and
conservation does not get in the way of their profit, either
personal or corporate.
The best use citizens can make of the current “land use/
transportation debate” and of the discussion of the
mobility and access issue is to point out the moral and
ideological bankruptcy of the current proposals and, as
we suggest in our recent columns and Backgrounder, “A
New Metric for Citizen Well Being,” vote all incumbents in
both parties out of office come November. That is the
only language that they understand.
There is no hope for a democracy unless a large number
of citizens understand the root cause of problems like the
mobility-and-access crisis and the affordable-andaccessible-housing crisis. Creating this understanding is a
goal worth achieving. The complex understanding of the
impact of human settlement patterns is the function of
PROPERTY DYNAMICS. (PROPERTY DYNAMICS is on hold
while we complete TRILO-G. See End Note Six.)
As we noted at the outset, we can not take this “land
use” charade another day, so we are taking a sabbatical.
We will be doing occasional short columns on targets of
opportunity but focus on TRILO-G. Our next
Backgrounder will tie down just why understanding

human settlement pattern is so important and why
citizens must overcome Geographic Illiteracy and
Locational Obliviousness.
-- January 8, 2007

End notes
(1) An earlier version of the following observations appeared as “BAD,
BAD BOYS AND GIRLS” on the Bacon's Rebellion Blog on 29
December, 2006.
( 2) At S/PI we have no problem with new urban development in these
places or in the Shenandoah Valley as long as all new urban
development evolves into Balanced (Alpha) Communities whether
inside the Clear Edge around New Urban Region Cores or in Balanced
(but disaggregated) Communities in the Countryside.
( 3) The reasons why the “the American Dream” / “suburban” landscape
is, in fact, the cumulative American Nightmare is the subject of The
Shape of the Future and the forthcoming book TRILO-G. Also see End
Note Six.
(4) The market analysis that supports our position was carried out over
three decades for public agencies, developers, builders and conservation
institutions. “Same house, same builder, different location analysis” and
“per square foot of comparable space analysis” are the key to finding
what people really want. It turns out to be far different than what
prospective home buyers tell NAHB sponsored surveys they want or
what they say they are pleased with concerning their home purchase after
they have made a purchase commitment. This is especially true if their
location decisions are being heavily subsidized whether they know or
admit it or not. This research was distilled and generalized into five
fundamental relationships we call Natural Laws of Human Settlement
Pattern. Anyone who wants to can get out a map, a scale, a calculator
and a pad and with publicly available information – but not much data
from public agencies – can replicate the these natural laws.
(5) Over the long term, all citizens benefit from conservation. In the
short term, however, very few make small profits from conservation, a
great many make a lot of money from consumption and overconsumption.
(6) A brief summary of TRILO-G can be found here.
-- January 8, 2007
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Solving the Commuter Problem
There are no magic technological fixes for rushhour traffic congestion. The only real solution is
building Balanced Communities that support fewer,
shorter automobile trips.

On 22 January 2007 Jim Bacon opened an important
avenue of inquiry with his post “The Changing
Relationship Between Worker and Workplace” on the
Bacon’s Rebellion Blog. “Worker / Workplace
Relationship” is another way to phrase the problems
generated by “Living Here, Working There” which is the
root cause of “commuting.” The comments following this
posting raised a number of good questions but provided
few answers.
Commuting and the widespread belief in the Private
Vehicle Mobility Myth are root causes of the Mobility and
Access Crisis in Virginia and in every New Urban Region
as well as in many of the larger urban enclaves within
Urban Support Regions across the US of A. (See End Note
One.)
There are two core reasons that there is no clear path
forward concerning the relationship between worker and
workplace or “commuting”:
• First, many equate improving the lot of
commuters with solving the Mobility and Access
Crisis
• Second, there is mass confusion over the anatomy
of “the commuter problem.”
We addressed shared-vehicle aspects of this quagmire in
a column on the misuse of “Commuter Rail” (See “The
Commuting Problem,” 17 January 2005, and End Note
Two.
It turns out that “improving” the
transport system to “help commuters”
is a counter- productive strategy if the
goal is to solve the Mobility and Access
Crisis on a Regional or Subregional
basis. A far better strategy would be to
evolve functional patterns and
densities of land use in Balanced
Communities that drastically cut the

need or desire for commuting.
We start our examination of commuting by raising two
questions that are never asked because the answer is
assumed to be “yes” but it is not. We then explore the
issue of “commuting” in the context of finding
comprehensive solutions to the Mobility and Access Crisis.
The initial questions explore technology that is assumed
to improve the relationship between worker and
workplace and the conditions faced by those who “Live
Here, Work There,” in other words, technology that will
reduce the need to commute.
Question One
Does enhanced communications
technology open the door to solving
the Commuting Problem, thus
mitigating the Mobility and Mobility
Crisis?
Let us consider two widely touted new technology tools –
cell phones and satellite based Geographic Positioning
Systems (GPS) in Autonomobiles:
Based on our observations to date, we believe that the
use of cell phones generates more vehicle miles of travel
than the use of cell phones eliminate. (See End Note
Three.)
There is no question that intelligent
use of cell phones has the potential to
cut travel demand by eliminating some
commuting and other trips.
Before we go any farther, let us make it clear that if cell
phone users understood the dynamics of human
settlement patterns and knew that use of their devices
was not a “solution” but that cell phones could, if
intelligently used, be a tool to improve their quality of
life, then cell phones – and other technology – could
contribute to significantly reducing travel.
Even hinting that any technology is a
“solution” for transport congestion
immediately makes the device part of
the problem. The illusion that a device
is part of a “solution” that is just
around the corner offsets the potential
to reduce travel demand.
This reality is reinforced by the fact that cell phones give
those stuck in traffic something to do to make life more
enjoyable and in some cases productive.
These diversions remove pressure to do something
urgent and constructive about cutting back on commuting

and in other ways addressing the Mobility and Access
Crisis.
In other words, a key factor in cell
phones increasing travel demand is
that extensive cell phone use removes
a major incentive to debunk the
Private-Vehicle Mobility Myth.
Extensive cell phone use syphons off
support for Fundamental Change and
the evolution of Balanced
Communities. In a sense, cell phones
sugar coats the wasted time but in the
long run contribute to the problem
growing worse and worse.
There is more: Using cell phones, especially while stuck in
traffic creates contacts, priorities and actions that further
the time crisis of the “Running As Hard As They Can”
sector of the economic food chain.
There is almost no limit to the new places one can find
out about – and generate an excuse to drive to – while
talking on a cell phone. These places include places to
rendezvous, places to find bargains, places to seek
entertainment and sometimes places to seek or
accomplish work.
From a moral perspective these places are often ones
where one can do things that drivers do not want to tell
their mothers about.
From a consumption perspective, cell phone users can
find out about great bargains on goods and services that
the driver may or may not need. One can find out what
the Jones are getting and buy some before the Jones
even get their's home.
The cell phone is a great facilitator of
Mass Over consumption and Mass Over
Consumption-generated travel
demand.
Unlike land-line phones, there is no cell phone directory.
Almost all the cell phone number assistance utilities are
1) “reverse” directories, 2) require a significant amount
of information before a search can be made, or 3) are
based on suspect data-gathering technology.
By design there is no geographic orientation or logic to
cell phone numbers. Cell phones turn out to be a great
way to get a random distribution of contacts. Because cell
phone subscribers have no idea of where the contacts
are, the phones have the effect of maximizing travel in
order to optimize economic and social parameters while
neglecting priorities based on physical location. In other

words they are exponents of Geographic Illiteracy and
Spacial Ignorance.
Extensive cell phone use demonstrates that there are
more and more things to do year after year but there is
no more time to do them. This new knowledge forces
choices, causes conflict and causes stress, not just
adventure and joy as the advertising suggests.
Finally, cell phone yackers can find out about and get to
diverse places but only if they do not get in an accident
first. (See End Note Four.)
What about Geographic Positioning Systems (GPS)?
Based on evidence to date, putting GPS systems in cars,
like extensive use of cell phones, reinforces Geographic
Illiteracy and Spacial Ignorance.
At the most basic level, GPS systems help get the
unknowing (Geographically Illiterate) driver where they
need to go without giving them the slightest idea of
where they are or how they got there.
Having a “map in my head” is a vital
tool for understanding human
settlement patterns and the forces
that create settlement pattern
dysfunction. (See End Note Five.)
What happens when you link cell phones with GPS
systems?
There has been an expectation over the past decade that
when the cell phone–GPS linkage is perfected, the use of
cell phones along with a GPS system will allow drivers to
navigate around congestion. In a closed system like
roadways this ability will ensure that all routes are
equally congested.
That means the roadways needed by citizens to get to
the doctor and for delivering goods and services for which
use of a vehicle is necessary will be congested with
commuters trying to avoid other congested routes. As we
will point out below, the goal should be to eliminate the
need to commute, not find a ways for commuters to
equally clog every roadway.
Further, expensive technology and fee-for-service
subscriptions will provide those at the top of the
economic food chain with the ability to navigate around
congestion. It gives the very well to do and those with
advanced technological skills a leg up on the general
population. This is another aspect of Sao Paulo’s

economically stratified mobility with which we close
“Regional Rigor Mortis” (6 June 2005). It certainly is not
a sustainable mobility formula in a democracy.
Smarter car/GPS systems can provide valuable
information. For example, my system tells me that in
spite of the fact that I drive at (or above) the speed limit
whenever conditions permit, the average speed I have
driven since acquiring a new vehicle in July 2006 is 22.3
MPH. We always attempt to drive on Interstates and
expressways either in HOV lanes or in off peak times and
directions. We try to avoid congestion and take
advantage of the great capabilities of our new vehicle but
still only travel at 22.3 miles an hour.
On the other hand, 22.3 MPH is just a little slower than
the average speed of platform-to-platform travel on
METRO which is derided by the anti-shared-vehicle crowd
for being “too slow.” Of course, when we get near our
destination in one of our vehicles we must park it and
walk to the place we really want to be. The onboard
computers also calculate that we drive our two vehicles a
total of less than 350 miles a month or about 2,200 miles
a year per vehicle.
Question Two
Does new “energy efficient”
Autonomobile technology provide a
path to solving the Commuter Problem
and thus mitigate the Mobility and
Access Crisis?
A story on the front page of the Business Section of the
23 January WaPo (“Getting Hydrogen Cars To Live Up to
Their Hype” by Sholnn Freeman) should put the second
question to rest.
The story notes that one of the Ford Edge prototype
vehicles costs $2 million to build. The battery/hydrogen
fuel-celled (HySeries) mini-SUV is not about to roll off the
assembly line at a price that is competitive. This vehicle
was designed to meet two goals: 1.) Get favorable (“Ford
is trying to do the right thing”) publicity and 2.) hook a
big federal subsidy. Read it and weep.
GM decided recently that it could not make as much
money building a plug-in car as it could building big
trucks for lemmings to drive off a cliff, it scrapped all the
test models operating in California.
The HySeries Ford Edge story in WaPo never addresses
the question of the source or amount of energy which is
needed to produce the electricity and hydrogen used to

propel the vehicle. As in the debate over ethanol
subsidies, the critical issue is total energy consumption
per passenger mile. The measure is not energy per
vehicle mile, especially if is a single-occupant vehicle.
There is more fantasy in the HySeries story than in the
TV ads for the conventionally powered Ford Edge that
rides on two wheels along building ledges twenty stories
in the air. It is pure Myth – the Private-Vehicle Mobility
Myth – that private vehicles, regardless of the power
source, can solve the Mobility and Access Crisis. (See End
Note Six.)
Shifting to less polluting, but more expensive and more
totally consumptive, private vehicles is not an answer to
any known problem except to make it appear that the
Autonomobility Complex and governance practitioners are
“doing something.” It should go without saying that in a
sane world:
• Modest improvements in gas mileage (current
public policy), or
• A 20 percent reduction in the projected growth of
gasoline consumption (proposed in the most
recent State of the Union message), or even
• A 50 percent reduction in current consumption of
petrochemicals (considered by Business As Usual
to be unthinkable)
are just transparent ploys to make it seem like something
is being done.
As if to demonstrate that all the energy conservation
hoopla is just for show, the advertisements for the
International Auto Show just concluded at the Federal
District’s Convention Center features muscle and sex
machines including a 400 horsepower “hybrid” sports
car.
The Answer
The answer to both of the “new technology as a solution
to the Mobility and Access Crisis” questions is clear. It is
NO and NO.
Why do we even need an answer to these questions?
Because, as noted above, as long as there are possible
“solutions” floating out in the ether – the assumption that
technology, or anything else is an “answer” – then there
is an excuse to avoid considering real solutions that
require Fundamental Change.
It does not matter if the “solution” is
telework, cell phones, GPS systems,
traffic monitors, red light cameras,

mini chips, nano technology or ginseng
root. If it is touted as a “solution,”
even a partial solution, it contributes
to the Mobility and Access Crisis.
From S/PI’s perspective, Balanced Communities in
sustainable New Urban Regions are the only way to
preserve a democracy with a market economy in a world
with finite resources. As noted in “The Commuting
Problem,” 17 January 2005. the overarching goal is not to
“help” commuters but to help citizens become noncommuters.
The percentage of commuters in any
Community is a measure of imbalance
between jobs and housing. A high rate
of commuting (in for service jobs or
out for better paying jobs) is a sign
that the place is a Beta Community and
not an Alpha Community.
In any New Urban Region or Urban Support Region there
will be some inter-community work travel. There may not
be a market for a full-time piano tuner or a gold leaf
artist in every community. But those situations must be
the exception, not the rule, if there is to be a functional
mobility and access system Community-wide and Regionwide.
The task ahead is not to find ways to make commuting
easier but to find ways to eliminate the need for
commuting. The market for the built environment clearly
shows that places where commuting is not necessary in
order for most citizens to create a quality lifestyle have
far higher values to those who have the opportunity to
choose. A democracy with a market economy should be
about providing for choice and for functional settlement
patterns.
A corollary of the Private Vehicle Mobility Myth is:
There is no way to create a privatevehicle dominated transport system
for large New Urban Regions so that
commuting by a large percentage of
the population is sustainable over the
long term. See End Note Seven.
The challenge is to inform citizens that commuting is not
an acceptable way to address the relationship between
worker and workplace or to bridge the gap between were
you work and where you live.
Advice from Agencies and the Media
And what do we hear from agencies and the media that
citizens rely upon to overcome self-serving advertising

and to establish priorities for the future?
Within the context of the need to eliminate commuting
what are government agencies doing? Well according to
WaPo (“Travel Study Aims to Dissect The Region:
Commuters’ Habits To Guide Planning” by Bill Turque in
the Loudoun Extra for 1 February) in National Capital
Subregion, the Transportation Planning Board (the
Subregion’s geographically challenged Metropolitan
Planning Organization, or MPO) is doing a travel survey of
10,000 randomly selected citizens to find out the patterns
of commuting. Need we say more?
In the same edition of the same paper the new Dr.
Gridlock falls right in the tracks of the old Dr. Gridlock. In
response to a question as to why the National Capital
Subregion has traffic that is so much worse than the
writer's former home region in California, Dr. Gridlock
says:
“The big reason for our traffic problems is
the region’s failure to judiciously improve
the road network.”
What better statement of the Private-Vehicle Mobility
Myth can you imagine than that?
Nowhere does any public agency or the media address
the fact that the problem is an imbalance between the
travel demand and the transport system capacity and
that the system capacity cannot be expanded or
improved to provide mobility and access to
dysfunctionally distributed origins and destinations of
travel.
Abe Lincoln said you could not fool all the people all the
time but private enterprises, governance practitioners
and the media are batting almost 1000 so far.
This intentional, and for some unintentional, deception is
rooted in fact that enterprises make money from
consumption – especially Mass Over-Consumption – not
from conservation. Only a tiny percentage make a lot of
money from Autonomobility and the settlement pattern
that results from it but the spin suggests that everyone
wins – freedom of choice, sex appeal, you name it.
Business As Usual is panicked that any Fundamental
Change in the energy consumption of private vehicles will
have a disastrous economic impact. Given the corner into
which private enterprise and governance practitioners
have painted citizens that is a given. However, the longer
citizens wait to force Fundamental Change, the louder the
crash will be.

If citizens started to secure Fundamental Change in
settlement patterns today, most could keep their
Autonomobiles until they wear out and there would be no
need to end Autonomobility completely until well into the
22nd Century. If citizens do not start now,
Autonomobility will end with a bang and many lemmings
will be driving their vehicles over a cliff causing a crash
known as “The New Big Bang.”
The question is, are citizens going to demand intelligent
Fundamental Change or just hope for a miracle or that
the crash will result in a quick, painless end to civilization
as they have known it?
Where Do We Go From Here?
First, citizens of all nation-states must find a way to stop
the growth of the population in both New Urban Regions
and Urban Support Regions.
Here in the US of A the most important immediate goal is
to fairly allocate the cost of location-variable decisions so
that we stop subsidizing dysfunction.
We are often asked: So what can we do first?
A place to start is with the Henry George/Split Rate Tax
we have discussed in prior columns. (Use the search
function at www.baconsrebellion.com.)
The most important immediate step is to fairly allocate
the cost of mobility which is a favorite theme of Jim
Bacon's, especially in the context for the current
legislative quagmire in the General Assembly and in the
Governors Office.
Another important step is the address the cost of all
energy. A carbon tax makes more and more sense now
that there is no creditable nation state-funded scientific
evidence that humans are not exacerbating global climate
change. We would settle for a fair distribution of the cost
per kilowatt hour to every electrical service user.
These measures will lead to the evolution of Balanced
Communities where the time, distance and stress of
Autonomobility is slashed by making the elements of a
quality life accessible with far less vehicle travel,
especially single-occupant private vehicle travel.
Without excess private vehicle travel there would be no

balance of payment problem in the US of A, no foreign
energy dependence, no reason to fight wars in the Middle
East and less potentially climate changing emissions.
A special thanks to those who submitted comments on
the draft of this column.
EMR

1. For details on the Private Vehicle Mobility Myth see
“From Myth to Law,” 29 November 2004 and “Regional
Rigor Mortis,” 6 June 2005. We will be exploring these
issues in future columns that will be included in the
BRIDGES volume of TRILO-G.
2. A basic cause of confusion about “commuting” is that
few commentators think comprehensively about human
settlement patterns. They also do not try to understand
those who do. Most who enter the fray act as if they
believe: “We live in human settlements and so we can
apply what has made us successful in selling insurance,
fulfilling government contract orders and drug testing and
thereby understand human settlement pattern issues.” In
other words, “We live in human settlement patterns and
so we are experts on the topic.”
Few understand the reality behind Balanced Communities
and The Clear Edge or explore the ramifications of
Comprehensive Conceptual Frameworks or the need for a
robust Vocabulary with which to discuss human
settlement pattern parameters. At SYNERGY/Planning we
are working on TRILO-G to chart a path to understanding
these concepts and cure the pervasive Geographic
Illiteracy and Spacial Ignorance that drives selfdestructive location decisions and cumulatively results in
dysfunctional human settlement patterns.
As noted in the Backgrounder on this topic, Geographic
Illiteracy is rooted in the failure to understand basic
parameters of location decisions. Otherwise intelligent
citizens fail to understand that A=PiR2 applies to the
regional distribution of human activity. (See
Backgrounder “Geographic Illiteracy”.)
Geographic Illiteracy allows Business As Usual advocates
to claim that Balanced Communities are: “high density;”
“just smart growth” rehashed; another term for “new
urbanism;” an excuse for “big brother/Communist
planning;” will result in “a usurpation of property rights;”

or other red herring obfuscations.
Any reader who has a doubt about the ability of the land
within a Clear Edge located at from R=20 to R=30 around
the Core of the National Capital Subregion to
commodiously accommodate all the existing and
proposed jobs, housing, services, recreation and amenity
(aka, “development”) to 2025 in “green, leafy” Balanced
Communities needs to take remedial action immediately.
A good first step is to buy an ADC “Washington DC 50
Mile Radius Wall Map” and plot for themselves the data
found in “Five Critical Realities that Shape the Future,” at
www.baconsrebellion.com together with whatever
demographic and economic projections they believe to be
valid. An alternative is to study the “Stark Contrast”
graphic in the PowerPoints included with "The Shape of
the Future" CD ROM available at the same website.
3. We base this observation in part of the conclusion
reached after years of research on the impact of Telework
(including telecommuting) on total vehicle miles
traveled. Telework helps reduce work related travel and
peak hour travel but may increase the time and vehicles
available for non-work or other-work travel. A
comprehensive Telework program may be a big benefit
for some workers in some cases but it is not a cure for
traffic congestion. For the majority of workers it is more
effective to put the jobs and the houses closer together
than find ways to work remotely.
4. The danger of driving and yacking on a cell phone is
clear. This is not the place for a full run down of the
evidence. However, in a sublime and serendipitous
juxtaposition of stories in the same 23 Jan 2007 Business
section of WaPo that the HySeries Ford is featured – the
focus of Question 2. – there is an informative “The
Regulators” column by Cindy Skrzycki titled “Safety
Group Wants Auto Makers to Steer Clear of Hands-Free
Devices.”
5. The need for such a “map in the head” is clearly
demonstrated by the comments following the post
REBUILDING THE BIG BARN (19 January 2007) at
www.baconsrebellion.blogspot.com and every other
posting that raises basic settlement pattern issues.
6. All the discussion on alternative fuels for private
vehicles obscures the fact that no private vehicle system
can provide Mobility and Access to a large New Urban
Region. See “The Whale on the Beach,” 28 August 2006
and “Regional Rigor Mortis,” 6 June 2005 and the
material cited therein. These columns can be accessed at

www.baconsreblellion.com. Future columns will address
the intellectual and moral bankruptcy of the current spate
of energy conservation and energy independence political
propaganda.
7. It is now becoming clear that within the Clear Edge
around the Core of large New Urban Regions, it is not just
Balanced Communities that are needed but Balanced
Communities where most of the Village Cores within most
of those Communities are served by a robust mix of
shared-vehicle systems.
While the Autonomobility crowd that have spread the
Private Vehicle Mobility Myth tries to paint a bleak picture
of shared-vehicle systems, every large New Urban Region
– and most of the midsized ones -- are developing them.
It may be too late and the systems may not yet serve
functional, balanced settlement patterns in the stationareas but the evolution of shared-vehicle systems is
moving forward from San Diego to Boston.
-- February 5, 2007
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Conservatism and
Fundamental Change
The principles behind The Shape of the Future have
been called "socialist," "fascist," and everything in
between. We call them profoundly conservative.

The Shape of the Future columns advocate Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns and Fundamental
Change in governance structure. Over on the Bacons
Rebellion blog there has been a rash of attempts to portray
views expressed in The Shape of the Future columns and
Bacons Rebellion blog posts in negative and inappropriate
ways. In particular, some commentators have taken issue
with the way we characterize our positions as
"conservative" and "conservationist." (See End Note One.)
The Current Trajectory of Settlement Pattern Change
The Shape of the Future columns advocate Fundamental
Change in settlement patterns toward market-driven
patterns and densities of land use. Allowing greater play
for market forces would give citizens greater choice:
Citizens would not be forced to live in ever more
dysfunctional places.
The negative impacts of dysfunctional settlement patterns
are clear. The Mobility and Access Crisis, the Affordable
and Accessible Housing Crisis, the Widening Prosperity
Gap, the burning of Natural Capital and other maladies are
the result of the accelerating changes over the past 80
years that have made settlement patterns increasingly
dysfunctional.
The current path is taking contemporary civilization in the
wrong direction at a faster and faster pace. This
unsustainable trajectory is driven by Autonomobility, Mass
Over-Consumption, and Business As Usual -- topics upon
which The Shape of the Future columns focus on a regular
basis.
Fundamental Change to restore a sustainable balance
between First World civilization and the Earth’s
environment is “conservative” in the most profound sense.
It is the opposite of Mass Over-Consumption and Business
As Usual. However, this meaning of conservative bears
little resemblance to "conservativism" as practiced by
either the Elephant Clan or by the rabid “anti-taxers”
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described in "Taxes and Expensive Ladies' Purses" (Bacon's
Rebellion, March 5, 2007).
The Shape of the Future columns document that the
current rapid disaggregation of human settlements is
incompatible with:
●

●

Places where citizens choose when they have a
choice in a free market, and
Communities that are sustainable from an economic,
social and physical perspective.

The Rate of Change
We are the first to admit that the question of “change” is a
complex one. Alvin and Heidi Toffler have made a cottage
industry of the idea that society is gripped by accelerating
change. In our book, "The Shape of the Future," we agree
with Kenneth Jackson that the rate of change in society as
a whole is slowing. (See End Note Two.)
Our view of the current shift in the rate of change is based
on the fact that humans are running out of capacity to
accommodate change. By “capacity” we embrace the full
range of limitations, including cognitive ability and genetic
hard wiring, as well as time and physical resources.
At the same time, there is no denying that massive
changes have occurred, especially between 1850 and
1950. It is also clear that some aspects of change,
especially those that have the potential to yield substantial
short-term profit, continue at a rapid pace.
Further, the one aspect of change that continues to
accelerate is the disaggregation of human settlement
patterns. This change is accompanied by the destruction of
natural capital above, on and below the earth’s surface.
From the perspective of mid-term and
long-term economic prosperity, social
stability and physical sustainability of
civilization, there is nothing more
damaging than the accelerating
scatteration of urban land uses across the
Countryside.
Metrics of Settlement Pattern Change
It turns out that the basic parameters of human settlement
patterns that are most favored in the market (when
citizens have a choice) have changed remarkably little in
the past 3,000 years. They have barely changed at all in
the past 100 years.
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The Shape of the Future columns advocate allowing the
market to evolve (or re-evolve) settlement patterns that
accommodate contemporary life without consuming vast
quantities of nonrenewable resources.
Changing the current trajectory away from ever more
dysfunctional settlement patterns in order to evolve (or reevolve) sustainable patterns and densities of settlement is
in fact "conservative." Such activities, which foster
conservation of natural and manmade resources, are
consistent with philosophical conservatism.
Fundamental Change in Governance Structure
The Shape of the Future's position on Fundamental Change
in governance structure has a similar foundation. The
current government structure establishes programs,
policies and regulations that subsidize dysfunctional
distribution of land uses. Disaggregation of urban land uses
into dysfunctional settlement patterns makes more money
for some in the short run, but it is not what most citizens
favor if they have a choice. It also is not what the market
would produce if there were a rational and fair allocation of
location-variable costs.
Since dysfunctional human settlement
patterns are driven and abetted by
government action, any Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns will
require Fundamental Change in
governance structure.
The governance structure that evolved in the 1770s and
1780s in the US of A was the best that one could expect to
evolve in the early stages of the Industrial Revolution. It
represented Fundamental Change from most of the
governance practices that had been the norm up to that
time.
The settlement pattern which the Founding Fathers foresaw
this governance structure serving for the vast majority of
citizens in an agricultural economy is spelled out in The
Northwest Ordinance of 1787. Jefferson and others resisted
further change in governance structure in the early 1800s
because they wanted to give the system time to work
before changes were made.
That change has now occurred. Contemporary urban life
requires settlement patterns unrelated to those spelled out
in the Northwest Ordinance. It is time to change the
governance structure to achieve the goals of the
Constitution.
What has changed since most aspects of the current
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governance structure, including the levels of government
agencies and the allocation of governance responsibilities
were spelled out?
In 1787 (and in 1800 as documented by nation-wide
census) 95 percent of population of the US of A were
involved daily in, and/or derived its economic support
from, extensive, non-urban land uses.
In 2000 less than five percent of the population was so
involved. Today, more than 95 percent of population relies
on intensive, urban activities and land uses for daily
activities as well as their economic, social and physical
support.
The shift from a nonurban to an urban
population is the most rapid and profound
change in economic, social and physical
activity in human history.
If there were a compelling reason to reverse the current
5/95 percent split in favor of 1789's 95/5 split, there might
be a rational basis for debating the need for Fundamental
Change in governance structure. But there is no possibility
of reverting to such population ratios, short of what
historian Jared Diamond calls the Collapse of contemporary
civilization.
For 10,000 years, when given the option, citizens have
opted for urbanization. Modern (post 1543) science, the
Industrial Revolution and contemporary technology
facilitate domination of contemporary urban society.
Given the likely permanence of how 95 percent of the
population now lives, it makes sense to create a
governance structure that preserves (conserves) the basic
rights and privileges of the 18th-century innovations but
also reflects contemporary economic, social and physical
reality.
For this reason The Shape of the Future’s support of and
advocacy for Fundamental Change in governance structure
to achieve a sustainable society is, in fact conservative.
So, Why All the Fuss?
We wonder why so many who consider themselves to be
“conservative” lash out with such venom as demonstrated
by past comments on the Bacon's Rebellion blog. Here are
some possible reasons:
●

Most citizens like to believe they make the right
decisions based on their understanding of their
individual/family/enterprise/agency/institution bestinterest. When someone challenges the wisdom of
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these decisions, it is human nature to lash out.
●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

Most citizens believe others would make the same
choices they did and jump to the conclusion that
what they believe and what they would do is what
“everyone” believes and would do with respect to
settlement pattern decisions.
Since everyone lives in human settlement pattern
and it is not well understood, everyone thinks they
are free to be an expert based on their random
experiences.
Some citizens do not realize that accelerating capital
accumulation that benefits only a few threatens
democracy and a market economy.
Some citizens do not realize that Mass OverConsumption threatens democracy and a market
economy and thus hastens the slide toward entropy
and collapse.
Many take positions favoring Business As Usual
because they benefit or hope to benefit from the
current trajectory.
Politicians and the politically active understand that
Business-As-Usual advocates make the majority of
the contributions, thus reinforcing Business-AsUsual practices, along with the current political party
Duopoly.
Some citizens do not understand the need for a
balance between personal rights and public
responsibilities to maintain a democracy with a
market economy.
Consciously or subconsciously many citizens
understand they could not maintain their privileged
position if the playing field were leveled by
Fundamental Change.
Some understand that if a majority of citizens
became aware of settlement pattern reality, their
investment in patterns that support dysfunction
(scatteration and disaggregation) would be devalued.
Opposition to Fundamental Change is rooted in the
fact citizens do not understand the parameters of
functional human settlement patterns, especially the
quantification of settlement pattern distributions.
Those who make a point of claiming to be “politically
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conservative” are very vocal and occupy the majority
of the space on most open fora.
●

Those who claim to be “true political conservatives”
are now expressing widespread disillusion with the
mainstream leaders of the Elephant Clan. Leaders of
the mainstream Elephant Clan know they cannot win
elections with doctrinaire “social wedge/culture war"
issues. The field of human settlement patterns, being
important but little understood, seems like a good
place for certain interests within the Elephant Clan to
generate support for simplistic “solutions” to complex
problems and thus generate political support for
internal Elephant Clan battles.

Whatever the Reasons...
Time is running out on the opportunity to make
Fundamental Changes. Every citizen should read the full
text of what Fed Chairman Ben Bernanke said about longterm economic stability on 28 February to the House
Banking Committee -- not what MainStream Media
reported to calm the financial markets. He reissued a stern
re-warning about “expansion of debt” (budget deficit,
balance of payments, risky mortgages, housing bubble,
credit card debt, you name it) resulting in a seriously
weakened US of A economy. Just the sort of things you hear
about in connection with continued Business As Usual -- both
public and private – driving dysfunctional human settlement
patterns. And just the sort of thing former Fed Chairman
Alan Greenspan warned about the prior Monday.
The main driver of economic risk (and social instability and
physical unsustainability) is dysfunctional human
settlement patterns. Fully 80 percent of the population
favor or would favor rational action if they understood their
enlightened self-interest. Arguments about what is or is not
“conservative” only postpones widespread understanding of
the importance of evolving functional human settlement
patterns.

End Notes
(1) For example see the comments on FURTHER RESPONSE
TO BUBBERELLA, (posted 25 February 2007).
(2) See "The Shape of the Future", Chapters 31 and 32. In the
CD ROM 3rd printing of the book search for “Past Shock” for
discussion of the Toffler / Jackson views.
-- March 5, 2007
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Taxes, Status and Ladies' Purses
Why do politicians resist raising taxes for basic
government services? Blame the all-too-human
preference for status and luxuries over necessities.

We often wonder why so many otherwise sane individuals
spend so much time and energy promoting “tax
reductions” and opposing “tax increases.” The recent,
unlamented Virginia General Assembly session was unable
to focus on the real transportation/settlement pattern
issues due to obsession with three variations of the “do not
raise taxes” mantra.
Yes, I know there are fine points to discuss but every
sound point was drowned out by, “We need more money,”
and “How dare you raise taxes?” The blanket opposition to
“taxes” included opposition to reasonable user fees that
would curtail consumption of natural capital and lower the
balance of payments deficit.
Now a WaPo Business Section columnist provides the
answer: It is all about extravagant ladies' purses.
Here is the story:
The role of government is to promote the
health, safety and welfare of its citizens.
As Aristotle put it: “The function of
government (and of efficient human
settlement pattern) is to insure that
citizens are happy and safe.”
To accomplish this goal, governments need to supply
goods and services (police, fire, defense, etc.) and ensure
that private enterprise, not-for-profit institutions and public
agencies provide the remaining critical goods and services
(food, water, sanitation, health, education, mobility and
access, communications, etc.).
Contemporary, technologically advanced societies cost a
huge amount of money to build and maintain. The more
complex and technologically advanced the society, the
higher the needs and expectations of citizens and the more
it costs to meet these needs and expectations. In a word,
contemporary government is expensive.
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Without question, there is a great need to increase the
efficiency of governance activities. There is waste among
government agencies, and there is vast room for improving
contemporary governance practice.
However, instead of taking action to address the problems
of outmoded structure and inefficient practice, far too
many focus on “starving the beast” rather than feeding it a
balanced diet.
Those who want “better service” and those who want
“lower taxes” fight a no-win war resulting in 50.5 percent
election “victories.” The incessant attack on “government”
in all shapes and sizes by the anti-tax advocates makes
public service seem like a bad thing and drives away the
very professionals and volunteers needed to improve
government functions.
The most important goal of active citizens
should be to create functional human
settlement patterns and functional
governance structures because
dysfunctional ones are the prime drivers
of excess cost and waste in the delivery of
goods and service both public and
private.
This reality is eclipsed by an obsession with “taxes.”
Now comes a WaPo columnist with a succinct analysis
suggesting that the anti-tax phobia is just a subset of a
larger phenomena.
Steven Pearlstein in “Why Status Sells Better Than Service”
uses wildly overpriced ladies purses to illustrate the
proclivity to spend lavishly on status symbols and pinch
pennies for services. (WaPo 21 February page D1. See
End Note One.)
This is, of course, not the first time anyone has explored
the willingness to pay for luxury over service. In the 90s,
after co-authoring the important book “The Winner-Take
All Society,” Robert H. Frank examined this issue in
“Luxury Fever: Why Money Fails to Satisfy in an Era of
Excess.” Back in the 50's Vance Packard devoted one
volume of his venomous critique of “modern” society to
“The Status Seekers.” All this was preceded by Thorstein
Veblen’s 1899 classic, “The Theory of the Leisure Class.”
The reason the phenomena is more important decade by
decade is this: What was a curious trait of the top one or
two percent of the economic food chain at the end of the
19th century, grew by the 50s to have a direct impact on
the top 20 percent of the population, and by the 90s to
influence the spending of the top 50 percent and the
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fantasies and desires of the bottom 50 percent of the
economic food chain.
Luxury Fever impacts:
●

●

●

The very well to do who can afford anything they
want.
The Running As Hard as They Cans who can afford
some of “it”.
The bottom 50 percent of the food chain who can not
really afford any of “it”.

It is a tragedy that the bottom 50 percent short-change
needs for food, shelter, education and avoiding jail to get
as much of “it” as they can.
The proclivity for luxury over services is a corollary to the
equally harmful phobia of “buying cheap.” As we point out
in “The Shape of the Future” Wal*Mart (and Costco et. al.)
is/are subsidized by public actions but even more by those
who will spend an hour driving to a dank warehouse
surrounded by parking lots to save a few pennies on items
that are available close to where they live or work. At least
they were available until the stores went out of business.
What Pearlstein adds to the equation is that the luxury/
service imbalance impacts all goods and services including
government services. He cites the example of crowded
airplane seats which airline executives have told him are
the result of customers being unwilling to pay enough to
have comfortable seating.
On the anti-tax front, some vocal Elephant Clan members
and some “conservatives” have elevated avoiding paying
the full cost of public service to the level of a sacrosanct,
moral obligation. We are not sure they do it to garner
votes from the uninformed and the easily swayed or if they
really believe their own rhetoric.
Either way, the current practice is not just bad because it
drives a wedge between the top of the economic food chain
who can afford all of “it” and the bottom half that can
afford none of “it.” The practice is bad for everyone
because it is a prime driver of Mass Over-Consumption and
an excuse for Business As Usual.
So, what to do about the luxury-driven obsession that is
apparently rooted deep in the human genome?
All those who have wailed about increased government
spending and proposed tax increases in the past year but
also
●
●

bought a luxury automobile
replaced a perfectly good tube television with a flat
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●

●

panel
bought a Rolex that does not keep any better time
than a Timex
made similar purchases

raise your hand!
Now keep your hand up and pledge to join the effort to
evolve functional and efficient human settlement patterns,
and combat Mass Over-Consumption. These are the real
first two steps to lowering the cost of government and
everything else.
-- March 5, 2007

End Notes
(1) Mr. Pearlstein also hit the nail on the head in a 28 Feb column on the
drop in share value on the 27th (“Yesterday Brought to You By the
Irrational Herd”). He did not do as good a job addressing transportation on
2 March (“Time for Northern Virginia to Take Road Les Traveled”). But
two out of three is not bad for WaPo.
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Size Really Doesn't Matter
In some ways, the world would be better off if
everyone drove smaller, fuel-efficient, non-polluting
cars. But even small cars can't solve traffic
congestion.

I will admit it: Warren Brown is my favorite WaPo
columnist.
In both his "On Wheels" and "Car Culture" columns, Brown
provides useful insight into private vehicles and their
impact on human settlement patterns. His observations
illuminate issues related to mobility and access far better
than the pontificators found on the Editorial and Op Ed
pages or in the Outlook Section. It is a shame that
Warren’s columns often appear on the first or second page
of the Sunday autonomobile classified section.
For proof of Brown’s ability to summarize reality, check out
Sunday’s "Car Culture" column "There Ought to Be a Law."
Brown scores point after point about the stupidity of the
current congressional pursuit of fuel efficiency and clean air
without touching the phenomenon of Mass OverConsumption.
Having praised Brown, let me also say he sometimes
misses a point.
In stories filed from (and following) the Geneva
International Autonomobile Show that were printed on 7
March ("Why You Can't Buy This Car") and 11 March in
WaPo ("Too Little to Fly in Size Obsessed America"). Brown
swallows far too much of the line from Robert Lutz, Vice
Chairman for Global Product Development at General
Motors. Lutz told Brown, and Brown repeats the view, that
the reason small, efficient cars are not sold in the United
States is that no one would buy them.
We view this issue differently. The reason that small,
efficient private vehicles are not sold in the United States is
that all autonomobile manufactures would make less
money per unit than they would if they continued to
design, promote, build, advertise and sell big, inefficient
vehicles.
Yes, there are federal, state and municipal regulations that
make it hard to import or drive small vehicles... did
someone say "lobbyist?"
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If small, efficient private vehicles were sold in the United
States, the Big Three (and the Big Importers) would face
competition from small, regional firms. (Full disclosure: my
Grandfather made a lot of money selling his company to
General Motors in the 20s. Further disclosure: My parents
and I never saw a dime of that money.)
If you think there's no role for regional manufacturers in an
industry dominated by globe-girdling mega- corporations,
look more closely. Small builders, egged on by X Prize
Foundation, are way ahead in the race to build 100 mpg
cars according to Billy Baker in Popular Science (See "The
Race to 100 MPG," 9 March 2007.)
GM’s Lutz says what will sell in Europa and not in North
American reflects the fact that they are "two different
worlds." He is right: One is controlled by big manufacturers
and the laws they lobby for, the other by market forces
reflecting a rational price for gasoline and intelligent
agency action. After all, Euros love their cars too.
As for the market for tiny vehicles, we admit we would not
buy (or ride in) the three- and four-wheeled mini-vans and
pickups we have seen on expressways in Europe. These
vehicles were built to reflect incomes before October 1973
and gas prices after October 1973. We also would not ride
in or drive one of the Second-World/Soviet Era stink bombs
we saw in Praha, Dresden or Berlin in 1989. For starters at
6 foot 4, we would not fit.
However, when we first recall seeing a Mercedes Smart Car
in Kobenhavn in 1991 we had the money and the interest.
That was 16 years ago come May. To this day a lot of
alternative vehicles deemed safe in the "over-regulated"
European Union are not available here.
Warren Brown’s column focused on the hearings 14
March before the House Energy and Commerce Committee's
subcommittee on energy and air quality which was
covered in a business-section article ("Automakers Tell House
to Lay Off On Fuel Economy," ( March 15, 2007 ). On
Sunday, 18 March, the same section of WaPo highlighted a
quote by Lutz’s boss G. Richard WagonerJr., saying:
"Many of the recent legislative proposals to increase
[mileage standards] ... would be extraordinarily expensive
and technically challenging to implement – all with little to
show for actually reducing oil consumption or emissions."
Rep John D. Dingell responded: "Inaction and telling us
what doesn’t work is ... no longer sufficient."
What did Warren Brown say again? He said a core problem
is that consumers do not want efficiency as individual
drivers and consumers.
He didn't say, as he should have, that consumers would
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desperately want efficiency in Autonomobiles if they
understood the consequences of Business As Usual. Now, if
those politicians were honest with those who they were
elected to represent...
What did Wagoner say again?
"Many of the recent legislative proposals to increase
[mileage standards] ... would be extraordinarily expensive
and technically challenging to implement – all with little to
show for actually reducing oil consumption or emissions."
In fact, Wagoner, Lutz, GM and the rest of the
Autonomobile crowd are correct: The legislative proposals
will not work.
There are two choices to make private vehicles more fuel
efficient and less polluting:
Make private vehicles much more costly
Make private vehicles much lighter and much slower
The first option would widen The Wealth Gap, leading
access and mobility in large New Urban Regions to the Sao
Paulo Condition outlined in "The Whale on the Beach," 28
August 2006. As Wagoner et. al. know, this option would
destroy the mass market for the North American
autonomobile industry.
The second option does not meet the current consumer
"demand." It also would tank the North American
autonomobile industry. Most important, it would not
provide mobility and access for most citizens.
Small, light, inexpensive, fuel efficient private vehicles are
unsafe at high speeds, and at low speeds they do not serve
the disaggregated human settlement pattern which has
evolved in the US of A.
Light, small vehicles require half the space to park and
provide significant savings in the paved area devoted to
driving. In that sense, they could be part of a
comprehensive solution for small urban agglomerations.
But they are not much help in large New Urban Regions
where most citizens live and work. This is a matter of
physics, not policy:
The disaggregation of human habitation required to
accommodate autonomobiles is a dead end just as "urban
horses" were a dead end. When it comes to space required
to drive and park, smaller is better -- but it does not affect
mobility. Given dysfunctional human settlement patterns,
even non-polluting cars given away for free would not
eliminate traffic congestion.
What to do?
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Rep. Dingell and the rest of those who have relied on
Politics As Usual need to read Warren Brown’s column and
then go to the microphone and announce:

"In the long term, Autonomobility is not
sustainable."
In the short term, the only way to reduce
oil consumption at all and carbon
emissions significantly is to change
human settlement patterns.
Even if the cost of energy and the carbon emissions were
not an economic, social and physical drag on civilization,
Autonomobility does not provide access and mobility for
most citizens in large New Urban Regions. This is physics,
not philosophy.
-- March 21, 2007
Note: An unedited version of this column first appeared in
the Bacon's Rebellion blog as "Autonomobility," on March
18, 2007.
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

All Aboard!
An above-ground version of METRO rail can work in
Tysons Corner. But it will take two things: Public
Way Rights and a Pyramid development strategy.
It is time for everyone to get on board the train for Dulles.
By this we mean:
Unless all the stakeholders who want to
see METRO extended to the Centre of
Greater Tysons Corner and on to Dulles
International Airport get on the same
train very soon, there will be there will be
no METRO extension to Dulles. (See End
Note One.)
There may be future options to connect the Centroid of the
National Capital Subregion with Dulles International Airport
via a shared-vehicle system, but not with a METRO
extension. Further, we predict that any new system – a
sketch outline of such a system can be found in “Rail-toDulles Realities” (Jan. 5, 2004) – will be a long, long time
in coming.
Those who follow The Shape of the Future columns may
jump to the conclusion we have written all we could about
“Rail To Dulles.” (See End Note Two.) That is not the case.
In the light of recent events and further analysis, this
column rearticulates, expands and amends what we wrote
about METRO to Dulles in September 2006 (“Two Steps
Backward”) and in recent posts on the Bacon's Rebellion
Blog.
The Headlines
The 30 March Dulles Transit Partners, LLC, press release
and the 31 March WaPo coverage seems to close the door
on a tunnel for a METRO line through Greater Tysons
Corner. (See “Contract Set for Rail Line To Dulles:
Prospects Look Dim For Plan to Tunnel Beneath Tysons
Corner” by Bill Turque, and End Note Three.)
The new contract may not end the tunnel
vs overhead debate. However, further
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arguments over tunnel vs overhead will
compound the already substantial hurdles
to be overcome if there is to be METRO
compatible Rail-to-Dulles in our lifetimes.
This was the message of Doug Koelemay’s column in the
21 March edition of Bacons Rebellion (“Tunnel Vision”).
Koelemay expressed well the “do not let the perfect chase
out the good” argument that is a mantra of Business As
Usual. In this case, Koelemay is probably right. There are
so many other barriers that a prolonged tunnel vs
overhead conflict may kill the project as now envisioned.
METRO is a 50-year-old technology, and few citizens favor
the high-density settlement pattern that METRO-like
systems best support.
There is another important reality:
If METRO through the Centre of Greater
Tysons Corner consists of an elevated
track that in any way resembles the
graphics that the WaPo has published, it
will be the kiss of death for any evolution
of Greater Tysons Corner into a
functional, urbane, much less Balanced,
Community.
If the “photo simulation” of the proposed rail is
representative of what is actually built, there is no way to
put lipstick on this pig. The overhead photo simulation is
not merely ugly: A METRO line on stilts in a roadway
median will not provide mobility and access for Greater
Tysons Corner. This configuration will leave the
Autonomobile as the preferred way to get to, from and
around-in the Centre of Tysons Corner. Roger Lewis
articulates this view well in “Why Going Underground
Makes Sense in Tysons Corner” in the 17 February 2007
WaPo.
Upon Further Review
Back in September we castigated Governor Kaine for
withdrawing his support for tunneling under all of Tysons
Corner (“Two Steps Backward,” 17 September 2006).
Conventional wisdom holds that the only civilized way to
locate a high-capacity, shared-vehicle system in an
urbanized area is to put it underground. Many also argue
that tunneling is the only strategy that makes economic
sense in the long-term. Based on past experience, elevated
lines are often equated with blight. See the Roger Lewis
column cited above.
This preference for underground Metro is based, in large
part, on the fact that almost all good examples of highcapacity, shared-vehicle-system-served urban fabric have
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the transport system underground. The Underground (aka,
Tube) in London, Metro in Paris, U-Bahn in Berlin,
Tunnelbanan in Stockholm, Subway in Toronto, BART in
San Francisco, MARTA in Atlanta – almost every highcapacity system in the First World (except Miami) runs
primarily in tunnels within the Centre (aka, “downtown”).
Closer to home, tunnel advocates point to the Centre of the
Federal District and to the Rosslyn-Ballston Corridor.
Upon further review the absolute necessity for a tunnel is
not as clear cut as I suggested it was in September:
●

●

●

●

In all of the examples cited above, the pattern of
land ownership (and buildings) as well as the streets
and roadways to serve urban land uses were in place
before the shared-vehicle system was installed under
the already-urban streetscapes. For reasons we will
explore in some detail below, this is a critical issue.
This condition is unrelated to the broad arterial
rights-of-way that the METRO line extension is
planned to follow through Greater Tysons Corner.
In the “Two Steps Backward” column we spelled out
several possible silver linings from the Kaine
decision. One was the potential to abandon all efforts
to “save Tysons Corner” and to shift the focus of
urban activities in the Radius = 5 Miles to Radius =
25 Miles Radius Band from Greater Tysons Corner to
Greater Reston, Greater Fairfax Center, Greater
Springfield, etc. This “silver lining” assumes that
there will be the public and private resources
necessary to cover the cost of abandonment and
rebuilding elsewhere the urban fabric capacity that is
now present in the Centre of the largest Beta
Community in the Virginia portion of the National
Capital Subregion. That well-spring of resources may
not exist in the future.
At this time there is significant support for Rail-toTysons and Rail-to-Dulles. It makes sense to find a
way to marshal this positive momentum into a
successful drive. To paraphrase the Michelin ad:
“There must be a better way forward.”
Finally, and most importantly, the National Capital
Subregion is facing a major Mobility and Access
Crisis (as well as an Accessible and Affordable
Housing Crisis and a Disaggregation of Settlement
Pattern Crisis) that is already impacting every citizen
of the Subregion and of the Washington- Baltimore
New Urban Region.

As we have been arguing since 1982 and have been
writing for the last 20 years, METRO is the only
mobility and access system that has excess capacity.
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Most METRO trains still leave most of the METRO
stations most of the time essentially empty. (See “It
Is Time to Fundamentally Rethink METRO.”)
A key to solving the crises facing the National Capital
Subregion is to rationally use METRO station areas and the
METRO system capacity. Intelligent design, and
implementation of METRO in creating Rail-to-Dulles and
Rail-to-Tysons Corner, could be an important first step.
The next Rail-to-Dulles milestone is May, when the Federal
Transit Administration is scheduled to conclude a “risk
assessment.” The biggest “risk” is that someone in the
administration will see federal money spent for Rail-toDulles as a threat to some other administration program.
The more parties that are on the same train, the less likely
any individual obstacle will kill the prospect of Rail-toDulles for the foreseeable future.
We also have a personal reason to look for a basis for
consensus. We have traveled to Cleveland, Chicago and
Atlanta to ride the shared-vehicle system to the airport.
We have gone out of our way to do the same in Paris,
Roma, Munchen and London. We hope to do the same in
Dulles, having been professionally involved in Rail to Dulles
since the early 80s.
Some will recall that we suggested repeatedly, from the
mid 80s onward, selling the National Airport site and using
the funds to extend METRO to Dulles Airport. Given the...
●
●
●

●

current expansion of Dulles capacity
flat air travel demand since 11 September 2001
growing concern for noise generated by flights to and
from National Airport, and
many good economic and ecological reasons that air
travel numbers should not grow

...the sale of the National site might have been a very good
idea.
The “Sale of National” idea’s time may come again. Think
how much better it would have been to have the Air and
Space Annex at a METRO stop and a historic airport. But
that is another story.
Broad-Based Support
Right now it is hard to find anyone who thinks it is not a
good idea to extend METRO to Tysons Corner. Support for
extending METRO to Dulles via Greater Reston is almost as
strong. That has not always been the case. (See End Note
Four.)
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Right now it is hard to find anyone, except a few who live
very close a specific rail station, who does not think it is a
good idea to put intensive development in METRO stationareas. In March, the Fairfax County Board of Supervisors
adopted a new policy on this issue. The 13 March 2007
WaPo article, “Dense Development Sought Near Transit:
Fairfax County Policy Will Promote Pedestrian-Friendly
Areas Near Stations,” by Amy Gardner and Bill Turque is a
generally factual report of what went on when the Board of
Supervisors adopted new, and very intelligent, .25and .50-mile radii policy criteria for METRO and VRE station
areas. The story is, however, woefully weak with respect to
the history of METRO station-area policy and action in the
County.
This level of citizen and political “leader” support has not
always been present. Support for specific station-area,
METRO-related development was written into the
Comprehensive Plan in the 70s but removed in the 80s.
(See End Note Five.)
Even many of those who live near a METRO station and do
not want “transit-oriented development” at their station
agree that, in general, METRO-supportive station-area
development is a good idea. Many think that station-area
development should be a monoculture but that is also
another story.
A Different Vision
Given the fact that the existing development in the Centre
of Greater Tysons Corner is nothing like what existed when
METRO came to the Centre of the Federal District or to the
Rosslyn-Ballston Corridor, the “Four Billion Dollar Question”
is:
What could be done in the Centre of
Greater Tysons Corner so that METRO on
stilts does not look like the current “photo
simulation?
Let us wipe the slate clean and consider a real alternative
to a tunnel or a naked track on stilts in the median of a
busy arterial.
The first image of a real station-area alternative that I
recall seeing was a low oblique perspective of a multi-use,
shared-vehicle station-area termed “The Urban Village.” It
was drawn by Richard L. Thornton in the early 1970s. Rich
was a recent Georgia Tech graduate in architecture who
worked with me at RBA (nee, Richard Browne Assoc.) As I
recall, Rich’s sketch was drawn to illustrate what a station
area might look like in connection with RBA’s bid to do
design work on the East Line of MARTA in the Atlanta New
Urban Region. (For background of this and related
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drawings by Thornton See End Note Six.)
Other illustrations may have predated Thornton’s drawing
but his is the one that sticks in my memory. The image
was more complex – more buildings, more architectural
interest and larger in scale – but had some of the flavor of
the Disney World Contemporary Hotel, which had a
monorail station in the lobby.
Thornton’s drawing represented a fundamental shift from
the schematics that influenced the design of the aboveground METRO stations in the National Capital Subregion,
the BART stations in the San Francisco New Urban Region
and later the MARTA stations.
Rich’s graphic was also dramatically different than the
recent renditions of “transit oriented development” by New
Urbanist designers. New Urbanist drawings almost always
have the station located at the edge of a meadow or facing
a large plaza. (That is, if the station is not underground
along a boulevard that looks like Champs Elysees.) The
“town square” station-area is a pleasing visual element and
it allows the transit operator to see their pride and joy –
the station and the train – front and center across a
greensward or plaza.
Architects of all persuasions (and their clients) prefer to
show off their buildings fronting on a plaza or other open
space. Most of the graphics depicting shared-vehicle
stations (and the design of the stations) are paid for by the
shared-vehicle system operator or by those who want to
please or impress the system operator.
On the other hand, what shared-vehicle system riders do
not want when they step from the car onto the platform is
the prospect of a long escalator to ride, a wide street to
cross or a long pedestrian bridge to navigate. They
especially do not look forward to a big plaza or greensward
to slog across – especially in hot, cold or wet weather.
Most riders got onto the system to travel to a destination
and that destination is not often a park. If a park is the
destination, then the park should be a main use in the
station area such as the Montreal Zoo at the Angrignon
station. In most cases the open space should be accessible
but not take up the space between the car door and the
destinations of the majority of the riders.
Marriott has for several years advertised the redesigned of
Courtyard by Marriot hotels as being “designed by business
travelers, for business travelers.” Shared-vehicle systems
need to be designed by system riders for system riders. If
they were, they would look more like Rich Thornton’s
drawing and less like a station in a park.
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Pyramid Strategy, Not a Pyramid Scheme
From a distance a station-area should look like an
attractive, well-articulated “pyramid” with the highest
intensity of land use (and thus the centroid of origins and
destinations of travel) close to the center where the
platform is located and with lower-intensity uses feathering
out from the center.
In fact this is exactly what a shared-vehicle system does
under market conditions unless governance land-use
controls interfere. The Montreal Metro was developed as a
part of the EXPO 67 (1967 Worlds Fair) initiative. We recall
looking out across the Centre of Montreal from the roof of a
downtown hotel just a few years after the Metro system
opened. By 1968, one could already identify the locations
of the stations by the clusters of new buildings at the Metro
station sites. Now a visitor does not need a map to follow
the Metro lines when the Core of the New Urban Region is
viewed from Parc du Mount-Royal. The same is true for the
Subway in Toronto when viewed from the CN Tower.
Both Montreal and Toronto New Urban Regions have made
far better use of shared-vehicle systems in shaping the
urban fabric than have New Urban Regions in US of A. For
example a more disaggregated pyramid form can be
observed in the aerial views of the Rosslyn–Ballston
Corridor found in Blueprint. A close examination of a the
Rosslyn–Ballston Corridor air photo with .25 and .50 mile
radii circles shows that much of the prime access (aka,
“front hook”) area is taken up by streets. That is one
reason we have created the sketch plan process that
follows.
But, first, an overarching station-area concept is important
to bear in mind: The METRO station must be integrated
into the surrounding urban fabric. (For a survey of
examples from Europe and the US of A, see End Note
Seven.)
From the outset METRO has been about “building a
railroad” and not about creating functional urban fabric.
There are thousands of examples from Wien to Vancouver
and from Oslo to Madrid where below-grade, at-grade and
above-grade stations could have been improved and still
could. It took a third of century to finally start to cover the
escalators.
With all these shortcomings, the worst mistake has been
the failure to accommodate the interest and need of
METRO passengers to access the places they are going to
into the design of the facilities.
Why "Transit" Works
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It is important at this point to make it very clear how and
why high-capacity, shared-vehicle systems support
functional settlement patterns in a METRO station area.
Shared-vehicle systems do not provide
access and mobility because all those who
live, work or seek services and recreation
in the station-area jump on the train to
meet their every travel need.
Shared-vehicle systems "work" because they support some
high-value trips for many who live, work or seek services
and recreation in the station-area. By doing this, the
shared-vehicle system facilitates and serves patterns and
densities of land use that allows most workers, residents
and visitors to meet many of their needs without resorting
to any vehicle.
Many “mode split” calculations intended to show that
transit only serves a small percentage of the travel demand
are bogus because they do not address the ability of many
in well functioning station-areas to assemble a quality life
without using any vehicle.
Many residents can prosper with an occasional vehicle
rental, a shared private vehicle (formal – zip car, etc,. or
informal) or at most one car per household. Further, the
autonomobile trips they do take are often in off peak times
and directions. Beyond that, the vehicle storage (parking)
can be at the fringe of the station area and does not
disaggregate the critical, synergistic elements of the
station-area settlement pattern.
In summary: The flux of activity (aka,
land use density / intensity) supported by
high-capacity, shared-vehicle systems
such as METRO allow many “trips” that
would otherwise be vehicle trips to
become “stops on a pleasant walk.” The
key here is “pleasant.” More on that
below.
The requirement to meet a range of needs is why stationarea land use mix and “Balance” is so important and why
system-wide Balance of all station-areas is required to
maximize the functionality of any shared-vehicle system.
These are the reasons a station area Pyramid Strategy is
so important.
A Do-It-Yourself Sketch Plan Process for Readers
The design and function of shared-vehicle system stationareas are critically important because:
●

The enormous cost of shared-vehicle systems
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demand that they function as well as possible;
●

There are major economic, social and physical
benefits from a well-functioning access and mobility
system.
Functional station areas are critically
important because Autonomobiledominated settlement patterns are
dysfunctional and cannot provide mobility
and access for large New Urban Regions.

How does one lay out a shared-vehicle system-serviced
Centre for Tysons Corner?
The following is what every citizen should have learned in
grade school along with why it is important to get enough
exercise and sleep, eat the right foods and avoid excess
television and video games. (The prerequisites of enough
sleep, good food and avoiding the illusion of escape via
television and games were laid out in Jim Bacon’s column,
"Brain Games," on 2 April, 2007.)
Patrick Kane has shown by his “Boom Town” interactive
game that fourth graders have the experience and
knowledge to intelligently lay out Planned New Community
components (and thus shared-vehicle station-areas). They
are better equipped for this task than adults. In fact, they
are far more adept at creating Balanced sketch plans than
teams of “professionals.”
Until there is a revised public school system and a wellinformed staff in the Main-Stream Media you are going to
have to do the job yourself. Here is the first of two sketch
exercises:
The 18 February 2007 WaPo lead Metro Section story
headline reads: “Next Stop, Tysons: Fairfax County
Planners See Ballston Neighborhood as Model for TransitOriented Overhaul of Sprawling Business Center.” The
story by Alec MacGillis compares Tysons Corner to the
Rosslyn–Ballston Corridor. (See End Note Eight.) For now
the important thing is that the story includes a somewhat
out-of-date air photo of the Centre of Tysons Corner via
Google with the four proposed METRO stations located.
The following is a step by step walk-through of the process
that allows readers to create a quantified sketch plan for
the four Greater Tysons Corner METRO stations. We could
just provide a graphic and go on but it is much more
effective if the reader does the drawing and the
calculations. We provide metrics to help guide the process
and our version of the exercise as Graphic One in the
Gallery at the back of the End Notes.
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Step One:

Go to the print edition of the 18 Feb WaPo
story about Greater Tysons Corner and the
Rosslyn Ballston Corridor. Take the photo of
Greater Tysons Corner to the copy machine
and blow it up 200 percent. (In the
alternative, use the air photo at the current
scale with a magnifying glass.) You can use
any current air photo of Tysons Corner and
then locate the stations from the WaPo story
or other sources. Using a map rather than an
air photo will distort the results due to factors
explored in Chapter 16 of the Shape of the
Future.

Step Two:

This is the important part: Draw Circles
with .25 (1,320 feet) and .50 (2640 feet) radii
around the four stations. The R=.25 circle
contains 125 acres, the R=.50 circle contains
500 acres.

The first thing you will notice is that much of the land
within .25 miles (1,320 ft.) of the station platform is within
public right-of-way. This should set off alarm bells. Building
a Four Billion dollar METRO extension and then reserving
the land accessible to the most important stations for
roadway makes absolutely no sense -- regardless of
whether the train is in a tunnel or on stilts.
The second thing to note is that the existing concentrations
of buildings, e.g. those along the Dulles Access Road, are
some distance from the stations. Many of the largest
existing buildings fall in the R= .50 mile circle and many
are more than .50 miles from any station. This provides a
glimpse of how much vacant and underutilized land there is
if the existing right-of-way determines the METRO
alignment. The distance of the stations from concentrations
of trip ends is a result of letting roadway alignments
determine the track layout.
The next step is to quantify the air photo with the four
bulls-eye station areas:
●

●

●

How much land is there in the right-of-way?
How much building area would this land support
using the Pyramid Strategy?
How much is this land worth given good access to a
METRO station?

Get out a calculator, a ruler and a blank sheet of paper.
To answer the question, “How much land is in the public
right-of-way,” one needs a ruler and one metric: There are
43,560 square feet in an acre of land. Use a ruler and the
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scale of the map to figure up how many square feet are in
the right-of-way. One can also figure up how much private
land outside the right-of-way is within .25 miles and is
vacant or underutilized.
To answer the question, “How much building area would
this land support,” one needs an additional metric: The
Floor Area Ratio (FAR) over the entire area within .25 miles
of the METRO platform (125 acres as noted above) might
rationally be pegged at 8.0 for a system with METRO’s
capacity.
To answer the question, “How much is the building area
over public right-of-way worth,” one needs an additional
metric. An average value of $300 per square foot of built
space would be a conservative benchmark.
The totals may vary from reader to reader in this sketch
plan process depending on the assumed location of the
edge of the right-of-way. The way we figure it, within .25
miles of the platform at FAR 8, the potential exists to build
about 14 million square feet of space per station, and with
a pyramid configuration, about six million square feet over
the right-of-way at each station. Most important is that all
of the most valuable space – the tallest part of the pyramid
– is located over public right-of-way.
That should be seen as a very good thing. The public
already owns land that will be much more valuable when
the public invests in a METRO platform in the right of way.
More on that later.
To answer the last question, readers need to decide how
much a square foot of building is worth. Today’s prices
($300 per finished square foot) implies a value of $1.9
billion worth of Class A space for each of the four stations.
How much would a knowledgeable developer pay for a 99year lease to build six million square feet over a public
right of way adjacent to a METRO platform? That will
depend on what conditions are put on the sale but it is a
good guess that it would be enough to pay for an extended
platform and for enhancements plus a contribution to cover
other capital costs of extending METRO.
Before we start counting the public revenue chickens, there
is one big constraint. The development over public land for
the four stations at FAR 8 totals over 24 million square
feet, and within .25 miles the total is more than 56 million
square feet. It will take years for the market to adsorb that
much space. All of Greater Tysons Corner now totals in the
neighborhood of 35 million square feet of non-residential
space.
From our first sketch exercise we can conclude that if we
run METRO under or over VA Route 123 and VA Route 7,
there is a huge difference between using or not using the
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land over the public right-of-way.
So, let us stop for a moment and consider what it means
for the public to own this land.
Public Way Rights
The term “air rights” carries unfortunate connotations, as if
the right to build over public rights of way was something
airy, or lacking in substance. The expression also stirs up
Business-As-Usual forces, who go to great lengths to
discredit it. Accordingly, it seems wise to coin a word that
puts the focus on the public interest. Henceforth, we call
the right to build over public rights-of-way “Public Way
Rights.”
Building the area around METRO stations to optimum
density generates hostility from adjacent landowners.
While they are keenly aware development over the public
land would make their own land more valuable eventually,
they would have to wait until a market materializes, and
the interest clock is running on their own investment. One
way to sweeten the pot for adjacent owners is to give them
a right of first refusal and/or a density bonus if the public
and private land in any quadrant of a station-area is
developed as a single, phased project.
This incentive was built into the 70s-era Fairfax County
Comprehensive Plan for the Vienna / Fairfax / GMU stationarea – and wiped out by the actions of Del. Scott and
Supervisor Hanley, as noted in End Note Five.
The reason readers have not heard much about Public Way
Rights in the discussion of rail-to-Dulles is that Greater
Tysons Corner land owners would not benefit as quickly
from METRO if the most important station-area land was
developed first. These propertied interests have paid for
studies, made political contributions to officials at the
municipal and state levels, funded much of the earlier “tax
district” phase of the Rail to Dulles effort as noted in “RailTo-Dulles Realities,” and they funded TysonsTunnel.org.
They want pay-off sooner rather than later.
One cannot blame these parties for
wanting to build on their own vacant and
underutilized land. But this is where those
elected to represent the public need to
step in to create a balance of public and
private interests.
Readers also will not hear about Public Way Rights from
those who want to get the contract to build the rail system
because they would not make more money from such a
strategy. Indeed, under a Public Way Rights arrangement,
station-area developers would play a key role at each
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station, which might reduce the role of, and the payoff to,
the system builder.
Readers will not hear about Public Way Rights from
governance practitioners because it is the land owners and
those who want to build the railroad who make the political
donations.
The only constituency that would really benefit from
extensive use of Public Way Rights would be the system
riders and the general public, and they do not yet
understand why they should be interested. That is why
education and general public understanding is so
important. WaPo has spilled a trainload of ink on Rail to
Dulles and, still, most citizens have no clue what their
stake is in either Rail-to-Dulles or Rail-to-Tysons.
The bottom line is that Public Way Rights
are a key to access and mobility in
Greater Tysons Corner -- whether METRO
is in a tunnel or on stilts.
Development over public rights of way provides far greater
“connectivity” between METRO and the places the METRO
riders want to go. “Connectivity” is the term Patrick Kane
has used in his teaching, consulting and writing on Rail to
Dulles.
In fact, Public Way Rights are not just a good idea in
Tysons Corner but in many other places as well. We have
noted elsewhere that the 45 acres of potential Public Way
Rights in the Vienna/Fairfax/GMU station area would
accommodate all of the AOL and WorldCom campus jobs as
well as places where many workers could live and seek
weekly services. And that was when their buildings were
fully occupied.
Across the US of A, some of the land best located for urban
uses is now devoted to over-designed 1950s “cloverleaves”
at 150 acres at a pop. (See End Note Nine.)
To Tunnel or Not to Tunnel
Now, let us explore the question of a tunnel vs an
overhead METRO line: Take a look at photo in 13 March or
the 31 March WaPo stories. It looks bad, but if we hire an
Italian engineer, paint the stilts sky blue, plant a lot of
trees... No, cosmetics will not help.
The first thing to do is look at the air photo and the bullseyes in the first sketch exercise. It is clear that with...
●

a 2,100 foot tunnel under the highest part of Tysons
Corner
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●

●

a Pyramid Strategy applied over and around each
station
development following the new Fairfax County .25mile and .50-mile criteria

...there would be very little naked elevated track visible.
This fact weakens the “eye-sore” argument. (See End Note
Ten.)
Now, let us turn to the real reason citizens will ride the
METRO extension to, from and between stations in Greater
Tysons Corner, and the reason that a tunnel may not be as
good as an elevated line.
It is time for more sketches: We provide our own version
of these sketches in Graphic 2, Graphic 3 and Graphic 4 in
the Gallery at the end of the End Notes but it is much more
effective if readers do the sketches themselves.
Step One:

Take out three pieces of lined tablet paper. A
legal pad works well for this exercise. On the
first sheet draw a vertical line down the
middle of the page, then turn the paper to the
“landscape” orientation and label this line
“ground.”

Step Two:

Select a scale for your sketch – 30 feet to the
inch works well because the distance between
the lines on a legal pad are about 10 feet at
30 feet-to-the-inch. This is also the nominal
distance from one floor to another. Do not
have a scale? Make one by marking off the
tablet lines widths on a 3X5 card to create a
30-scale ruler in 10-foot increments.

Step Three: On your first sheet, scale off 150 or 250 feet
– the right of way for VA Route 123 and VA
Route 7 varies through the Centre of Tysons
Corner. Now, in the middle of the street go
down 30 feet and draw an archway
representing the METRO tunnel at a station
with platforms.
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Step Four:

Next, assume the same station design criteria
for underground stations as the existing
stations in the Rosslyn – Ballston Corridor.
(The streets in the R-B Corridor are far
narrower but we will get to that in a
moment.) Because most folks want to exit the
station on a sidewalk, not in the median, draw
tunnels to within 10 or 15 feet of the edge of
the right-of-way and then add escalators.
Pause to envision the fun one has walking in
the pedestrian tunnel under the street. (Hint,
it is similar to the walk from the station
platform to the plaza at the Courthouse
station.)

Step Five:

Finally, on this first sketch, go outside the
right of way five or 10 feet and sketch in the
buildings at 10 or 20 stories. Now, set sketch
aside for a moment.

Step Six:

On the second sheet draw in the vertical line,
turn the paper to landscape orientation and
put in the roadway right-of-way. Next locate
the track level 30 feet in the air. Now sketch
in the track and station platform based on the
photo simulation that WaPo has published.
Next, add the stairs/ escalators over or under
the tracks to get from one platform to the
other and the cross-walks or pedestrian
bridges to get to the sidewalks. Next, add the
buildings. If you want to be fancy, put in both
ground and elevated level entrances to the
buildings.

Step Seven: We are almost done. Take the third sheet of
paper and follow the same steps as in Step
Six up to the track and station platform. Next,
draw horizontal lines every 10 feet to
represent the floors of a structure built on airrights over the right of way. The lines can go
all the way to the edge of the paper. Now
take an eraser and create atria, walkways and
plazas where ever they will work well. The
level between the street and the platform can
be a service level for deliveries, storage, and
utilities.
(Parking for the buildings, greatly reduced
thanks to METRO access, would be located off
the drawing in locations convenient to
surrounding streets, not from the arterial that
conflicts with the pedestrian movements.)
Now,
let us assume you have a 10 a.m. meeting in the building
closest to the “Tysons 123" station platform. Which sketch
works best for you? When citizens get on a shared-vehicle
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system, it is not to joy ride but to get to where they want
or need to be. We know that the closer to the car door the
destination is, the more likely citizens are to ride a sharedvehicle system.
In your diagrams, which scheme has the greatest access to
origins and destinations for shared-vehicle system riders in
the buildings closest to the station platform?
If one assumes a station-area pyramid of land-use flux,
which of the station area cross section sketches serves the
most riders and eliminates the most need for
Autonomobiles?
The Magic One Quarter Mile
When discussing station-area planning, one frequently
hears that .25 miles is a magic number and the limit of
shared-vehicle system impacts. Others say some will walk
farther but that “no-one” will walk more than .50 miles.
These arbitrary numbers are silly. Distance and other
barriers of pedestrian travel in the station-area are
psychological as well as physical.
The key to pedestrian travel is interest and ability. Most
will cross a street to be in contact with their love interest.
A few look forward to a walk from Springer Mt., Ga., to Mt.
Katahdin, Me.
How far a person is willing to walk depends on interest,
time, resources, and health/mobility. The key for most
walkers is to make the station-area travel diverse,
complex, stimulating, but above all interesting/satisfying
and safe. For some that requires higher levels a security/
safety, for others higher levels of diversity, interest and
excitement. That is why a functional station area must
have a network of pathways that provide a variety of
alternative experiences and a minimum of obstacles like
wide streets, long tunnels, long empty bridges, abrupt
changes in level, etc.
The word “willing” in the phrase “willing to walk” is also
critical. In our years living and working on small Caribbean
islands, we seldom found workers who would rather walk
to town, regardless of the spectacular scenery. When they
did, there was always someone or something they hoped
to encounter along the way.
The same parameters, as we will see in Exercise Two,
apply to above or below ground. As with other parameters
we call The Natural Laws of Human Settlement Pattern, the
exact radial distance from the station platform is not the
issue. The design of the station area should rely on three
factors. Functional station-area strategy is a matter of:
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Scale
Intensity and Flux
Balance

Scale. With respect to scale, if one uses a .50-mile radii,
then the Village Scale station-area is a mile from edge to
edge. It is not the station platform alone that should be
accessible but the entire station area.
Intensity. If there are 500 acres in the station-area (.50
mile radii) then one spreads out the uses and there is a
loss of connectivity, adjacency and synergy. In terms of
form for a large station-area, think “mesa” rather than a
“pyramid.” A station-area of 500 acres at higher intensity
(2.5 vehicle trip ends per square foot of ground) requires
three system stations with METRO capacity (or two stations
serving different systems) such as the Centre of Paris
served by Metro and RER.
Balance. The big issue is Balance. The station area needs
to be large enough to have Alpha Village scale diversity
and small enough to have functional access to the
destinations needed to assemble a quality life.
Mystique of the Grid
Yes, pedestrian spaces for strolling and sitting along
urbane “boulevards” can be attractive in good weather.
These amenities can be accommodated in the Pyramid
Strategy but they would be on streets running
perpendicular to the METRO line. Before going whole hog
for sidewalk cafes, however, consider how many people
really like to sit along a boulevard carrying as much traffic
as VA Route 7, especially when it is cold, hot or wet?
When planning to introduce a new shared-vehicle system,
a grid is fine if the grid already exists. The street and
ownership pattern provides an historical and psychological
orientation to the redevelopment that will result from
added access and mobility provided by the public
investment in a shared-vehicle system as happened in the
Rosslyn–Ballston Corridor.
A grid of streets is not a cure-all to solve
Tysons Corner access and mobility
dysfunction. What is important is a web
of pedestrian access, not streets to
accommodate Autonomobiles or roadways
that are dominated by Autonomobiles.
(See comments in the Bacon's Rebellion Blog
“Ballston on the Half Shell.”)
Public Way Rights and Pyramid Strategy development can
create a grid of pedestrian access but it will not be simple
to design or cheap to build. Yes, there can be tree-lined
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boulevards with sidewalk cafes in some locations and, yes,
ventilation and sound deadening will be more expensive,
and, yes, views can be provided... (For further exploration
of the shortcomings of the grid, See “Myth of the Grid” Sec
X, # 5 in Handbook, First Edition.)
The bottom line is citizens are spending
$4 billion to build a system to get as many
citizens as possible from where they are
to where they want or need to go. It is
clear that Public Way Rights and Pyramid
Strategy are the way to go, be the rail line
tunneled or elevated.
Unfortunately, despite many examples of this sort of
development, these ideas will never see the light of day in
MainStream media because none of those who have staff,
hire consultants and public relations spinners and write
press releases are interested in “solutions” that are
anything beyond Business As Usual.
Prize-Winning Illustration
Exploration of a fundamentally different station-area design
strategy brings out the dissenters just like air rights and
Henry George. (See End Note Eleven.)
The discussion of the Fundamental Changes to the tunnel
and the grid raises many questions, among them are:
“Given what you have learned from these two exercises,
how does one illustrate the wisdom of using the land that
citizens already own to support evolution of functional
settlement patterns supported by the extended METRO
system?"
“How does one illustrate the shortsightedness of insisting
that a tunnel and a grid of streets is the ‘only’ solution?”
The recent award of the coveted Pritzker Prize in
Architecture to British architect Richard Rogers inspired a
possible way to put these questions in context. The series
of three sketches outlined above were a first step.
Those who have been to London (Lloyds of London
Building) or Paris (Georges Pompidou Centre) and have
seen Richard Rogers’ most highly regarded buildings may
guess where we are going. The Lloyds of London Building
which was designed to fit an irregular lot in the heart of the
financial district in “The City” is the best example for this
illustration. In this structure, Rogers pulled the elevators
and the stairwells out to the corners of the building
footprint. Pulling the elevators, stairs and services to the
corners rather than putting them in core (center) of the
floor plates, leaves the entire floor open for an atrium and
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for maximum flexibility of floor planning.
To illustrate the silliness of a METRO of stilts but with no
Public Way Rights development, assume that the Lloyds of
London building was located on a typical Tysons Corner
building pad and that Rogers had put the elevators, stairs
and other core functions not at the building corners but in
the middle of the surrounding roadways. That is exactly
what putting METRO in a tunnel or on stilts without Public
Way Rights would do.
Think of METRO as a express horizontal
elevator. It needs to have its stops near
where the riders want to be.
The alternative is to put the station platform where it looks
best to the shared-vehicle system architects and the
system operators and serves best the private land owners
but leaves out those who use and pay for the system, the
METRO riders and the general public. The current
trajectory will waste the $4 billion it will cost to build the
METRO extension because it will leave the Autonomobile as
the preferred way to access buildings, goods and service in
the Centre of Greater Tysons Corner.
The "Fixed Price" Is a Mirage
Other issues need to be mentioned briefly in context of Rail
to Dulles.
The idea that the “negotiating fixed price” is a real “fixed
price” is frightening. The facts of the Dulles Transit
Partners LLC “fixed price” discussion reminds us of a
conversation we had in an airport lounge with a well-to-do,
30-something from Hollywood a few years ago. This is a
paraphrase of a 10 minute conversation about a new house
he was having built:
“We have a fixed price with our builder. He will charge us
$1,273.95 for the front doors. We are working with the
builder and others as we go along to tie down the other
costs of our 5,900-square-foot-house on an adobe hillside
covered with manzanita overlooking the ocean.”
The Public Needs Help
There is a long ways to go to get rail to Tysons and then on
to Dulles. Everyone must get on the same train if there is
to be any train, any time soon. There is every reason for all
to agree. With Pyramid/Public Way Rights strategy, even
the adjacent land owners who will not make quite as much
money in the short run, will be much better off in the long
run. Bickering will result in the demise of the Rail-toTysons and Rail-to-Dulles efforts.
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By laying out the two sketch exercises, we hope to have
outlined a prototype tool for citizen understanding and
participation in the evolution of human settlement pattern.
Creation of these tools requires time and effort that does
not forward the specific short-term interest of any existing
enterprise, agency or institution. Preparation of such tools
and carrying forward a participatory public process is an
important role for a public architect / urban designer.
Most regional and large municipal governance entities in
Europe have staffs to do this work. Most of the large
municipal governments in the US of A do not have a public
architect or an urban design staff that focuses on the public
interest issues. “Planners” push paper and words. They rely
on private architects and designers who are working for
private or public clients to do the design work. Both have
similar “I want my structure or facility to be seen, or better
yet, to dominate the urbanscape” perspectives. (See “The
Role of Municipal Planning in Creating Dysfunctional Human
Settlement Patterns.”)
Where to From Here?
Politics is broken and there is a critical need for
Fundamentally Change in governance structure. This will
happen only by getting politics and governance out of the
grasp of special interests and political contributions, and by
freeing governance from the influence of widely held Myths.
There is also a critical need for Fundamental Change in
human settlement patterns. This will happen only by
getting the evolution of these patterns out of the grasp of
special interests and political contributions, and by freeing
settlement patterns from the influence of widely held Myths.
Freedom of movement is not free, it comes at a cost.
Travel takes interest and health for the short haul.
Travel takes time and resources for longer destinations.
The farther you go and the faster you want to travel the
more resources it takes. If wishes were horses, beggars
would ride.
In large New Urban Regions reliance on private vehicles
(Autonomobility) for more than a small percentage of the
trips is an economic and ecological dead end.
Autonomobility as expressed by The Private Vehicle
Mobility Myth violates the laws of physics and economics
and is the obverse of reality.
The word “Balance” in “Balanced human settlement
patterns” means a configuration that suits the largest
number of citizens with the least expenditure of time and
resources.
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Those who live in a fantasy land and/or make money from
dysfunction hope citizens will not come to understand
reality before that make as much as they can.
Citizens are running out of time to make changes. An
intelligent strategy for Rail to Tysons and Rail to Dulles
would be a good place to start.
EMR
As always, special thanks to all those who reviewed and
commented on the draft of this column.
-- April 16, 2007

End Notes
(1). The current proposal is for METRO to be extended in Phase 1 from
east of West Falls Church to the Centre of Greater Tysons Corner and on to
Wiehle Avenue in Greater Reston. In Phase 2, METRO is to be extended
from Wiehle Avenue to Dulles International Airport and on to Greater
Ashburn / Broadlands in eastern Loudoun County.
(2). In June 2004 we wrote “Rail-to-Dulles Realities” concerning the
inappropriate boundaries of the then-proposed tax district to support
construction. We also examined the interests of property owners, the
benefits of Public-Way-Rights and alternative shared-vehicle systems.
In October 2004 in “Rethinking METRO” we provided a new “foreword”
to round out a decade of analysis contained in “It is Time to Fundamentally
Rethink METRO,” which was republished as a Backgrounder at the same
time.
In January 2005 we examined the use of METRO and Commuter Rail as
ways to solve “The Commuting Problem” and suggested that there is no
solution for “commuting.”
In May of 2006 we considered the alternatives to traditional “heavy rail”
and why alternatives are not being seriously considered in “The Problem
with ‘Mass’ Transit.”
Finally, in September 2006 we castigated Governor Kaine (“Two Steps
Backward”) for abandoning support for the tunnel and what we believed at
that time to be the “only” way to ensure a functional future of Greater
Tysons Corner. We have now reconsidered this position.
(3). The press release (but not the WaPo coverage) notes a “2,100 foot
tunnel.” In all likelihood this tunnel goes under the highest point in the
Centre of Greater Tysons Corner where VA Route 123 and VA Route 7
interchange and this “tunnel” is not associated with any station. A full
Tysons Corner tunnel would be about 3.5 miles (18,480 feet) long.
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An earlier 9 March 2007 WaPo Metro Section lead story set the stage. The
headline reads: “Tunnel at Tysons Would be Costly Risk, Study Says:
State-ordered Analysis a Setback to Fairfax County Group Opposed to an
Aboveground Line.” This story, by Bill Turque and Lena Sun, includes a
rendering of an elevated track in Greater Tysons Corner , which will be the
subject of the second phase of the self-help design process outlined in this
column.
(4). The original plan for METRO in the 1960s considered ending the
Orange Line at Tysons Corner rather than at Vienna / Fairfax / GMU.
After review, Tysons Corner was considered to be so auto-dominated that
it had no potential to become a supportive context for a shared-vehicle
system terminal. On the other hand, at the Vienna / Fairfax / GMU site
there were 800 acres of vacant and underutilized land that could evolve
into a supportive Orange Line terminal station-area. This decision was
reconsidered and reaffirmed in the 70s before the Orange line extension
from Ballston to Vienna / Fairfax / GMU was started.
(5). Former Fairfax Board member and current Virginia Delegate Jim Scott
as well as former Fairfax Board member and later Chairperson and now
Secretary of the Commonwealth Kate Hanley derailed METRO-supportive
development in the Vienna / Fairfax / GMU station area in the mid 80s.
See End Note Nine in “The Problem with ‘Mass’ Transit,” and “METRO
West – 22 Years too Late” at the Bacons Rebellion Blog.
(6). Richard L. Thornton, AIA’s drawing is included as Graphic 5 in the
Gallery at the end of the End Notes. Rich called his drawing “The Urban
Village.” (See Graphic 5.) The term Urban Village became a frequently
used word in the late 1970s and early 80s, at the time we were planning the
Fair Lakes and participating in the 50 / 66 Fairfax Center planning process.
Richard is now practicing in Talking Rock, Ga., and he was kind enough to
send along copy of the drawing that I recalled from the early 70s.
When I saw it again last week for the first time in three decades, I was
surprised that I had recalled the perspective as being from a greater
distance. In the full-scale drawing, at the far left edge one can see the
“pyramid” of the next station-area. Many similar drawings zoom in too
close to show overall massing of the pyramid form we discuss later.
Designers like to space out buildings for “light and air” because clients
want visibility. Light and air is good but there needs to be a balance with
connectivity when station-area planning is the issue.
I am not the only person to recall Rich’s drawings. In 1976, I left RBA to
establish my own firm and Rich left soon afterwards. He went to work for
the City of Atlanta on contract while he earned a masters in city planning.
A primary focus of his work was to prepare the urban design plans for the
Midtown section of Atlanta. His designs had the flavor of The Urban
Village drawing. The main building in Midtown was the Bell South
building over a MARTA station, perhaps Atlanta’s best early example of
pyramid station area design. The surrounding area was low-rise and seedy,
as we recall. Now, almost 30 years later Midtown is part of Downtown
Atlanta.
Rich left the Atlanta area for 18 years and on return was surprised to see
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development had followed his early urban design sketches. Most of the
buildings shown on the urban design sketches were hypothetical footprints.
The architects who designed the high-rise offices and apartments in
Midtown designed the real buildings to match Rich’s footprints.
Rich received an even greater surprise about two years ago. There was a
tract of land on the west side of the Downtown Expressway just north of
Georgia Tech, which in the 1970s was occupied by Atlantic Steel. The
City of Atlanta wanted the plant out of the Downtown area since it
produced a lot of toxic fumes. Officials asked Rich to illustrate a mixed use
- mid-rise development in its place. Since his contract was about to expire
when they made the request, he slightly modified The Urban Village
conceptual drawing to fit the Atlantic Steel property. During the time he
was away from Atlanta, Atlantic Steel moved to Cartersville, Ga., and the
site sat empty for many years. In the early part of this century, a
consortium of Atlanta interests redeveloped the Atlantic Steel site and
named it Atlantic Station. The finished project is easily recognized from
the drawing Rich did for RBA down to the townhouses in the foreground
with 1970s-style architecture.
(7). There are many station areas on high-capacity shared vehicle systems
such as Tunnelbanan, Underground, Metro, U-Bahn and METRO that meet
some, but not all of the criteria for well conceived Pyramid Strategy stationarea design. Here are a few which we recall off the top of our head from
30 years of riding the rails:
The Tunnelbanan stations serving the Centres of Planned New
Communities in the Stockholm New Urban Region such as Farstra,
Vallingby and Kiska exhibit many useful attributes.
The Post WWII Planned New Communities in Great Britain are beyond
London Underground service area but the 19th Century “suburban village"
Hampstead is a good example of the timeless potential for urban-fabric
regeneration in shared-vehicle station areas.
The Kaisermuhlen Station on the Wien U-Bahn serves a pyramid of
international agencies in the Vienna International Centre but the station
platform itself is off set from the pyramid.
The RER stations serving the planned expansion of Paris in Marne La
Valle are pyramid examples that are visible from Tour Eiffel.
Scale is an issue at both ends of the spectrum. There are numerous
examples of lower-capacity systems (“commuter-rail,” trolleys, “lightrail,” strassenbahns, etc.) serving lower intensity areas that do not create
critical a mass of activity to result in Balance.
At the other extreme, a good example of over-sized station area
development is La Defense on the Paris Metro system. From a distance,
say the Arc de Triomphe, it seems to be a pyramid but upon arrival one
finds a huge plaza and “ground level” that looks like a set from a Start
Wars movie not yet released.
The Docklands in London is another bigger than one station example.
There is just one station on the new Jubilee Line of the Underground but
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there is also a horizontal elevator (Docklands Light Railway) that connects
Greenwich on the south side of the Thames with four Docklands stations
and continues on to tie in with the Underground near the Tower of London
and St Mary Stratford Bow church.
There are examples in the US of A from which ideas could be gleaned: The
park in public-way-rights over I-5 in Seattle. The elevated monorail station
attached to the multi-story Seattle Center shopping and eating emporium
built by the Rouse Company.
Public Way Rights are used over Mass Pike in Boston. All of Park Avenue
in New York is over rail lines and rail yards. There is a monorail station in
the lobby of the Contemporary Hotel at Disney World. The list goes on
and on and includes examples of public-way-rights development in
Bethesda and plans for development in the Rail-to-Dulles corridor.
Because of the enormous width of the Dulles Airport Access Road
(DAAR) right-of-way and the fact that Reston was conceived of, designed
and viewed by residents as a single community on two sides of an already
existing limited access highway, Reston has attracted a plethora of publicway-rights schemes. We have collected these over the years and two stand
out. One is by Patrick Kane, Guy Rando and others and one by the
architectural firm of Davis and Carter. Both have strong points but neither
is a good example of a station-area pyramid.
The Kane / Rando scheme has buildings along the DAAR from end to end,
not concentrated at the stations. The station platforms are in an atrium and,
in cross-section, the rail line is in the bottom of a canyon with buildings
terraced up some distance away on both sides. One drawing shows a
parking garage with parked cars having the best view of the atrium. The
drawings illustrate 20 or more buildings with from 4 to 6 million square
feet of built space but not focused on the station platform.
The Davis and Carter drawing depicts a cluster of buildings at the Reston
Avenue station area directly over the rail line and the public rights of way
but to show off the buildings has the project surrounded by looping ramps
and access roads that would isolate the mesa of buildings from the
surrounding land uses.
In Tysons Corner itself, drawings by Davis and Carter for the Tytransponsored exploration of shared-vehicle oriented development by Patrick
Kane and others provides insight. Here the intent is to show how infill
could enhance a site that is already among the most intensely developed
sections of Tysons Corner just west of the Tysons II Mall. The drawings
illustrate an elevated elevator people mover, perhaps assuming that
METRO would be located in the median of the DAAR.
The best example off the top of our head is the Nordwestzentrum stationarea on the U-Bahn in the Frankfurt Am Main New Urban Region (NUR).
Nordwestzentrum is on an extension of the NUR’s U-Bahn. But this is an
extension with a twist. Instead of expanding mindlessly into the periphery
of the urban area, this line takes a U turn and heads back toward the
Centroid to serve an area in a gore between diverging radial U-Bahn lines.
Nordwestzentrum is an island of more intensive urban land uses serving an
already existing area of lower intensity. The U-Bahn extension runs in the
median of a limited access roadway but swings off the right-of-way to
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place a station under a large superstructure that forms the base of a
pyramid of more intensive use.
Conceptually Nordwestzentrum is first rate. In the early execution it was
not. When we were working on the plans for Virginia Center, a multi-use
station-area development at what is now the Vienna / Fairfax / GMU
terminal station of the METRO Orange Line, the Fairfax County Planning
Director, Sid Steele suggested that our field work include a visit to
Nordwestzentrum.
We have slides from two visits in November 1984 and December 1985.
The combination of gray, New Brutalist architecture, gray skies and dirty
snow recall frigid, uninspiring experiences. When we were later in
Frankfurt Am Main we did not bother to visit. Through the wonders of the
Internet, you can Google “Nordwestzentrum” and see what 20-plus years
of prosperity, new structures and sunny weather can do to enhance the
reality of a great idea.
(8). When readers have completed reading this column and the two-step
sketch processes, they will be able to critique the WaPo story of 18
February and identify why comparing Tysons Corner and the Rosslyn–
Ballston Corridor is a red herring.
(9). Public Way Rights are a good idea in many places. Over the past five
decades Autonomobility advocates and their facilitators have rammed overdesigned limited access highways and wide primary arterials through
thousands of Neighborhoods. (See "Interstate Crimes," 28 February,
2005.) These roadways have shattered Beta Neighborhoods into
dysfunctional Beta Clusters and Beta Dooryards instead of uniting them
into Alpha Neighborhoods and Alpha Villages. These disaggregated Beta
Neighborhoods are home to millions of citizens in Beta Communities with
100s of millions of citizens. Instead of wasting $Billions “rebuilding” Iraq,
why not use a carbon tax to build strategically located air-rights platforms
to reconnect the urban fabric of the US of A in locations where access and
existing fabric create the market and support for revitalization and
reaggregation of the settlement pattern?
(10). Some have suggested that a “benefit” of the elevated line would be
the “view from a train.” However, not many shared-vehicle riders are
thrilled by views from a car window on an elevated line. Shared- vehicle
system riders are, in general, in a hurry to get somewhere. Occasionally,
there exceptional views, such as those from the bridges on Stockholm’s
Tunnelbanan. To the extent views are desirable, even with Pyramid
Strategy development, views could be incorporated. But “the view from
the train” should not be used as makeup for the porker.
(11). During a recent multi-party mass email exchange on the deplorable
state of the “recovery” efforts following hurricane Katrina, we witnessed
the rejection of mild support for Fundamental Change offered by Paul
Spreigegen the author of the landmark 1965 book, “Urban Design: The
Architecture of Towns and Cities.” See "Down Memory Lane With
Katrina.”
Gallery
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Graphic 1: WaPo Air photo of the Centre of Tysons Corner showing the
four METRO stations with .25 and .50 radii around each station
superimposed.

Graphic 2: Underground rail scenario

Graphic 3: Above ground scenario
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Graphic 4: Pyramid Strategy with Public Way Rights scenario.

Graphic 5: Richard L. Thornton rendering
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Recent Clippings
Overshadowed by the horror at Virginia Tech, the
MainStream Media contributed some solid reporting
in the last fortnight about taxes and the
environment. All the stories lacked was an
overarching context.

One good thing about a few stalwarts from the golden age
of print journalism still hanging around is this:
Some MainStream Media outlets like
WaPo and NY Times still have journalistic
resources sufficient to assign stories
before a siren goes off.
This condition stands in stark contrast to the “if it bleeds, it
leads” mantra of network, cable and on-line “news.”
“Screen view/web page view”-driven media takes an hourly
pulse of the stories that “Running Hard as They Cans” are
viewing and then allocates resources to feed the public
“more of what they want.” Anyone in Blacksburg can attest
to the herd mentality of “journalists” in search of a
superficial and emotional new angle on tragic, overexposed
but poorly understood event.
Here are some recent MainStream Media sightings that
reflect old-school, pre-planned coverage.
Learning from Tax Time
The Ides of April have passed and a lot could be gleaned
from the “in depth” stories assigned in anticipation of
reader interest in taxes around the 15th of April.
According to published reports the federal government did
not collect about $100 billion in taxes that would have
been due had the money not been stored sheltered
offshore tax havens. In addition, IRS lost another $345
billion from underreported tax liability – aka, tax fraud.
As Everett Dirksen would have said, a
$100 billion here, $345 billion there, and
pretty soon you are talking real money.
Half a Trillion is enough to finish the “mission
accomplished” job in Iraq or to do what Russia was not
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues07/04-30/Risse.php (1 of 6) [1/1/2008 4:44:12 PM]

Recent Clippings

able to do in Afghanistan.
Some would hope that this money could be used to assure
that Katrina I “rebuilding” does not set up a new
generation of victims for Katrina II. Real dreamers would
like to see half a trillion dollars used to intelligently address
the Mobility and Access Crisis and the Affordable and
Accessible Housing Crisis by supporting the evolution of
fundamentally different (aka, functional) human settlement
patterns.
Both the tax shelter and the tax fraud numbers are new
records and they are a barometer of the times. They are a
measure of greed, but they are also a measure of
disrespect for government and the rule of law.
These tax evasion totals also indicate that
the economies of First World nationstates have outgrown a tax on “income”
as a primary source of governance
support. This is due to the fact that
income is so easy to hide – especially for
the top five percent of the economic food
chain.
Since Mass OverConsumption is driving an imbalance of
trade payments, growing energy import dependency and
climate change, it seems logical to shift from a tax on
income to a tax on consumption. It would appear especially
smart to tax consumption of goods and services that make
the world a less good place. One attractive candidate would
be a tax on carbon.
Federal tax day provided a good reason to examine the
impact of the current trend of housing deflation on the
economy and on municipal tax revenues. Deflating
residential real estate values provides a good reason to
consider shifting the municipal tax burden away from the
value of real estate improvements. The taxes and fees to
support Cluster-, Neighborhood-, Village- and Communityscaled governance should be based on the cost of providing
services, not on the value of improvements.
A tax on land based upon the cost of providing public
services would be a step toward a fair allocation of the cost
of location variable goods and services. This would lead to
the evolution of functional human settlement patterns
which are the only solution to the Mobility and Access Crisis
and the Affordable and Accessible Housing Crisis. (See
"Beyond the Clear Edge," 26 May 2003.)
Who Is Paying What Compared to the Good Old
Days?
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One of the more interesting graphics published on 15 April
was in a story by Kevin Hassett titled “Show Me the
Money: Why We Pay Without a Whimper” (Outlook, Page 1,
WaPo.)

(Chart credit: Kevin Hassett
as published in the Washington Post)

Based on Department of Labor data, adjusted to 2005
dollars, the graphic shows that from 1983 to 2003, the
total amount paid in taxes for households earning $50,000
and $150,000 changed in significant ways. For lower
earning households the percentage of income devoted to
taxes went up as did the amount spent on housing, while
the amount “left over” for education, leisure, services,
charity and savings went down. For higher income
households, taxes remained at about the same level while
education, leisure, services and savings went up a lot.
Interestingly, money spent on mobility and access went
down for the lower earners and up for the higher earners.
This may reflect spacial disaggregation of higher income
households. Transport numbers are, of course, wildly
subsidized and thus household expenditures do not reflect
the true cost of mobility and access.
The most interesting fact is that the total tax per
household did not change much over the 20-year period.
It is clear that the complexity of society and thus the need
for governance services increased during this period. Many
believe that the inefficiency of governance grew worse.
With the gross increase in the cost of health services, much
of it paid for by public programs, it would be interesting to
see what programs were cut. Maintenance of infrastructure
is a good candidate.
These numbers document what seems obvious to many:
The costs and demands for governance services per capita
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both went up while the quality of service went down. In
this case “holding the line on costs” is not a win-win.
Also of interest is the fact that by this
admittedly gross measure, Elephant Clan
claims of lowering the taxes on their core
supporters – the top of the economic food
chain – is not supported.
In his last two columns at Bacons Rebellion “The Party’s
Over?” and “I Think We should See Other People”, Norman
Leahy has examined some of the fault lines in the Elephant
Clan.
It appears that the three main components of the Elephant
Clan’s “conservative” platform are:
●

●

●

Don’t tread on me, small government libertarians
We have a book that tells you how to act and what to
do, religious conservatives
The “big government” conservatives

This later group might better be called the “big spender
conservatives.” Elephant Clan leaders recognize that
politics has been monetized and regardless of the feelgood issues, they need big donors to hire consultants, buy
ads and pay for other requirements of a 50.5 percent
victory.
Big conservative donors are ones with lots of resources to
conserve but they are also the ones who benefit from big
government projects, contracts and programs thus the
expansion of government and public debt during the
Reagan and Bush presidencies.
Hassett’s graph suggests that Leahy’s three component big
tent for the Elephant Clan really does have some weak
poles. The weakest pole is that Elephant Clan control does
not produce the advertised results for the majority of wellto-do conservative donors. "Big" donors make a lot more
than $150,000 a year but there are not enough of them to
make much difference in the voting booth.
Learning from Earth Day
No place is old line MainStream Media’s time-sensitive
coverage more in evidence than on Earth Day. Editors and
publishers can read the polls. They know that citizens are
becoming more and more concerned about “the
environment” – the Bay, water quality, air quality, gas
prices, power lines and Climate Change.
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Many citizens would like to feel they are doing something
about “the environment.” Somehow they believe that if
they do the right thing then baby polar bears will not
drown, gas prices will not go up as fast, there will be more
crabs from the Bay to eat and Nags Head will not be
underwater as soon.
WaPo devoted the whole left side of page one of Metro
section on 21 April to ten things households and individuals
can do to support “Earth Day All Year Long.” It is a fine list.
Every idea is a good one but few are easy and all run
counter to Business As Usual advertising, which, along with
the President, suggests that the patriotic thing is to go
shopping. (See “Soft Consumption Paths," 7 Aug 2006).
We recall an old New Yorker cartoon with one rotund
executive telling another at a cocktail party, "We have
been in favor of historic preservation ever since it started
to pay.” You may have seen the Wal*Mart ad for energy
efficient light bulbs. It is a good thing those corkscrew
fluorescents are not cheap. If they were inexpensive, they
would never get shelf space.
As we noted above, most of the ten are not easy, and no
one suggests what “Running as Hard as They Cans” are
going to give up to accomplish these tasks. In addition,
most who have given the topic any thought could come up
with many similar actions to recommend.
The core problem is that if “everyone” made a good faith
effort to do every item on a composite list of similar
actions... But wait, “everyone” will not even buckle their
own seat belt, much less:
●

●
●
●
●

●
●
●
●

●

Turn off the water when brushing their teeth, get a
new toilet and stop watering their lawn
Swap out most of their lightbulbs
Get an energy audit
Buy locally grown food
Unplug all electronic devices that drain electricity
when not in use
Trap, store and use storm water
Reduce lawn fertilizer
Insulate the water heater
Change your commute (now there is a really good
idea!)
Clean up after your pet.

The ideas are well presented with relevant facts and
sources for more information. Many of these commonsense
suggestions are not easy to do, however, and even if
“everyone” did them, it would not make much difference
without systemic, fundamental, society-wide changes.
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From 60 to 70 percent of the US of A's petroleum is
consumed by transport. “Changing” the commute is not the
answer. Changing settlement patterns so most people are
where they want or need to be most of the time is the
answer.
From 60 to 70 percent of the total energy consumption is
for building, heating, cooling, lighting and providing
mobility and access for the current human settlement
patterns. The only way to achieve significant reductions in
energy consumption is the evolution of functional human
settlement patterns.
This is not a new realization. In the early 80s the
developers of Burke Centre cooperated in a federally
funded study of the Landings Neighborhood in Burke
Centre. The consultant produced a long list of suggestions.
Not one of them would any of the builders follow because
the builders, correctly, believed to do so would put them at
a disadvantage in market because the suggestions were
not what buyers wanted. (See “Whale on the Beach,” 28
Aug 2006.)
MainStream Media has a moral, ethical
and journalistic responsibility to provide
"news." By "news" we mean the
information citizens need to create and
maintain a democracy with a marketbased economy.
At the same time, the MainStream Media have a legal
obligation to stockholders to maximize profit. In the
current context, where 70 percent of the economy is
consumer spending, that means MainStream Media
supports and is a major contributor to Mass
OverConsumption. MainStream Media support Mass
OverConsumption by not questioning the validity or impact
of advertising and by avoiding effective challenges to the
safety and happiness Myths that drive Mass
OverConsumption.
MainStream Media coverage of governance and human
settlement pattern-impacting issues meet the legal
challenge but do not meet the moral and ethical
challenges. The coverage of mobility and access, affordable
and accessible housing, land conservation and other
aspects of reality do not provide the information necessary
for citizens to make intelligent choices in the voting booth
or in the marketplace.
Stay tuned for alternative choices.
-- April 30, 2007

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues07/04-30/Risse.php (6 of 6) [1/1/2008 4:44:12 PM]

What Is Wrong With This Picture?

The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

What Is Wrong with this Picture?
Yes, the United States does need to invest more
money on infrastructure. But without Fundamental
Change in human settlement patterns, most of the
spending would be squandered.

Last week we received a flier for an Urban Land Institute
(ULI) panel titled: “Neglecting Transportation Investment:
Are we Turning our Back on the Country’s Greatest
Economic Development Story?” (See End Note One.)
Few would argue that at the nation-state, state and
municipal levels, citizens and their governance structure
are investing far too little in the maintenance and repair of
infrastructure including transport. They are also neglecting
to intelligently invest in other systems and programs
necessary to support contemporary society – for example
education, food security, balance of trade, health care
systems, etc., etc.
Since World War II, public payments to
individuals and subsidies to pressure
groups (e.g. sugar and cotton farmers) as
well as the interest on public debt have
far outpaced investment in the future.
So, what is wrong with a breakfast session that focuses on
investment in transportation infrastructure? Two things:
●

●

Spending money on infrastructure to support the
current dysfunctional human settlement patterns is
throwing good money after bad.
“Economic development” in the context outlined in
this flier translates to continuing unsustainable Mass
Over-Consumption.

First, the issue of throwing good money after bad: On 9
May Jim Bacon posted “Annual Infrastructure Maintenance
Deficit: $ 1.6 Trillion and Counting” on the Bacon's
Rebellion blog. The focus of Jim’s post was a Wall Street
Journal article reporting on a new infrastructure study by
ULI.
Those interested in digging further into the topic of
infrastructure will find the links from, and some of the
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comments on, this post useful.
To ULI’s credit, the Wall Street Journal cites the ULI report
as suggesting that leaders and planners addressing
infrastructure investment “should reconsider the way U.S.
‘cities’ (sic) are built.” The Journal notes several possible
“solutions” set forth in the ULI report. The comments
following Jim’s post point out that these are not really
“solutions” but merely items to consider when crafting a
strategy to evolve Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns necessary create a sustainable future.
There is nothing in the ULI session flier to suggest that
before more money is spent on transport infrastructure
there needs to be a strategy for evolving functional and
sustainable settlement patterns. Once there is a
commitment to that strategy, there next needs to be a
plan for transport facilities and programs that will serve
and support the desired settlement patterns. As we have
noted in the past, the last plan to balance land use and
transportation in the National Capital Subregion was the
L’Enfant plan of 1791.
The second topic – “Economic Development” is more
complex and has not yet been intelligently addressed in
most discussions of infrastructure planning. It is just
“assumed” that economic development is an unvarnished
good thing that leads to prosperity, safety and happiness.
We noted in our backgrounder, “A New Metric for Citizen
Well Being,” that the political process in the US of A (and in
every democracy) must Fundamentally Change to replace
consumption- and growth-based prosperity as a measure
of citizen well being.
The development industry is now designed to drive
consumption: more houses, bigger houses, more offices,
larger offices and more roads and rails to serve them. It is
clear that we live in a finite galaxy on a finite planet. It is
even more clear that citizens, especially in the US of A, are
burning through critical nonrenewable resources at an
unsustainable rate. (See End Note Two.)
The U.S. economy is in a precarious position and not just
because 70 percent of the economy is driven by Mass OverConsumption of ill-informed citizens. (See End Note Three.)
It is not just a recession that is on the horizon, it is the end
of free (aka, well-informed and unsubsidized) markets and
democracy.
We document in "The Shape of the Future" that transport
failure (the Mobility and Access Crisis) is the canary in the
minefield of dysfunctional human settlement patterns.
Because of the obvious, immediate and widespread impact
up and down economic food chain of the Mobility and
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Access Crisis, questioning all attempts to spend money to
“solve” the Mobility and Access Crisis may be the best way
to illuminate the need for Fundamental Change in the
economic structure.
Since World War II every economic recovery has been
driven by autos and home building. Citizens need a new
conception of settlement patterns and of transport.
Questioning the reliance on Autonomobiles to provide
Mobility and Access would be a good place to start. (See
End Note Four.)
ULI prides itself on being a (or perhaps “the”) thought
leader in the development industry. Before ULI and others
launch an initiative to convince citizens to spend more on
future transport infrastructure there must be a strategy to
evolve sustainable settlement patterns and a path towards
those settlement patterns that does not rely on the MassOver-Consumption addictions of Business As Usual.
As if to underscore the need for action on Mass OverConsumption, WaPo's Sunday Business section featured a
story titled, "Save the Earth, Sacrifice Your Returns?
Investing with Your Conscience Has Its Rewards but May
Affect Your Bottom Line," by Jeff Brown.
The message is clear that society can maximize profits for
those at the top of the economic food chain or society can
evolve a sustainable future. ULI can push for this or for
that, but not for both. The WaPo story was a fitting item
for Mother's Day -- Mother Earth, that is.
-- May 14, 2007

End Notes
(1) Text from Urban Land Institute flier:

Neglecting Transportation Investment:
Are we Turning our Back on the Country's
Greatest Economic Development Story?
The Washington region’s exceptional economic
growth continues to provide the opportunity to
reshape and add value to our communities. This value
has been compromised however by insufficient
attention to and investment in transportation.
Learn from our experts what strategies are being
implemented nationally, regionally and locally to
address this imminent issue, as well as who will pay
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for
our roadways, mass transit, and other transportation
improvements. Determine how these region-changing
projects will add or create value as they unfold. Will
they keep up with regional growth and, if not, what
geographical areas will benefit or suffer as a result?
Series Chair: David Forrester
Moderator: James W. Todd
President, Forrester Construction Company President,
The Peterson Companies
Keynotes:
Anthony Downs, Senior Fellow, Metropolitian Policy,
The Brookings Institute
Thomas J. Murphy, Senior Resident Fellow, ULI-the
Urban Land Institute
Panelists:
Gerry Connolly, Chairman, Fairfax County Board of
Supervisors
Douglas Fahl, Executive VP, Land Design & Survey
Division, Dewberry
David Flanagan, President, Elm Street Development,
Inc.
John D. Porcari, Secretary, Maryland Department of
Transportation
(2) Last month's discovery of an “earth-like” planet outside our galaxy is
not an escape valve. With current technology it would take 1,200,000 years
to get there. The nearest sun-like star in our own galaxy is a mere 250,000
travel years away.
(3) The folly of dependence on imported energy and vulnerability to a
global food security failure grows more obvious every day. Trade
agreements, tariffs and subsidies are yielding the wrong results as
demonstrated by the balance of payments, pressure for illegal immigration,
systemic unemployment and other dysfunctions.
If there were need for further proof, the performance of the New York
Stock Exchange last Thursday and Friday demonstrates that stock markets
are just another gambling venue. The fact that some can make money by
offering “sub-prime” mortgages demonstrates that “prime” is a fictitious
fabrication of financial institutions. Did it seem very warm to you last
week? And what about the first subtropical storm of the season arriving
three weeks early? Someone said that Santa Catalina was on fire?
(4) Last week Dan Lienert noted in Forbes that many Autonomobiles lose
40 to 50 percent of their value in the first two years. That means for many,
half their investment is gone before the car is paid for. Talk about ways to
subsidize the Autonomobile industry!
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The Conservation Imperative
No fantastical technology, green or otherwise, can
keep the world on its increasingly energy-intensive
development path. We need to get serious about
conservation.

On Thursday 31, May 2007, Jim Bacon posted on energy
conservation at the Bacon’s Rebellion Blog: “Conservation
Could Save 10 Percent.” Jim’s summary and the WaPo
story he cites spell out the basics of a study by Summit
Blue, Inc. that outlines straightforward strategies to
conserve a modest amount of energy.
There are a number of useful comments responding to
Jim’s post and one that is so unfounded and dangerous
that it demands a rebuttal: At 12:18 PM on 1 June
“Anonymous” said:
Who cares! Energy is everywhere, abundant,
and freely streaming down on us from the Sun.
Soon it will be virtually free for everyone.
Conservation will be irrelevant. More energy,
more prosperity. Cheaper energy, cheaper
concrete, cheaper high rise housing. Whining
about conservation is a waste of time.
One marvels that anyone skilled enough to access the
Internet and use a keyboard would bother to post such a
statement. (NB: He/she was smart enough not to post a
name because that could be used to trace the real agenda
of the poster – most likely to obscure reality in the hopes
of reaping an unearned profit.) The greater problem is that
many citizens hunger to believe there is a basis for this
sort of preposterous pronouncement.
Following the “Who cares!” post another blogger made the
elegant observation that while “abundant,” solar energy
also is “thin.” Due to the capital cost of converting it to
human use, solar energy will never be “virtually free.” The
response also pointed out that a few billion years later,
when the sun has gone super-nova and solar energy is
intensively “streaming down,” the Earth will be a pathetic
black cinder.
For some, that response to “Anon 12:18 / Who cares!” is
sufficient. There are, however, several points that need to
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be added.
Thin and Thick
As noted in the response to “Who cares!”, solar energy is
indeed “thin.” The same is true for all the contemporary
(aka, “renewable”) carbon-based energy sources that
directly result from solar energy via photosynthesis. (See
End Note One.)
The same thin / thick relationship exists for all the direct
and indirect strategies for converting solar-system derived
energy including wind and tide based sources. (See End
Note Two.)
To put a sharp point on the “thin / thick”
reality: Energy sources derived from
contemporary (aka, “renewable”) solar
system energy are all “thin.”
Now, consider where energy is needed to support
contemporary human activity.
Over 95 percent of the citizens in First World nation-states
such as the US of A, are engaged in urban activities. The
most functional, and by far the most energy efficient,
settlement patterns to support these urban activities from
economic, social and physical perspectives result in a
“thick” / focused demand pattern. Even at very low
densities the entire urban population of the US of A
functions well on a maximum of 5 percent of the land area.
Collecting energy from “thin” sources and delivering it to
efficient but “thick” human demand patterns is a
fundamental, overarching problem for all renewable energy
resources.
Thick and Thin
On the thick / thin spectrum it is “natural capital” – the
stored energy sources accumulated over billions of years –
that are “thick” / focused or rich. Most of those resources –
coal fields, oil fields, tar sands, etc. are in locations remote
from the foci of demand and thus require transport. Using
the focused (“thick”) resources is not a walk in the park
even with efficient pipeline, barge or rail transport.
By definition, the focused (aka, thick, stored,
nonrenewable) resources are finite. Relative to a demand
curve that is growing geometrically, they are in limited
supply.
In addition, the large-scale use of hydrocarbons /
petrochemicals and other thick resources to produce
energy have inconvenient byproducts. These include direct
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and indirect pollution and natural system imbalance –
unless expensive and energy consumptive scrubbers and
filters are employed.
Nuclear (fission) energy sources may be in greater supply
theoretically, but the conversion to useful energy is costly
and the byproducts are even more problematic. Fusion
sources have their own set of limitations, geothermal
sources are expensive to access in most locations, marine
sources are remote and so are the best hydro sources.
(See End Note Three.)
The hydro-to-electric energy paradigm spelled out in End
Note Three demonstrates the illogic and economic
bankruptcy of an energy strategy that strings high voltage
transmission lines around eastern United States. It is not a
matter of aesthetics, culture or history. It is a matter of a
self-defeating energy strategy.
Focusing on any “thin” (renewable)
energy strategy to create a resource to
replace the profligate waste of “thick”
sources such as stored hydrocarbons will
always be costly and will, sooner rather
than later, fail to satisfy a growing
demand profile.
Thin energy sources and almost all of the “alternative”
energy sources have beneficial (but not “virtually free”)
applications. There are a range of new energy sources
being researched (e.g. controlled fusion) but none are low
tech and none will be cheap compared to burning natural
capital.
The Winning Strategies
To support functional and sustainable human settlement
patterns of urban activity, the real energy “solutions” are
strategies such as co-generation, recycling waste heat and
modular integrated utility systems using emerging
technology.
Bringing these sources on line will require intelligent policy,
innovative design and a fair allocation of costs. Most
important they will require enlightened self interest to
drastically reduce demand. We call these changes in the
trajectory of “Business As Usual” and “Politics As Usual”
energy consumption “Fundamental Change.”
Anything approaching the existing per capita consumption
– much less demand generated by increased population
and compounded by expansion of per capita consumption
in “developing” economies – will create high energy costs.
Scenarios for extracting energy from new sources,
including fuel cells, controlled fusion and improved fission
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technology will be costly. For example, isolating hydrogen
to use in fuel cells requires energy from other sources.
Every strategy for energy generation, conversion, storage
and transport is expensive and / or has detrimental and
unsustainable outcomes. Mythical “cold fusion” and
hallucinogenic drugs are the alternative to intelligent
strategies of Fundamental Change.
Rich and Poor
The primary need for energy conservation (and other
aspects of “true conservatism”) is not the prospect of an
immediate resource collapse. Unless there is a cataclysmic
solar-system-scale or intra-galactic-scale event, humans
will not suddenly “run out of” sunlight, oxygen, hydrogen,
carbon, minerals and other basic resources – at least not
“soon.” Of course, consumption patterns will have to
change. One the current trajectory, resources will, at some
point, be exhausted.
The overarching problem is that consumption of energy
resources – at accelerating rates, using current processes
and in scattered locations – combine to thwart the
evolution of sustainable economic, social and physical
patterns and systems – in particular functional and
sustainable human settlement patterns. Only these
functional and sustainable patterns and densities of land
use have the potential to make humans happy and safe in
the foreseeable future.
It is a given that energy will grow more expensive as the
rich reserves of natural capital are burned up and cheap
energy must be replaced by other resources and
strategies. The trajectory of consumption must be adjusted
so that the Wealth Gap does not make energy a luxury for
those at the top of the economic food chain.
If democratic governance and market
economics are to be maintained, the
majority of humans must be happy and
safe, not just the ones at the top of the
heap. There is no faster way to homegrow terrorist than blatant economic
discrimination and resource depravation.
The First Order of Business
The pressing, immediate need is for places to clearly
demonstrate the feasibility of conservation and alternative
energy source applications. Citizens must come to
understand the parameters of a sustainable future. The
best place to do this is in small urban enclaves with high
Institutional Capacity. (See End Note Four.)
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The "solutions" that may work to conserve energy and
capitalize on alternative energy sources are small-scale
solutions that must be developed, tested and demonstrated
at the scale of application. This means they must be Alpha
Neighborhood scale, Alpha Village scale and Alpha
Community scale programs. In larger urban
agglomerations there are three problems with intelligently
addressing energy conservation and demonstrating
intelligent strategies:
●

●

●

No one yet understands that these smaller scales of
human activity are organic components of the
settlement pattern inside the Clear Edge around the
Core of every New Urban Region. Good ideas get lost
in the morass of uber-places like "Fairfax" that are
not organic components of human settlement.
No big fish make a profit from small scale
applications. Gross subsidies like the billions spent on
ethanol substitution are much more attractive to
Business As Usual and Politics As Usual.
Most important of all, no one makes a profit from
conservation. Fat, immediate cash flows are derived
from expanding consumption, not from conservation.

The solution to the Energy Conservation Crisis will require
addressing each of these conditions in a context where
viable alternatives to Business As Usual can be
demonstrated. There is not a single program in the current
U.S. Senate package, the current U.S. House package or in
the widely promoted “solutions” of the current federal
administration that address any of these issues. It is all
about alternative fuels (not alternative systems), more
drilling (not less demand) and a lot of pandering rhetoric.
Dana Milbank does a superb job of capturing the idiocy of
the current conditions at the federal level in his column “A
Wind-Powered Town, an Energy Bill and a Lot of Hot
Air” (Washington Post, 15 June, 2007, page A-2.) No single
three or four line quote will do it justice. Read it all.
Real solutions do not appear in the image ads paid for by
energy companies nor can they be found in the programs
of any of the 37 “leaders” who have expressed interest in
becoming the next President of the United States.
“Global warming,” “greenhouse gas” and “climate change
are important issues but they have become political
footballs. It is important to understand that excess energy
consumption will be a economic, social and physical
disaster if not addressed soon. This is not a threat of four
vs. eight inches of sea level rise in a decade, it is a matter
of household, enterprise and agency bankruptcy.
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Intelligently addressing energy conservation will solve the
climate change / global warming problem to the extent
that human activity can impact overarching natural
processes that are, at this point, poorly understood.
The Road Ahead
The path to bring energy consumption into balance with
sustainable energy sources will involve:
●

●

●

●

Reversing population growth at the regional, nationstate and global scales
Reducing per capita energy consumption, especially
in the energy-hog First World nation-states
Evolving alternative sources of energy that match
the scale and distribution of contemporary human
needs
Evolving human settlement patterns that minimize
energy consumption

Each of these goals requires effort at the multi-national,
nation-state, state, regional and Alpha (Balanced)
Community scales. That includes effort at each of the
scales of the organic components that make up Balanced
Communities.
What has happened with the modest Kyoto accords
provides a glimpse at how hard this will be and why
demonstration of the feasibility and functionality of
solutions at the Neighborhood, Village and Community
scales are so important.
The Road Blocks
The first two categories -- reversing population growth and
per capita energy consumption -- are obvious and simple
to understand. They are also treated as whales on the
beach and political third rails. That is because of citizen
ignorance of the potential consequences and the hope that
there is a silver bullet. Silver bullets range from more
ethanol, more drilling and more transmission lines
promised by pandering politicians to cheap solar energy,
Autonomobiles running on fuel cells, cold fusion and
fantasies tossed out by anonymous bloggers and sellers of
snake oil.
The last two categories -- evolving alternative sources of
energy that match the scale and distribution of
contemporary human needs, and evolving human
settlement patterns that minimize energy consumption -are the most difficult to grasp. Sustainable energy sources
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must match the demands of an urban society.
Over the past 200 years the daily activities of humans in
the First World have morphed from 95 percent non-urban
to 95 percent urban. The rest of the world’s population is in
hot pursuit.
Over 50 percent of the Earth’s population is now living in
urban environments. It is not enough for energy sources to
be “near” urban agglomerations, they must be in those
agglomerations and scaled to serve the organic
components of human settlement patterns where a direct
relationship between conservation and cost can be
demonstrated.
Functional and sustainable settlement patterns require the
evolution of Balanced components of human activity. In the
US of A around 70 percent of the imported energy is
consumed by transport and about 70 percent of the
greenhouse gases are generated by transport activities.
Unsustainable transport energy demand is the direct result
of the dysfunctional distribution of the origins and
destinations of travel. This dysfunctional distribution of
human activity is due in large part to a failure to evolve
Balanced components of human settlement. We have noted
in the past and will repeat in an upcoming Backgrounder
“The Problem with Cars,” that free, non-polluting energy
for Autonomobiles will not solve the Mobility and Access
Crisis.
The overarching cause of the Mobility and Access Crisis and
the excessive energy consumed by the transport of people
and goods and the provision of goods and services is the
settlement pattern that results from gross over-reliance on
Autonomobiles for Mobility and Access. Reliance on
Autonomobiles has had the effect of atomizing of society,
which has proven to be expensive, destabilizing and
unsustainable – especially from the perspective of energy
consumption.
To repeat: Alternative strategies for both
conservation and generation must be
tested and be functional at small scale in
ways that illustrate the futility of trying to
serve a random and dysfunctional
distribution of origins and destinations of
travel.
Back to "Who Cares!"
The comments of the anonymous author of "Who cares!”
suggest the need to carefully consider of the proposition
that speech that reality-distorting speech, like yelling
“Fire!” in a crowded theater, is not protected by any
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constitutional right.
These words also raise the question: Why do so many
otherwise sane citizens make statements like Anoymous
12:18? Even more important, why are there so many
citizens who want so badly to believe this silliness?
We have asked many thoughtful citizens this question: One
frequent answer: “Perhaps they despair at the scope of the
Fundamental Change necessary to avoid the consequences
of the end of cheap energy.”
Another answer: “Advocates of Business As Usual
apparently have no children or grandchildren and do not
care what happens to society when the energy- and
resource-constrained future dawns.”
EMR
-- June 19, 2007

End Notes
(1). This is one reason why producing ethanol in large quantities in a
central plant is such an inefficient source of energy even if the facility uses
waste feedstock and does compete for food or useful fiber – e.g. corn. Any
big plant has to collect the feedstock from a large territory and then
transport the ethanol to places to use it. That is why the current method of
subsidizing oil companies for using ethanol is such a stupendously, wrongheaded waste.
(2). This limitation does not apply to small-scale, dispersed, direct and
indirect solar agglomerating strategies. More on that below. About 70
percent of the Earth’s surface is salt-water oceans. This means that marine
systems and marine resources have more potential for renewable energy
than terrestrial sources. Capitalizing on this renewable energy source
requires global coordination, cooperation and management of the resources
far beyond anything yet implemented.
(3). Hydro sources provide a useful demonstration of the importance of
location and scale. Hydro sources are very useful for mechanical
applications at the source, e.g. water wheels. However, when hydro energy
is converted to electricity the end use of the electricity needs to be near the
source. If not, an energy-consumptive result such as the following
evolves:
During the later half of the 20th century Anaconda and later Alcoa made a
lot of money shipping bauxite from Africa and Jamaica to Seattle,
Washington, and then hauling it in rail cars to Columbia Falls, Montana, to
be smelted into aluminum a few miles from the Bonneville Power
Authority dam at Hungry Horse. The aluminum ingots were then loaded
back on rail cars and shipped back to Seattle to be made into airplanes.
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The reason for all this wasted motion and energy? The economic impact of
line loss in electricity transport. The rising controversy over the new 500
KW transmission lines in the Countryside is another aspect of the physics
of energy transfer.
(4). Jim Bacon has written about the Greater Warrenton-Fauquier, VA
initiative by the Town of Warrenton’s mayor George Fitch in “One Man's
Trash,” 5 March 2007. A recent CNN story noted a similar an interest in
energy self-sufficiency expressed in Greater Woodstock-Ulster, New York.
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Still No Exit
Earth is the only biosphere we've got. Gliese 581-CA, the closest potentially earth-like planet yet
discovered, is 20 light-years away. We must build a
sustainable civilization here at home.

We have been studying energy supply and conversion
data in preparation for the chapter in "Bridges" on Mobility
and Access. How anyone can face the public or stand for
office at the municipal, state or federal level without
addressing the unsustainable trajectory of these data is
beyond comprehension.
That realization got us to thinking about the context for the
current challenges facing governance practitioners and
wondering how they can face voters and the media or get
to sleep at night. (See End Note One.)
There must be something in the back of the minds of the
Business-As-Usual advocates and apologists that lets them
whistle past the graveyard day after day. After due
consideration it must be something like this:
Hey if things get too bad we can just bail
out. I heard about this place on CNN that
sounds pretty good...
In exploring this issue we are not stepping outside the
Virginia-centric focus of Bacon's Rebellion but rather
providing context for consideration of the Mobility and
Access Crisis, the Affordable and Accessible Housing Crisis
and the Helter Skelter Crisis, the latter of which Jim
explores in his lead column.
Let us start with this observation:
There are no viable alternatives to
humans evolving sustainable settlement
patterns to support a prosperous, stable
and environmentally sound civilization.
The ninth of the Nine Fundamental Theses articulated in
Chapter 1 of "The Shape of the Future" states that there is
“No Exit.” The reality that there is in fact “No Exit” is
further explored at the beginning of Chapter 23, which is
devoted to the concept of “sustainability”.
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A place to start in supporting the “No Exit” view is the fact
that there are no planets in Earth’s Solar system that
would sustain Earth’s life forms without hugely expensive
enclosures to create habitable environments – places like
the Space Station, only far harder to get to and maintain.
The only large-scale attempt to create an enclosed
environment on Earth - the Biosphere in Oracle, Ariz. - cost
$200 million dollars and was an economic and social - say
nothing of physical - failure. (See End Note Two.)
The good news is that in the seven years since "The Shape
of the Future" was published, the number of known planets
outside the solar system has increased to somewhere
between 220 and 230. (See End Note Three.)
The bad news is that almost all of the planets are giant gas
balls like Jupiter with extremely high temperatures, making
them unlikely candidates for a place to which earthlings
might escape the failure of humans to survive on Earth,
even if they could get there.
In April of 2007, European astronomers confirmed the
discovery of Gliese 581-C-A. This planet, which orbits the
red dwarf star Gliese 581-C, is the first “rocky” earth-like
planet orbiting at a distance from its star that might create
conditions whereby water could be found as ice, liquid and
vapor as it is on Earth.
Gliese 581-C-A is only 120 to 130 trillion miles (20.5 light
years) away. (Again See End Note 3.) Within days CNN
reported that NASA was factoring the discovery of Gliese
581-C-A into its plans for a trip to Mars 20+/- years from
now.
A manned trip to Mars would take six months, the cost
would be stupendous and the utility would be questionable
when compared with launching unmanned scientific
payloads including telescopes in space. (See End Note 4.)
Scientific instruments in orbit around the earth and sent on
unmanned missions outside Earth's gravitational field have
provided, and can in the future provide, invaluable
information. Examples include information on and
protection from real threats like meteors and asteroids that
have and could again impact the Earth with devastating
results. Just ask the dinosaurs.
A mission to Mars, on the other hand, has only limited
value, especially if we cannot even create a sustainable
trajectory for human habitation of Earth. The idea that it
would be useful to mine resources on Mars when we waste
the same resources here is mind boggling.
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The inevitability of earthlings remaining in galactic
quarantine is confirmed by the fact that with current
technology it would take 1.2 million years for a one-way
trip to Gliese 581-C-A versus six months to get to Mars.
If humans were able to figure out a way
to travel at the speed of light, it would
still take an entire lifetime to reach Gliese
581-C-A and return. This would make
shuttle service at the speed of light a
multi-generational effort.
The closest theoretical “safe havens” in space are yet-tobe-discovered planets in orbit around three stars identified
in Chapter 23, Box 1 of "The Shape of the Future": Alpha,
Beta and Proxima Centauri. They are only about 25 trillion
miles away. It would require only 250,000 years to reach
them with current technology and four-plus years traveling
at the speed of light.
With current mobility strategies it is not possible to move
the residents of New Orleans 30 miles in 24 hours to get
them out of harm's way. The idea that there is some exit
or an excuse to not make human habitation of Earth
sustainable is simply preposterous.
Let us all agree that the first priority is to make humans
safe and happy on this planet. Success in that mission
would validate the possibility of humans exploring beyond
the Moon in person once there is technology, the cost of
which makes such activity a rational priority for human
resource expenditure.
-- July 2, 2007

End Notes
(1). In our Bacon's Rebellion Blog post “Insights and Silliness”
of 24 June, we list 10 current Crises
Mobility and Access Crisis
Affordable and Accessible Housing Crisis
Helter Skelter Crisis
Wealth Gap Crisis
Energy Crisis
Balance of Payments Crisis
Retirement and Health Benefits Crisis
Food Security Crisis
Communicable Disease Crisis
Personal and Community Security Crisis requiring a War on
Terrorism
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Add to those the Illegal Aliens Among Us Crisis that has been
in the national news and you have a lot of things that the
current governance mechanism is not doing well.
(2). Biosphere was a 3.15-acre structure built to be an artificial
closed ecological system in Oracle, Ariz., by Space Biosphere
Ventures. Constructed between 1987 and 1989, it tested if and
how people could live and work in a closed biosphere while
carrying out scientific experiments. The funding for the $200
million project came from Edward Bass.
As of June 5, 2007, the Biosphere site, totaling 1,650 acres
located in the Tucson New Urban Region, was sold to a
residential home developer for US$50 million. A development
including homes and a resort hotel is planned for a portion of
the land. The Biosphere itself, now termed “Biosphere 2," is
open to the public for tours. (Source: Wikipedia and Biosphere
2 website.)
(3). During a six-day period, three different news reports
reported the number of planets found to date to be either 220
or 230 and the distance to Gliese 581-C to be either 120
trillion miles or 130 trillion miles. But what is 10-trillion miles
among friends?
(4). Achenback, Joel. “Here’s Looking at You, Universe.” The
Washington Post. 13 May 2007, B-1
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How About Sustainable Logic?
In the community of people who think seriously
about economic development and the natural
environment, "sustainable" has a specific meaning.
In Virginia, that meaning has been corrupted by
loose usage.

What madness afflicts those who collect pay from public
bodies on the pretense of providing Mobility and Access
(aka, transport) “leadership”? That question is inspired by
Jim Bacon’s Blog post “Transit Sustainability” quoting Kevin
Page, Virginia’s director of rail transportation who espouses
the concept of “transit sustainability.”
Gro Harlem Brundtland, we hope you did not hear about
this!
“Transit” (aka, shared-vehicle Mobility and Access
Systems) are systems to support human settlement
patterns. They are not facilities or systems that are
“sustainable” any more than a sewer system is
“sustainable” in the now (almost) universally accepted
meaning of the term as defined by the Brundtland
Commission (the World Commission on Environment and
Development) in "Our Common Future" (1987).
Governments are created to provide, and/
or ensure the provision of, systems to
support the health, safety and welfare of
citizens. Providing for Mobility and Access
for its citizens is a function of governance.
Let us start with the basics. Before citizens and their
governments can decide which Mobility and Access system
makes sense, they have to know which human settlement
patterns support a sustainable society.
The first step is to determine what patterns and densities
of human settlement pattern citizens desire, are willing to
pay for and can be sustained in the natural world. This
determination must be made on a New Urban Region-wide
and Urban Support Region-wide basis. It cannot be done
by the municipalities that have acknowledged they already
have a Mobility and Access Crisis.
A good place to start identifying functional human
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settlement patterns is to examine the patterns and
densities of land use that are favored in the marketplace.
To realistically sort out these settlement patterns two
conditions should exist:
●

●

Citizens have a choice, and
Individuals, Households, Enterprises, Institutions and
Agencies pay the full location-variable expenses.

The next step is to examine the existing settlement
patterns and determine the best way to evolve these
patterns from the current dysfunctional conditions to
achieve new patterns and densities of land use that meet
the needs of the citizens in the Region, not just a few at
the top of the food chain.
To test if the patterns and densities that now exist are
functional it is useful to ask three questions:
●

●

●

Is there a Mobility and Access Crisis in your Region in
your Region?
Is there an Affordable and Accessible Housing Crisis
in your Region?
Is there a Helter Skelter Crisis in your Region?

There is broad agreement regarding the first two crises in
most New Urban Regions and Urban Support Regions in the
United States.
The Helter Skelter Crisis listed refers to the scatteration of
urban land uses across the Countryside. Scatteration is a
direct cause of the first two crises and is an underlying
cause of air, water and land pollution, excess energy
consumption, high cost and low quality of public and
private services and other indicators of dysfunction. If
unchecked, the dysfunctional settlement patterns
characteristic of the Helter Skelter Crisis leads to economic
stagnation, social conflict and physical collapse.
Now that you are comfortable with the need for
Fundamental Change, here are two guidelines to use in
evolving from the existing conditions to a sustainable
future settlement pattern:
●

●

Save and renew the best of the existing urban fabric,
and
Build new fabric so that functional, Balanced
components of human settlement pattern evolve
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The goal of the process is to create sustainable New Urban
Regions and stable Urban Support Regions made up of
Balanced Communities. Balanced Communities consist of
Alpha Villages that are in turn composed of Alpha
Neighborhoods made up of Alpha Clusters with Alpha
Dooryards containing Alpha Units. Alpha Units are home to
safe, happy households. Outside these urban enclaves in
both New Urban Regions and Urban Support Regions one
would find viable Countryside.
When broad settlement pattern goals are established by
democratic processes:
THEN there can be discussion and decisions on the facilities
and systems that provide Mobility and Access for the
desired, sustainable patterns and densities of land use.
Of course this is not a linear process but rather an iterative
one. The reason for cycles of consideration and
reconsideration is that some settlement patterns that
might seem attractive in the abstract cannot be provided
with Mobility and Access. The same would be true if the
desired pattern was sketched out to have all the structures
floating 30 feet in the air: Gravity would have something to
say about such a scheme. Just as gravity limits the location
of structures, the laws of physics and economics limit the
options of establishing settlement pattern / Mobility and
Access Balance. We explore this issue extensively in
Bacon’s Rebellion columns, most recently in “Solution to
the Commuter Problem,” 5 February 2007.
Why do so many governance practitioners find it impossible
to understand the rational process to determine the range
of functional Mobility and Access systems? They
intentionally ignore reality.
Municipal and state governance
practitioners, land development interests
and the transport community do not want
land use and transport alternatives
considered as a single, integrated issue.
When land use and transport are considered together,
economic, social and physical reality intrudes on the
fiefdoms of governance practitioners, land development
interests and the transport industry. This reality limits their
ability to maximize short-term profit.
Another way to say this is that requiring a comprehensive
view of land use, human settlement patterns and transport
options informs the market and allows citizens to make
better decisions in the voting booth and in the market. No
one would suggest this process was followed in the current
attempt to bring Rail to Dulles. (See “All Aboard," 16 April
2007, and “The Phase 1 Contract: Read It and Weep” on
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the Bacon’s Rebellion Blog, 12 July 2007.)
Reality crimps the ability of enterprise
(especially corporate enterprise) to make
short-term profits and hampers political
clan fund raising.
Now back to “transit sustainability”...
It is clear that such an idea is silly, especially coming form
a public official who is paid to help provide Mobility and
Access. Perhaps Kevin Page meant that a shared-vehicle
(transit) system should “pay for itself” but that is silly too.
No one suggests that private-vehicle systems or airlines
pay for themselves. Canals and railroads could not have
started without vast government “contributions.” Again,
Mobility and Access is a function of government. One part
of it cannot be separated out and required to pay for itself
any more than the police, fire and public safety or
education can “pay for itself.”
There is no question that the Commonwealth is facing a
Mobility and Access Crisis. In the MainStream Media,
Bacons Rebellion blog and in other fora, there has been an
abundance of discussion of how public officials are going to
solve the Mobility and Access Crisis. Most of it is madness,
pure simple madness akin to the idea of “transit
sustainability.”
Chris Zimmerman, an Arlington County Board member and
chair of the Northern Virginia Transportation Authority,
sums up this madness well. In speaking of the scheme to
raise $300 million for a few of the “transport solutions” on
municipal wish lists with a scatter shot of taxes and fees he
said: “Now we have a chance to actually do something. It’s
not ideal, but it’s basically this or nothing.”
HELLO!
Doing more of the same without Fundamental Changes in
human settlement patterns will just make congestion
worse. There must be a Balance between the travel
demand generated by the settlement pattern and the
capacity of the Mobility and Access System.
This is a case where "nothing" is better than "something"
because the "something" gives the illusion of making things
better but Community-wide and Region-wide makes the
Mobility and Access Crisis worse. By the time that is
obvious to citizens this generation of governance
practitioners has retired.
First there needs to be a strategy to evolve functional
settlement patterns THEN citizens can decide on what
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Mobility and Access facilities are needed.
Fundamental Change in human settlement patterns will
require a Fundamental Change in governance. Guess which
two governance practitioners are at the top of the list of
those who have not gotten the message?
Oh yes! The Build More Roads Now, Forget About the
Future lobby (aka, the Northern Virginia Transportation
Alliance) issued a Friday the 13th “Alert” titled “Success!
Authority Enacts New Sustainable Transportation Funding.”
I am not making this up. Sorry Ms. Brundtland.
-- July 16, 2007
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End of the Family as we Knew It
The word "family" means many things to many
people. For purposes of examining human
settlement patterns, the term "household" is more
precise.

A recurring theme of Shape of the Future columns has
been the need to evolve a robust and definitive
Vocabulary to discuss human settlement patterns. We
have explored this issue in prior columns (“The
Foundation of Babble,” 28 November 2005;
“Deconstructing the Tower of Babel,” 12 December 2005;
“Babble Postscript,” 3 January 2006; and “Words Matter,”
20 March 2006.) As these columns document, evolving a
functional Vocabulary requires defining new words and
phrases and avoiding the use of confusing words. Words
suggested to be avoided in discussion of human
settlement patterns back in 2000 when The Shape of
the Future was published include “city,” “ex-urban,”
“local,” “rural,” “sprawl” and “suburb / suburban.”
(See End Note One.)
The long-promised Shape of the Future GLOSSARY is
now posted on Bacon's Rebellion in draft form, open for
review comments and/or suggestions. The latest updated
version will be included in the anticipated publishing of
TRILO-G in 2008. Since compiling the original
GLOSSARY, we have added a new word to avoid:
“family.”
Why remove “family” from the words used to discuss
human settlement pattern? Here is the explanation
contained in the draft GLOSSARY:
Family
Since publication of The Shape of the
Future in 2000, the use of the word
“family” has been recognized as a source
of misconceptions concerning human
settlement patterns and thus becomes a
Core Confusing Word. In TRILO-G and
the Three-Step Process of HANDBOOK,
“family” has been replaced by

“Household.” Avoiding the use of the word
family, unless it is further described or put
in context, is suggested.
There have always been a number of uses
of the word “family.” The word family has
been overused and caused confusion when
discussing human settlement patterns
but recent data indicates that it is time to
recognize the problem in a formal way. The
reason behind avoiding use of the word
“family” at this time is due to the
confusion caused by referring to the
occupants of a single dwelling Unit as a
family because of the assumptions that
citizens draw from what they assume
“family” to mean.
The general assumption is that a family is
a husband, a wife and their children unless
the description includes a modifier such as
“extended” as in “extended family.”
Consideration of a typical Dooryard
suggests that “family” is an inappropriate
way to describe the occupants of the
majority of the dwelling Units.
The sample Dooryard profiled below is
made up of Single Household Detached
(SHD) dwellings with a 2006 assessed
value ranging from $525,000 to $625,000.
The demographic profile of the occupants is
somewhat older but otherwise mirrors the
New Urban Region profile. If the
following data applies to what municipal
comprehensive plans typically call “a stable
single family neighborhood,” consider the
occupant profile of Units in other contexts.
Here is the data for one 10-Unit
Dooryard. In this Dooryard there are
Units with the following occupants:
1. A mother, a father and their young
children
2. A mother and father with one minor
child plus minor children of the mother
from a previous marriage
3. A mother, father and a grandchild
4. A mother, father, an adult child and her

daughter (a grandchild)
5. A mother and father and two adult
children
6. A father with minor children and a new
companion
7. A mother with adult children but none
living in the Unit
8. A mother and father with an adult child
but not living in the Unit
9. Two empty nest couples where both
husband and wife have children but no
children in common and none living in the
Unit
Out of the 10 Units how many are
occupied by a “family”? One, two, three,
seven? All the Units are occupied by
Households and thus the use of the term
in discussing human settlement
patterns.
Beyond the complexity of relationships in
the Units within a specific Dooryard, it is
well documented that a mother, father and
minor children - blended families or not make up less than 25% of the Households
in the United States. In spite of this, most
houses are designed as if they are going to
be occupied by a “traditional family.”
There is nothing “wrong” with any of these
living arrangements, the majority are just
not what comes to mind when the word
“family” is used and, as suggested below,
skew the discussion of functional human
settlement patterns.
Even more important, the categories into
which the 10 Units in this Dooryard can
be classified have changed significantly
within a short period of time. Of the 10
households over the past five years, four
have completely changed with a new set of
occupants. One Unit has been home to
three separate Households in five years.
In five of the other Units, persons within
the Household have changed, thus
shifting the Unit from one of the nine

categories listed above to another. The
occupants of one Unit have changed
categories seven times in nine years. Over
a 5 year period, only one Household has
stayed the same with the same individuals
and the same status. Ninety percent turn
over in 5 years is a huge rate of change
and is far more flux than is usually thought
of as “turnover.” Most “turnover”
calculations are based on “sale-of-unit”
data. That metric, and most other
perceptions of the family, are archaic.
Yes, there are Dooryards, especially ones
with Units that were built recently where a
majority of the Units are occupied by a
mother, a father and their children. That
will change in time. When the Units in the
profiled Dooryard were sold about 10
years ago five Units were occupied by a
mother, a father and minor children and
one Unit by a mother and minor children.
(See End Note Two for the definitions of Dooryard,
Household and Unit. Words in boldface type are
included in the GLOSSARY.)
We were shocked when we first saw this data. We
discussed it with others familiar with similar “well-to-do”
Dooryards and found comparable profiles in every
Dooryard about which there was relevant data. We
would encourage readers to survey a Dooryard with
which they are familiar.
The first problem, as with any survey, may be that many
do not yet know where their Dooryard starts and stops
or know enough about the residents of the Dooryard to
summarize the data. This in itself says a lot about the
dysfunctional disaggregation of contemporary society.
(See the definition of Dooryard in End Note Two. For an
in-depth discussion of the importance of Dooryards see
The Shape of the Future.)
So why is the disjunction between the stereotype of the
family and its reality a problem? We address this issue in
our column “A Yard Where Johnny Can Run and Play” (1
December 2003).
The assumption is that Units for
“families” require “big yards” to
provide a proper setting to “raise
children.” The cumulative impact of big
yards is dysfunctional human
settlement patterns at the Cluster,
Neighborhood, Village and Community

scales.
We call this The Big Yard Myth. The column, “A Yard
Where Johnny Can Run and Play,” lists some consensus
elements of “a good place to raise a child” and examines
how The Big Yard Myth thwarts the existence of most of
them due to settlement pattern disaggregation.
One serious downside of disaggregated society is that one
might assume, based on the parents of the children’s
soccer teammates or the people on their speed-dial lists,
that they are representative of those in their Dooryard,
Cluster or Neighborhood -- they may not be. Security,
safety, happiness and survival depend on cohesive and
functional economic, social and physical relationships in
the components of human settlement. Citizens need a
clear Vocabulary to achieve those relationships.
The Dooryard data suggests that those who champion
the “traditional family” need to adjust their perspective.
-- July 30, 2007

End Notes

(1.) LIST OF CORE CONFUSING WORDS BEST AVOIDED IN
DISCUSSIONS OF HUMAN SETTLEMENT
(For further discussion of these words and phrases see The Shape of the
Future, APPENDIX TWO - CORE CONFUSING WORDS and Section
IV. GLOSSARY in HANDBOOK.)
City
City was once the focus of economic activity but has evolved into a
word with many meanings. This word is loaded with obsolete and
emotionally charged interpretations. The word is still used in the official
name of some forms of municipal governance but does not represent an
organic component of human settlement pattern. For this reason it is
best to avoid its use whenever possible except as part of the name of a
specific municipal entity (such as the City of Alexandria). See City.
Ex-Urban
Ex-Urban is used to refer to an area of very low density urban land
uses. This is a misleading way to describe a previously nonurban area
that has become urban through scatterization of urban land uses. See
Ex-urban.
Family
Family has evolved to become a confusing way to describe the
occupants of a dwelling Unit. In TRILO-G the word Household is used

rather than family. See Family.
Local
Use of the word local has been extended far beyond a limited district:
“the local office”, “the local government.” Considering a local
government can include from 150 to five million citizens. Depending on
the context, local is used to indicate a proximity or service radius from
Dooryard to continent.
Rural
Rural is used as a catchall substitute for sylvan, bucolic, rustic and
pastoral, a reference to a past existence that was close to nature and
primitive. These descriptors are often used facetiously. Rural once
applied to sparsely settled agricultural areas as distinguished from
settled, urban areas.
Sprawl
Sprawl or sprawling is overused and misused in describing
dysfunctional human settlement patterns.
Suburb/Suburban
Suburb/Suburban have morphed from adjectives to nouns and verbs
and have acquired varied confusing meaning and interpretations.
“Suburban” has been in use in the English Language since the 15th
Century to mean “less than urban” and was used to describe undesirable
persons (pimps, prostitutes, petty thieves, and potential traitors) who
could not be trusted to be inside the walls of the “city” at night or during
times of danger. The common usage has expanded and is now
meaningless. See Suburb/Suburban.
(2.) Three definitions from Draft Bacon’s Rebellion “Shape of the
Future” GLOSSARY:
Dooryard
Dooryard is an organic component of human settlement pattern. An
Alpha Dooryard is a functional grouping of Units. The Dooryard has
historic roots as housing for an extended family or an intentional
grouping of Households. The Dooryard is the next larger scale of
physical (spacial) orientation and proximity beyond the Unit.
In contemporary settlement patterns, the Dooryard’s identity and
functionality has atrophied while the need for social cohesiveness at this
scale has grown. Much of what is attributed to “a great neighborhood”
actually happens at the Dooryard scale. One way to think of a
Dooryard is to consider the front doors a person can see from his or her
front steps. Another perspective is that a Dooryard is comprised of the
Units one could easily get to in an emergency. Another image of the
Dooryard is the group of Units that one would first consider going to
“borrow a cup of sugar.”
Alpha Clusters are composed of Alpha Dooryards. Beta Dooryards

may evolve into Alpha Dooryards. Also see Alpha and Beta as well as
Unit and Cluster.
Household
A Household is composed of the occupants of a single dwelling Unit.
Unit
The Unit is a dwelling occupied by a Household. Units provide shelter
for cooking, eating, sleeping, hygiene and recreation of the Household
members. Units may be located in buildings that are Single Household
Detached, Single Household Attached (duplex, town house,
quadraplex) or Multi-Household.

A Second Stroll with Katrina

The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

A Second Stroll with Katrina
We haven't made much progress preparing New
Orleans for another hurricane, but at least we have a
clearer idea of what went wrong. Dysfunctional
human settlement patterns + Business As Usual
governance = disaster.

Like Hurricanes Betsy (1965) and Camille (1969), Katrina
was NOT the “Big One” that admirers and partisans of New
Orleans have been dreading ever since Galveston was
decimated in 1900: The hurricane did not touch shore as a
Category 5 hurricane, and it never made a direct hit on the
Core of the New Orleans New Urban Region. Yet it
triggered a Region-wide disaster.
Katrina, along with Rita, demonstrated the woeful state of
preparation along the Gulf Coast for a major storm event.
This dangerous condition was exposed along the Gulf Coast
at the Regional, state and municipal levels but especially at
the federal level. Katrina also confirmed the warnings that
five decades of settlement-pattern scatteration and
resource exploitation in the Louisiana wetlands had badly
eroded the natural defenses against hurricanes.
FROM OUR PERSPECTIVE
Bacon's Rebellion published “Down Memory Lane with
Katrina” on 5 September 2005. The column was intended
to show:
●

●

●

There has been extensive discussion about the
impact of a major hurricane on the New Orleans New
Urban Region and on the Gulf Coast for decades.
This fact is not in dispute.
There were far better options than the “BigExpensive-Wall-Around-a-Large-Area” strategy that
was the only alternative offered by the Corps of
Engineers and the municipal levy boards. The Big
Wall structures failed even though Katrina was not
“The Big One.” This is also not in question.
If work had started in a timely fashion on the statewide settlement pattern alternative for hurricane
security:
1) Almost all of the damage and loss of life would
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have been avoided,
2) A more effective levy/pump system protecting a
far smaller area could have been completed at a
much lower cost
3) Regeneration of natural wetlands protection
against tidal surges would have been well underway
4) All the citizens of Louisiana would have been far
better off, not just those who took the brunt of
Katrina, but everyone in the state. (See End Note
One.)
“Down Memory Lane with Katrina” followed the a theme
established in “Fire and Flood,” 3 November 2003 and
repeated in “Big (Gray, Brown) Sky,” 23 October 2006
[Add Link]:
Humans and their Agencies are doing a
grossly negligent job of managing the
relationship between human settlement
patterns and the forces of nature. (See End
Note Two).
With Global Climate Change now an accepted fact – even
the Elephant Clan leadership finally agrees that action is
necessary – Fundamental Change in human settlement
patterns and Fundamental Change in governance structure
to achieve a sustainable trajectory for an urban,
technology based civilization is imperative if contemporary
society is to survive.
THE IMPACT
The feedback we received from professionals who went to
the Gulf Coast to help on recovery efforts was that “Down
Memory Lane with Katrina” provided an eye-opening
perspective. According to some, it inspired attempts to do
things differently now that the error of past actions should
be clear to all. So far as we know, there was no discernable
impact on what they or others were able to do once they
got to the Gulf.
The continuing conflict between the “unique” Louisiana
political customs and traditions and intelligent strategies to
address future contingencies rages to this date. (See
“Collapse,” 8 August 2005.) Two years after Katrina hit the
Gulf coast, the citizens are not safe and happy, especially
in the New Orleans New Urban Region and especially
during hurricane season. (See End Note Three.)
Citizens and Households: Tens of thousands of
volunteers (many organized by Institutions and others who
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went on their own) have flocked to the Gulf Coast to offer
help.
Enterprises: A number of Enterprises, especially those
with New Urbanist perspectives, have worked to make a
difference – doing well by doing good. (See End Note Four.
Institutions: Brookings and other Institutions have
worked hard to bring a rational focus on the Gulf Coast
“rebuilding” efforts. (See End Note Five.)
Agencies: The fourth pillar of a sustainable society –
functional governance Agencies - is crippled and continues
to fail the citizens it is supposed to represent and protect.
The political posturing and excuses are sickening. The intraRegional conflicts were exacerbated by the conflict between
the Donkey Clan occupying the Louisiana capital in Baton
Rouge, and the Elephant Clan occupying a dominant
position in the Federal District of Columbia. But for the
Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the Gulf Coast debacle would
be enough to catalyze a change in dominate political
parties in 2008. But what would be the advantage to
citizens and Households of changing from Tweedle Dee to
Tweedle Dum if the failed strategies and programs that
result in dysfunctional settlement patterns are not changed?
There are some bright spots but the net result of all these
efforts has not been positive, as indicated by the spate of
second anniversary features in MainStream Media. (See
End Note Six.)
The impact of hurricanes on dysfunctional human
settlements and on the human-action-impaired natural
environment along the Gulf Coast is a Whale on the Beach.
(See “Whale on the Beach,” 28 August 2006.)
Everyone has their own interpretation of why the whale is
there and what to do about it. These “solutions” reflect
their particular handful of rotting bulbber left from Katrina.
Some of these solutions, especially those "rebuilding as it
was," are untenable. None of the "solutions" address the
need for Fundamental Change in settlement pattern or
Fundamental Change in governance structure.
BEYOND THE MainStream Media STORIES
Hurricanes are not new in the Gulf of Mexico. New Orleans
was battered during the record-setting storms of the
1780s. It was pounded by uncounted hurricanes before
1780 and well documented ones since. Until early in this
century, the Core of the New Orleans New Urban Region
was shielded by a protective barrier provided by a healthy
wetland between the urban area and the open water of the
Gulf of Mexico.
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The prospect of a major hurricane was the subject of
constant discussion, especially after Galveston was wiped
out in 1900. That Greater New Orleans was a sitting duck
for “The Big One” was not questioned when we worked in
Louisiana in the early 1970s. The destruction of protective
wetlands by urban development and resource exploitation
was well documented at that time. It has grown worse
since then. Katrina caught no one by surprise.
Just before the current spate of “two-years-later”
MainStream Media coverage of the sorry state of affairs in
the New Orleans New Urban Region, there was a story in
WaPo about the “official” review of Katrina’s impact and
the failure of the flood protection infrastructure. (See End
Note Seven.)
WaPo reported that the Corps of Engineers was completing
its Hurricane Protection Decision Chronology (HPDC) and is
circulating a draft report titled “Decision-Making
Chronology For the Lake Pontchartrain & Vicinity Hurricane
Protection Project" (LP&VHPP). That is the formal name of
the Corps of Engineers mid-50s project to rebuild, enhance
and reconfigure existing levies, pumps, walls and other
flood works to protect Greater New Orleans from floods
and storm surges related to hurricanes.
The Corps carried out the Interagency Performance
Evaluation Task Force study (IPET) to determine “what
happened” to the LP&VHPP facilities. That left unanswered
the question as to why and how the decisions were made
that resulted in a system that failed so catastrophically.
The HPDC is the final official step to wrap up the “whostruck-john” on why the LP&VHPP structures failed to
withstand an indirect hit from hurricane Katrina. It was a
very good idea to make this assessment, and the Corps
hired well qualified researchers to do the work. (See End
Note Eight.)
The draft report is well worth reading. Although it covers
only “official documents,” anyone who has experience in
Louisiana governance can read between the lines and
understand what was going on.
LP&VHPP was initiated in 1955 – 50 years before Katrina. A
report with recommendations for new/rebuilt levies,
pumps, flood gates and walls was issued in 1962 and is the
basis for the works that failed in August 2005. LP&VHPP
was intended to protect Greater New Orleans from a
“design storm.”
Quantification of the design storm encompassed the
storm's impact given the destruction of the wetland's
natural surge barriers, what the design of LP&VHPP facilities
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needed to be to meet project goals, and how much money
would be spent over the 50 years between project inception
and facility failure.

Hurricanes Betsy (1965) and Camille (1969) added a sense
of urgency to the process and changed the information
upon which a design should have been based. The details
of why intelligent changes were not made in the plans
based on new information is detailed in the Hurricane
Protection Decision Chronology (HPDC).
Growing recognition of the destruction of
natural flood barriers and attacks on the
role of the Corps as the “know-it-all” of
flood control complicated the LP&VHPP
process. The whole process was made far
more complex by the Kafkaesqe context
of Louisiana politics.
HPDC presents the 50-year chronology in well documented
detail. The report focuses on the morphing of plans due to
changes in the design storm, hurricane science, experience
with Betsy, a lawsuit over the sufficiency of the
environmental assessment process, the debates about the
impact of LV&VHPP facilities on buildings in the flood plain
on the north shore of Lake Pontchartrain, and many other
details. In all this there apparently was never an “official”
discussion of the fact that there was an alternative to the
Big Walls. The discussion focused on how high the walls
should be, where the gates would be, how much the
project would cost and who would pay for what parts.
A SECOND TRIP DOWN MEMORY LANE
Given what we knew from our work in Louisiana
documented in “Down Memory Lane with Katrina,” we
contacted one of the co-authors of the HPDC report. (See
End Note Nine.) We asked if in his work he had seen any
reference to anyone who acknowledged that there were
human-settlement-pattern alternatives to the Big Walls
projects proposed by Corps in the 60s, 70s and 80s?
The answer was “no.”
After reading “Down Memory Lane with Katrina” the coauthor said he would be interested in finding out more. He
wondered if we had any “any documents from official
reports" regarding ... "human settlement pattern
alternatives” to the Big Walls.
We doubt that any official reports were made concerning
RBA's recommendations. That is not the Louisiana (or the
Corps) way of doing business. The reports noted in End
Note One are not “official documents,” they are reports
submitted to “officials.” We agreed to do what we could to:
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1) Get confirmation of what we recalled in
“Down Memory Lane with Katrina,” and
2) Locate those who might know of “official”
reports or actions.
We e-mailed a former senior staff person in our division at
RBA who managed the Louisiana project on a day-to-day
basis. (See End Note Ten.) The former project manager
read “Down Memory Lane with Katrina” and had no
contrary recollections. Over the years, he said, he had lost
track of the people who worked for him and with him on
the Louisiana project.
We reported back to the HPDC author:
●

●

The good news is that the project manager recalled
nothing different from what we spell out in the
column and that we had found the documents listed
in End Note One.
The bad news is that the project manager does not
recall anything else and does not know where a copy
of the old slide show or the voice track might be
outside of Louisiana. Google turned up no promising
leads on the persons listed in the RBA reports either.

The RBA slide show had the real impact and drove home
the point that a settlement pattern solution should:
●

●

●

Build Balanced Communities on the high ground in
the central and northern part of the state
Defend a much smaller area in the South from flood
and tidal surge, focusing on highest existing ground,
including the area that did not flood in Katrina and
Rita
Help the natural wetlands surge protection
regenerate

The RBA strategy was spelled out in words and color
photography supplied by professional advisors and
volunteers. The reports listed in End Note One contain
some of these graphics but the slide show prepared after
the reports were much more effective. The scientists with
whom RBA staff worked at Louisiana State University as
well as members of environmental groups and the staff of
state agencies were among those who supported
alternatives to the Corps’ Big Wall solution.
The only feasible way to challenge the Big Wall was to file
a suit challenging the environmental review process for the
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues07/09-04/Risse.php (6 of 11) [1/1/2008 5:06:17 PM]

A Second Stroll with Katrina

Big Wall. As noted in HPDC, the environmental review
challenge suit was pivotal. The suit required more work by
the Corps, it delayed the project and increased the project
cost. The legal action also undercut support for the Big
Wall because anyone willing to listen knew there was an
alternative. The fact that it involved regenerating the
wetland and traditional Bayou fisheries was a major selling
point.
Those who did not like the idea supported Business As
Usual. Many, including members of the Lyndon B. Johnson
family, had invested in land for expansion of the footprint
of Greater New Orleans. This land was useful only with
major flood control projects paid for by the public.
The shrinking support and budget
constraints led to inappropriate decisions
concerning LP&VHPP facilities, including
failure to incorporate new data that
weakened these facilities.
WHERE TO FROM HERE?
All this in interesting and tragic – especially for those who
lost their lives, their livelihoods and their property. At this
point there are two issues that are important to consider:
First: As pointed out in “Down Memory Lane with Katrina,”
the half a million dollars (and much more) was a complete
waste since none of the recommendations were
implemented, even though they would have saved over a
thousand lives, millions of livelihoods and billions of dollars.
Second: A case can be made that until there is a critical
mass of citizens who understand the need for Fundamental
Change in human settlement pattern and Fundamental
Change in governance structure, “good planning” may
exacerbate bad settlement-pattern decisions.
Consider the following:
Scientists at Louisiana State University, at non-profit and
voluntary environmental organizations and other groups
participated in development of the RBA strategy to
restructure the settlement pattern of Louisiana. They
understood and supported the overarching settlement
pattern strategy. This strategy solved the flooding and
environmental destruction problems in South Louisiana and
enhanced the economic status of the rest of the state. It
also directly challenged the Business-As-Usual approach to
government support of private land speculation in
Louisiana.
These participants were aware that there was an
alternative to building more Big Walls. In fact, it would be a
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win-win situation with a smaller areas protected by Really
Big Walls and reallocation of development and the pattern
of human settlement in Louisiana.
The Dutch have proven such a plan can work in an area
without hurricanes. By protecting a smaller area (only that
necessary to support the Core for the New Orleans New
Urban Region with functional settlement patterns) and
allowing the natural hurricane defenses to regenerate, the
good life could roll on and the only ones to suffer would be
the speculators.
Knowing there was an alternative added credibility to the
environmental assessment attack on the Corps of
Engineers of Big Wall plans. However, without a critical
mass of support for a real alternative, the net result of this
attack was to erode citizen and political support and funds
for the Big Walls.
Caught between a rock and a hard place, the Corps
oversaw a process that converted the Big Walls into “Sorta
Big Walls.” These facilities did not withstand Katrina, much
less “The Big One.”
It’s questionable whether any Big Wall covering a large
area without healthy, natural wetlands protection could
withstand “The Big One” that is still is on the horizon. The
scaled back version obviously collapsed even when Katrina
was not “The Big One.”
So what did the good planning process with professional/
citizen participation accomplish? It ended up forcing a leastcommon-denominator, Business-As-Usual “solution.”
Does this mean that, until there is a critical mass of
citizens who understand the need for Fundamental Change
in human settlement patterns and Fundamental Change in
governance structure, efforts to address problems such
protecting the Core of the New Orleans New Urban Region
from hurricanes in fact make the world less safe?
A growing number of citizens are opting out. They do not
vote, weakening democracy, and they make uninformed
decisions eroding free markets. They are expressing
frustration, and disillusion with Business As Usual. Partisan
political bickering is a threat to governance stability,
democratic processes and free markets.
Is the failure to solve basic problems, such as protecting
citizens from fire and floods, causing the US of A to slip
behind other nation-states in protecting democracy and
free markets? The data on a number of fronts...
●
●

The number of citizens who vote
The level of satisfaction with “government”
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●
●
●
●

The respect for laws and regulations
Citizen health and longevity
Educational attainment
Objective measures of personal freedom

...all document an erosion of those qualities in which
citizens believe the US of A should be a leader.
We will look for other examples of this potential in the
topics explored in Chapter 14 of BRIDGES “What Did I Tell
You.” In the meantime, we examine the impact of genetic
proclivities in the Postscript to “The Problem With Cars.”
-- Sept. 4, 2007

End Notes
(1). “Down Memory Lane with Katrina” was prepared from
memory. A recent search found that there are copies of
reports prepared for the State of Louisiana in the S/PI library
that document what we recalled in 2005. No one challenged
our recollections at the time or since.
The reports include:
"State of Louisiana Growth and Conservation Policy
Alternatives" May 1973.
The June 1974 five volume set "Elements of a Growth and
Conservation Policy." The 1974 volumes are titled:
●

"Community Development"

●

"Environmental Assessment"

●

"Growth Centers" (This report advocates the creation of
Planned New Communities in the North and Central part
of the state to accommodate development pressures
from the Louisiana SuperPort and oil production /
refining in the South)

●

"Industrial Diversification"

●

"Approaches and Strategies"

The final effort upon which RBA worked was "Citizen
Education." We have a copy of the 40-page workbook
developed as part of the Citizen Education effort. The
workbook was to be filled out in public education sessions
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before and after viewing a slide show. The slide show and
workbook are titled "Operation Hindsight: 2020, Policy
Development and Strategy for Louisiana." Several “focus
group” sessions were held to vet these materials. A full-scale
education program was not implemented.
Taken together, they these volumes document our recollection
in “Down Memory Lane with Katrina” but they are not “official
documents,” they were reports submitted to “officials.”
(2). The 2003 and 2006 columns explored the impact of
hurricanes and floods (2003) and of forest fires on our home
town (2003) and in our home region (2006). In case you have
not noticed, 2007 is running neck and neck with 2005 for the
second worst fire year in recorded history – just behind 2006.
The recent spate of bad fire years in Glacier National Park
started when we were working our way through college by
fighting fires as noted in “Fire and Flood.” There were bad fire
years in 1910, 1929 and in 1934. From 1935 to 1957 the
average burn in Glacier National Park was less than 1/10 of
one acre. That record blew up in 1958, our second year as a
Fire Control Aide. Since then there has been a trend of larger
and larger fires.
At this time there are three active fires each over 45,000 acres
(Skyland, Ahorn and Fool Creek) from 40 miles east to 60
miles southeast of our old home site. As of 29 August 465,843
acres have burned in Montana in 2007. Fairfax County is about
245,000 acres.
And it is not just Montana that is on fire. Nearly 7 million acres
have burned nation-wide so far this year, including 240,000
acres in Santa Barbara County, Calif. The Zaca fire started 15
miles from our old farm in the Santa Inez Valley. “Fire and
Flood” includes a discussion of contemporary “forest fire”
management and settlement patterns.
(3). Every MainStream Media editor marked his calendar: “Do
big story the end of August on Katrina two years later.” Good
examples are the coverage in WaPo. Full-color photos and
front-page stories on Page One and the front page of Outlook
and a book review on 26 August 2007.
(4). New Urban News which covers New Urbanist Activities has
features on progress and frustrations encountered on the Gulf
Coast in every issue.
(5). Go to www.brookings.edu/metro for extensive status
reports, updates and other materials.
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(6). Just Google “Katrina two years later.” Read it and weep.
We will further expand the four-legged stool (Citizens and
Households, Enterprises, Institutions and Agencies) and the
demise of the Fourth Estate in the BRIDGES book of TRILO-G.
See the definitions of Household, Enterprise, Institution and
Agency in GLOSSARY.
(7). Peter Whoriskey, “Report Examines Path to Failed New
Orleans Levees” WaPo 11 July 2007.
(8). One might think it strange that the Corps would sponsor
such an activity. It probably was conceived to reinforce future
Corps arguments concerning budget cuts and attacks on pork
barrel water projects. For a refreshing view of what is wrong
with the whole idea of “flood control,” see “The River” a 1937
Pare Lorentz (federally sponsored education) film now
available on DVD from Noxos. You will enjoy the Virgil
Thomson sound track. The work of Pare Lorentz makes the
point we often repeat: A lot of people understood the path to
dysfunctional human settlement patterns was the wrong route
a long time ago.
(9). We have known Professor Len Shabman for over 20
years. He was one of the four original founders of Friends of
Virginia’s Future, he is now retired from Virginia Tech and is
on the staff of Resources for the Future. The HPDC report
includes a brief bio.
(10). Guy Hager was on the RBA Planning and Architecture
staff we supervised for four years. He left RBA about the time
I did. He later served as the Director of Planning of Howard
County and the Director of the Baltimore Subregion’s MPO. He
is now engaged in conservation and recreation work for
Institutions in the Baltimore Subregion.
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Tulips and the Maritime Highway
Moving goods on water rather than roads can be a
good thing, but it's only a tiny part of the solution.
Creating a sustainable trajectory for civilization
requires shipping goods shorter distances.

Transport and its relationship to human settlement
patterns is a recurring topic in Shape of the Future
columns. Much of the discussion of Mobility and Access
focuses on cars (Autonomobiles), trucks and “traffic
congestion.” Also addressed are shared-vehicle systems,
long-distance/high-speed rails and other modes.
Regardless of mode, the core issue always boils down to
this:
How do citizens and their Organizations
Balance the travel Demand – for people,
goods and services – generated by the
settlement pattern with the Capacity of
the total transport system.
On 3 October Peter Galuszka authored “The Maritime
Highway” for Bacon’s Rebellion New Service, and Jim
Bacon posted “Maritime Highways,” on the Bacon’s
Rebellion blog. Both spotlighted US of A Maritime
Administrator Sean Connaughton’s initiative to relieve
roadway congestion by shifting freight containers from
trucks on roadways to barges on waterways. The analysis,
post and comments concerning Maritime Highways provide
an opportunity to examine the broader context of “Demand/
Capacity Balance.”
On a per-ton-mile basis, water transport is cheaper than
the alternatives for heavy goods. Finding ways to ship
goods cheaper is great! Water travel is also more energy
efficient. Consuming less energy per-ton-mile is also a
good thing.
Comments on the blog posting raised questions of “just-intime” delivery and the problem of shipping high value
goods at low speeds. A functional rail system offers higher
speeds than water. Rails have far lower per ton mile costs
than trucks. Further, rail is far more energy efficient than
trucks – hybrid or not – when traveling at “highway
speeds.” The way to make rail more effective is evolving
functional location of the origins and destinations of
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people, goods and services (aka, functional settlement
patterns).
What do you know! Every transport
tradeoff raises the question of Demand/
Capacity Balance.
The Maritime Highway proposal also provides an
opportunity to consider the larger context of Demand/
Capacity Balance. The stories and comments about the
Maritime Highway demonstrate a troubling and overarching
reality: There is an unspoken assumption behind most
discussion of transport options that in the future there will
be more stuff to ship longer distances across an ever
“flatter” earth.
The earth may be getting “flatter” from some perspectives
but with each passing year it is more expensive to move
people, goods and services. That is especially true if one
wants to move them fast. This reality will become
overwhelmingly important when – and democracy and free
markets will only survive if this happens – the total cost of
Mobility and Access options are fairly allocated.
An example of moving toward fair allocation – and the
shape of the future – is the ongoing effort by the European
Union to equitably allocate the total cost of aircraft use.
This is a rational, market-based initiative that US of A
airlines and the current US of A administration is fighting
tooth and nail. They will lose this fight, eventually, just as
they have given up most of the head-in-the-sand
arguments about carbon emissions.
Attempts to maintain dysfunctional allocation of costs
aside, what is the broad contextual reality that discussion
of the Maritime Highways brings into sharp focus?
The only way for humans to protect
themselves from future natural and
human disasters – economic, social and
physical – is to shrink the ecological
footprint of human activity.
Whether it is the next Katrina, the next 11 September, the
federal deficit, a massive housing or commercial real estate
bust, Regional, nation-state or global depressions, balance
of trade deficit, the end of cheap oil, depletion of marine
resources and potable water, an epidemic of infectious
disease, a massive thermonuclear event, a major food
security crisis, collapse of the First World monetary
protocols, wars over resource allocation, global Climate
Change, wide-spread have-not revolutions in the Second
and Third World or the next asteroid, the answer is the
same: A smaller ecological footprint. (See “Down Memory
Lane with Katrina,” 5 September 2005 and “A Second Stroll
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With Katrina,” 4 September 2007, and “The Whale on the
Beach,” 28 August 2006.
Shrinking the ecological footprint means that, over time,
fewer people need to each consume less. Even more
important is that humans consume less while pursuing all
their intrapersonal economic, social and physical activities.
That means achieving functional settlement patterns so
that actions carried out at the Household, Dooryard,
Cluster, Neighborhood, Village, Community, New Urban
Region, Continental and InterContinental scales are more
Balanced and more efficient.
Transport, heating and cooling – and most other forms of
resource consumption – vary dramatically by settlement
pattern. By far the most effective way to cut the waste of
resources and Mass OverConsumption is to achieve
Balance.
How does this relate to the Marine Highway? Creating a
sustainable trajectory for Civilization means shipping less
stuff shorter distances. The path to success on land, sea or
air is not shipping more stuff, farther and faster, it is “less
stuff closer to home.” This allocation of goods and services
results in less negative impact on the environment and
more freedom to adjust to changes, whatever the source.
Let us summarize:
●
●
●

Fewer people
Consuming less per capita
Living in, working in and enjoying functional
settlement patterns

This means Balanced Communities in sustainable New
Urban Regions. It also means Fundamental Change in
human settlement patterns and Fundamental Change in
governance structure.
Humans must evolve strategies to provide for safe, happy
citizens with better, not more and especially not more,
faster or from farther away.
That is the important context of any discussion of Maritime
Highways, METRO tunnels or new roadways. But how does
“better” and “closer” relate to “tulips”?
Well, it is Fall and that is time to plant tulips...
This is, however, not a proposal to plant tulips along the
Maritime Highways in order to make barge captains happy.
The reference to tulips is to the tragic economic impact of
tulip speculation – the Tulip Mania of 17th Century
Netherlands.
Whether you believe the classic view of the Tulip Mania or
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the modern revisionist view, obsession with speculation
was and is disastrous. The critical reality, as will be pointed
out in the upcoming Backgrounder “Estate Matrix,” is that
Tulip Mania impacted a tiny fraction of the United Provinces
(17th Century Netherlands). In today’s consumption-driven
economy in the United States, the current version of Tulip
Mania will impact most citizens.
Every sector of the Four Estates that comprise
contemporary society is driven by a contemporary variation
of Tulip Mania concerning growth and consumption.
Citizens are obsessed with “growth.” Growth in value of
stocks, house values and land values – especially among
amateur speculators is “the” unquestioned goal. There is
also collective concern for growth of the tax base, exports,
production, productivity, capacity, you name it. But it is
more than just growth of value, it is growth of consumption
by every tangible measure. The current Growth Mania
drives, and is driven by, Mass OverConsumption.
Edward Abbey is quoted on the topic of growth: “Growth
for the sake of growth is the ideology of the cancer cell.”
Many would agree with that but quickly note that they are
not for growth “for growth's sake.” They support growth
because growth is the key to prosperity and stability as
well as happiness and safety. Just the opposite is the case,
as noted above.
Society in general is obsessed with the fantasy that he/ she
with the most toys wins. Pandering politicians are falling all
over themselves to support that illusion. At the end of
2006, in reaction to the just completed election cycle, we
wrote the Backgrounder “A New Metric for Citizen Well
Being” based on two columns (“Bread and Circuses” and
“Moldy Bread, Lame Circuses”). In that Backgrounder we
lay out the reasons for, and absolute necessity of, evolving
a new basis for citizen well being to replace Mass
OverConsumption.
The 2007 Commonwealth elections are just around the
corner and the 2008 federal election cycle in full swing. It
is sickening to see how these processes are unfolding. The
Donkey Clan and the Elephant Clan are trying to out do
each other by promising they can best help citizens afford
and consume the most stuff.
Citizen misconceptions are reinforced by MainStream Media
that is obsessed with promoting the glories of more
consumption of goods and services that bring them more
revenue. We will be examining this reality in our upcoming
Backgrounder “Estate Matrix.”
Some Enterprises seem to be listening. Saturn, the selfstyled “maverick” division of General Motors, is running a
series of television ads on the theme of “rethinking
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excess.” The number of full-page image adds for oil
companies in WaPo suggest that focus groups and market
research must have identified a shift in citizen perspective:
There is growing support for "conservation." The problem is
that the only ways citizens are told they can “conserve” is
to buy a product – from florescent light bulbs to Lexus
$90k “hybrids.”
Over 70 percent of the economy driven by consumer
consumption. That means citizens can redirect the
economy and eliminate Mass OverConsumption. More and
more Enterprises fear that citizens will wake up and realize
the first thing to do on the road to sustainability is to
consume less.
Reaching a sustainable trajectory for civilization as we
know it depends on fewer people, less consumption per
capita and a smaller ecological footprint. That means less
consumption within all the organic components of human
settlement – the creation of Balanced Communities in
sustainable New Urban Regions. The overarching goal must
be more happiness, more safety, more Balance and less
conflict.
Maritime Highways are part of the answer to improved
Mobility and Access in and between New Urban Regions but
they will not make a difference until there is a clear
strategy that allows citizens to be happy and safe with less
movement of people, goods and services over shorter
distances and with far less consumption.
-- October 15, 2007
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A Waste of Energy
Most "energy conservation" initiatives fall short
because they don't address dysfunctional human
settlement patterns, the root cause of excess
consumption.
The Context
These days almost everyone has something to say about
energy conservation. Recently, there have been statements
on the Bacon’s Rebellion Blog that engender
misconceptions about the relationship between energy
conservation and human settlement patterns. (See End
Note One.)
A place to start:
●

●

There is no greater cause of wasted energy by
humans than dysfunctional settlement patterns
There are no strategic or tactical alternatives that
achieve a sustainable energy consumption trajectory
that do not include Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns

In spite of these facts, almost all the discussion of energy
conservation ignores settlement patterns or grossly under
estimates the energy consumption impact of settlement
pattern dysfunction. (See “Soft Consumption Paths,” 7 Aug
2006.)
The reason that settlement pattern impact is ignored is
simple:
To address the energy consumption /
settlement pattern nexus is to
demonstrate the imperative of
Fundamental Change. Far too many are
far too comfortable with Business-AsUsual to embrace reality and come to
grips with what is required to achieve
Fundamental Change. (See End Note Two.)
One cannot blame those who are trying to protect their
Business-As-Usual turf and their ideological icons for
attempting to obfuscate the issues. However, the time for
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smokescreens is past. The inevitability of Fundamental
Change is well settled. Now protagonists are just quibbling
over price and terms. With respect to energy conservation
the questions are: How long the inevitable can be denied
and who will bear the burden of past misdeeds?
What follows is the briefest of brief summaries, intended to
define the territory and not to explore reality in depth.
Background
The settlement pattern implications for energy
conservation are not new topics for SYNERGY/Planning.
Between 1977 and 1979, while serving as director of
planning for Burke Centre, we coordinated developer input
into a research project titled, “Case Studies of Project
Planning and Design for Energy Conservation,” sponsored
by the U.S. Department of Energy, Community Systems
Division, Office of Buildings & Community Services. The
final report, published in 1979, was prepared by a
nationally recognized team of landscape, energy and
engineering consultants. (See End Note Three.)
The study was “state of the art” but the projected energy
savings were “modest.” This was due in part to the study
assumptions – aka, conventional wisdom with respect to
the impact of such topics as flat fees for energy use. Also,
savings were modest because the basic plan was for an
orphan Alpha Village that was already energy efficient from
a land use mix perspective.
After the study, parcels were sold by Burke Centre
Partnership to builders along with the energy conservation
plans for each land bay. Following consideration by the
builders, most of the ideas were rejected as not being
“marketable.”
A major consideration was that the cost of
energy was so low that the savings would
not be cost effective for the builder and
not particularly attractive to the end users.
Prior to this study, between 1969 and 1976, we had
supervised the design of an energy conserving Alpha
Village scale development on land owned by a university,
and participated in the design of several Alpha
Neighborhood scale projects intended to utilize Modular
Integrated Utility Systems (MIUS) in New York, New Jersey
and Georgia. We were retained also to prepare the
conceptual plan for an energy self-sufficient Community
scale project on 28,000 acres in North Carolina. This
project was a joint venture of Ford Motor Co. and
Weyerhaeuser, which owned the land.
This settlement pattern / energy consumption experience
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provided the background for more comprehensive
assessments of the energy conservation potential of
alternative settlement patterns outlined below.
Policy
Energy over-consumption and the looming economic
impact of energy waste is a direct result of past
governance policies and actions. From at least from the
election of Andrew Jackson, land exploitation and cheap
energy have been seen as a way to foster economic growth
and prosperity. Since World War II “growth and prosperity”
has evolved to become Mass OverConsumption. The
resulting trajectory is unsustainable in large part due to the
pattern of energy consumption.
When the current energy policies were last seriously
examined following World War II, the US of A was a net
exporter of energy. There appeared to be vast petroleum
reserves and a virtually unlimited supply of coal and hydro
power for the damming. (See End Note Four.)
Beyond the supposed unlimited
conventional resources, unlimited energy
was on the horizon when -- not “if” -- the
atom was “harnessed.”
With the US of A leading the charge, urbanizing humans
across the globe have burned through energy supplies and
exposed energy supply assumptions to be gross
misconceptions:
●

●

●

Petroleum reserves are depleted and production
constrained to the point that prices are now rising far
faster than contemplated a decade ago
Coal has turned out to have major limitations due to
secondary impacts from consumption
Hydro and nuclear power have significant location,
cost, environmental and safety limitations

The US of A is consuming more energy per capita than any
other nation-state and has failed to provide leadership in
achieving a sustainable trajectory for energy consumption.
Both public and private sectors continue to provide
counterproductive incentives that encourage Mass
OverConsumption of all resources, but especially energy
resources.
As we have noted in “The Conservation Imperative,” 19
June 2007:
All the renewable, sustainable sources of
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energy derived from the sun as well as
geothermal, gravity and water cycle
sources are “thin.” However, humans
have evolved a high technology
civilization that is dependent upon a
demand pattern that is “thick” aka,
focused. (See End Note Five.)
This is why the human settlement pattern
that supports contemporary civilization
must become the focus of every energy
consumption and energy conservation
discussion.
The distribution of demand is why Big Grid power systems
characterized by long transmission lines and power
generation far from end users are not only insecure but
grossly wasteful, to say nothing about their impact on the
Countryside where they are located.
The “thin resource / thick demand” reality will be examined
below in the context of individual structures and in terms
of the settlement patterns in general.
Who Is to Blame?
When one points the finger at “governance policy,” it is not
because it is a “political party” issue.As documented in
Chapters One and Two of "The Shape of the Future," both
“major” political parties are to blame.
But citizens and “professionals” are to blame also for
egging politicians on. In a democracy the buck stops with
citizens, and they have failed to protect their own long
term self-interest. (See Backgrounder “New Metric for
Citizen Well Being,” and End Note Six.)
Failure to change the US of A’s energy
strategy after October 1973 demonstrated
a fundamental weakness of nation-states'
governance processes.
Cheap energy results directly in energy waste and
unreliable energy sources. Cheap energy indirectly results
in dysfunctional human settlement patterns. (Cheap
gasoline and dysfunctional human settlement patterns are
explored in the forthcoming Backgrounder “The Problem
With Cars.” See Again End Note Two.)
But it is not just cheap gasoline that has generated
dysfunctional settlement patterns. Electricity, coal and
other energy sources have been produced, priced and
subsidized to maximize consumption, minimize
conservation and scatter urban land uses across the
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Countryside.
Big Grid electric generation, transmission and distribution
is the epitome of waste. Over half the energy consumed in
the production of electricity is wasted by the time it
reaches the end users. The more dysfunctional the human
settlement pattern, the greater the waste. The more
remote the power generation – as in the heavily subsidized
hydroelectric power facilities in Western US of A – the
greater the waste.
Pricing strategies have provided discounts that encourage
consumption. For a good example of waste, observe the
how much is spent to lighting up the night sky. To see
graphic evidence, tune into the ESPN broadcast of Monday
Night Football from Denver this evening (29 October
2007). It is not just Monday Night Football, it is Friday
night, Saturday night, Sunday night and Monday night and
every night in every sport that the waste of energy is put
on display. The waste of energy on earth is visible from
beyond the Moon.
Before leaving the issue of “blame” there is one other
group to put in the spotlight. WaPo headlines say it all:
"Energy Traders Avoid Scrutiny: As commodities Market
Grows, Oversight Is Slight. Energy Price Manipulation Is
Hard to Detect,” by David Cho. (WaPo, 21 October 2007).
Futures traders and hedge fund managers are the Robber
Barons of the 21st Century but they do not leave behind
railroads or steel plants much less libraries – just Mass
OverConsumption.
Buildings
Some buildings are energy hogs. The technology exists to
conserve far more energy; it has been available for
decades. There is good news and bad news about “green”
buildings.
The good news is that big building projects have large
budgets and could afford to bring together the best design
and engineering strategies. In addition, owner / developers
have a stake in lowering the costs for the entire life cycle
of a building. This means there is a great potential for
energy conservation in buildings, and there are scattered
examples very efficient buildings.
The bad news is that cheap energy discourages innovation
because the return-on-investment does not justify the
expense in the design process or in construction. Raise the
price of energy, and you'll get far more energy
conservation.
A recent announcement by Virginia Tech throws new light
on energy conservation in buildings. (See End Note
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Seven.) An investor is going to raise $500 million and
Virginia Tech will oversee a process to upgrade 100
buildings in the National Capital Subregion. The investor
will recover the $500 million by lowering operating costs
and receiving payment from a share of the savings.
Everyone wins and VA Tech gets a gold star.
Something is wrong with the market here. Why do the
owners not just borrow the money and pocket the cash and
goodwill that these outside parties are reaping? The bottom
line must be that the building owners do not think the cost
of energy will go up as fast as the investor and Virginia
Tech do.
This seems like a perfect place to apply the “mechanism
design theory” for which three economists will share to
2007 Nobel Prize in Economics. The problem is that unless
the economists understand human settlement patterns at
the multi-building scale and above, the “solution” may not
make much difference beyond the PR benefit and could
make matters worse, not better.
One last thought: Building energy efficiency is a place
where we could learn a lot from our friends in the European
Union, especially the Germans, who have made good use
of the time since the October 1973 energy supply wake-up
call.
Multi-Building Complexes
There is apparent confusion in the market concerning the
economics of energy conservation at the building scale but
when one considers multiple buildings, a mix of land uses
and more than one owner, the issues become far more
complex.
A peek at the potential for multi building energy
conservation was provided by comment on the 18 October
2007 Bacon’s Rebellion Blog posting “Data Centers and
Green IT” by Jim Bacon. Data centers and server farms are
energy hogs and throw off waste heat that has to be
pumped into the environment via air conditioning. Well, not
really. We suggested in an 11:07 AM comment:
The “answer” is functional settlement pattern
(at multi-building scales). Put the data center
in the Zentrum of the Alpha Village near the
MIUS (Modular Integrated Utility System) to
get cheap energy during off peak hours, store
the energy in batteries and use the waste heat
from operations to heat and cool the Jobs /
Housing / Services / Recreation / Amenity
functions of the Zentrum.
In theory this configuration works like a charm for many
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functional land uses that consume a lot of energy but do
not have a noxious or toxic impact on the immediate
surrounding area. Steel mills and airports need not apply.
But many “new technology” land uses – like data centers –
provide good jobs and heat that can be recaptured and be
put to good use as part of a functional Village.
Some snide comments were posted on the Zentrum
solution for data centers but they reflect the Geographic
Illiteracy of the commentor more than a problem with the
strategy. Our experience with Modular Integrated Utility
Systems (MIUSs) is that the failure to recognize the
organic components of human settlement patterns and the
failure to evolve a governance structure at the Cluster and
Neighborhood scales condemned MIUS projects. How to
manage them and how to secure capital investment at this
scale was beyond the kin of project participants. If the
“project” was not owned by a single entity or covered an
entire municipality no one knew how to deal with it.
How can failure to understand organic components of
human settlement patterns possibly be an issue here? The
chilled water / heat exchange system in the Zentrum
Neighborhood of the Village of Lake Anne in Reston is a
perfect example. The condominium / homes association
governance structure of Reston, which is free floating and
not a component of the municipal government of Fairfax
County, provides a perfect example of why the failure to
establish a context for governance of the public utility is
critical. The Lake Anne Plaza utility, which is not owned by
those who must buy its services, has been a technical,
political and economic millstone around the neck of the
citizens who live, work and own property in the Lake Anne
Plaza Beta Neighborhood for 40 years.
The next result of a failure to understand how to manage
components of human settlement pattern – especially at
the Cluster, Neighborhood and Village scales – has led to
scatteration of “projects.” These scattered projects seem to
avoid externalities but in fact prevent the evolution of
synergies that would support energy conservation and
other benefits.
The “thin resources / thick demand” conundrum comes into
play at multi-building scales ranging from multi-Units to
Village- and Community-scales. If there is a use that
consumes significant amounts of energy, it needs to be
paired with uses that can consume the byproducts of this
energy. This same principle is applied in synergistic
manufacturing and agricultural complexes where the waste
from one process is used as the feedstock for another
process.
Human Settlement Patterns
The link between human settlement patterns and energy
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conservation is based on the “Thin resources / Thick
demand” conundrum discussed above and on the research
upon which the Five Natural Laws of Human Settlement
Patterns are based.
As noted in The Shape of the Future, the five Laws were
derived from the patterns of land use actually developed
between 1960 and 1990 in the US of A. As suggested
below, following publication of TRILO-G, we plan to revisit
these laws. Because the built environment was driven by
cheap energy, the quantities associated with the Laws may
change. They are likely to go up but not enough to modify
the “order of magnitude” relationships now reflected in the
titles.
While each of the Five Natural Laws has a roll in defining
the energy conservation impact of human settlement
patterns, the most important in this discussion is The 10 X
Rule. (See End Note Eight.)
Early research that led to the 10 X Rule was carried out by
graduate planning students in Fauquier County, Va. They
started by collecting data from developers, builders,
contractors, utility companies and end users on the actual
cost of delivering a kilowatt of electrical service to
customers in differing configurations. They calculated line
loss due to a range of variables such as voltage difference
to determine the true total cost of patterns established
between 1960 and 1990. They then moved on to list and
examine the other 40 +/- location variable costs. The
result of this work was publication of The 10 X Rule in 2000.
Not a single person who had the ability to identify the
actual numbers and then took the time to run the
calculations has suggested that the 10 X Rule is not well
founded. Many do not like the result and they may try to
avoid discussing reality, but no one has demonstrated that
the 10 X Rule is not an accurate reflection of reality.
Undertaking the same process 15 years later with different
energy costs will in all likelihood result in different
quantities but still support the same general principles.
How much different? Perhaps the 10X Rule will be the 10.7
X Rule or the 12.3 X Rule but, as noted above, it will not
change the order of magnitude relationships established by
the Five Natural Laws. (See End Note Nine.)
Business-As-Usual flacks dismiss the high-end estimates of
energy conservation with comments such as, “People will
not live that way,” or the even more silly, “An allocation of
true costs takes away my freedom.”
In summary, dysfunctional scatteration of a specific use
increases the energy consumed and the energy lost in
transmission. Further flat fees for large areas average
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costs and subsidizes disaggregated end users.
Islands in the Sun
Next, we move to a discussion of “Heat Islands.” Heat
islands are real but they are also tossed out as a red
herring to dismiss the idea that compact urban
agglomerations are energy efficient. There is a vast
amount of flammable underbrush to clear away on these
islands.
First, a superficial application of the “Thin resources / Thick
demand” dichotomy might suggest that urban areas are
energy hogs. Such a conclusion is valid only if one thinks
that the issue is “energy consumption per acre” rather than
“energy consumption per capita” – or per Household.
Second, there are great opportunities for wasted energy
from one use to become an input for other uses. The
example of data centers and server farms is noted above.
Also see “All Aboard,” 16 April 2007.
Third, large buildings present, as noted above, great
opportunities for conservation and reuse of energy within
the structure.
Four, much of the energy waste emanating from the
Zentrums of New Urban Regions to date is entirely
avoidable. Solar sinks include parking lots, roadways and
bare rooftops. These heat sources emanate from badly
designed buildings, inefficient building complexes and
dysfunctional human settlement patterns, not from the flux
of human activity pe se.
Urban agglomerations are not endemic inefficient
concentrations of human activity. In fact they are just the
opposite, as suggested by the discussion in “All Aboard”
cited above concerning shared-vehicle system station areas.
Finally, very little of the area within the Clear Edge around
the Core of a New Urban Region is “high density” in the
sense that, say, Manhattan is. For a discussion of this fact
see The 95% / 5% Guideline Two in Percentage Guidelines
in GLOSSARY.
As noted by Joel Kotkin in the article discussed below,
Alpha Community scale developments that meet The 10
Person Rule (aka, Planned New Communities) have
canopies of trees that cover not just roofs but streets and
some roads. In addition, up to 40 percent of the total area
of an Alpha Community and an additional 50 percent of the
land within the Clear Edge can be natural area if
intelligently designed.
Vocabulary
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues07/10-29/Risse.php (9 of 13) [1/1/2008 5:07:50 PM]

A Waste of Energy

Last but not least, we come to the topic of intentional and
unintentional use of Core Confusing Words to mislead
those concerned with the energy conservation / human
settlement patterns nexus.
Joel Kotkin’s latest contribution to a long list of stellar
examples of word and phrase misuse is “Hot World? Blame
Cities,” published in the Sunday 14, Oct. 2007, WaPo
Outlook section. For a refresher on Joel’s misuse of words
see “The Foundation of Babble,” 28 Nov 2005,
“Deconstructing the Tower of Babel,” 12 Dec 2005, “Babble
Postscript,” 3 Jan 2006, and “Words Matter,” 20 Mar 2006.
Kotkin works for clients that relish his “man bites dog” op
eds and books. He apparently gets a bonus for spinning
stories in ways that aggravate doctrinaire Smart
Growthers. He also gets a bonus for unjustifiably bashing
Portland, Ore.
There is, however, a useful antidote for Kotkin’s intentional
confusion. If one goes through "The Hot World" sentence
by sentence and takes out the Core Confusing Words, it
turns out that many of his statements have a factual base.
On occasions he makes very useful observations. There are
also some terrible errors in the “”Hot World” op ed but
most of the energy conservation points have a basis in
fact. (See End Note Ten.)
It does not matter what words are substituted for “city,’
“local,” “suburb,” “burb” and other Core Confusing Words
that are used in different contexts to mean different things.
They key is to use words and phases consistently and in
ways that reflect the meaning that Kotkin probably had in
mind.
Joel Kotkin and Ali Modarres make many good points in the
article and repeat many things we have been saying for
years, but you would not know it because of confusing
Vocabulary they intentionally employ.
Repairing the Kotkin op ed underscores an important point:
It is hard to overestimate the power of Vocabulary.
Whether one is building a “tower to
Heaven” or attempting to create
functional human settlement patterns the
same problem exists. If one cannot
understand what others are saying, the
result is bad.
When Kotkin and others use words in the manner of
Humpty Dumpty -- “When I use a word, it means exactly
what I intend it to mean” -- the results are dismal.
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Those who benefit from Business As Usual know if citizens
realize the need for a new Vocabulary they lose power to
make short-term profits. It is amusing to see “well
meaning” blog commentors suggest that the evolution of
an understandable Vocabulary is not worth the effort.
(“You have some good ideas but confuse the issue with
attempts to introduce a new Vocabulary.”) Sorry, there is
no alternative to a robust Vocabulary with everyone on the
same page.
There is a need to understand the relationships between
energy conservation and human settlement patterns. That
is possible only if the Core Confusing Words are
abandoned.
-- October 29, 2007

End Notes
(1). Due to requests by readers of the Bacon’s Rebellion Blog
who have been confused by unfounded comments concerning
energy conservation and human settlement patterns, this
column provides a brief primer on the topic. This column will
become part of Chapter 5 of BRIDGES, the second book of
TRILO-G forthcoming. Several recent comments on energy
conservation and human settlement patterns have confused
readers who thought they had a good grasp on reality.
Readers have suggested that, by not responding to these
comments, we we are conceding that these commentors
(rhymes with “tormentors”) have a basis for their postings
beyond short-term self-interest. See 16 October Blog Post
"ENERGY CONSERVATION AND HUMAN SETTLEMENT
PATTERNS."
(2). We explore this issue at length in the Backgrounder “The
Problem With Cars” forthcoming.
(3). “Case Studies of Project Planning and Design for Energy
Conservation,” sponsored by the US Department of Energy,
Community Systems Division, Office of Buildings & Community
Services. 1979 Land Design / Research, Inc. Columbia, MD
1979. Also see End Note Two in “Soft Consumption Paths,” 7
August 2006.
(4). As it happens, my father farmed and worked on oil rigs
during World War II. Our family lived in a “lease house” on an
oil field just after World War II. My father was offered
lucrative work in Venezuela and Saudi Arabia but choose to
move to Montana where we lived near the Bonneville Power
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Administration's Hungry Horse Dam in the late 40s and 50s. It
is surprising how much direct early experiences can provide a
framework for later understandings of complex topics. (See
End Note Three in “The Conservation Imperative,” 19 June
2007.)
(5). By “thick” we mean that the settlement pattern most
highly valued in the market (including by the “creative class”)
and best supporting contemporary economic, social and
physical reality is a conterminous, synergistic mix of Jobs /
Housing / Services / Recreation / Amenity. These compact
settlement patterns are found within Clear Edges, organized in
Balanced Communities. To be sustainable, these Balanced
Communities must be aggregated into New Urban Regions
with significant amounts of Countryside and in Urban Support
Regions primarily made up of Countryside. For a discussion of
each of the Capitalized words in the prior sentence see
GLOSSARY.
(6). As spelled out in Chapter Two, President William Jefferson
Clinton made unfounded excuses for high per capita energy
consumption in his first State of the Union speech.
(7). See “Va. Tech, Investor Aim To Cut Area Energy Use. 100
Properties to Get Upgrades,” David Fahrenthold, WaPo, 16
October 2007.
(8). The 10 X Rule is noted in the GLOSSARY under "Natural
Laws," and the derivation is provided in Chapter 4, Box 6 of
The Shape of the Future. Here is a Cliff Notes version of Then
10 X Rule: Assume two groups of 3,000 persons each live in
two Neighborhood-scale sets of 1,000 dwellings (1,000
households) in different configurations. One set is randomly
scattered across 10,000 acres on lots that average 10 acres
each. A second group with the same size dwelling and carrying
out the same daily and weekly activities is located in functional
Clusters on 100 acres. Under these conditions, the locationvariable costs of the first group is ten times (that is ten times,
not ten percent more or 110 percent more but 10 times or "10
X") the cost of the second group. note that Neighborhoods of
30 persons per acre are the most common configuration of
Neighborhood-scale groups of dwellings in Alpha Communities
of 10 persons per acre. This is the case in Reston, Columbia,
Burke Centre and Fairfax Center.
(9). The other Natural Laws ( A= BR2, The Cost of Services
Curve, The 10 Person Rule and the 87 ½ Percent Rule) also
come into play but a discussion of these Rules is beyond the
scope of this column. For discussion of the rules and their
derivation see The Shape of the Future, Chapter Four.
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(10). Using the name James Rouse in same sentence as Frank
Lloyd Wright with respect to understanding human settlement
pattern is a gross injustice to Jim Rouse. See The Shape of the
Future, Chapter 18, “The Planned New Community – Almost
Nothing is as Old as the Planned New Community,” for an
extensive discussion of Rouse' wisdom and Wright's
foolishness -- "Broadacre City."
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One More? Two More?
How many more years of political fraud must we
endure? Here are some proposals to make the
political system more responsive to the needs of a
21st-century polity.

Yet another spasm of partisan election activity ended in
Virginia less than a week ago. What is the number one
item on both the donkey clan and the elephant clan agenda
six days later?
Both of the “major” political parties are gearing up, not for
intelligent participation in governance activities but to
position themselves for the next election!
Here in Warrenton we lived through one of those “key”
races that generated a lot of attention.
About 39 percent of those registered to vote split 48
percent to 47 percent, with an “independent” playing the
Nader role and taking four percent. Given the number that
choose not to even register, around 20 percent of the
citizens qualified to vote -- and a minority of those who did
vote -- determined this Beta Community's representation
in the Virginia Senate.
The political mailings from the two Senate candidates sent
to our home/office weighted in at 1 lb., 3 oz. That means
well over a ton of high quality paper was delivered to the
over 2000 Households in Greater Warrenton alone. Had the
most recent election season lasted another two weeks, we
would have enough mailings to completely cover the inside
of our friend's manure composting silo with two layers of
thick, slick paper.
Not that there would have been much difference between
the liner and the content of the silo. We read the mailings
with some care and found not one substantive statement.
The “content” was all about who was the too
“conservative” or too “liberal,” who was “one of us” and
who was under the influence of those bad politicians from
the other clan across the Potomac River. Pure
unadulterated trash from both “major parties.”
Based on this experience, and 35 years of prior observation
of partisan political activity in Virginia, we offer 10 modest
proposals for bills to be pre-filed and considered in the next
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General Assembly session:
Immediate Actions (See End Note One)
1. Move all Virginia elections to the first Tuesday in
November on even years.
2. Arrange ballots with the smallest-scale offices and issues
at the top.
3. Implement an initial round of immediate limits on
campaign spending to the extent possible under the
current Commonwealth and Federal regulations, laws and
Constitutions.
4. Recommend new postal rates to discourage mass
mailings of trash and far more effective truth-inadvertising standards for the content of all communications.
Actions that Will Take More than One Legislative
Session to Put into Effect
5. Enact longer terms for all offices but provide for easy
recall and term limits as appropriate. With high literacy and
mass communications there is no excuse for the legislatorsknow-best-and-citizens-don't-understandwhat's-good-for-them excuses that underlay the current
18th Century provisions for tenure, terms and recall.
6. Shift all elections to preferential/instant runoff voting.
Encourage the implementation of the best ideas and the
election of the best candidates without multi phase
elections.
7. Severely limit campaign spending on all activities that
do not involve face-to-face contact between voters and
candidates. End the monopoly of the slick commercial
campaigns funded by special interests and the use of
deceptive, emotion-laden advertising. Let the candidates
speak to the citizens. It really does work -- this is what
freedom of speech is really about.
8. Create a governance structure that reflects the organic
structure of contemporary economic, social and physical
reality. Redistribute powers and responsibilities so that
“The level of decision is at the level of impact.” (Because
many decisions impact more than one scale or level, new
mechanisms of governance will be required to share
decision making between levels. The obvious objective of
this strategy is to remove conditions such as the municipal
land use control/state transport idiocy that now prevails in
the Commonwealth.)
9. Establish a 10-year period during which all sub-state
jurisdictional borders are converted to reflect the 21st
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century governance structure created by Number 8.
Historic borders will be commemorated with bronze (before
Revolutionary war), iron (before Civil War) and aluminum
(before 2008) plaques. The new boundaries at Regional,
Community, Village, Neighborhood and Cluster scales will
be determined by democratic process from the bottom up,
not the top down. (See End Note Two.)
10. Allow Governor to serve two four-year terms or one sixyear term. (See End Note Three.)
If those elected and reelected on 6 November are unwilling
to make these modest adjustments then the only
alternative is to toss out all incumbents at each election
until they do take action.
-- November 12, 2007

End Notes
(1). Some of these proposals may be in conflict with arcane regulations,
laws or the Constitution of Virginia. If so, they would require a longer time
to implement these recommendations, as it will 5 thru 10.
(2). For a sketch of how this be accomplished for one New Urban Region,
see "The Shape of Richmond's Future," 16 February 2004.
(3). We listed this item separately because it has great merit and is often
discussed. It would, in the normal course, be covered by proposal 5. above.
After we had prepared a draft of our top 10, we consulted Lieutenant
Governor Bill Bolling’s “100 Ideas for Future of Virginia.” This proposal
is “Idea Gov 1" under “Government Reform” on Bolling’s website.
Several of the other Bolling ideas are well worth considering but all would
be covered under 8 above. From the quality and quantity of the comments
on the "100 Ideas" website it is clear these ideas are not generating much
serious or well informed interest.
It is instructive to note that the “ideas” under “Transportation” are just
retreads of the sort of well-meaning bromides listed in every slick election
brochure. For example, there is no mention of Balance between the
transport system capacity and the travel demand of the settlement pattern.
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Why Metro-to-Tysons Is a Mess
The reason the Metro-to-Dulles project is in danger
of collapsing can be traced to unbalanced
development, conflicting interests among
landowners and developers, and the politics of
Business As Usual.

Most would agree that there is no transport infrastructure
project currently under consideration in the National
Capital Subregion that is more important than:
●

●

Extending METRO service to Greater Tysons Corner,
and
Providing high speed shared-vehicle service between
Washington-Dulles Airport and the Zentrum of the
National Capital Subregion.

It is also true that there is no transport infrastructure
project that has greater downside – cost and functionality
– if these two objectives are achieved in the wrong way.
On Sunday, 02 December, Jim Bacon summarized the
latest news on “Rail to Tysons / Dulles” in a post titled “Big
Tysons Landowners Fear Billions in Windfall Profits May Be
in Peril.” The 62 comments on this post document:

A. The level of interest in METRO to Greater
Tysons Corner, and
B. The depth of misunderstandings about the
reality of this project.
Many of the comments are heartfelt, earnest and based
upon the commentators’ understanding of their experience.
As is often the case with statements regarding human
settlement pattern / transport – especially those
concerning shared-vehicle systems – many of the
comments are not congruent with the reality of Greater
Tysons Corner’s current context.
In this column we lay out what we mean by “context.” (See
End Note One.)
The Big Picture
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Before outlining the Greater Tysons Corner Context, one
should be clear on the goal of extending METRO to the
Core of Greater Tysons Corner and beyond. We suggest
that the goal of building a shared-vehicle system to serve
the Core of Greater Tysons Corner should be to enhance
Mobility and Access. Specifically, the goal should be
Mobility and Access that supports the evolution of an Alpha
(Balanced) Community in Greater Tysons Corner. An Alpha
Community is a place that optimizes citizen happiness,
safety and prosperity. In other words the multi-billion
dollar investment should optimize citizen well being.
To achieve functional and affordable Mobility and Access
for Greater Tysons Corner there must be Balance. In this
context, Balance has three major components:
1. Relative Balance of Jobs / Housing / Services /
Recreation / Amenity (J/H/S/R/A) for the entire Community
as defined in GLOSSARY.
2. Balance of the whole Community also requires relative
Balance of J/H/S/R/A in each of the projected four station
areas proposed to serve the Zentrum of Greater Tysons
Corner.
3. The most important aspect of Alpha Community Balance
is Balance between the travel demand generated by the
settlement pattern throughout Greater Tysons Corner and
the capacity of the Mobility systems that serves the Alpha
(Balanced) Community, including pedestrian travel.
A functional shared-vehicle system – and to a lesser extent
a supportive, but not dominant private-vehicle system – is
what creates the ability of “relative” Balance to be
sufficient to achieve Alpha status.
The alternative is an “absolute” Balance in the organic
components of Greater Tysons Corner. Without a sharedvehicle system serving the Core of Greater Tysons Corner,
the Balance would have to be nearly perfect which is not
possible in the current reality – a Global marketplace –
where the smallest component of human settlement
pattern that can achieve sustainability is the New Urban
Region.
The Greater Tysons Corner Current Context
There are millions of factors that make up the
comprehensive Context but there are six major factors that
may be considered the controlling elements of Tysons
Corner Contextual Reality:
1. Landowner / Land and Building Developer Objectives
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It may seem too obvious to mention but it is critically
important to understand that land owners and land and
building developers (here-in-after “land owners”) make
more money by developing and owning some land uses
than they do from other land uses.
Many land uses required to achieve
Balance do not generate a profit, at least
not an immediate profit. Others support
the whole Community but do not directly
benefit any specific individual, Household
or Organization.
Less expensive space for Affordable and Accessible Housing
and for Enterprise and Institution incubators are the most
commonly noted “below market” needs but functional,
accessible Openspace is another important one.
It is also important to recall that land
owners focus on the land uses that make
the most money, the fastest. That is what
Enterprises are created to accomplish.
Finally, land owners lose money every day if they do
nothing with the land in which they have invested.
2. Too Much Land
Although it is not obvious to most because they do not
bother to run the numbers, there is vastly more
development potential in the four METRO station-areas
than can be adsorbed by the market in a time frame that
would return a profit on investment. In addition, there is a
need for the creation of a Critical Mass in each station area
to achieve Balance. There cannot be four partial stationareas over a long time period. (See End Note Two.)
For a further discussion of the fact that there is far more
land than market, see Backgrounder “It is Time to
Fundamentally Rethink METRO and Mobility in the Nation
Capital Subregion,” 18 October 2004, and the column “Rail
to Dulles Realities,” 4 January 2004.
Land owners have information and/or the ability to gather
data and create intelligence on the evolution of functional
human settlement patterns. However, information is power
and they use their power to enhance their economic
leverage; they do not use it to create more functional
human settlement patterns. That is what they are in
business to do.
With too much land already set aside for future
development and higher densities anticipated with the
advent of METRO, not all land owners/developers can be
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successful. Knowing this, Enterprises jockey for position to
limit the amount of land that can be developed by other
Enterprises. For example, they scoff at Air Rights over land
that the public owns – unless the particular entity does not
own land. (See “All Aboard,” 16 April 2007.)
3. Limited METRO Capacity
The “Silver Line” has very limited capacity to move riders
from the Dulles / Tysons Corridor into and out of the
Zentrum of the National Capital Subregion. The new
service will share tracks and tunnels with the Orange and
Blue METRO lines, as we document in “It is Time to
Fundamentally Rethink METRO and Mobility in the Nation
Capital Subregion,” 18 October 2004. Almost everyone has
now admitted this fact.
Even the S/P’s “Turquoise Line” proposal from the 1980s
has less-than-optimum capacity due to flaws in the original
METRO system concept. For that reason S/P has, since the
late 90s, advocated extending METRO to Greater Tysons
Corner and then creating shared-vehicle service to
Washington Dulles Airport and Reston via a new system
with a station in Greater Tysons Corner but with
technology and alignment that would get travelers from
Dulles to Capitol Hill in 5 stops vs. the 25 stops now
envisioned.
Because of METRO’s limited capacity, the “relative” Balance
at each station must be much closer to “absolute” Balance.
This makes the first two contextual realities far harder to
address.
4. What makes “Mass Transit” Work
The optimum shared-vehicle system from a revenue
perspective is one that serves at one end a Gulag where
everyone lives (Houses) and at the other a Gulag where
everyone works (Jobs). There is a stop in the middle where
all the Services/Recreation/Amenity are located. The three
stops are too far apart to walk between, and there is no
alternative for vehicular access. In this hypothetical
system, the seats are filled 24/7 because everyone has to
ride. Not many would be happy in this settlement pattern
configuration.
The optimum station-area settlement pattern for quality of
life of citizens and Households, prosperity of Enterprises
and Institutions and ease of administration by Agencies is
one where citizens have to resort to a vehicle of any sort
infrequently to assemble a quality life. In the hypothetical
three-station system of this type, every station-area has a
relative Balance of J/H/S/R/A. This means that far fewer
citizens have a need or desire for a vehicle.
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Existence of a shared-vehicle system is
what makes this settlement pattern
possible, and system-wide Balance of the
shared-vehicle system capacity with
travel demand is what makes it
economically feasible.
The private-vehicle system must be the cherry on the top
of the sundae, not the only way to get from any A to any B.
Given the minimum capacity of a single METRO line
extension, the lack of balance is a back breaker for all the
simple-minded “transit feasibility” tests that the U.S.
Department of Transportation generates.
5. Business as Usual Support for Growth and Consumption
Most Enterprises, many Institutions and some Agencies see
any new transport system as “progress” and believe that
“growth” is good and “raises all boats.” These
Organizations jump from supporting one proposal to
supporting another. Their only criteria is that they do not
get taxed to pay for any new Mobility and Access services.
This is what the activities that were reported in the original
WaPo story upon which Jim Bacon posted on 2 December
were all about.
6. Political Process
The process by which decisions are now made on new
transport services is a process controlled by politicians.
The first priority of politicians is getting re-elected, not
creating functional human settlement patterns or Balancing
travel demand with transport system capacity.
To get reelected politicians must make as
few voters mad as possible because
positive results of any major decision on
Mobility and Access are from two to five
election cycles away.
Politicians must rely on land owners, developers and other
practitioners of Business As Usual for contributions to
finance their campaigns intended to convince uninformed
potential voters that they are doing the right thing and
deserve to be elected.
The conflict is obvious:
●

Land owners and developers want the public to pay
for the shared-vehicle system and any other actions
needed to achieve Balance so that they can optimize
their profits.
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●

Voters want the opposite.
Because of the dysfunctional settlement
patterns that have agglomerated – since
1920, especially since 1950 and
overwhelmingly since 1990 – the cost of
any alternative Mobility and Access
system is very high.

The political process involves uninformed and misinformed
citizens as demonstrated by comments following Jim
Bacon’s 2 December post. Many are well meaning and
believe they are acting in their best interest. Others are
just trying to confuse the ill informed.
One Other Note: The "Circulator"
Recent “news” coverage of shared-vehicle systems serving
Greater Tysons Corner suggests there is one other factor to
consider. This is not another “reality” but rather a vivid
indication of the failure to understand the six realities listed
above, especially the first two.
The topic in question is the “Circulator” outlined in “Tysons
Planners Thinking ‘Circulator’: Transit Idea Needs Funding
Strategy” by Amy Gardner (WaPo, Loudoun Extra, 20 Dec
2007). The headline says it all. The idea of a “Circulator”
has many advocates:
●

●

●

●

Land owners who lost out in the station- locationlottery and have land that is more than .25 miles
from a projected METRO platform
Land owners within .25 miles of a projected METRO
platform who do not want to devote any of their land
to any of the lower-yield land uses necessary to
achieve station-area Balance
METRO advocates who want another bone to toss to
citizens who insist that more density will yield more
autonomobile trips
METRO opponents who want to toss just one more
straw on the camels back in hopes that the whole
idea of METRO to Greater Tysons Corner will collapse

But mainly a Circulator sounds good to those who do not
understand the contextual reality of Greater Tysons
Corner. First, let us be clear:
Circulators, often in the form of “Horizontal Elevators” or
“Personal Rapid Transit” or “PRT,” have a role in the stable
of shared-vehicle systems. Airport Circulators have spread
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from Tampa / St Pete and SeaTac to almost every airport
in the First World. Even Washington Dulles is spending
hundreds of millions (or is it billions?) on a circulator after
finally admitting that Funny Buses do not work.
The Cores of New Urban Regions with the most effective
multi-mode, shared-vehicle systems often have several
sub-systems that might be called Circulators. Some are
“historic” such as in Wien and Toronto, and some are
experimental such as Toronto’s Mag Lev extension of the
Green Line to Scarborough Centre.
Of the 23 “Zone 1" and “Zone 2" shared vehicle systems in
the world, most have several Circulators. Berlin, London,
Madrid, New York, Paris, Boston, Montreal, Munich and San
Francisco, among those we have ridden, come to mind. We
have direct experience with two Circulators of the scale
envisioned for the Core of Greater Tysons Corner –
Zentrum Miami (“Downtown Loop”) and Docklands Light
Rail in the Core of London.
A Circulator would make a lot of sense for the Core of
Greater Tysons Corner if there were only one METRO
station in the Core. Miami has only one station of the
Regional-Core-serving Metrorail Green Line in the Zentrum.
A Circulator in the Core of Greater Tysons Corner that
already has four METRO stations would be a foot of icing on
the cake. It would be like spending money and space to
create separate roadway systems: One for small cars; One
for SUVs and delivery trucks; and one for all the thru traffic
with no origins or destinations in the Core of Greater
Tysons Corner. Right now there is one roadway system
that all three can use – albeit not optimally.
A wild proliferation of mobility systems might be nice -- if it
could be afforded. To keep a Circulator out of the way of
the other activities of urban life it would have to be at a
separate plane from every other activity – METRO,
roadways, pedestrian ways, parking access, deliveries, etc.
(See “All Aboard,” 16 April 2007.) As a matter of
economics and physics, a “Circulator” is a non-starter.
Worse, the Circulator idea indicates that those “planning”
the Core of Greater Tysons Corner have no grasp of the six
realities that provide the context for creating a sharedvehicle system to serve Greater Tysons Corner.
Most importantly, advocates of a Circulator do not grasp
the notion that there is already too much capacity for
urban land uses in the four-station areas. We avoided
spelling out the numbers on this issue (2. Too Much Land)
above. We did this in the hope that the absence of spoonfed numbers would inspire some who do not already know
the facts to see what a FAR (Floor Area Ratio) of 10 does
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for the land within .25 miles of the station platform. In the
context of a Circulator the numbers cannot be avoided.
Four stations generate 55 million square feet each just in
the prime walk radius, if citizens are to take full advantage
of the billions spent to bring METRO to the Core of Greater
Tysons Corner. (See “All Aboard.”) A Circulator designed to
achieve shared-vehicle system access to the other 1,200
acres of the Core of Greater Tysons Corner would generate
another 150 million-plus square feet of built space at a
modest FAR of 3. That means just a little less than two Mid
Town Manhattans (200 million square feet) in the 1,700
acre Core of Greater Tysons Corner.
Then there is the new space needed to achieve a relative
Balance in the three lower density Village-scale
agglomerations (Greater McLean, Greater Vienna and
Greater GeoDomLewinsSpring) that are part of Greater
Tysons Corner. There would be four Village-scale
agglomerations outside the Core of Greater Tysons Corner
if Greater Merrifield does not emerge as an Alpha
Community.
Add it all up and you have a really big “place.” You also
have a perfect example of what happens when one (or
many) fails to understand the importance of context and
human settlement patterns.
What the Tysons Context Yields
In the six-element Context outlined above, a stalemate is
fine with the majority of citizens. Some are NIMBYs and
say, “I have mine you need get yours somewhere else,”
while some just see no upside from change.
The cumulative result is least-common-denominator
settlement patterns and sub-optimum Mobility and Access.
The studies and meetings go on endlessly. Politicians hire
staff trained to not make uninformed citizens mad and they
in turn hire consultants with the same objective. In this
context, there are no advocates for intelligent,
Fundamental Change. (See Backgrounder “The Role of
Municipal Planning in Creating Dysfunctional Human
Settlement Patterns,” 23 January 2002.)
That is the current Context of Tysons Corner in which
decisions will be made on an extension of METRO.
That is why a functional media – a subject of the four part
Backgrounder “The Estates Matrix” – is so important.
-- December 27, 2007
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End Notes
(1). As we noted in our comment of 8:44 PM, 3 December , “Jim Bacon’s
Post is on target within “the current context.” At the request of several
readers we have revised and expanded our post of 5 December titled
“TYSONS CONTEXT."
(2). The topic of Critical Mass will be explored in an up-coming column.
In The Shape of the Future there are 15 specific references to “critical
mass.” Taken together, these references define Critical Mass, however the
term is not separately defined. One task in creating the expanded
GLOSSARY is to define terms that were overlooked seven years ago.
Critical Mass will be added to GLOSSARY in the near future.
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Who Killed Rail-to-Dulles?
Many people share the blame for the collapse of the
Rail-to-Dulles financing scheme. The feds are only
the first in a long line of guilty parties.

Rail to Dulles is dead! Long Live Rail to Dulles! Or, is it
really dead this time?
OK, you thought we had written all there was to write on
this topic. Sorry, the story goes on. (To catch up on this
long-running saga, review the articles and blog posts in
End Note One.)
In a three-plus column headline on page one, above the
fold, WaPo's 25 January issue says it all: “DULLES RAIL ALL
BUT DEAD.” The story by Amy Gardner provides the “He
Said, She Said” essence of a 24 January fed / state /
Authority meeting and a follow-up letter from the Federal
Transit Administration. A 26 January WaPo story covers
much of the same ground.
Who Killed Rail to Dulles?
The first question is: “Who is who killed METRO Rail to
Washington Dulles International Airport?” More to the
point: Who killed METRO to Tysons Corner? Turns out
many contributed to the demise but there is one fattest rat
in the woodpile. Here is a rogues gallery in ascending order
of culpability:
The Feds: There was not a snowball’s chance in hell that
the ideologues at the U.S. Department of Transportation
would approve nearly $1 billion dollars of federal money for
the project that would benefit a Donkey Clan governor of a
swing state. The current administration saves that sort of
money for contributors, party members and Agency
players. However, it should not be overlooked that there
are very valid reasons for the feds to turn down the
request as Jim Bacon, Larry Gross and WaPo readers point
out in blog postings.
The Commonwealth of Virginia: Gov. Timothy M. Kaine
seems to grasp the importance of a shared-vehicle system
serving Tysons Corner, Reston and Dulles but he put
political light-weights in charge of the state effort and
never got any traction on the issues related to traveldemand and settlement-pattern Balance.
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The Region: An overwhelming problem was the total
failure to understanding where the Washington-Baltimore
New Urban Region is located and who should be in control
of which decisions. There is plenty of value generated by a
functional shared-vehicle system connecting the Centroid
of the National Capital Subregion with Washington-Dulles
Airport via Tysons Corner and Reston to pay for the project
without help from the feds (or the Commonwealth).
However, if the "region” is an economic, social and physical
reality but a political vacuum, that potential goes out the
window.
Washington Dulles Airport: In the blog postings linked
to in End Note One, the blogger known as Groveton, who
has traveled by air a lot more than we have recently, hits
the nail on the head: The Authority is incompetent to do
anything but spend too much money on the wrong
priorities. To be charitable, the Authority is still in the '60s.
The airport is finally getting rid of the Funny Buses but
board members have yet to acknowledge that the 1973
OPEC oil embargo, 11 September 2001 and airline
deregulation have forever changed air travel.
The Authority is building the best 1980s airport in the
world for unsustainable, early '70s air traffic projections. If
the Authority wanted a shared-vehicle system to Dulles it
should have given the National Airport terminal to the Air
and Space Museum for its Annex and used the value of the
land under the National airport runways to fund a sharedvehicle ground transport system linking the Capitol with
Dulles.
The Cheerleaders: The fans of Rail to Dulles, led by the
more than earnest Ken Plum and hard working Patty
Nicoson at the Dulles Corridor Rail Association have turned
themselves into pretzels twisting and turning in an attempt
to keep everyone under a big tent. Even they could not
create a stable tent (or a golden spike) out of conflicting
and unrecycled trash.
Land Owners and Developers: It is hard to blame land
owners and developers for doing what they thought would
make them the most money. That is what they do for a
living. Problem is they overreached. They were the ones
with the data and insight to make Rail to Dulles happen but
could not see a way to make as much money by doing it
right. (See “Why METRO-to-Tysons is a Mess,” 27 Dec
2007>)
Consultants and “Investors”: Like the Land Owners and
Developers, they tried to make the pot bigger, not the
system better. They thought the “public / private
partnership” scam would paper over the defects. It did not.
NIMBYs: “We have ours, you need to get yours
somewhere else in a way that does not disturb us.” To this
day, they do not understand how shared-vehicle systems
reduce traffic congestion by making the use of
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Autonomobiles unnecessary.
Municipal “Leaders”: “Tell me what our biggest
contributors and the most vocal voters say they want and
we will shout that the loudest.”
Tunnelphiles: Until the end they could have gotten
everything they wanted -- a Metro system that drove
redevelopment of Tysons Corner as a mixed-use,
pedestrian-oriented "downtown" for Fairfax County -without a tunnel. If fact Tysons would work better without
a tunnel. Tunnelphiles insisted on a 1970s Arlington
“solution” to a fundamentally different problem. They
swayed many stakeholders who stayed on the sidelines,
undermining support for an approach that could have
vastly lowered the cost and increased the value of the
shared-vehicle system. (See “All Aboard!,” 16 April 2007,
and “Why METRO-to-Tysons is a Mess,” 27 Dec 2007.) If
they keep it up, they will short circuit even the “no federal
money” options.
WaPo: Yes, WaPo is the fattest rat.
How could anyone blame the Beta Region’s Flagship
MainStream Media outlet? Because those listed above, and
especially the general public, did not have the information
they needed to make intelligent decisions. They did not
have this information for the reasons spelled out in "The
Estates Matrix," 10 December 2007. (For a brief summary
of my argument, go to PART IV “Postscript Lancasterization of Media.”)
WaPo's 25 January story is pure "He Said, She Said"
Journalism. The editorial on the same day (“Dulles
Derailed: The feds have a lot of explaining to do”) is more
of the same. A 26 January story presents even more of the
same.
The WaPo website tries to cover the newspaper's tracks by
suggesting that way back in 2005 it did a major series on
the problems with METRO. This series is a perfect example
of the sort of coverage that is described in the section
“Credit Where Credit is Due” in PART I of "THE ESTATES
MATRIX." Not one of the nineteen topics highlighted in the
four-day “problems with METRO” series deals with the core
METRO dysfunctions outlined in “It is time to
Fundamentally Rethink METRO and Mobility in the National
Capital Subregion,” 18 October 2004, [Add Link] Neither do
any of the other 11 stories for which links are provided in
the web-based “expanded coverage” or the “Washington
Post Investigates” page.
By the way, when you print out the problems with METRO
page, a big ad for Toyota Tundra trucks comes up. Please
read THE ESTATES MATRIX with care.
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Is Rail to Dulles Dead?
Only time will tell but, as we have said thousand times in a
hundred different ways over the past 30 years, the real
question is: (See End Note Two.)
Will the Households, Agencies, Enterprises and Institutions
have the resources left after decades of profligate waste
and the agglomeration of grossly dysfunctional human
settlement patterns to create a Balance between
settlement pattern and mobility systems, or will this Region
become “Bangladesh on the Potomac”?
A functional shared-vehicle system link between the
Centroid of the National Capital Subregion and WashingtonDulles International Airport would provide a major boost to
evolve functional settlement patterns in the Subregion.
The way forward has not changed over the past four
decades, except that we should all know more about what
will not work.
Jim Bacon outlines some important options in the blog
post, "Rail to Dulles: What Comes Next?" These, however,
are “policy options” -- not a strategy or a plan.
Citizens need to know what Rail to Tysons Corner, Reston
and Dulles would “look like,” how would it work and how
our lives would be better if it were built.
The 27 January WaPo coverage was a "go out on the street
and find some people who are shocked" story to show how
much the newspaper "cares." ("The Dulles Rail Death
Knell: A Region Stunned at Loss of Economic Engine Seeks
to Salvage or Rethink Project.") Had WaPo done an
acceptable job of being a Regional media outlet, this never
would have happened.
The answer will fit on the back of an envelope when
everyone is ready to heed the call: “All Aboard.”
-- January 28, 2008

End Notes
(1). Here is helpful background material for understanding the
context of the Federal Transit Administration decision to deny
federal funding for the Rail-to-Dulles project:
●
●

●

“Rail to Dulles Realities,” 4 January 2004.
“Rethinking Metro,” and the supporting Backgrounder “It is Time
to Fundamentally Rethink METRO and Mobility in the National
Capital Subregion,” 18 October 2004.
“Metro Ills and Base Closings,” 20 June 2005.
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●
●
●

“The Problem with ‘Mass’ Transit,” 15 May 2006.
“All Aboard!,” 16 April 2007.
“Why METRO-to-Tysons is a Mess,” 27 Dec 2007.

There are also recent postings on Bacon’s Rebellion blog: “Rail to
Dulles is Dead, Give it a Pauper’s Burial” and “Rail to Dulles: What
Comes Next?” which provide additional insights. Earlier Bacon’s
Rebellion Blog links can be found in the above columns.
(2). The appropriate way to ask this question is to play a video clip
of the GM/Cadillac advertisement with a sexy older bombshell in
short dress driving a red car in dim light saying: “The real question
is when you turn your car on, does it return the favor."
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse
Good News, Bad Reporting
As the economy weakens, you can count on the
MainStream Media to defend Mass OverConsumption
and Business-As-Usual in a desperate bid to keep
the advertising dollars flowing.

At the start of each new year it is traditional to assess the
prospects for the year ahead and consider what near term
trends portend for the shape of the future. For several
reasons, we are late in getting to this task for 2008.
(See End Note One.)
One way to get a handle on where the year is headed is to
do a quick shuffle through the ripped newspapers and
downloaded printouts that have stacked up over the 10
weeks ending in mid-February. Such an exercise yields the
condensed essence of “news” as reported by MainStream
Media. For an overview of how and why MainStream Media
“news” varies from reality see THE ESTATES MATRIX.
From mid-December to mid-February there have been
three distinct generations of MainStream Media news:
•
Mid-December to early January – The chickens come
home with good news and bad news
•
Mid-January – Political lollipops sprout on Big Rock
Candy Mountain
•
Late January to mid February – Storm clouds are
gathering but it is it the “R” word or the “D” word that
should be of concern?

Chickens Coming Home to Roost
A review of the first “resource” pile from MainStream Media
reports from the middle of December through the middle of
January yields several trends beyond the self-serving
media over-exposure of topics which seem to be
coordinated with advertising, especially full-page color
“issue” advertising. (See “WaPo Ads,” 27 Feb 2008 at the
Bacons Rebellion blog.)
Here are some of the most important topics:
● Residential and commercial land and building values
are losing speculative bloat. This is not the short-term
“pop” of a punctured balloon but rather the
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continuing “whoosh” of a giant blimp – 60 years in
the making. The speculative blimp is imploding due
to millions of small holes. Upon closer inspection,
oversized, badly located housing and scattered
commercial properties are down dramatically, while
the values of well located dwellings and commercial
properties are retaining their value.
•
The cheap money that fueled over-priced takeovers
and buyouts as well as risky (aka, “subprime”) mortgages
is drying up.
•
Oil and gasoline prices are up, reflecting the reality
that should have guided Agency and Enterprise actions for
the past 35 years. That reality is? Reserves of
easy-to-access petroleum are running out and there are
NO cheap, environmentally-friendly replacements. There
are two causes for optimism: massive conservation and
functional human settlement patterns.
•
Some are now taking seriously the impact of the
huge federal debt, the declining dollar and the imBalance
of trade and the impact of Global Climate Change.

For those concerned with the shape of the future, the first
reaction to these trends must be: “This is great news!”
Why “great” news? The result of years of overheated
“economic growth” driven by cheap oil, cheap credit,
speculation and Mass OverConsumption has been to
generate three interlocked Crises:
The Mobility and Access Crisis. Congestion, delay and
transport system constipation are growing daily in every
New Urban Region due to the unsustainable imBalance
between the capacity of transport systems and the travel
demand generated by dysfunctional human settlement
patterns. The rising cost of fuel, decaying infrastructure
and Business-As-Usual obliviousness have exacerbated the
negative slope of the unsustainable trajectory of Mobility
and Access over the past three-plus decades. (Thirty-three
of the 115 The Shape of the Future columns published to
date deal primarily with this crisis.)
The Affordable and Accessible Housing Crisis. The
tragic lack of “workforce” housing in the world’s most
prosperous nation-state is due to the fact that it has been
more profitable to build the wrong size house in the wrong
location than to build housing for those who need it most
and build it in functional locations. Without Access, all new
housing is part of the problem, not part of the solution. The
Crisis has been exacerbated by land speculation,
government subsidies and bailouts, delusional mortgage
lending practices of deregulated financial Enterprises and
misguided federally chartered mortgage bundlers. “Trickle
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down” works for irrigation, it does not work for shelter.
(Eight of the 115 The Shape of the Future columns
published to date primarily focus on this crisis.)
The Helter Skelter Crisis. This Crisis is the culmination of
the unsustainable trajectories of many parameters of First
World society with the US of A leading the way. These
trends include unsustainable energy consumption, widening
wealth gap, inadequate health care, growing personal and
public debt, deteriorating infrastructure, ballooning foreign
trade deficit, etc. This Crisis is the direct (and indirect)
result of dysfunctional settlement human patterns,
dysfunctional governance structure and the fundamental
shift of the relationship between humans as consumers and
investors and humans as citizens. The later fundamental
shift is what Robert Reich calls “supercapitalism.” (Most of
the 115 The Shape of the Future columns to date
address this Crisis. See End Note
Two.)
A primary reason for these three
mutually-reinforcing Crises is that each of
the periodic recessions since 1973 has
been put in the rear-view mirror by
citizens driving new cars to new houses.
The headlines from mid-December to early-January
suggested that the drivers of these three crises, and of
human settlement pattern dysfunction in general, may be
ripe for Fundamental Transformation.
A Pause to Achieve Balance
The Mobility and Access Crisis, The Affordable and
Accessible Housing Crisis and The Helter Skelter Crisis
drive contemporary First World civilization into
unsustainable economic, social and physical trajectories.
We discuss the issue of a sustainable trajectory for
civilization in our column “The Whale on the Beach,” 28
Aug 2006, and the Backgrounder “A New Metric for
Citizen Well Being,” 10 Dec 2006.
For a clear articulation of the reasons for the trajectory of the
economy since the mid-70's, see Robert Reich’s book
Supercapitalism: The Transformation of Business,
Democracy, and Everyday Life. (Again see End Note Two.)
As a result, citizens need time to take stock of where they
are and where they will be without Fundamental Change in
human settlement pattern and Fundamental Change in
governance structure.
A slowdown would provide time for
citizens to understand the need to create
Balance.
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At S/P we stress the need for citizens to create a Balance of
J/H/S/R/A at the Village-scale, Community-scale and
Regional-scale. Citizens must achieve the appropriate level
of Balance at Regional, Community, Village,
Neighborhood, Cluster and Dooryard levels. Balance is
different at each scale but Balance at every scale is essential
for a sustainable trajectory for civilization. (First-time readers
please see GLOSSARY for the definitions of
the boldface words in this paragraph and the
boldface words in the next paragraph.)
With time to consider the consequences of the current
trajectory and the alternatives, Households, Agencies,
Enterprises and Institutions will have the opportunity to
move jobs and homes closer together to eliminate “the
commute.” Enterprises, Agencies and Institutions will
move Services, Recreation, and Amenity closer to the
new nexus to put, as EYA.com advertises, “life within
walking distance.”
With a slowdown, citizens will not have to buy a new house
in a new “subdivision” to have a great place to live. They
can use sweat equity, not speculation, to improve the
value of their property and the quality of their lives. They
can fix up an existing dwelling and at the same time
contribute to the Dooryard, Cluster and Neighborhood
which are the most important barometers of real property
value and real quality of life if a democracy with a market
economy is to be preserved. They can buy a new dwelling
in a recycled subdivision or in a reconfigured Dooryard,
Cluster or Neighborhood. This is the message of
PROPERTY DYNAMICS.
There is already far more land devoted to (and
speculatively held for) urban land uses than citizens can
sustainably support at minimum levels of intensity. For the
reasons spelled out by Christopher Leinberger in “The Next
Slum?”– and many other reasons explored in The Shape
of the Future columns – there are clear indications that
citizens are ready to take more intelligent actions with
respect to settlement pattern decisions. (See “Sub-Prime
Lending and the Slums of Tomorrow” and End Note Three.)
Beyond human settlement patterns, there
is a desperate need for a Balance between
resources and consumption.
A “slowdown” will reduce Mass OverConsumption and
increase self-reliance, a key ingredient of safety and
happiness. A slowdown will enhance conservation and
reduce the demand for renewable and nonrenewable
energy and other resources.
The time and resource savings from more
functional human settlement patterns will
facilitate fundamental economic, social
and physical changes. One example would
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be the re-transition to one job per
Household, especially in Households
where children are being raised.
One important goal of a more rational pace of consumption
will be Balanced Regional economies. Searching the Globe
for the cheapest prices and for the investments that return
the highest short-term yield makes a few very rich.
However, society (aka, the life of citizens) is becoming
much more poor. This is true for the vast majority of the
citizens in the US of A as well as in other First World
nation-states. This reality is documented by every
economic, social and physical measure other than gross
consumption and gadget accumulation. Robert Reich
documents this in Supercapitalism. Without functional
Access, all new housing is part of the problem, not part of
the solution. See Appendix One as well as End Note Two.
Some citizens in some nation-states are
doing better than citizens in the US of A –
but not much better when compared to
how well off a few are at the top of the
economic food chain in every nation-state.
The current trajectory is not just “bad” from a moral
perspective, it is bad from economic, social and physical
perspectives.
It will be impossible to maintain
democracies with market economies
under these conditions for the reasons
spelled out in THE ESTATES MATRIX.
Of course it would have been far better to make intelligent
changes in the economic, social and physical trajectory of
the US of A back in 1973. In October of that year, the
OPEC Oil Embargo made it clear that it would be prudent,
no, it would be imperative, to make Fundamental Changes.
Some of us did take actions in 1973 but most did not.
Many of those who did make Fundamental Changes in our
lives at that time soon got tired of being worker bees while
most of the population, cheered on by Agencies and
Enterprises, played the grasshopper role.
Oh well, a lot of us had a great time over the last 35 years,
right? A lot of us have really nice cars and really big houses
– a lot nicer and a lot bigger than we would have had if
citizens had followed more intelligent personal and
collective strategies. But how much nicer? We will explore
this issue further in a future shape of the future column.
Of course, there are a lot more of “us” now. It is important
to remember that a far larger percentage of “us” were
“well off” in 1973 than is the case in 2008. That is why the
current trajectory is not compatible with sustaining
democracies with market economies.
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Not All of the Year's News Was Grounds for Cheering
Looking again at that stack of mid-December thru early
January rips and prints, not all the news was pleasant:
•
Residential foreclosures are up 75 percent
•
Personal as well as Enterprise bankruptcies are up
and would be up much more if the federal law had not been
change to protect creditors
•
Many merchants on Main Street did not have a happy
Holiday
•
The debris from the crash of the housing / real estate
blimp has trashed not just the expectations of millions of
Households but has shaken Regional, nation-state and
Global financial markets
•
The continuing fall of the dollar on the international
market is now negatively impacting citizens and Enterprises.
(In 1973, merchants in Paris and London accepted payment
in dollars, merchants in New York now accept payment in
Euros)
•
Long-term unemployment for highly skilled workers is
on the rise

None of these headlines are “good” news for
Business-As-Usual or for the majority of citizens in the
US of A. While “everyone” is not directly impacted, the
vast majority suffer indirect consequences of the
spreading economic and financial blight.
Hey, What Happened?
The total package of economic, social and physical
“news” spanning the end of 2007 to early 2008 is
radically different than what one saw in MainStream
Media just a few months before. (See End Note Four.)
A short time ago, Agency, Enterprise and Institutional
economists were saying and MainStream Media was
reporting that:
1
Continued “economic expansion” was on a solid
footing because “the fundamentals” were sound
2
The housing “bubble” would have little impact on the
broader economy

Even talking heads with Cassandra and contrarian
reputations suggested that the bottom would not fall out of
the economy until after the Fall 2008 federal elections.
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Recent trends put the spotlight on nearly a decade of very
bad “political” (aka, policy) decisions. Current reality makes
“leaders” look like fools and have given rise to demands for,
and now promises of, “CHANGE.” No one has any real idea
what “change” might mean other than it would result in
radically different decisions than those made over the last
decade. Not many are willing to admit yet that the problem
is really rooted in the decisions made over the last three
and a half decades, not just the last one.
By the end of February, when this column was prepared,
the surprising stories have become everyday occurrences.
On the road to a rational course of action, a good opening
question to ask is:
How effective is the Regional,
nation-state and global economic early
warning system?
There were plenty of indicators that foretold a shift long
before it was “news.” Scattered dwellings started to deflate in
the Fall of 2006, not the Fall of 2007. During the 20072008
Holiday season when MainStream Media was full of
speculation about consumer spending, it was very clear to
customers that retail outlets – brick and mortar and virtual
– as well as parcel delivery services, had excess capacity.

As to a “slowdown” in the wider economy, we have asked
merchants, craftspersons, health care and personal service
providers: “When did you see a change on the horizon in
your business?”
The answer was almost always: “September.” Sometimes
it was earlier. The 2007 trade deficit did not set a record
for the sixth year in a row because consumers were
already buying less.
Even in a consumer-driven (aka, Mass
OverConsumption-dependent) economy, citizens seem to
have a sixth sense about the economy – not unlike some
animals that provide an early warning of an earthquake,
tsunami or volcanic eruption before it hits.
It is fair to ask: Does the MainStream Media provide good
information, much less an early warning system, or is it
just a spigot to feed slop so that consumers will stay at the
trough of Mass OverConsumption as long as possible? We
explore why citizens do not get the information they need
to make intelligent decisions in the voting booth and in the
market place in THE ESTATES MATRIX:
Citizens are fed the economic “news” that
Enterprises and Agency leaders want
them to hear, not the truth.
If it were upholding its Fourth Estate responsibility, the first
thing MainStream Media would be telling citizens is that
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Mass OverConsumption is not sustainable. We profile the
inadequate measures of economic health such as
“productivity,” and “Gross National Product” in The Shape
of the Future. S/P calls for a new basis for measuring
citizen safety and happiness in the Backgrounder “A New
Metric for Citizen Well Being.”
Moving to Pile Two - Addiction Stimulants
What does one find in the mid-January time frame? The
unsustainable trends in...
•
•
•
•
•
other
•
•

Energy consumption
Trade imbalance
Growth of the federal deficit
Reality of the holiday sales
Loss of value of the dollar vis a vis the Euro, the Yen
currencies
Loss of capital value of Enterprises and property
Deflating Enterprise profit projections

...dominates the “news.”
These trends, piled on top of the residential and
commercial real estate deflation and financial sector woes,
became too ominous to ignore.
In a flash the headlines shifted from
trends and factoids to discussion of
“rescue” and economic stimulus to
prevent a “Recession.”
Economic stimulus by Agencies can be a good thing, but
only if intelligent actions stimulate the right things.
Increasing consumer consumption and propping up
Autonomobiles and McMansions only makes the
fundamental problems worse. The current pseudo economic
stimulus is what Robert Samuelson calls “Lollipop
Economics.” (See End Note Five.)
The stimulus package Congress and the
White House quickly agreed to is “Lollipop
Economics” because an artificial stimulus
is only window dressing when the
“fundamentals” are Swiss cheese.
By the way, where is the MainStream Media on the topic of
stimulus? Just where you would expect from them to be if
you read THE ESTATES MATRIX. The lead editorial for
Saturday 19, January 2008, in WaPo suggests that
“everyone” agrees the economy needs a government
boost. If citizens understood reality, they would not all
agree. It is clear that even now “everyone” does not agree;
even some of WaPo’s own columnists do not agree.
(See End Note Six).
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And Then Pile Three
What does the stack from late January thru mid-February
tell us? A sampling of headlines over a five-day period say
it all:
“Economy Lost 17,000 Jobs as Slump Widened: Drop First
Since ‘03: Gain Was Forecast,” Neil Irwin, WaPo, 2
February 2008.
“U.S. Concern Over Economy Is Highest in Years: Public
Skeptical of Stimulus Package,” Michael Abramowitz and
Jon Cohen, WaPo, 4 February 2008.
“Fed’s Rate Cuts Bring No Relief for Consumers’ Credit Card
Bills,” Nancy Trejos, WaPo, 4 February 2008.
By the way, Steven Pearlstein does a great job of
describing why the Federal Reserve Bank cut interest rates
when it was cheap credit that got the financial sector into a
crisis in the first place. It was not to help consumers, it was
to bail out big financial institutions. (See End Note Seven.)

Back to the headlines:
“Housing Crisis Casts a Cloud Over Sun Belt: In
Once-Booming Areas, Help Could Be Too Little, Too
Late,” Michael A. Fletcher, WaPo, 5 February 2008.
“Downturn Shows Up on Main Street: Dow Drops 370 After
Key Index Shows Damage to Service Sector,” Neil Irwin
and Tomoeh Murakami Tse, WaPo, 6 February 2008.
It is not just the US of A that is hurting:
“Asian Exporters Feel U.S. Pain: Alternative Markets
Sought to Compensate,” Abiana Eunjung Cha, WaPo, 6
February 2008.
And it is not just shelter (the Affordable and Accessible
Housing Crisis) that is taking a hit but also Autonomobiles
(the Mobility and Access Crisis):
“Repo Lots Filled as Millions in Default,” Chris
Woodyard USA Today, 14 February 2008.
“From Foreclosure Signs to Auto Repo Lots: Easy Credit
Gives Way to High Consumer Debt and Defaults; Unpaid
Auto Loans, Credit Card Bills Stack Up,” David Cho and
Nancy Trejos, WaPo, 18 February 2008.
And then there are those who point out that the real
economic news for the vast majority of the citizens in the
US of A has not been good for decades:
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“The Boom Was a Bust for Ordinary People: For Many, the
Economy Went Stale Long Ago," Barbara Ehrenreich,
WaPo, 3 February 2008.
In "Supercapitalism: The Transformation of Business,
Democracy, and Everyday Life," Robert Reich provides all
the big picture numbers one needs to understand how right
Ehrenreich really is. (Again see End Note Two and the
MainStream Media spin in APPENDIX ONE.)
In The Shape of the Future the plight of those in the
bottom half of the economic food chain is documented up
to 2000. The current status of the top five percent and the
bottom 95 percent is summarized in PROPERTY
DYNAMICS (PART TWO of ACTION PROGRAM,
forthcoming).
Big D
With all the talk of economic downturn and speculation that
the economy is already in recession, it is important to look
at both the big “R” and the big “D.”
Recession – negative economic growth – is one thing and
not really a bad thing for the vast majority. That is
especially true, given the need to achieve Balance noted
above.
Let us be very clear: A growing number of citizens
understand the need for humans to achieve a dramatically
smaller ecological footprint. At the same time, there is not
two percent of the population that thinks a Recession is a
“good” idea. (See End Note Eight.)
At this point, those who would admit to being in favor of a
Recession are primarily bottom feeders. They hold that
opinion because they think they have a scheme to make a
lot of money from others' pain. Even Exonomists and the
likes of Herman Daly (“Beyond Growth: The Economics of
Sustainable Development”) are unlikely to advocate a
recession at this time.
While the economy has not done well for the bottom two
thirds of the economic food chain by most measures over
the past decade, many citizens think they have somehow
benefited by the orgy of Mass OverConsumption and that
with a little tinkering they can get back on the gravy train
that was raising all boats before the mid-'70s.
While a recession might not be that bad, a
depression, on the other hand, is a bad
thing.
An economy in depression is rife with abject poverty.
Citizens die of starvation, child mortality rates spike, life
spans are dramatically shortened, resources are
misappropriated, wasted and lost.
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The last thing anyone wants is citizens going around scared
and depressed about the prospect of a depression. But
what if, after careful consideration, contemporary First
World society needs a nice long recession?
Will Agency action seeking to achieve unsustainable
economic objectives result in catastrophe?
How do nation-states get to a controlled recession without
sliding into a depression?
Will “leaders” pursue “economic growth” and instead of
achieving a long period for readjustment (the “R” word)
push the economy and society into Depression?
Supercapitalism and Agency-controlled investment from
non-democratic (and anti-democratic) governance
structures could be the economic equivalent of physical
terrorism in this context.
Without an economic strategy with which the majority
agree there is no chance of maintaining democracy with a
market economy.
Is a Good Strategy for 1929 Intelligent in 2008?
The widely held view among economists who have studied
the issue is that in the late '20s and early 30s there was a
lot of speculative exuberance left over from the Roaring
'20s. The failure of Agencies in the US of A and elsewhere
to be sufficiently concerned about the potential of a
recession, and their failure to take action to prevent a
recession, led to the Great Depression. Some of these
same economists also suggest that the “lost decade” of
Japanese economic stagnation in the 90s was due to failure
to aggressively address what might have been just a mild
recession.
Who is the leading scholar in this area of economic history?
Ben S. Bernanke, the current chairman of the Federal
Reserve. Pearlstein and others have made these points.
(Again see End Note Seven.)
Let us assume that a major problem in 1929 was a failure
to take the prospect of recession seriously and that this
inaction did contribute to the Great Depression. The
question now is: Will taking the recession “seriously” under
dramatically different circumstances thus push the global
economy into a depression?
To answer this question citizens – and not just Agency,
Enterprise and Institutional economists and lobbyists, for
reasons spelled out in THE ESTATES MATRIX, must take a
long look at population, consumption, resources,
expectations, abilities and the current status of the Estates
of society. Even a summary of such a consideration is
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beyond the scope of this column, but here are a few
observations:
Population: The world population in 1930 was about two
billion; in 1970 it was about 3.6 billion; and in 2008 about
6.6 billion. In other words, the world population has nearly
doubled since most should have known that Fundamental
Change was essential.
In the US of A, where one might expect the most intelligent
response to future realities, the population was about 122
million in 1930; in 1970 it was about 200 million and in
2008 is about 304 million. In other words, the U.S.
population has increased by about 100 million residents
since the 1973 OPEC Oil Embargo. Instead of following the
trend in other First World industrialized nation-states toward
population stability – the trajectory the US of A was on until
the early 1990s – the US of A has established programs and
incentives (or has failed to take actions) that collectively
have increased the population and vastly increased
projections for future population growth.
Agency and Enterprise actions and inactions include
permitting the immigration of those with high skills who
will work for less (e.g. doctors and denizens of high-tech)
and those with low skills who will work for much less,
especially in the service sector, that citizens will not do
without higher economic and social incentives. About 11
million have entered the nation-state illegally to take
advantage of employment opportunities.
Consumption: Measures of consumption that impact
human settlement patterns include Vehicle Miles Traveled
– up about 150 percent or 4.5 times the rate of population
growth. While energy consumption per-capita has been
relatively constant since 1973, the growth of population
has increased energy consumption by about 40 percent.
Vast amounts of energy is wasted in transmission and
distribution to dysfunctional human settlement patterns.
Most important efficiencies in the industrial, commercial
and residential sectors' use of energy have been offset by
increases in consumption by the transport sector.
The Gross Domestic Product has grown from $4.4 trillion in
1973 to $14 trillion in 2007 -- almost 10 times the
population growth. The monetary costs in personal debt
and nation-state debt to achieve this “prosperity” is
considerable. The current national debt is $9.3 trillion. The
current balance of payments deficit is around $700 billion.
Some at the top of the food chain are much better off due
to this “growth” but most citizens are not. (See APPENDIX
ONE: DISORIENTING “NEWS” ON CITIZEN WELL BEING.)
Reich cites a chilling statistic: Three families: the Waltons
(Wal*Mart), the Gates (Microsoft) and the Buffets
(Berkshire Hathaway) have net worth roughly equal to the
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total of the 120 million citizens at the bottom of the
economic food chain in the US of A. If these at the bottom
of the economic food chain lived in one nation-state it
would be the 11th largest in the world – bigger than
Mexico. This is the worth of just three families.
Resources: Levels of consumption have depleted domestic
supplies and shifted to those in the US of A to import
dependence for many goods and services including the vast
majority of the fuel for Mobility and Access.
One does not even need to read the annual State of the
World by the Worldwatch Institute (Lester Brown, et. al)
to understand the deteriorating status of fresh water,
forests, marine life and the dwindling stocks of many
metals and other materials. Cheap oil is, of course, gone.
As pointed out in “Whale on the Beach,” 28 August 2006,
citizens of the US of A have burned through natural capital
at an alarming rate and have little of lasting value to show
for it. There is even less left for future generations to meet
their needs. (See End Note Nine.)
Expectations: Never in the history of human economic
activity has an economy been so dependent upon
consumer consumption. Over 70 percent of the current
economy consists of consumer consumption. This is a far
different world than in 1929 when a relatively few could
turn on and off large sectors of the economy. This new
reality puts the US of A and the First World in completely
uncharted water: The next economic downturn may not be
a mild recession that “everyone” expects to end soon.
Thanks to the flow of misinformation from both Agencies
and Enterprises, citizens expect that the future involves
continued “growth” and that they are correct in expecting
to be better off in the years ahead, especially if they buy
and consume more and more accessories of the “good
life” and vote for “me.” (Again see End Note Two.)
The stock and commodities markets have morphed to
become gambling venues with far more and far different
participants than when “the market” crashed in 1929. At
this point, every item of bad news is met with a promise
of a bailout and the promise of a bailout spurs more
speculative buying. (See End Note Ten.)
Abilities: The last time the US of A weathered a
depression, most citizens still lived in small urban places
and on farms. The vast majority of the population, if given
a knife, a match and a live chicken, would not go hungry.
Now most (85 percent) live and work in New Urban
Regions and are dependent on a global supply chain for
almost everything.
When something bad happens, like a South Florida
blackout, they call 911 and hope someone will help them.
Citizens have few tools to help themselves and are subject
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to forces and decisions about which they have no
understanding and no control. (See “Down Memory
Lane with Katrina,” 5 September 2005, and “Second
Stroll with Katrina,” 4 September 2007.)
Most citizens depend on the Autonomobile for Mobility and
Access (See THE PROBLEM WITH CARS) and thus on
imported oil.
Status of the Estates: The overarching building blocks of
civilization have been morphing over the last seven
hundred years and at this point, few recognize the
categories of the four Estates or the relationships between
them. (See THE ESTATES MATRIX.)
The question we have asked over and over and over in a
hundred different ways for the past 20 years, from the Fall
of 1988 to Spring of 2008:
Will the Households, Agencies,
Enterprises and Institutions have the
resources left after decades of profligate
waste and the agglomeration of
dysfunctional human settlement patterns
to create Balance or will the
Washington-Baltimore New Urban Region
become “Bangladesh on the Potomac?”
We do not have the answers but in APPENDIX TWO: A
WINDOW ON COMPLEXITY there is a sketch that suggests
just how hard it will be to turn around the gravy train.
How Long
How long will it take to turn around the gravy train if
citizens are fortunate enough to have a nice long recession
to restructure the economy and with it social and physical
life?
A recent story by Emily Wax filed from Lakshman Jhula,
India, may hold the answer. Her article is “Overcoming
Caste: For Those Working to Build an Integrated India,
‘Hope Starts and Ends With the Schools’.”
Our guess is that it will take about as long in the US of A to
get rid of the idea that a sustainable future depends on
“growth” as it will to wipe out the caste system in India.
Perhaps 40 years. And, as we point out in The Shape of
the Future, it will depend on citizen education. (See End
Note Eleven.)
EMR

End Notes
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(1). We had to get THE ESTATES MATRIX wrapped up. There were
Holiday festivities, some interRegional travel – and the time to recover
from the inevitable bout with Severe Acute Air Travel Syndrome
(SAATS). Then there was the “death” of Rail to Dulles and the need to
get THE PROBLEM WITH CARS into publication ... the list goes on. For
prior year end summaries see: “Smoke and Shadows,” 13 January 2003,
“Summing Up,” 15 December 2003, “A Summing Up,” 13 December
2004, "The Devil’s Dance,” 3 January 2006, and “Can’t Take This –
Not Another Day!”, 8 January 2007.
(2). Reich, Robert. Supercapitalism: The Transformation of Business,
Democracy, and Everyday Life, Knopf, NY 2007. Unfortunately, this
book fails to articulate the locational and spacial impacts of the changes in
Agencies, Enterprises and Institutions spelled out in THE ESTATES
MATRIX, this masking the need for Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns. Reich also implies that there are viable solutions
without Fundamental Change in governance structure. The book does
articulate very well, however, the conflict that humans face in their roles as
consumers and investors vis-a-vis their roles as citizens.
The future of democracies with market economies depends upon resolving
the conflict between humans as consumers and investors and humans as
citizens, as Reich points out. In an forthcoming column we will explore
why Reich’s book will never be “popular.”
If anyone thinks Reich is off base with his analysis of humans as customers
and investors vs their roll as citizens (consumption vs safety and
happiness) or why the current trajectory of society is toward dysfunction
and the end of democracies with market economies, they need to read THE
ESTATES MATRIX with more care.
Vyse, Stuart. Going Broke: Why Americans Can’t Hold on to Their
Money, Oxford University Press ads another dimension to the picture.
(3). Leinberger, Christopher B., “The Next Slum?” The Atlantic Online
March 2008.
(4). We are talking about MainStream Media. EMR and others have been
saying these sorts of headlines would be the inevitable consequence of
continued Mass OverConsumption and dysfunctional human settlement
patterns for years, in fact for 35 years – 1973 to 2008.
(5). “Lollipop Economics: The Limits of What Politicians Can Do” Robert
J. Samuelson, WaPo, 16 January 2007. Alan Berue at Brookings suggests
that stimulus should focus on innovation, intellect and infrastructure. Few,
as yet, see the key issue is settlement patterns.
(6). The lead editorial for Saturday 19 January 2008 in WaPo is titled
“Calculating the Stimulus”: Everyone agrees the economy needs a
government boost – but the devil lies in the details.” (Emphasis added) A
careful reading of the editorial finds that the “details” are how to get the
stimulus money to those who will spend it right away so that the
consumer-driven economy (and advertising) will charge ahead for a while
longer.
The real issues are far more complex. Harold Meyerson makes a number
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of important points in “A Different Recession: The Old Remedies Won’t
Work This Time,” WaPo, 16 January 2007. Steven E. Landsburg (“Why
the Stimulus Shouldn’t Stimulate You”) and Andrew A. Samwick (“A
Better Way to Deal With Downturns”) also make good points in WaPo’s
Outlook for 27 January. What does WaPo do to muddy the waters? It runs
a full page ad by the National Association of Home Builders with the
punch line, “The Economy Starts and Stops with Housing.” Jim Bacon
pointed out that on 7 February the owners of WaPo made the former vice
president of advertising the new “Media Chief and Publisher” of the paper
in “Who Will Report the News? WaPo Gets New Publisher.” [Add Link]
(7). Pearlstein, Steven, “Only When the Bubble Bursts” 23 January 2008.
(8). Two percent is pretty small group given the fact that ten percent think
the world is flat and fourteen percent cannot find the US of A on a world
map.
(9). Richard Register of Ecocity Builders puts it this way in “Enduring
Civilization:”“God help us when the unemployment lines get as long as
they were during the Great Depression because this time we won’t have the
vast oil deposits, broad forests, full aquifers and seas rich with life to bail
us out.”
(10). “Word of Bailout Plan Reverses Stocks In Last Half-Hour of
Trading” (Dow Jones down 130 “rallies” to go up 97 on 22 February)
Markets Report, 23 February 2008 WaPo.
(11). Forty years is the time it takes for those now in the fourth grade to
become the leading generation. See Wax, Emily, Washington Post Foreign
Service, “Overcoming Caste: For Those Working to Build an Integrated
India, ‘Hope Starts and Ends With the Schools,’” 20 January 2008, WaPo.
Also See The Shape of the Future Chapters 31 and 32.
In his work with elementary school students, Patrick Kane has found that
in the third, fourth and fifth grade students have an inherent ability to
understand the basics of evolving functional human settlement patterns. In
just a few years they have been convinced by peers, advertising, their
parents and MainStream Media, that Business As Usual is the only path to
secure the things they think they need and want.

Appendix One Disorienting "News" On
Citizen Well Being
THE ESTATES MATRIX documents why citizens are not getting the
information they need to make intelligent decisions in the voting booth and
in the marketplace. In the context of the “Good News: What MainStream
Media Is, and Is Not, Telling Us,” we examine one story from the business
section of WaPo on 28 February 2008.
Placement
The story by Michael A. Fletcher takes up five columns above the mid
fold with the headline in letters .55 inches high: “An Upside for the
Middle Class.” The story with picture and graphics covers about half the
first page
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues08/03-24/Risse.php� (16 of 22) [3/4/2008 5:31:53 PM]

of the business section. The story shares the front page with four other
stories:
•
“Fannie Mae Reports $3.56 Billion Loss”
•
“Bernanke Signals Rate Cuts On Concern About the
Economy”
•
“E.U. Slaps Third Fine on Microsoft”
•
“Frustration of the Format Wars” (HD DVD vs Blu-Ray)
It is very clear that “the middle class is doing just fine” in spite of all this
bad news is the “message” the editors want “business” readers to take
away from exposure to WaPo on 28 February 2008.
Graphics
The five-column color picture shows the shoes and legs of people who are
presumed to be happy shoppers by the fact they are carrying shopping
bags. The caption reads: “Though their debts have multiplied [true, see
below], shoppers today buy more items than they use to [true, see below],
often for lower prices [true, see below], and have more leisure time to do it
[may not be true, see below].”
A bar graph with data from 1989 and 2004 accompanies the story on page
one and is intended to bolster the rosy perspective of those in the middle of
the economic food chain by documenting a rise in net worth of $24,300 in
constant dollars over the period for the median Household. Upon closer
inspection:
1989 was a bottom-of-the-trough year for housing – we tried to sell a house
in 1989 and were offered less than we had paid for it in early 1988. 2004
was not the top of the recent housing bubble but was on the way. In other
words, choosing 1989 and 2004 is an attempt to cherry pick data to paint a
rosy picture. Also 2004 was three-plus years ago. That was then, this is
now.
The $24,300 gain in median family net worth in the graph comes
primarily from growth in pension funds and home values.
Hello! Since 2004, stock markets, which include pension funds, have lost
trillions of dollars and may well lose more. Houses are being foreclosed at
record rates, values are down and are predicted to go down farther.
Without those two “upsides” the median family value would be a loss of
$52,200 from 1989 to 2004.
Much of the increase in “financial and non-financial assets,” which is the
other big “gain” in the graph during the 1989-2004 period, also may have
disappeared. The loss of value of new cars in the first year and the
deflation of electronic equipment that is replaced with “newer and better”
is astounding in a “throw-away-the-old-and-buy-a-new, better-one” Mass
OverConsumptive society. This churn, of course, accounts for much of
the increase in “debt” and “credit card balance” that is on the negative
side of the ledger in the WaPo graphic.
A companion graph illustrates the percentage change in productivity (+
28.6%) and wages (+ 4.4%) from 1989 to 2004. Add Cost of Living and
this would be a much better measure of how citizens fared during that
period – in fact since the mid '70s. The whole concept of measuring
well being by “productivity” is questioned in The Shape of the Future.
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Also see “Whale on the Beach,” 28 August 2006.
The Story Line
The story opens with reference to the fact that presidential candidates in
both the Elephant Clan and the Donkey Clan are citing the problems faced
by those who are not at the top of the economic food chain. The author
provides a list of the commonly noted negatives:
“... flattening wages, rising income inequity, increasing
consumer debt, soaring health-care costs, spiraling
energy prices and, now, declining home values.”
These trends are not challenged but then the story diverts on a man-bitesdog tangent intended to let “the informed reader” know that things are
really not that bad. There are several experts quoted in the story. Stephen
Rose is “labor economist” who is “writing a book.” He admits the
economic picture for those in the middle is a “mixed picture.” It turns out
that Rose helps develop Donkey Clan strategies and has done research that
cautions prospective candidates that stirring up “class warfare” was not a
way to win pre 2006 elections. We do not know what his new book might
say but two recent papers published for Rose by the Progressive Policy
Institute (April 2006) and the Democratic Leadership Council (July 2006)
document that at that time attacking “class difference” was not helpful for
the Donkey Clan candidates studied.
It does not take much insight to realize that these
studies were carried out before the November 2006
elections and the November 2007 elections in Virginia.
The bottom line is that Rose is cited because he is a Donkey Clan
supporter. He was chosen to “balance” quotes from Elephant Clan
supporters in pure He Said / She Said fashion. Rose was quoted in spite of
the fact that apparently he does not have much to say about the economic,
social or physical well being of those in the middle of the economic food
chain in 2008. His expertise is in creating “winning” (50.1 percent)
strategies.
Let us look again at the picture caption, which along with the headline, set
the tone for the story: “Though their debts have multiplied, shoppers today
buy more items today than they used to, often for lower prices, and have
more leisure time, to do it.” Considering one of these items at a time:
“Debts have multiplied”: No one disagrees with this. Is more debt a good
thing for the growing number who now cannot pay their bills?
“Buy more items than they used to” Again, absolutely true. The recent past
consumption levels of goods and service by US of A citizens far exceed
any other nation-state. Further, these levels of consumption far exceed any
other society that has ever existed. However, is Mass OverConsumption a
good thing for those in the middle of the economic food chain given the
rising cost of resources, the trade deficit, the declining value of the dollar,
etc?
“Often for lower prices”: This is also true and to understand why, see
“Learning From Big Boxes” which is Part III (forthcoming) of THE
PROBLEM WITH CARS and EMR’s review of Supercapitalism: The
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Transformation of Business, Democracy and Everyday Life. It turns out lower
prices per se are also not necessarily a good thing.
“Have more leisure time”: This will come as a great surprise to the
Running As Hard As They Cans. This assertion, it turns out, is the
lynchpin of the story. Except for “more leisure,” all the “good points” turn
out to be bad for the vast majority in 2008.
A study on the topic of increased leisure is jumped on by another “labor
economist,” this one at the Heritage Foundation. The Heritage Foundation
is a cheer leader for Business-As-Usual and one of the key “happy, rich
donors are good for the Institution” Organizations profiled in THE
ESTATES MATRIX.
The study in question is a 2006 working paper by Mark Aguiar and Erik
Hurst titled “Measuring Trends in Leisure: The Allocation of Time over
Five Decades” published by the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston.
In this paper what is the main overlooked issue? You guessed it:
The impact on daily activities of dysfunctional human
settlement patterns.
The measures of “market work” and “home production work” both include
“travel time”– a reflection of dysfunctional human settlement patterns - the
authors rely on survey participants to estimate travel time. We have found
that from the neighbor next door to scientifically screened panels, citizens
invariably underestimate travel time. No one is willing to admit that they
spend as much time as they really do getting to work, getting from the
soccer game to the dance lesson and back...
There are other holes in this type of survey. How many will admit that they
wasted four hours last night in front of a television set because they were
too exhausted to do anything else? Add to these specifics the decision
about allocating child care time by the researchers in this study and there is
room for a lot more fudging than the six to eight hours a week of
“additional leisure time” they found from 1965 to 2003.
Whatever an arcane formula applied to four sets of survey data (with
different questions being asked of different people each decade) might
conclude, how many (other than retirees) agree that they have much more
time to undertake actions of their own choosing than they did 10, 20 or 30
years ago?
We will leave it to readers to come to their own conclusions after they
download and read the 61 pages of text and tables. However, there are a lot
of red flags that should temper any conclusions about the growth of “real”
leisure.”
The bottom line is that any suggestion that citizens have more leisure time
apparently rests on very weak evidence and runs counter to what citizens
believe is the case. Whether citizens could theoretically avoid the
advertisements and the gadgets or not, they do not do it. The question
seems to boil down to a need to explore the nature of “happiness” as noted
below not an abstract “increase in leisure” calculation.
Editors' Cut
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On page four of the same business section on 28 February there is a report
that Post Co. Profits are down by 11 percent. If consumers believe the
economy is going downhill, they may well cut (and they are cutting)
consumption, which will hurt advertising and thus WaPo revenue. No
business side staffer has to walk into the newsroom to tell the editors,
much less the reporters, that they need to do whatever they can to maintain
“consumer confidence” to avoid further layoffs. One way to do that is to
show that there are “two sides” to the issue of how badly off those in the
middle of the economic food chain really are.
What better way to put this issue on the front page of
the business section than He Said / She Said (aka,
balanced) Journalism?
Oh yes, there is the issue of Vocabulary too: The use of the term “Middle
Class” is confusing because what most think of as the “Middle Class”
disappeared since 1950, especially since 1973. This issue is explored in
THE ESTATES MATRIX and will examine it further in THE ESTATES
MATRIX v 2.0, forthcoming.
With these perspectives in mind, we suggest you read (reread) the WaPo
story. Is the coverage of this important topic a blatant attempt to confuse
the issues or is it an inept attempt to provide information? You decide. But
does it matter? As documented in THE ESTATES MATRIX, “journalists”
have no choice but to spout support for continued Mass OverConsumption.
As noted above, the real question is how to define and deliver
“happiness.” Or not. See "Against Happiness: In Praise of Melancholy,"
by Eric G. Wilson.
A brief, ongoing review of the literature suggests there are a lot of
questions to be answered. Business-As-Usual advocates are sure everyone
is really happy with Mass OverConsumption. That is what WaPo is selling
and hopes consumer buy it. With constrained resources Mass
OverConsumption is not the answer. Stay tuned.

Appendix Two A Window on Complexity - Why It
Will Be Hard to Achieve a Sustainable Trajectory for
the Economy Given the Embedded Bias Toward
Growth and Expansion

Texas is the focus of the oil and gas industry in the US of A and the
Houston Chronicle keeps tabs on oil and gas news. On a recent trip, we
observed clear evidence of reasons the current trajectory of civilization is
unsustainable and why it will be hard to achieve a sustainable trajectory.
In December of last year, Congress passed and President Bush signed
“The Energy Independence and Security Act of 2007.” For the first time
in years, federal legislation mandates an increase in fuel efficiency for
cars and light trucks. The legislation also mandates increased levels of
ethanol production.
Except for the blatant foolishness put forth by:
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•
The title of the legislation
•
The fact that ethanol may not be a good way to use the US of A’s
agricultural capacity
•
The fact that biomass may cause more harm than good
... this legislation might be seen by some as a good thing.
What is very clear is that the legislation is good thing from one
perspective: The business models of oil and gas companies are geared
toward growth in consumption, aka, Mass OverConsumption. The passage
of the federal legislation suggests there might be “downturn” in
consumption.
What does the oil and gas industry think about a reduction in consumption?
The headlines on the front page and the jump page of a 7 January 2008
article by Brett Clanton in the Houston Chronicle says it all:
“New laws leave oil refiners uncertain: Some rethink
(refinery) expansion as legislation aims to reduce gas
use / Refiners: Unclear demand may push more projects
off table.”
There are 140 gasoline refineries in the US of A according to Clanton, and
there has not been a new refinery built in the past 30 years. There will have
to be new investment to upgrade existing refineries to keep them producing
and to meet growing demand even for the legislation to have the desired
effect. However, as the story documents, if legislation has the potential to
reduce the rate of growth, the companies will not risk billions to expand
capacity. On the one hand you cannot blame refiners for being concerned,
On the other hand, it is clear that continuing the present trajectory is a nonstarter.
Environmental and “consumer advocate” Institutions are quick to criticize
the refiners for intentionally limiting capacity to insure high prices and
high profits.
Let us step back and consider another perspective. One does not have to go
to Cuba or Haiti to see that old, fuel-inefficient (and grossly polluting) cars
can be kept on the road for decades. Just go to Heartland, US of A. Used
vehicles find a retirement home in Urban Support Regions with high
unemployment and low income levels.
Let us assume there is an economic downturn and few of the new
fuel-efficient vehicles find their way onto the roadways. Citizens will then
be trapped in dysfunctional, fuel inefficient settlement patterns that demand
the use of Autonomobiles. Old cars would be the only alternative for
Mobility and Access. And here is the catch: Because the refiners bet on
lower consumption, there would not be enough gasoline even for reduced
total travel. Under this scenario there would be the worst of all possible
worlds: Reduced supplies of fuel with high prices and gas guzzling old cars.
This is the tip of the iceberg: The entire economy is based on more and
more citizens consuming more and more goods and services. That is not a
sustainable trajectory, but it is the model Enterprises are forced to adopt as
suggested by THE ESTATES MATRIX for the reasons spelled out by
Robert Reich’s in Supercapitalism.
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Now tell us again why more intelligent action was not taken in October
1973 by the “leaders” of Agencies, Enterprises and Institutions?

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues08/03-24/Risse.php� (22 of 22) [3/4/2008 5:31:53 PM]

Two Spheres of Fraud

The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Two Spheres of Fraud
While the media salivates over the subprime lending
fiasco, journalists are overlooking the main reason
why Americans can't afford housing: the building of
the wrong kind of housing in the wrong places.

There are many reasons why the Affordable and Accessible
Housing Crisis deserves to be on the front hook. Shelter is
one of the fundamental requirements of life. For humans
that means housing.
Unfortunately, the current media frenzy over “housing” is
focused on the flawed and fraud-tainted housing finance
system that has evolved over the past two-plus decades.
In the most recent real estate speculation driven financial
crisis, the housing finance system has out done itself. It
has infected the entire financial sector across the globe.
Speculators are losing their shirts. That is
not a bad thing. However, citizens are
losing their shelter and their livelihoods.
That is a bad thing.
At S/P we have come to the conclusion that there are two
Spheres of Housing Fraud contributing to the Affordable
and Accessible Housing Crisis:
●

●

The First Sphere of Housing Fraud is the financialsector crisis resulting in an epidemic of home
foreclosures in some locations and plunging house
values across the nation-state.
The Second Sphere of Housing Fraud is more
pervasive and far more important but is not yet even
recognized.

The First Sphere of Housing Fraud
The First Sphere of Housing Fraud is easy to identify and
document. Brigid Schulte does a fine job in “‘My House.
My Dream. It Was All an Illusion:’ Home Crisis Epitomized
in Latino Woman’s Loss” a page A-1 story on Sunday, 22
March in WaPo.
The First Sphere Fraud is perpetrated by professional
crooks, cheats and bottom fishers. It is also the venue of
gamblers – intentional and unintentional. The sad stories
are populated by greedy, gullible and vulnerable
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individuals and Households. Especially vulnerable are those
lured to the US of A by the illusion of getting rich easily
and quickly. Many never understood the need for, nor were
they given a chance to acquire, the tools and knowledge
needed navigate the shark-infested housing sector.
The First Sphere Housing Fraud is not just made up of
unethical loan officers, appraisers, agents, lawyers and
other low lifes who have been praying on the weak and
taking advantage of speculators’ greed. An entire whitecollar industry evolved in the regulatory vacuum created
by that magic elixir of “economic growth” that goes by the
name of “deregulation.” First Sphere Housing Fraud is an
intentional, Enterprise (Second Estate) fraud with a name:
The subprime Mortgage Industry.
The list of defrauders in the First Sphere
does not end with the subprime Industry
and its victims.
The false prosperity and the fleeting illusion of home
“ownership” was enabled and abetted by Agencies and
governance practitioners – elected and appointed. The
subprime house of cards is based on flawed programs and
policies intended to expand home ownership and increase
Mass OverConsumption without regard to settlement
pattern or other long-term consequences.
First Sphere Housing Fraud was financed by “securities”
based on location-blind mortgages. It turns out many of
these mortgages were just what they were called:
“subprime.” A high percentage of the mortgages also turn
out to be “sub”urban as documented by the Radial Analysis
noted below.
Is this the end of the list of First Sphere Fraud enablers?
No, add to the roster all the negligent Agencies who are
chartered and paid to prevent this sort of fraud and
meltdown. The defrauders in this cohort range from the
former Fed Chairman who says he “may have missed that”
to thousands of Agency employees who should have blown
the whistle.
The entire financial regulatory apparatus including the
federal Departments of Treasury and Housing and Urban
Development and “independent regulatory agencies” are to
blame. Any list of Agency culprits must also include
Congress, the White House and all the others who are now
tut-tutting and looking for election year patches.
One has to wonder how this Meltdown
could happen so soon after billions of
citizens' dollars were spent to bail out the
Savings and Loan industry, and before
that the REIT bloodbath.
Think of how much of the infrastructure needed to achieve
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a sustainable future could have been financed by what it
cost to bail out these two recent real estate fraud driven
catastrophes!
The First Sphere Fraud impacts all sectors of society and
all parts of every New Urban Region and most Urban
Support Regions. The only consolation is that, for the most
part, First Sphere Fraud is just plain, everyday fraud and
negligence. There are signatures on documents. There are
laws, regulations and professional ethics codes that must
have been violated.
Prosecutors and lawyers should have a field day, or rather
a field decade. If not, democracies with market economies
are in worse shape than Robert Reich portrays in
"Supercapitalism: The Transformation of Business,
Democracy, and Everyday Life." Reich has been quoted
recently as calling the current condition “dog eat dog
capitalism” and that describes the subprime Meltdown very
well.
Cures Are Worse Than the Illness
There are now "solutions" pouring out of the Agency
(Second) Estate. They are being generated by federal
Departments, Congress, the White House, those who hope
to occupy the White House and by state executives and
legislatures. Even municipal governance practitioners are
looking at ways to address the rising concern among
voters. Looking for solutions is fine but no one is yet
talking about any program that matches the scope needed
to make whole those who have been damaged.
To make matters worse, the biggest
losers with the current “solutions” are the
vast majority who did not participate in
the subprime orgy. They have lost value,
equity and interest on their savings but
played no role in creating the fraudridden subprime process. (See End Note
One.)
Just how bad the subprime Meltdown bailouts have gotten
is made clear by the front page headlines of 3 April 2008 in
WaPo: “Housing Accord Puts Builders First: Strapped
Homeowners Offered Little Aid; Bipartisan Senate Package
offers Billions in Aid to Home Builders.” Even the editorial
page cannot stomach the give away: “Wrong Relief: A
Senate housing package would be better without an
unjustified tax break for businesses.” State legislation is
apparently not much better: “Md. Passes Broad Bills To
Stem Foreclosures.” (See End Note Two.)
It is very clear to Wall Street what the bailout is all about.
Note the 6 April 2008 WaPo story, "Housing's Bright Spot:
Stocks; Despite the Sector's Spiraling Crisis, Builders'
Shares Are Gaining Fast." The gross obscenity of this
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"investment" reality should sour even the most staunch
supporters of the current winner-take-all gambling venue
called the stock market. It also highlights the need to
address the Second Sphere of Housing Fraud explored
below.
Even if the rescue programs dramatically morph for the
better, they will not address the core cause of the
Affordable and Accessible Housing Crisis. That is because,
as bad as the First Sphere Fraud “solutions” are for the
vast majority, by far the most important impact of
pandering political “solutions” is that all the attempts to
“rescue” those directly impacted by the First Sphere will
cover up and put off dealing with the much more important
Second Sphere of Housing Fraud.
It is critical for citizens to understand
that the First Sphere of Housing Fraud
illuminates the more profound Second
Sphere of Housing Fraud. Unless they
come to understand and act, the Second
Sphere will continue to thwart all
attempts to evolve Affordable and
Accessible Housing.
The Second Sphere of Housing Fraud
What is the Second Sphere of Housing Fraud? To ferret out
the scope of the Second Sphere, one first needs to look at
the spacial footprint of the foreclosure crisis. A good place
to look for the roots of the Second Sphere of Housing
Fraud is to consider a Radial Analysis of home forecloses.
(See End Note Three.)
The foreclosure data is maddeningly incomplete. It is
confusingly aggregated by municipal jurisdiction boundary
and zip code, which do not relate to one another. Much of
this obfuscation is intentional. (See End Note Four.)
In spite of these flaws, one can discern that:
For Virginia inside Radius R = 20-Miles
from the Centroid of the National Capital
Subregion home foreclosures over the
past five months have been around five
dwellings per 1,000.
As the story cited above, ‘My House. My Dream. It Was All
an Illusion,’” documents, any foreclosure has dramatic
personal consequences. But five per 1,000 is not a high
rate given the pervasive scope of First Sphere Housing
Fraud.
In Radius Band R = 20 Miles to R=30
Miles the foreclosure rate is around 20
dwellings per 1,000. That is four times
the rate for homes closer to the Centroid
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of the National Capital Subregion. (See
End Note Five.)
This Radius Band in Virginia includes Prince William County
and the eastern one third of Loudoun County including
“sub-markets” such as Sterling. The Radius Band includes
the logical location of the Clear Edge. It covers about
330,000 acres -- room for 3.3 million residents at
minimum sustainable densities -- and is where most of the
new "affordable" housing was built in the last two
decades.
The foreclosure patterns within the R = 20-Miles to R = 30Miles Radius Band are not uniform. Eastern Loudoun
County has areas with lower rates due to the location of
Dulles Airport and higher paying jobs in Greater Reston.
On the other hand, areas in Prince William County are hurt
by lower paying jobs, especially those accessible from the
I-95 corridor, and by the municipal government targeting
immigrants as noted in the “Ring of Fire” story cited in End
Note Five.
Farther from the Centroid of the Subregion in Radius Band
R = 30-Miles to R = 50-Miles the foreclosure rate varies
from around 5 per 1,000 (similar to that inside R = 20Miles) to twice that rate depending on the land use control
policies of municipalities and the existence of dysfunctional
settlement pattern inducing infrastructure. (See End Note
Six.)
There is no end of foreclosures in sight
and most agree it will get worse before it
gets better.
The more important question is: What causes the much
higher R = 20 to R = 30 Radius Band foreclosure rates?
Getting to the bottom of the spacial distribution of
foreclosures allows one to come to grips with the Second
Sphere of Housing Fraud.
Before taking the next step, it needs to be clear that
outside Radius R = 20 there are impacts from
“global” (aka, not location-specific) shelter dysfunctions:
●

●

Municipalities that accommodate the construction of
“cheaper” housing for those willing to take long
commutes have higher foreclosure rates because
these locations are fertile ground for the First Sphere
Fraud.
Enterprises (and Agencies due to the monetization of
politics) have created a economic context where it is
more attractive for a Household to borrow and spend
rather that to save and invest in non-leveraged, nonsecuritized gambling venues. This leads to
speculative move-ups, cashing out equity and other
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behaviors that invite First Sphere Fraud.
●

Mass dependency on Autonomobiles for Mobility and
Access and disorienting MainStream Media
advertising for cars and homes makes “drive ‘til you
qualify” appear to be an acceptable shelter strategy.
(See THE PROBLEM WITH CARS.)

It also needs to be noted that the opportunity to
perpetuate the Second Sphere of Housing Fraud on citizens
and investors exists because citizens do not receive the
information they need to make intelligent decisions in the
voting booth and in the market place.
For what do citizens need information upon which to make
better informed decisions? They need this information to
wipe out the Myths that blind them to spacial reality. They
need this information to develop a comprehensive
Conceptual Framework with which to consider Community
and Regional settlement pattern issues.
As readers of these columns know citizens lack the needed
information due to the demise of media in the Fourth
Estate as documented in THE ESTATES MATRIX.
Beyond these “global” factors is the nub of the Second
Sphere of Housing Fraud and tits pervasive impact on the
Affordable and Accessible Housing Crisis.
The bottom line is this:
It is a pervasive Myth that it is now possible to provide
Affordable and Accessible Housing for the lower two-thirds
of the economic food chain in locations and in
configurations that have been offered for this purpose for
the last 20 years. The subprime industry exacerbated the
myth by appearing to make these settlement patterns
“affordable.”
Stated in terms of building type:
It is a Myth that monocultures of
scattered Single Household Detached
(SHD) housing can provide “work force”
housing.
It is a matter of physics that SHD dwellings are more
costly to construct than other housing types. Between
1945 and 1973 there were ways to make SHD affordable
for those in the lower half of the economic food chain.
Since 1973 three things have happened:
●

New Urban Regions have evolved and in their Beta
state have expanded so that there is a far greater
distance between places where lower cost SHD units
can be built and the jobs needed to pay for the
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dwellings. This is a cause of, and the result of, the
Mobility and Access Crisis.
●

●

Municipal Agencies have raised the standards for
SHD construction due to both health and safety and
fiscal impact considerations.
The income of those in the lower half, and more
recently the lower ninety percent of the economic
food chain has not grown as fast as costs. For a
complete perspective on why this has happened see
Robert Reich’s book "Supercapitalism" cited above.

For over a decade S/P has called the assertion that SHD
housing was a sound investment for those in the bottom
two-thirds of the economic food chain a Myth. (See any of
the eight Shape of the Future columns on this topic over
the past five years.)
Only when considering this position in the context of the
current foreclosure Meltdown did it become clear to us that
perpetuatation of this Myth creates what we now term the
Second Sphere of Housing Fraud. For this reason, the most
important aspect of the current financial crisis is that it
converts from mere Myth to outright Fraud the perception
that large, remote tracks of SHD can provide Affordable
and Accessible housing to meet this (or any) New Urban
Region’s housing needs.
Under the Hood
It is a physical and economic impossibility to build and
deliver SHD dwellings as inexpensively other dwelling
types. SHDs consume far more material and waste far
more energy per Unit than do other building forms. As
noted above, this is a matter of physics, not an issue of
preference or policy.
Further, SHDs take up far more land per unit and thus
raise the cost of all infrastructure. This reality is magnified
by the collective footprints at the Dooryard, Cluster and
Neighborhood scales. There is no way for these patterns to
yield settlements that meet citizens economic, social or
physical needs.
Even using the skewed and flawed housing data that is
now available, it has been clear for more than a decade
that “over half” of the potential home buyers – specifically
those seeking what is now called “workforce housing” – do
not qualify for the “median priced” housing. It turns out
that this is just the tip of the iceberg. These working
Households do not qualify for any housing. The demise of
the subprime lending spree documents this fact.
The underlying reality of the Affordable and Accessible
Housing Crisis is:
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It is no longer possible to build Single
Household Detached dwelling Units that
the bottom 60 to 70 percent of the
economic food chain can afford.
There are two alternatives:
●

●

Expand the extensive system of subsidies that now
exits for SHD dwellings.
Create settlement patterns that support a range of
housing types in close proximity to jobs and evolve a
Balance of J / H / S / R / A at the Village, Community
and New Urban Region scales.

The rising cost of energy and the economic reality
illuminated by the demise of subprime loans make clear
that the first option is not a viable economic alternative.
S/P and others have documented that scattered Units,
Dooryards and Clusters of SHD dwellings outside the Clear
Edge are a core contributor to dysfunctional human
settlement patterns and to the Mobility and Access Crisis.
Now this reality is starkly clear.
Immediately after World War II it was possible to deliver
“cheaper” housing in remote locations. There were, for
example, ways to overcome the capital cost of SHDs via
sweat equity. Building “hope houses” (dig a basement,
move into the basement and hope you can build a house to
shelter the Household as it grew) was a good example.
However as Beta New Urban Regions expanded and
became more unbalanced, location became an ever more
serious obstacle. Remote locations shifted costs to the
buyer since they have to spend more and more time and
resources to overcome locational dysfunction. For example,
owners could not “be home at 5:00 p.m. to work on the
house.”
There were many other factors at play. Citizens believed
the advertising suggesting that they “deserve” to consume
more and have more leisure time. Rising costs and
expectations put both adults in most Households to work.
New regulations and inspection requirements
“professionalized” the building process. (Some parameters
of “cheaper” housing are briefly summarized in End Note
Seven.)
Getting to the Bottom Line
Many understand that one root cause of the Affordable and
Accessible Housing Crisis is the “Accessible” aspect of
workforce housing. The location of jobs that will pay the
cost of the housing are remote from the locations where
affordable housing Units exist.
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The “Accessible” disconnect is the result of the Mobility and
Access Crisis and is exacerbated by auto dependency.
Some blame the rise in gasoline prices. However, the cost
of fuel is only 20 percent of the total monthly cost of
Autonomobile dependency. Some other costs are going up
faster.
As we have seen, when there is not enough left to pay the
mortgage, shelter disappears. (See THE PROBLEM WITH
CARS.)
There are two overarching causes of the demise of SHD as
a housing option for most citizens:
●

●

Over the last 35 years the cost of living, especially
living the "as seen and advertised on TV” lifestyle of
Mass OverConsumption, has gone up far faster than
wages for all but the top ten percent of the economic
food chain.
The market has started to more fairly allocate
location-variable costs.

No one suggests that wages have “kept up” especially for
the lower two thirds of the economic food chain. These
“workforce” Households are falling farther and farther
behind as documented by Robert Reich in
"Supercapitalism."
There are many ways to create Affordable and Accessible
Housing. Chapter 28 of The Shape of the Future contains
several specific suggestions. However, building SHD
housing in remote locations that require an Autonomobile
to reach a Job, acquire Services, Recreation or enjoy
Amenity is not one of them.
Enterprises, Agencies and Institutions have conspired to
build the wrong size houses in the wrong locations. This
Second Sphere of Housing Fraud keeps information on this
reality from citizens. It is fraud perpetrated by Agencies,
Enterprises and Institutions.
-- April 7, 2008

End Notes
(1). Robert J. Samuelson does a nice job of articulating why the current
round of “solutions” is flawed on both moral (rewarding the wrong parties)
and economic (slowing down real economic recovery) grounds. “How Not
To Save Housing” in 2 April 2008 WaPo. Alan Sloan puts the whole
financial crisis bailout in clear perspective in “Dreams End With Collapse
of Tinker Bell Market” on 1 April 2008 also in WaPo.
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(2). Front page and lead editorial in 3 April 2008 Virginia Edition of
WaPo. These proposals are based on the terrible assumption that it would
be a good idea to “jump restart” the flawed housing industry that created
the problem in the first place. Also see "New Housing Bill Criticized as
Scant Help for Distressed," on 4 April 2008, and "Senate to Widen
Housing Proposal" on 5 April 2008.
(3). The Bacons Rebellion post “AFFORDABLE AND ACCESSIBLE
HOUSING – FROM BAD TO WORSE,” 9 March 2008, offers
observations from the dawn of the foreclosure crisis. In the comments
following that blog post, the blogger using the name of "Groveton" asked
if there were data to support the assertion that the foreclosure epidemic
was caused in large part by “building the wrong size house in the wrong
location.” EMR suggested a Radial Analysis of the location of the
foreclosures would provide strong evidence. That turns out to be correct.
(4). The “median” house price has been distorting the real shelter condition
for those in the bottom two-thirds of the economic food chain for years.
More and more big, expensive houses, subsidized by tax deductions and
artificially low mortgage rates and built in scattered locations, skew the
“regional” housing perspective. House value trends are up if one looks at
the median price but down if one looks at indexes such as Standard &
Poor’s / Case-Shiller or the even more accurate, “same house, same
builder, different location” analysis. To understand the dynamics of this
reality one needs to understand the small-area analysis pioneered by Lucy
and Phillips in Confronting “Suburban” Decline” and applied in more
recent publications by these authors.
The root problem is that most published and accessible housing data is
generated by and controlled by those who benefit from the illusion of real
estate speculation as a gold mine. These Enterprises feed off of housing
churn and the Holy Grail of housing churn, “the move up market.”
Perhaps the most profound indicator of shelter data corruption is the recent
release from the Census Bureau – relegated to page 4 of the Metro section
in the 27 March 2008 WaPo: In spite of remarkable job growth over the
past decade in the National Capital Subregion, the Census Bureau reports
that the population growth “in the region” has been “anemic.” That data
documents only one thing: The Census Bureau is looking at the wrong
“region” boundaries.
(5). See Nick Miroff, “N. Va’s Foreclosures Form a ‘Ring of Fire,’ 23
March 2008. WaPo. These concentrations have a ripple effect on home
values in the Dooryards, Clusters and Neighborhoods where they occur, as
documented in Lee, Mara “Foreclosure Fallout: A Struggle for Stability; In
One Md. Subdivision, a Cloud Over Some Homes Affects Many,” 29
March 2008 WaPo.

(6). Radial limited access highway corridors that facilitate long-distance
“commuting” are prime predictors of pockets of foreclosures in
jurisdictions beyond R = 30.
( 7). Research done in connection with “The Shape of Loudoun County’s
Future” profiled why remote SHD dwellings might be “cheaper” per
square foot to buy but not less expensive for the occupants in the long run.
This is especially true when location-variable costs are considered. In
some cases there are lower land costs due excess nonurban land being
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speculatively held for urban land uses. Often there are lower labor and
subcontractor costs in remote locations because construction workers
already live in these locations because that is all they can afford and they
will work for less pay if they do not have to go to travel inside the Clear
Edge. When construction jobs dry up, workers who build the houses lose
their house too.
For a time, especially just after World War II, subdivision regulations were
weaker and processing times shorter in remote locations because “growth”
was considered “good” and because municipal Agencies saw themselves
as “helping to meet the need for housing.” (See “Burned Out,” 10 July
2006.)
Contractors will accept lower profit margins, and in the early stages of
scattered development there are lower costs. These lower costs are later
wiped out by the congestion and dysfunction that the scatteration creates.
The reality of “cheaper” SHDs emerged from “same house, same builder,
different location" analysis. These comparisons indicated that the factors
noted above, plus a shift of amenity, standard features into extra options,
and other minor factors impacted price. However, the primary reason for
the lower cost is because a large part of the location-variable costs were
shifted to others.
In other words the big cause of “cheaper” housing was the failure to fairly
allocate location-variable costs.
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The End of Flight as We Know It
Between fuel prices, terrorism and the environment,
air travel is losing altitude fast. In the not-toodistant future, plane rides will be a luxury for those
at the top of the economic pyramid.
At Bacon’s Rebellion and SYNERGY/Planning there has
been extensive discussion of surface transport – streets,
roadways, tollways, rails, waterways. There also is
something important about the future of Mobility and
Access to be learned from all the ink and bytes spilled over
the current air transport crisis.
Air travel is a bellwether that will
illuminate fundamental truths about the
escalating Mobility and Access Crisis and
the future of transport via vehicles.
In spite of huge, continuing, subsidies and no attempt
outside the European Union to fairly allocate the
environmental impacts of airplanes, airline Enterprises are
in deep financial trouble. In the last few months half a
dozen airlines have filed for bankruptcy. Two major airline
Enterprises have agreed to merge to avoid bankruptcy.
“Analysts” are predicting that many more “consolidations”
are on the horizon. (See End Note One.)
Things are not going smoothly for the Enterprises that are
still flying. Several major airlines have grounded some or
most of their flights because they had avoided safety
inspections. Between 12 March and 12 April, according to
WaPo, about 4,000 flights were canceled and 400,000
passengers stranded. Air worthiness of planes in service
came to light only after an FAA inspector blew the whistle
on one of the most profitable airline Enterprises.
Last week the FAA administrator was again on the hot seat
before congress because he was not assuring citizens got
what they want: cheap, safe, on-time flights. Now the
Secretary of Transportation says there needs to be better
oversight.
There have been some bizarre and disturbing events. A
pilot put a bullet through the fuselage of a plane he was
flying. A former air marshal called safety training a
joke. There are a number of disturbing trends: flight
delays, flight cancellations, over-bookings and an increase
in the number of bags lost or stolen.
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All the while, the price of air travel keeps going up but not
fast enough for airline Enterprises to make a profit. Those
who travel a lot will tell you they are not enjoying what
they get for their money. The schedules, load factors, seat
design and staff morale/training all make air travel a
nightmare compared to the days when we averaged four
commercial flights a week in the late '70s.
The age of the current aircraft fleet and the quality of the
aircraft maintenance are the prime drivers of discomfort
and the prevalence of Chronic Air Travel Disease. These
realities indicate that the airlines that have not yet filed for
bankruptcy are hanging on by their fingernails. (See End
Note Two.)
Everyone needs to face the fact that airline Enterprises
have not recovered from 11 Sept 2001, nor from the dogeat-dog competition that followed deregulation. However,
continued regulation or re-regulation will not solve the
problem. Over the past year, thankfully, there have been
no airplane fatalities but a lot of other things have been
going wrong. What is happening here and how does it
relate to Mobility and Access via vehicles?
Airline Enterprises have run out of rope. “Supercapitalism”driven competition has run the best minds in the industry
out of tricks: The reality is:
There is no way to have “low cost, safe,
convenient flights.” No amount of
traditional subsidy or oversight can mask
reality. The only way that there can be
safe, on-time air travel is for every ticket
to cost far more than it has in the past.
But there is a larger context. Always a master of
understatement, James Howard Kunstler puts the context
of air – and all vehicle – travel this way:
“The world is about to become a larger place
again. Globalism is toast. Caught up in
raptures of credit-fueled discount shopping,
few Americans realize how profoundly our
society is about to change. We are
sleepwalking into a permanent global energy
crisis that will compel us to live much more
locally than we have for generation. We face a
desperate need to reconstruct local networks
of economic relations – and we should have
begun this great task yesterday.”
The solution to the air travel crisis–and to the Mobility and
Access Crisis in general–is not new technology, less
government control, more subsidies or money for more
facilities. The solution is coming to grips with the fact that
there will be less vehicle travel in the future and that all
vehicle travel it will cost much more. That is especially
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clear for air travel. There is brave talk about innovation in
aviation, such as smaller jets flying from dispersed airports
directly to where travelers want to go. Great ideas but they
omit one thing:
The Wealth gap.
Robert Reich’s data in “Supercapitalism” documents that
fewer and fewer can afford the shelter that is now available
on the market, much less flying off to Rio or to the
Homestead. (See “The Sky Car Myth,” 15 November 2004.)
A growing number of people have a problem just paying
for food. One reason is the diversion of agricultural land
from food production to the production of fuel for vehicles.
The bottom line is that in the future fewer and fewer
citizens will be able to afford air travel. When the total cost
of aircraft operations – including environmental impact –
are fairly allocated almost no one will. The Airline industry
has not yet faced this reality.
We all should have seen it coming. If you did not hear the
airplane door slam shut for all but a few at the top of the
economic food chain in September of 2001, you surely
heard it in November of 2003 when the Concorde SST
stopped flying. (See End Note Three.)
We are not happy about the end of the age of flight. We
are thrilled that we were able to live in the era of
expansive flight opportunities. We love to fly and have
jumped into every private, military and commercial aircraft
that was available to us. We worked as aerial observer
looking for fires and lost climbers in Northern Rockies, we
flew into most places where one could land a Cherokee 6
from Port Au Prince to St. Kits and into almost every
commercial port from San Juan to Port of Spain. We
crossed the Atlantic and half the Pacific over 30 times.
Domestic flights for business and pleasure numbered in the
hundreds per year in the '70s.
Good things that consume a lot of energy are coming
to an end. Cumulative consumption has burned through
the Earth’s natural capital. Citizens are facing the end of
air travel as it has been known since World War II.
Air travel reality is not a new topic in our professional
work. Following the October 1973 OPEC oil embargo, it
should have been clear that all vehicle travel – on land,
water and in the air – would change. During the '80s we
worked for clients who realized that Dulles Airport was a
critical economic engine for the northern part of Virginia.
We worked to secure the best possible ground access, the
best possible terminal and the best possible air-side design
so these facilities could be married with the best runways
east of the Mississippi to create a World Class airport. We
represented client interests on Dulles committees and task
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force for 15 years. We co-chaired the Dulles Task Force’s
Airport Access Committee.
In the '80s it was also clear that travel under 1,000 miles
was most efficiently provided on the ground and in shared
vehicles – probably on rails. Further, it was obvious that
extra airports were a waste. We worked for the
Organizations helping former Virginia Senator Clive DuVal
II carry out his “support Dulles for the economy and close
National for safety, noise and efficiency” campaign.
One of our key strategies was to sell
National airport and use proceeds to build
a high-capacity shared-vehicle system to
get passengers and workers to Dulles
airport.
During the second week of September 2001 Linda and I
were in London. We were shopping on Regent Street the
day before our scheduled return when a customer came
into the discount china shop and asked the clerk if she had
heard that an airplane had been flown into the World Trade
Center in New York. There was a Bang and Olafson store a
few doors down and we watched as BBC broadcast the
tape of the first plane and, as we recall, saw the second
plane live.
Needless to say, we did not catch our scheduled flight out
of Heathrow the next day. If one has to be stranded in a
“foreign” region, London would be a good first choice.
Before the airplanes were flying again we had lots of time
in Hyde Park and in nearby pubs to consider the skyways
ahead.
We came home and renewed the suggestion that it was
time to rethink the whole idea of air travel and unneeded
airports. It seemed obvious that the role of air travel had
to fundamentally change. Some did not even return our
calls and others suggested that it was “unpatriotic” to say
air travel would be impacted by terrorism. In fact it was
the economics and physics of air travel, not terrorism, that
doomed the golden age of flight.
Since 2001 we, and others, have not flown as we used to.
While the data is not well publicized, from time to time one
sees reference to “air travel being almost back to pre-2001
levels.” On this past Thursday, members of Congress were
grilling FAA administrator as to why he was “not protecting
the interests of air passengers.” There is no way to
“protect” air travelers without charging them far more per
passenger mile – directly or indirectly. If the costs are
fairly allocated, the cost of air travel will rise exponentially.
Historians may determine that the current federal-level
governance practitioners, elected and appointed, are the
most incompetent since the administrations of Millard
Fillmore, Ulysses S. Grant and Chester A. Arthur. The
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actions by the Secretaries of Housing and Urban
Development, Transportation, Interior, Agriculture and
Homeland Security would seem to support that assessment.
On the other hand, history may document that they are
simply ideologues who have been given an impossible task
– “give citizens what they think they want.” In this case
safe, convenient air travel with low (“cheap,” “reasonable”)
fares, is just not possible.
The same is true for quick, easy or affordable “solutions” to
ground travel congestion given dysfunctional human
settlement patterns. It cannot be done.
James Howard Kunstler’s words were directed at the need
for a new vision of Alpha Community economics outlined
by Michael Shuman in “The Small-Mart Revolution” and the
importance of place advocated by Richard Florida in his
new book, the title of which is so bad we will not repeat it
in a Household-friendly column.
Did someone say “Fundamental Change?”
-- April 21, 2008

End Notes
(1). A recent story on Consolidations in the industry says it all:
“Will Mergers Fly? Airlines Want to Cut Costs and Lift Stock
Values, But Lawmakers Worry about Higher Prices and the
Potential of Loss of Jobs and Service.” Guess what: Costs will
be cut but stock values will not go up, prices will be higher,
jobs will be lost and service will deteriorate.
(2). Among those who are forced to travel often in small,
“commuter” planes for long distances, there is a rumor that
there exists something called Severe Acute Air Travel
Syndrome (SAATS) or Chronic Air Travel Disease (aka, CATD).
They claim it is a wholly preventable wasting disease caused
by the design and maintenance of aircraft. SAATS or CATD is
thought to be most often spread by “small airplanes.”
“Commuter” aircraft are pressed by competitive pressures into
long haul service for which they were not designed. Cramped
cabins, high load factors, under-capacity air handlers and long
flights result in every passenger sharing every virus and every
bacterium that any passenger has encountered in the past
month. Poor maintenance means these pathogens are shared
with every passenger who has been on the plane over the
past two months.
(3). “Space travel” is the epitome of conspicuous, wasteful
consumption for those at the top of the economic food chain.
See “Still No Exit,” 2 July 2007.
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

The Beltway to Easter Island
Like the Eastern Islanders who built the big-eared
moia, the engineers of the well-treed Capital Beltway
are oblivious to the signs of impending ecological
collapse.

The fourth week of April provided some of the most
delightful weather of 2008. On two of those days we had
reason to drive the Capital Beltway in Virginia and
Maryland. After over a week of off-and-on rain, the April
sunshine turned the trees along the Capitol Beltway a
luminous lime / chartreuse green. Still emerging, the
leaves did not obscure the view of the understory
dogwoods, redbud and holly which added white, purple and
dark green to the forest pallet. Nor did they mask the
depth and topography of the forested area along the
Capital Beltway.
One can learn a lot by applying Regional Metrics to what is
visible from the Beltway. Further, and to our surprise, if
you know where to look, the Beltway takes one all the way
to Easter Island – that isolated volcanic blip in the
Southeastern Pacific where giant big-eared busts (moai) sit
on impressive platforms (ahu) sporting fancy red
headdresses.
Trip One
On the first trip around the Outer Loop, we were struck by
the large amount of well forested land that exists
immediately adjacent to the Capital Beltway asphalt. In
many places the second growth Tulip Poplar and Oak are
over 100 feet in height with a varied understory. There is
also splendid tree cover in many of the interchange clover
leaves. Besides the mature forest areas, there are also
large tacks in various stages of reforestation. In addition
there are areas that have been recently cleared of obsolete
urban uses as well as an abundance of “underutilized”
land. The land is “underutilized” in the sense of its prime
location and the level of urban support services available
to the site.
Our Outer Loop trip was a delightful ride. We flew through
the multi-billion dollar Springfield Interchange with its
soaring ramps and bounced through the Wilson Bridge
construction zone with no delays.
We were seeing the margins of the Beltway at this time of
year for the first time in several years and were impressed
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with how much treed, open and reusable land there was
visible from the Inner Loop. All this land is far inside the
Clear Edge around the Core of the National Capital
Subregion and all this land –- thousands of acres in total
-– is immediately adjacent to one of the Subregion’s most
heavily traveled roadways.
Our first thought was that this land resource could – in
conjunction with a new METRO line and a Platform /
Pyramid Station-Area Strategy -- provide space for Jobs /
Housing / Services / Recreation / Amenity with great
Mobility and Access. (See End Note One.)
The land adjacent to the Capital Beltway in conjunction
with a METRO line would support even the most
“optimistic” jobs / housing “growth and development”
projected for the next 40 years in the National Capital
Subregion with no other land development needed.
Trip Two, a Different View
Our second trip around the Capital Beltway took place four
days later on the Inner Loop. There we found just as much
clearly visible forest, scrub growth and vacant /
underutilized land just inside the Capitol Beltway as there
was visible from the Outer Loop.
The forested and reforesting areas were just as luminous
but the trip was not as smooth. Four lanes of traffic slowed
thru interchange after interchange and then came to a
crawl when the roadway narrowed from four lanes to three
as Inner Loop traffic approached the Woodrow Wilson
Bridge construction zone.
What a difference between a trip using
the Autonomobile “as advertised on TV,”
on trip one, and one that reflects the
reality of the contemporary Mobility and
Access Crisis, on trip two.
More and more Autonomobile trips, especially at peak hours
in the peak direction, are like our second tour of the
Beltway. We had planned the travel to avoid the Beltway
peaks but could not avoid the construction crunch during
daylight hours on the Inner Loop.
Creeping along while burning $3.79 cent a gallon gasoline
gives one a different perspective than floating along with
the flow at 75 miles per hour. What were we thinking on
that last trip? Why cut down all these trees and build a
multi-Billion dollar METRO line?
There is more than enough land area for
all the potential future development – if
some or all of the projected future
development ever happens – at existing
METRO station-areas if only the
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Platform / Ziggurat Station-Area Strategy
were applied. (Again, see End Note One.)
There is more than enough shared-vehicle capacity in the
existing METRO system without expansion if an intelligent
strategy is implemented to Balance of J / H / S / R / A at
every station.
At some point citizens must abandon the tragically flawed
“AM Pump In, PM Pump Out” idea around which the METRO
system was originally designed. Why not make the change
now and avoid the need to abandon even more
dysfunctional development in the future? (For further
details see the resources cited in End Note One.)
After the second trip around the Beltway we returned to
our urban enclave in the Piedmont Countryside and ran the
numbers. Radial Analysis documents that there was no
reason to cut down those luminous trees. The intensity of
use in the station-areas could be every bit as amenable at
that of the new Washington Harbor project visible from the
new Woodrow Wilson Bridge.
Citizens just need to insist that Agencies, Enterprises and
Institutions make intelligent use of the land already
developed. We plan to include these observations in the
upcoming Backgrounder “The Use and Management of
Land.”
Mainstream Media's Spin
On Tuesday 29 April WaPo published a story by Eric Weiss
“Toll Road Project Will Bulldoze Hundreds of Trees.” It
turns out the reported activity would be alarming only for
the uninformed. However, the reality of tree clearing would
be much more alarming if the reporter grasped the larger
context of the plans for “widening” the Capital Beltway.
The 29 April story notes that the “hundreds of trees” are in
two staging areas that are outside the “foot print” of the
existing Beltway and these two areas are planned to be
turned into Open Space uses when the Toll Road / HOT
lane construction is completed.
But that is only part of the “deforestation-for-the-HOTlanes” story that was not reported in WaPo. What is
termed “the existing footprint” is the current Capital
Beltway right-of-way and the out-of-right-of-way grading
easements. Some of the right-of-way was never cleared,
some has reforested in the 40-plus years since the Beltway
was built or since more recent widenings and interchange
reconfigurations took place.
There are tree buffers on the margins of the right-of-way.
The area inside of many clover leaves were not cleared. In
other words there are a lot of trees in the “existing
footprint.” That is especially true in existing interchanges
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which will all be extensively expanded and rebuilt to
accommodate the HOT lanes.
When you look out from the Tower Club the largest
forested areas one sees are in the Beltway-VA Route 7
Interchange.
The Bigger Picture
But there is a far more important story that is not covered:
In the long run citizens do not need to
increase the capacity of the Capitol
Beltway, they need to find way to be
happy and safe with less consumption of
imported energy. That means less travel
and more shared vehicle travel, not more
cars. (See THE PROBLEM WITH CARS.)
The HOT lanes / Toll Road Project assumes that facilities
need to be added to accommodate more Autonomobiles.
(Yes, “assumes” makes an “ass” out of “u” and “me.”) As
noted above there is no “need” for a fancy new Purple Line
with a Platform / Ziggurat Station Area Strategy, there is
no “need” to cut down any trees to provide for future
“growth and development,” there is no “need” to widen the
Capital Beltway.
What is needed are rational and
sustainable human settlement patterns
and a Balance between the vehicle trip
generation demand of the settlement
patterns and the capacity of the transport
system.
Why cannot MainStream Media connect the dots, even
between the dots in the stories they run? Is it not clear
that the end of Autonomobiles-Large, Private Vehicles as we
have known them-is near? Cannot anyone who reads the
week long WaPo coverage of the world food crisis understand what is happening? Here are just a few highlights:
●

●

●

●

Brazilians and others are clearing carbon
sequestering forest to grow sugar cane to turn into
ethanol to propel Autonomobiles.
In the US of A farmers are re-clearing second growth
from marginal lands to grow wheat, because the best
wheat land is used to grow corn to turn into
subsidized ethanol.
Most bio-strategies using crops to create Autonomobile
fuel consume more energy than they produce.
Rising food prices due to the cost of fuel and the
diversion of food to fuel are impacting every nation-
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state in the world.
●

●

●

●

●

There are food shortages and rationing impacting
most nation-states and Wal*Mart.
Forests in Southeast Asia are being cleared to ship
timber to China to make things to fill the wrong sized
houses that have been built in the wrong locations.
The pre-election “solutions” by pandering politicians
are to drill oil wells in very expensive locations so
that there is more gasoline to burn – for a while –
and to provide a gas tax “holiday” so citizens can
burn more gasoline and diesel this summer.
Air quality is deteriorating while scattered settlement
patterns generates more demand for fuel and
energy.
The only discussion of real conservation of energy is
in connection with products and services that citizens
can buy to increase Mass OverConsumption.

We do not even need to get to Global Climate Change, the
balance of payments, and... Is it not clear that humans
must shrink their ecological footprint?
The best and fastest ways to shrink the ecological footprint
are:
●

●

Better use of the land – functional human settlement
patterns, regional food production, reduce vehicle
trips, etc.
On the land no longer needed, let nature take its
course – reforestation, especially in areas where
“normal” rainfall creates verdant second and third
generation forests like those along the Capital
Beltway.

The View of Easter Island
But there is even more. We have included a brief summary
of contextual issues so it is clear what we mean when we
say one can see Easter Island from the Capital Beltway.
The view from the Capital Beltway provides a compelling
way to come to grips with the Collapse of functional society
on Easter Island and thus the future of the National Capital
Subregion if there is not Fundamental Change in human
settlement patterns and Fundamental Change in
governance structure.
What is this “Easter Island” reference? Jared Diamond in
the best-seller "Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or
Succeed" provides a detailed profile of Easter Island. (For a
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review of Diamond’s book see “Collapse,” An Appreciation,”
8 August 2005. For those who have not yet read
"Collapse," we provide below a brief summary of the
sections of the book that make the Capitol Beltway / Easter
Island connection clear.)
Diamond explores the question summarized in the subtitle,
“how societies choose to fail or succeed,” with the same
intensity he employed in his landmark book "Guns, Germs
and Steel." He devotes Part One of the book with a survey of
present day Montana. We know something about Montana
and concur with Diamond’s observations and conclusions
about past, current and future settlement pattern and
resource conservation dysfunction in Montana and the rest
of the Northern Rocky Mountain Urban Support Region.
(See End Note Two.)
Diamond opens Part Two with an extensive discussion of
Easter Island. We have never been to Easter Island but
Diamond supplies the data and references needed to
understand what happened between 900 A.D. when the
Easter Island was settled by Polynesians and the early
Eighteenth Century (1722) when Easter Island was
“discovered” by a Dutch expedition. (See End Note Three.)
For Diamond the bottom line on the Collapse of any society
is:
●

●

Failure to make intelligent long term plans, and
Failure to reconsider traditional practices when
conditions change.
The long and short of Diamonds’s thesis is
that the Easter Island society Collapsed
because of unsustainable agricultural and
political / social / religious practices.

The original Polynesian settlers found Easter Island treecovered with abundant terrestrial and marine resource in
ecological Balance. Just as other Polynesian societies did
(and these societies did not Collapse from internal causes),
Easter Islanders cut down trees to clear land for agriculture
and fuel. They also cut down trees for cremations and
other ceremonies.
An additional major use of timber was scaffolding for
carving the 887 big-eared bust / statues (moai) and for
rollers to move the mori and the large stones used to build
over 300 platforms (ahu) upon which the moai were set.
The stones, weighing from 10 to over 80 tons, were moved
from quarries in the interior of the island to seaside
locations. Scaffolding and lifting apparatus made of timbers
were also needed to build the platforms and erect the moai
and to place the separate red headdress on big-eared moai.
The moai carving and ahu building took place primarily
between 1000 AD and 1600 AD. The society had collapsed
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by the time there is a record of Easter Island’s “discovery.”
There may have been pre-“discovery” visits from
Europeans that resulted in Small Pox or other epidemics
but ecological devastation of Easter Island had already
resulted in the island being unable to support anything like
the peak population of up to 20,000 humans prior to the
Collapse.
What happened? The Easter Islanders over-harvested their
natural capital (trees) to construct political / social /
religious infrastructure. Unlike other islands settled by
Polynesians, Easter Island has little rainfall and a more
“Mediterranean” climate. Vegetation does not grow as fast
on Easter as it does on other South Pacific Islands. Lack of
rainfall and low humidity resulted in less vigorous root
growth which preserved and made accessible the easy-tocarve volcanic stone that was used to create the political /
social / religious artifacts. Overpopulation, pandering
political / zealous religious traditions resulted in burning
through Easter Islands most important natural capital, the
forest.
How does this relate to the Capital Beltway? Even if all the
trees within a mile of the Capital Beltway were taken
down, it would have little impact on the overall
Washington-Baltimore New Urban Regions environment.
The lesson is, however, still clear:Over consumption of
resources - in this case petroleum for fuel and asphalt and
to create cement - in the context of the global trends noted
above put the future of society in jeopardy and raises the
prospect of a Collapse not unlike Easter Island.
What about the multi-Billion Dollar Springfield Interchange
and the multi-Billion Dollar Wilson bridge widening? They
are the big-eared moai. The Capital Beltway Toll Road and
HOT lane widening is presumed to be needed to connect
and use the capacity of these two new facilities.
A sustainable future is more complex in 2008 than creating
a sustainable island culture on Easter Island in 1400 but
you can see Easter Island from the Beltway if you know
what you are looking at. Think about it -- perhaps on a
walk though, not another ride, on the Capital Beltway.
-- May 5, 2008

End Notes
(1). The Platform Strategy for a “Purple Line” around the
Beltway is outlined in the Backgrounder “It is Time to
Fundamentally Rethink METRO and Mobility in the National
Capital Subregion,” 18 October 2004. The use of “Platform
Station-Areas” is further articulated in “All Aboard,” 16 April
2007. The later column introduces and illustrates a “Pyramid
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Station-Area Strategy.” Recently it has come to our attentions
that the ‘Pyramid Station-Area Strategy’ might be better called
the "Ziggurat Station-Area Strategy.” The ziggurat urban form
is championed by “Ecocities” advocates based on
archaeological precedents from across the Globe. The
ecological benefits of the stepped pyramid configuration for
Cluster- and Neighborhood-scale components of urban places
are impressive.
We were surprised to find that the idea for the METRO Purple
Line with over-the-Beltway Platforms was first published in the
mid-'80s. This strategy was articulated in the early renditions
of the documents that became “It is Time to Fundamentally
Rethink METRO and Mobility in the National Capital Subregion”
most recently up dated in 2004.
(2). We grew up in Montana, went to high school there,
worked five summers for the National Park Service to support
undergraduate education and graduated from the University of
Montana. Our uncle Gordon Thomas farmed in the Bitterroot
Valley upon which Diamond focuses considerable attention in
Part One. Since moving to Hawaii in 1960 we have returned to
Montana often. When we were there in 2006, we paid special
attention to the points Diamond raises in Collapse and believe
he is on target. (See “Big (Gray, Brown) Sky Country,” 23
October 2006.)
(3). While some are uncomfortable with some of Diamond’s
sweeping conclusions in his two most popular books, few
question his field observations and his even handed reporting
of the science-based work of others.
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Three Little Words
The phrase "no cheap energy" embodies an
economic reality that is shaking the foundation of
First World civilization. But citizens and politicians
still act as if they can ignore it.

The four-column headline recapitulating the poll responses
of seven in ten Americans reads:
“Burdened by the Weight of Inflation: We are more
worried.” (See End Note One .)
It is not the weight of “inflation” that is bothersome to
citizens. It is the prospect of – and for a growing number,
the very clear evidence of – the crumbling economic, social
and physical underpinnings of First World civilization.
That is what is of concern to citizens. And, what really
scares them are the lame, transparently foolish ideas that
political candidates are suggesting as “solutions” – tax
holidays to increase summer driving, talking nation-states
into selling their dwindling energy resources at below
market prices, drilling wells in more and more difficult and
dangerous places....
Over eight years ago we opened Chapter 1 of The Shape
of the Future with this sentence:
“Individuals in the world’s richest nation-state are worried
about job security and personal safety.” (See End Note
Two.)
That was before 11 September 2001. It was before the US
of A started the Second Gulf War. It was before the bottom
fell out of the shelter market, before the final bitter end of
the illusion that somehow the flow of cheap energy could
be maintained.
It was clear that Fundamental Transformation was needed in
1973 but,
The US of A has continued to burn
through natural capital, especially
Petroleum, at an accelerating and
unsustainable rate.
The focus of SYNERGY/Planning is on the Mobility and
Access Crisis, the Affordable and Accessible Housing Crisis
and the Helter Skelter Crisis (aka, dysfunctional human
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settlement patterns).
All of these crises relate to the production, transmission,
distribution and consumption of energy during an era in
which cheap energy is gone.
Three Little Words
Recently, addressing a work session of the Fauquier
County Board of Supervisors, we outlined eleven strategies
for “shaping a functional and sustainable future in Greater
Warrenton-Fauquier.” We opened with three little words:
“No Cheap Energy.” There is no longer
cheap energy, especially the kind of
portable, concentrated sources of energy
used to efficiently power Large, Private
Vehicles.
We noted that the problem is NOT just rising gasoline and
diesel prices or falling house values due to citizens growing
isolation from jobs, services, recreation, and amenity.
Rising energy costs are diving up the price of not just
Mobility and Access but of food, shelter, communications,
lighting, heating, cooling ... almost every aspect of
contemporary urban life that supports 95 percent of the
population.
In fact, the entire contemporary economic, social and
physical Ziggurat of the Community, Subregional,
Regional, Continental and First World civilization is now
dependent on cheap energy. Cheap energy is gone. Not
going, GONE. (See End Note Three.)
For those who have illusions that alternative sources of
energy will support continued use of Large, Private
Vehicles see “Gas Engines: Here to Stay” at www.
CNNMoney.com, 4 May 2008.
We can all agree that renewable energy is “abundant” –
solar, wind, tides, geothermal, etc. The problem is that
renewable energy sources are dispersed or “thin.” The
demand for energy to support urban life is focused or
“thick.” In order to produce the energy needed to replace
the natural capital that humans have burned through – in
particular petroleum – renewable energy has to be
converted, concentrated, transmitted and distributed to be
used. There is no low cost or low risk energy to replace
that which has driven the Industrial Revolution, the
technological revolution and the urban revolution. In other
words, there is “no cheap energy.”
A Mobility and Access Crisis,
Not a Transportation Crisis
These days MainStream Media, especially in Virginia, are
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full of stories about the impact of gasoline prices and the
need for money for “improving transportation.” Those who
are seen as being at the cutting edge on the transport
issue sagely opine that transportation is at a crossroads
and big thinking is needed.
Taking note of the Rebuilding and Renewing America
“summit,” A WaPo op-ed in early May highlighted the
comment: “Suppose the next president acts with as much
foresight as Eisenhower did 50 years ago.” (See End Note
Four .)
This sort of thinking in 2008 or 2009 will only make the
Mobility and Access Crisis worse. What the US of A needed
was the 1924 plan by World War I generals for an
“Interregional Highway System.” What citizens got, 30
years too late, was the Eisenhower Interstate system.
What the nation-state desperately needs now is an
antidote for the settlement-pattern impact of the
Eisenhower Interstate System. Citizens do not need some
new infrastructure subsidy for the Autonomobile industrial
complex.
Without cheap energy any new infrastructure “solution”
that supports Large, Private Vehicles is not just impossible
but proposing such a strategy would amount to fraud.
There is plenty of capacity in existing transport systems for
foreseeable needs but for bad decisions by Agencies,
Enterprises, Institutions and Households based on
Geographic Illiteracy.
This is old news to those who read “Interstate Crime,” 28
February 2005, or the recent four-part series The Problem
with Cars at baconsrebellion.com.
Geographic Illiteracy is a terrible thing. It is the cause of
the Mobility and Access Crisis, the Affordable and
Accessible Housing Crisis and the Helter Skelter Crisis.
Those who have access to facts and still propose more
spending on more facilities without Fundamental
Transformation of human settlement patterns are guilty of
fraud. Period.
No, that's not the end of it. It goes beyond fraud to
deceive the public with the claim that transportation just
needs more money. It's treason. The argument leads to
consequences that subvert the economic, social and
physical freedom of the citizens of the US of A.
A Few Aphorisms
Recognizing that the Commonwealth of Virginia is going
through another convulsion of political wrangling over the
transportation “problem,” we offer a few aphorisms on the
path to sustainability.
You will note that these aphorisms are on the “path" to
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sustainability, not on the “road.” With the demise of cheap
energy, streets within urban fabric (inside the Clear Edge)
are more important than roadways and expressways. As
you all know there is a profound difference between
“streets” and “roads.” Streets serve Balance, Roads serve
scatteration. (See GLOSSARY.)
Here are some words to keep in mind:
●

●

●

●

●

●

●

New development must consist of redevelopment
inside the Clear Edges around the Core of New Urban
Regions and inside the Clear Edges around urban
enclaves in the Countryside. (Countryside exists in
both New Urban Regions and in Urban Support
Regions.)
New development must result in Dooryards,
Clusters, Neighborhoods and Villages that are
functional components of Communities with a
Balance of J / H / S / R / A.
The key to addressing the Mobility and Access Crisis
is to create a Balance between the vehicle travel
demand of the settlement pattern and the capacity
of the Mobility and Access system.
No amount of money, regardless of source and no
new or rebuilt transport infrastructure will create
functional Mobility and Access without Fundamental
Transformation in human settlement pattern and
Fundamental Transformation in governance
structure.
Any Mobility and Access system that will meet future
economic and energy constraints in a technologydriven democratic society with a market economy
will be based on shared vehicles and not on Large,
Private Vehicles.
A functional pedestrian access system, like a
functional education system, a functional health
system, access to water, food and air as well as a
Cluster, Neighborhood, Village, Community,
Regional, Continental and Global system to provide
safety and security are Agency responsibilities. (See
GLOSSARY for definitions of words not normally capitalized.)
In a democracy with a market economy, the cost of
energy and the impact of vehicle use requires that
any VEHICLE Mobility and Access system must be
based on the concept of the user pays.

There are intelligent responses to the Mobility and Access
Crisis but citizens do not yet want to listen to them. This is
because just listening, much less understanding,
geographic reality would challenge – and require
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transformations from – the assumed parameters of selfinterest that has molded the Mobility- and Access- related
actions of citizens, Households, Agencies, Enterprises and
Institutions for the past 90 years.
Human settlement patterns are organic systems. Like all
organic systems, human settlement patterns are subject to
rules also known as Natural Laws.
Citizens will not solve problems facing contemporary
civilization if they fail to acquire a comprehensive
Conceptual Framework and an efficient vocabulary with
which to understand human settlement patterns.
They must also come to realize that what is good for one is
not good for all and that there is a finite limit to natural
capital.
The end of cheap energy is at hand. Recent elections in
South America , Agency responses to a Cyclone in Burma
and food riots across the Globe suggest time is running out
to make a commitment to Fundamental Transformation in
settlement patterns.
-- May 19, 2008

End Notes
(1). Page D 1, WaPo , 14 May 2008, based on a
“Washington Post poll.”
(2). In nearly 790 pages this book documents why
Fundamental Transformation of human settlement patterns
and Fundamental Transformation in governance structure is
necessary to achieve a sustainable trajectory for civilization.
No one has yet contradicted the basic findings of this book or
suggested why human settlement pattern is not the
controlling factor in the current unsustainable trajectory of
civilization. Nearly a decade after publication, the leadership of
Agencies, Enterprises and Institutions continue to ignore the
impact of settlement patterns on sustainability.
(3). Rich Thornton called our attention to a recent book by
Michael T. Klare titled “Rising Powers, Shrinking Planet: The
New Geopolitics of Energy.” It is worth reading. You can see a
summary of the authors' views in “Portrait of an Oil-Addicted
Former Superpower: How Rising Oil Prices Are Obliterating
America’s Superpower Status” at www.TomDispatch.com. This
website bills itself as “a regular antidote to the MainStream
Media.” There are a number of other interesting posts by Tom
Englehardt and guest authors, many of whom you will
recognize.
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(4). See Op-Ed “A Transportation Crossroads” by Judith Rodin,
president of the Rockefeller Foundation in WaPo, 9 May
2008 . The Foundation sponsored a “summit on Rebuilding
and Renewing America.
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

Shaping a Functional and Sustainable
Future in Greater Warrenton-Fauquier
This workshop was originally presented to the Fauquier
County Board of Supervisors on 10 April 2008. Based on
feedback from attendees, EMR expanded the notes as
presented here. The presentation was well received by the
Supervisors, however for the reasons spelled out in
Strategy III, the implementation of the recommended
actions will not be given high profile billing.
Introduction
The “future” will not be an extension of the past.
Traditional (“Business-As-Usual”) strategies are not
working now and will not work in the future.
We are living in an era of “Punctuated Equilibrium.”
A “Punctuated Equilibrium” is a common occurrence in
natural / organic systems. An example is water reaching
the boiling point and turning from liquid to gas.
It is foolhardy to assume: “Hey, there have been six
recessions since WWII, and this is just another one...”
.........
Thanks to Terry Nyhous for your invitation to address this
work session.
Terry’s stated goal is to “open a dialogue about critical
issues facing Fauquier County ” and thus Greater
Warrenton-Fauquier. Our presentation is intended to
contribute to that dialogue.
Also, thanks to Don del Rosso of the Fauquier Times
Democrat (“Out with the old, in with New, Risse pushes
mindset fix,” 9 April 2008). His interview questions helped
us understand:
How much has changed since we moved to
Greater Warrenton-Fauquier six years ago.
How much our understanding of the
Countryside and the urban enclaves in the
Countryside has changed.
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How much is the same and not getting any
better.
Based on these understandings, we refined the outline
distributed to the Board prior to the presentation and
expanded the number of strategies to make our objectives
more clear.
It may be useful to review END NOTE ON VOCABULARY
before reading further.
Three Little Words
“No Cheap Energy” – especially portable, concentrated
sources of energy necessary to efficiently power Large,
Private Vehicles.
The problem is NOT just rising gasoline and diesel prices
and falling house values due to this Community’s growing
isolation from jobs in the Core of the National Capital
Subregion
Rising energy costs are driving up the price of food,
shelter, communications, lighting, heating and cooling and
all aspects of Mobility and Access
In fact, the entire contemporary economic, social and
physical Ziggurat of Community, Subregional, Regional,
Continental and First World civilization has become
dependent on cheap energy
Three Axioms
Do it with your friends – any action to secure functional
settlement patterns by Fauquier County must be done with
the Towns in the County as well as the surrounding
jurisdictions. No Town, Service District or County is an
organic component of human settlement due to the
economic, social and physical transformations that have
taken place since Fauquier County was formed.
Do NOT do it in Cars, aka Large, Private Vehicles or
Autonomobiles
There are NO Villains. Everyone is doing what they
believe in the best interest of their Agency, Enterprise ,
Institution or Household (See important End Note
Concerning Vocabulary with respect to the capitalization
and definitions of these terms.)
Three Realities
Humans have burned through natural capital – not
just forests, soil, ground water, surface water and marine
resources but petroleum which has been described as the
“most precious, versatile resource on the planet”
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“Growth” is not equal to Safety, Happiness OR
Prosperity, and for sure, not all three
Most of what is advertised as “green” is just a new
excuse for more Mass OverConsumption. It was called
“Green Greed” in a recent WaPo story. For many examples,
look at the latest issue of Virginia Business or the ads for
Home Depot. Last week we received a “Green” Bank of
America Visa credit card application that allows us to earn
“Earth Smart Points” while we continue to buy more and
more stuff.
Some Incredibly Bad Advice
WaPo 7 April 2008, “Economic Woes Render Growth
Debate Moot."
A Loudoun County Supervisor is quoted: “Prior Boards
have focused on land use, and in my opinion, it’s time to
focus on finance and budgets.”
If you believe that,
(1) You will not be prepared for the next
“growth cycle” if it occurs. That is what has
happened after the last four “Oil/Auto and Real
Estate Recessions:”
1973-1975 (Oil, REIT Mortgages,
Land Speculation)
1980-1982 (Oil, Savings & Loans
Collapse, Land Speculation)
1990-1991 (Jobs, Housing)
2001-2003 (Dot Coms, Housing)
After each recession, human settlement
pattern has become more dysfunctional.
Plus...
(2) If the next “growth cycle” NEVER comes,
Greater Warrenton-Fauquier will sink into
chaos with all the other Beta Communities
because citizens, and their Organizations
(Agencies, Enterprises and Institutions) did not
take intelligent actions necessary to facilitate
“growth” within a sustainable context. (See the
important End Note on Vocabulary.)
To create Balance and sustainability there is an
absolute necessity for Fundamental Change –
Fundamental Transformation – not just
“growth.”
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To its credit the above WaPo story updates
and confirms aspects of “The Next Slum” from
March 2008 Atlantic . See the predictions by
Prof. Art Nelson from VA Tech / Alexandria
Campus.
Context of the Following 11 Fauquier County
Strategies
PART FOUR – SIX OVERARCHING STRATEGIES FOR
TRANSFORMING THE HUMAN SETTLEMENT PATTERN of
The Shape of the Future establishes the context for the
following eleven strategies. These eleven strategies outline
what Fauquier County (and Greater Warrenton-Fauquier)
must do now to address the Mobility and Access Crisis, the
Affordable and Accessible Housing Crisis and the Helter
Skelter Crisis.
The Strategies
I. Conceptual Framework Strategy
Embrace Regional reality – This is not 1910 or 1950 or
1973 or even 1990
●

●

●

County policy must focus on Regional and
Subregional reality. See the Radius Analysis of the
foreclosure rates in the 7 April 2008 Bacon’s
Rebellion column “Two Spheres of Fraud” concerning
shelter.
Current municipal and state borders confuse most
critical issues facing citizens.
There is an organic structure of human settlement
patterns and the governance structure must evolve
to reflect this reality.
[Resource, most S/P writings, Key Words:
“New Urban Region” and “Helter Skelter”]
Note: Each of the 11 strategies is followed
by a list of resources that provide further
information. These resources – columns,
reports, backgrounders – can be accessed
at www.baconsrebellion.com using the
title or Key Word provided.

II. Robust and Understandable Vocabulary
First step: Stop using confusing words such
as:
“rural”
Even in Fauquier County , less than 10 % of
the Households rely on nonurban activities for
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their livelihood.
95% of the Households who moved here over
the last decade rely on urban income, even if
the “out go” supports some nonurban
activities.
Perpetuating the myth of “rural” is a cause of
economic, social and physical dysfunction. How
about “Countryside?” Come up with own word
or phrase, but do not use words which mean
different things to different people such as:
“sprawl”
“local”
“city”
[Resource, most S/P writings, Key Word:
“Vocabulary.” Also see GLOSSARY at www.
baconsrebellion.com and important End Note
on Vocabulary]
III. Citizen Information Strategy
The Fauquier Board of Supervisors could not now
implement any of the following eight Strategies because
citizens do not yet understand the problems; that there are
alternatives; or the ramifications of continuing “BusinessAs-Usual.” For these reasons, citizens would not now
support most of the needed actions by the Board or by
other Agencies, Enterprises or Institutions.
Citizens want “answers” to the Mobility and Access Crisis,
the Affordable and Accessible Housing Crisis and the HelterSkelter Crisis, but:
●

Citizens are not yet willing to consider rational
answers because they have been led to believe there
is a quick fix:
“Vote for me, and I will solve your problems
with no pain. (If that did not happen the last
time you voted for me, it was the other parties
fault...”
“Buy this product and you will be carefree...”
“All the problems are someone else’s fault, and
if they would just change...”

●

Citizens have no reliable source of information with
which to make decisions in the voting booth or in the
marketplace.
For proof see most “letters to the editor” or
listen to most comments at “public hearings”
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on topics related to human settlement patterns.
The “Fourth Estate” first identified in 1837 is
history. MainStream Media are now profitadvertising-consumption-driven Enterprises.
●

●

MainStream Media has no choice because they are
Enterprises and live on ad revenue and
entertainment, they are not rewarded for providing
the information citizens need
It is not MainStream Media’s fault, it is the fault of
citizens for not evolving new sources of information
over the past 50 years. Given all the tools now
available, citizen ignorance and Geographic Illiteracy
are self-inflicted wounds.
The future of democracies with market
economies depends on informed citizens. (We
were pleased to hear that there was a proposal
for an Agency information officer at the County
level. This was a first step, however, the
proposal was withdrawn after opposition from
citizens. See note above re citizens support of
needed actions.)
[Resource, THE ESTATES MATRIX]

IV. Mobility and Access Strategy
Limit the use of and reliance on Large, Private
Vehicles aka, Autonomobiles for Mobility and
access.
Celebrate the opening of a Zip Car Outlet on
Main Street, not another Large, Private
Autonomobile dealership.
Encourage a Balance of Jobs and Housing.
Do not encourage “commuting.” The only
thing that will help commuters is to help them
become “former” commuters.
Among the multi-jurisdictional efforts Fauquier
County can support are:
●

●

●

Raise the gas tax.
Implement broad based usage fees on
the basis of vehicle-miles-driven,
especially single-occupant-vehicle- milesdriven. Fees must relate the cost of all
driving to the costs of driving on that
street, roadway or expressway at that
time.
Relate all fees and taxes used for
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transport to the miles driven and the
contribution to congestion.
●

●

●

●

●

Move away from general sales and
property taxes to support transport.
Re-lower the speed limit.
Building more roads without Fundament
Change in human settlement patterns is
a waste of resources.
Impose an Abuser Fee on officers-of-thelaw that do not enforce laws including
those on speeding and violation of HOV
regulations.
Hybrids are hooey; Smart Cars and
Segways are a first step. Singleoccupant Hybrids running with the traffic
flow in the HOV lanes -- 78 to 82 MPH
on I-66 unless drivers are riding brakes
-- are saving little or no gasoline. (They
are not saving any gas per capita by any
measure and some industry studies
suggest at those speeds they are no
more efficient than other cars of a
similar size due to wind resistance and
power train design.)
The key question is: Do we have
the time to phase in Mobility and
Access alternatives?
[Resource, THE PROBLEM WITH
CARS]

V. Affordable and Assessable Housing Strategy
It is an absolute necessity that the Greater
Warrenton-Fauquier Community achieve a
Jobs / Housing (J / H) Balance.
However, that is only the first step on the road
to optimizing the Jobs / Housing / Services /
Recreation / Amenity (J / H / S / R / A)
Balance for every organic component of the
Community
Habitat for Humanity can only do so much.
Right now 60 to 70 percent of the citizens
cannot afford the current housing options on
the market. Moreover, those citizens and the
work they do are essential to achieving J / H /
S / R / A Balance in the Community.
If house prices continue to drop and more can
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afford the existing dwellings, the current
housing stock still will consist of “the wrong
size house in the wrong location” vis a vis J /
S / R / A Balance.
The fact is that Single Household Detached
(SHD) housing cannot be made “Affordable,”
for the majority of those in the market for
housing IF it is also Accessible to Jobs /
Services / Recreation / Amenity.
This is a matter of physics, geometry, the
economics of housing construction and the
housing market. There are three alternatives:
●

●

●

Wealth transfer to subsidize
construction, maintenance and
accessibility of dwelling Units that have
greater inter-Unit separation than the
occupants could otherwise afford
Significantly raise the wages of those in
the lower half of the economic food
chain and provide cheap energy to fuel
Mobility and Access necessary to
overcome the cumulative impact of interUnit separation. (See “Three Little
Words” above)
Accept the fact that Multi-Household
Dwellings and Single Household
Attached Dwellings will make up the
majority of the housing stock in any
Neighborhood, Village and Community

It turns out that well-designed dwellings in
multiple-Unit-type configurations, when
accompanied with Services, Recreation and
Amenity, have the highest market value per
square foot. That includes the value of the
Single Household Detached Dwellings in the
Neighborhoods, and Villages that make up an
Alpha Community.
[Resources, 7 April 2008 column “Two Spheres
of Fraud,” S/P writing Keyword “Affordable and
Accessible” and "How to Build a Village."
VI. Strategy to Evolve Beyond Helter-Skelter
There is a Helter-Skelter Crisis because the
Helter-Skelter human settlement pattern is the
sum total result of current Agency programs,
policies, projects and regulations as well as the
actions of Enterprises, Institutions and
Households.
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In spite of great intentions and many good
efforts, Greater Warrenton-Fauquier is heading
for a 50 / 50 mish-mash of urban and
nonurban land uses.
●

●

●

●

●

●

●

There must be a Clear Edge between the Urbanside
and the Countryside. That means a Clear Edge
around each of the urban enclaves in Greater
Warrenton-Fauquier.
The County must rethink the plans for all the Service
Districts to optimize the Balance of J / H / S / R / A
at all scales beyond the Dooryard.
Demonstrate how those who want to support the
evolution of a functional and sustainable Greater
Warrenton-Fauquier can invest in new buildings as
well as new and renewed infrastructure – both green
infrastructure and the built environment.
There must be one or more detailed Concept Plans
for the use of every parcel inside every Clear Edge –
in Fauquier County that means every parcel in every
Service District. At the present time economic and
functional plans for the area within Service Districts
would yield far more development than there is a
market.
The “Next Larger Component” Plan Process should be
applied to all development proposals.
Touting “mixed use” and “traditional neighborhoods”
is FRAUD unless the project contributes to Balance at
Neighborhood, Village and Community scales.
One option would be to lay out Alpha Neighborhood
scale “Lewenz Villages” in one or more of the Service
Districts.
[Resources “The Role of Municipal Planning in
Creating Dysfunctional Human Settlement
Patterns,” 22 Jan 2002, and most S/P writings.
Key Words: “Helter Skelter”]

VII. Economic Development Strategy
Market what is unique and special about
Greater Warrenton-Fauquier, now and in the
future.
●

The Town of Warrenton’s aggressive recycling
program and Mayor Fitch’s waste product energy
generation and Urbanside energy conservation
efforts are a good start.
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●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

Programs to support food production within the
Community and expand farmers markets is an
important effort.
Access to a green Countryside is a positive but there
needs to be 95% nonurban and 5% urban Balance in
Fauquier County, not 50 / 50 Mish-Mash that is now
evolving.
Provide access to Countryside points of interest via
shared-vehicles and via bike, foot, Segway and
horse, not by Large, Private Autonomobiles.
The overarching theme needs to be Live / Work /
Invest in a REAL alternative to Fairfax / Loudoun /
Prince William.
As with Strategy VI, demonstrate how those who
want to support the evolution of a functional and
sustainable Greater Warrenton-Fauquier can invest
in new buildings as well as new and renewed
infrastructure – both green infrastructure and the
built environment.
Start an “Each-one-recruit-one” program to
encourage investment. As noted in Strategy VI., an
Alpha Neighborhood scale “Lewenz” Village in one
Service District would be an intelligent next step.
Pursue Community scale “import replacement” / “Go
local” but go far beyond “Self-Reliant Communities in
a Global Age” by Shuman.
Above all strive to achieve Balance at Neighborhood,
Village and the Greater Warrenton-Fauquier
Community scales.
[Resources, “Self-Reliant Communities in a
Global Age” by Shuman and most S/P writings,
Key Word: “Balance”]

VIII. Comprehensive Parcel Consolidation Strategy
Since 1607, Virginians have been subdividing
land. A new strategy must include:
●

●

●

Subdivision recycling
A new “sliding scale” to move urban uses inside
Clear Edges
Transfer of Property Rights
[Resource, THE USE AND MANAGEMENT OF
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LAND Forthcoming]
IX. Fair Allocation of Location-Variable Costs
Strategy
This is perhaps the most important strategy,
and this strategy relates directly to the
Fauquier County budget and tax rates:
●

●

Rely on “fee-for-use / service / benefit” whenever
possible. Flat fees and general taxes do not reflect
the locational difference in the cost of service
delivery.
Urban uses inside the Clear Edge are different than
Urban uses outside the Clear Edge, say “hello” to
Henry George.
[Resource, most S/P writings. Key Word:
Location-Variable Costs]

X. Evolve Fundamental Change in Governance
Strategy
Governance structure must evolve to match
Organic Structure of human settlement
patterns.
New governance structure must include new
staff structure.
New governance structure must include new
staff expertise.
[Resource, most S/P writings. Key Word:
“Governance Structure”]
XI. Sustainable Population Strategy
The prior 10 strategies are of no value unless there is a
sustainable Balance between resources and demand. The
most important element in this equation is population.
Greater Warrenton-Fauquier has no obligation to “accept”
or “accommodate” relocation from the Core of the National
Capital Subregion. In fact, to achieve functional and
sustainable patterns and densities of land use, the area
inside the Clear Edge around the Core of the Subregion
(inside Radius = 22 to 26 Miles) requires substantial
increases / relocation of population.
[Resource “The Beltway to Easter Island,” 5 May column
and most S/P writings. Key Word “Population.” Also ASAP
and Albemarle County are now conducting an important
study of the optimum population for Greater CharlottesvilleAlbemarle.
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Where to from Here?
Your first response may be well yes, but...
“Would not these strategies put us 10 years
ahead of ourselves? After all, not 5 percent of
the population in this Region is willing to
consider alternatives to Business-As- Usual.”
OK!
Back to Strategy I, 5% of Region's Population
is 500,000 people. That many people would fill
up Fed Ex Field six times and is eight times the
current Greater-Warrenton Fauquier
population.
How many friends do we need? Not that
many, see Strategy XI.
Is this “Realistic?” Will it Happen? Can it Happen?
What is “real?” The “conservative” approach
to the future is to shrink the ecological
footprint.
Will it Happen? Missed Opportunities / I told
you so / Overhills 1973 / Katrina 1975
2002: 18-Point Program
2003: Subregional Certificate Program
2004: Town Implementation of Strategy VI at
no cost
2004-2005: Property Dynamics
Can it Happen? Greater Warrenton-Fauquier is
one of the few places where there is any
chance for Fundamental Transformation,
Success in the future depends on citizens, and
their leaders.
Jared Diamond’s Bottom Line in Collapse
The societies that Collapse:
Fail to create intelligent, realistic
plans for the future, and
Fail to reconsider traditional values
when conditions change.
Readings
Items Distributed:
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“The Next Slum” by Chris Leinberger from
March 2008 Atlantic.
“The Problem With Cars” PART I at Bacon’s
Rebellion.com.
Further Readings Recommended at www.
baconsrebellion.com:
“Burned Out,” 10 July 2006.
“THE ESTATES MATRIX” PARTs I, II, III &
IV, 26 Nov 2007 thru 21 Jan 2008
“THE PROBLEM WITH CARS” PARTs II, III,
IV & V, 11 Feb thru 7 April 2008
Short List of Key Books:
Jared Diamond, "Guns Germs and Steel,"
provides a Conceptual Framework to help
understand human settlement patterns.
Jared Diamond, "Collapse." What happens to
societies that run out of resources and do not
change traditional strategies.
Robert Reich, "Supercapitalism," a very
good description of the current crisis in
democracy and the wealth gap.
Jane Jacobs, "The Coming Dark Age." You
know her earlier book Death and Life of Great
American Cities but the more she wrote, the
better she got.
Michael Shuman, "Going Local: Creating
Self-Reliant Communities in a Global
Age." Shuman’s new book is “Small-Mart” and
well worth reading too.
Claude Lewenz, "How to Build a Village."
Blueprint for a small-scale, non-Autonomobile
dependent place to live and work.
-- June 23, 2008

End Note on Vocabulary
The use of a robust and consistent Vocabulary is essential to creating an
understanding of human settlement patterns and the strategies required
evolve functional and sustainable patterns and densities of land use. The
Shape of the Future published in 2000 includes a Lexicon and a list of
“Core Confusing Words” that should be avoided when considering human
settlement patterns. (See Strategy II Above.)
This effort was expanded and refined during the preparation of TRILO-G.
A GLOSSARY exists on line at (www.baconsrebellion.blogspot.com) and
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues08/06-23/Risse.php (13 of 14) [6/24/2008 10:50:46 AM]

Shaping a Sustainable Future

will be on the CD-ROM containing TRILO-G (forthcoming).
The GLOSSARY contains the current definitions of words and phrases
that may be unfamiliar to first-time readers. Typeface and Capitalization
are used to identify words and phrases with specific meanings in the work
of SYNERGY/Planning. If the reader sees a capitalized word that is
“normally” not capitalized, check the GLOSSARY. For example
“Agency” is used in a number of places in this document. The
GLOSSARY defines “Agency” as follows:
Agency
Agency is one of three forms of Organization beyond the scale of the
Household. The other two are Enterprise and Institution. An Agency is
an Organization created to carry out a governance function at any level or
scale: multi-national, nation-state, state / province, region, subregion,
municipal or sub-municipal. An Enterprise is an Organization created to
generate profit, a monetary return on investment of time, effort and
resources. Institution is an Organization created to achieve some purpose
other than governance or profit. The phrase ‘Enterprise, Institution and
Agency’ is intended to encompass all human Organizations beyond the
scale of the Household. A Household is composed of the occupants of a
single dwelling Unit.
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The Wealth Gap
Sooner or later, an economy built on wildly unequal
incomes, cheap energy and debt-fueled Mass
OverConsumption will collapse. Mass denial will not
change this reality.

Since I downloaded it last week, I have been trying to
think of any graphic from the past ten years that is more
important than this:

(Click here to view readable image.)

I haven't found one yet. (See End Note One)
There are four graphics in the article “Plutocracy Reborn”
that appeared in the 30 June issue of The Nation. The first
is the most important; the others fill in the details. The
title of the graphic says it all:
“Recreating the Gap that Gave Us the Great Depression –
the Average Income of the Top 0.01 Percent of the US
Households as a Multiple of Average Income of Bottom 90
percent of US Households.”
This data puts the growing Wealth Gap in stark perspective
and provides a clear, up-to-date picture of what Robert
Reich is talking about in Supercapitalism. (See Bacons
Rebellion blog posts, “Why Supercapitalism Will Not be a
Popular Book,” 6 March 2008, and "The Decline of the
World's Greatest Nation State.")
The graphic shows there has been a steady widening of the
Wealth Gap since 1980 when it became policy to
encourage the well-to-do to invest by creating attractive
tax advantages. The only dips were during the Oil / Auto /
Real Estate Recessions. Tell us again, who exactly is “hurt”
by recessions and who “benefits” the most from “growth
and prosperity” under Supercapitalism?
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This graphic documents what has happened for the top
0.01 percent of the economic food chain. It is clear that a
similar curve applies for the top 0.1 percent, the top 1
percent and perhaps the top 5 percent. The top 5 percent
are the “happy-as-clams” crowd at the top of the Ziggurat
in PROPERTY DYNAMICS. We also know what has
happened (and is now happening faster) to the Running As
Hard As They Cans and almost all of those in the bottom
50 percent of the food chain – they have been losing
ground since the mid '70s.
While I was considering the importance of this information
along came the 29 June WaPo with two related items:
“A New Political Geography: Role Reversals in
Virginia (sic - the story compares two
counties, one in Virginia and one in West
Virginia) Reflect larger Shifts”
“All-Consuming Problem: Even in a Weak
Economy, Some Shoppers’ Compulsive Habits
Can Take Over Their Lives.”
The first story has implications for the upcoming elections
in Virginia, the latter exposes a critical dysfunction with the
economic structure that underlies contemporary civilization
as we know it planet-wide.
In “All-Consuming Problem,” Nancy Trejos focuses on the
estimated 5.8 percent of the population that buy stuff that
“they do not need and that they cannot afford.”
Two observations are in order:
The “problem” is not just the 6 percent +/- of the
population which does not need and cannot afford the
consumption individually. The real problem is the majority
of the population that has been buying stuff it does not
need but can (at least until recently) afford on an
individual and Household basis.
A large number of individuals may be able to afford the
cost of all that stuff but society cannot afford the
cumulative impact of Mass OverConsumption. This level of
consumption is unsustainable. This reality is documented
by current economic data – balance of trade, personal
debt, public debt, value of the dollar, cost of energy and
other indicators.
The second observation related to the “problem” of Mass
OverConsumption is the information now available to
citizens. The story about the 5.8 Percenters appeared in
WaPo, a major outlet of MainStream Media that is
supported by advertising. The story on over-consumption
was in a Sunday paper and the majority of the pages
printed that day tout things to buy. The ads shout: “You
need this ...,” and “If you buy this you will be happy.” We
all want happiness but you cannot buy happiness at
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Wal*Mart, at Bloomingdale’s or on e-Bay. A McMansion or
a BMW will not do it either. (See THE ESTATES MATRIX.)
Now back to that graphic on the Wealth Gap:
There is a serious systemic problem with the current
unsustainable trajectory: Those in the top 0.01 percent of
the population are now smarter than those in the Roaring
'20s who led us to the Great Depression. The current crop
of masters of the universe can keep the gravy train rolling
for themselves longer than could their predecessors, and
the fall may be much harder. This is due to the rise of
supportive Institutions leveraged by the Agency bailouts of
unfounded “investments.”
One of my grandfathers was a high roller in the '20s. He
sold his valve and tappet business to General Motors and
invested in chromium mines and other speculative
ventures. Now there is a better option for some of that
cash, and its sustains the ride.
The 0.01 Percenters of the '80s, '90s and '00s have been
giving some of their money to tax-exempt think tanks and
other Institutions. These growth and prosperity
cheerleaders churn out “research,” sound bites, talk show
baloney and blog fodder that support causes that increase
– directly or indirectly – the cash flow of 0.01 Percenters.
These Institution actions support the agenda of Mass
OverConsumption, Business-As-Usual and “Happiness-ismore-and-more-consumption.” (For the details on the
growth of tax-exempt Institutions see THE ESTATES
MATRIX.)
In his book, "Blessed Unrest", Paul Hawken dubs the
causes that many of these Institutions generate and
support “pseudo populism.” Special interest Institutions
dress up slavery to consumption in a costume called
“freedom” and “independence.”
“Pseudo populism” dupes millions who are in fact Running
As Hard as They Cans and some who are Falling Further
Behind to support policies, programs and candidates that
exacerbate the Wealth Gap – bailouts for speculators, tax
deductions for McMansions, the “death tax” campaign but
mainly the “tax cuts to spur job growth” and economic
prosperity without a strategy to create Balance. Balance is
the sine qua non of sustainable economic activity. (See
End Note Two.)
As we point out in our 2 June 2008 column, “Riding the
Tiger,” almost all citizens of the US of A are riding on the
Consumption Tiger. (Also see the two “Tiger Rider” posts
on the Bacons Rebellion blog of 10 June 2008 and 11 June
2008.)
Until there is a new metric for citizen well being (see
Backgrounder on that topic), perhaps along the lines of the
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parameters we outline in “The Inelastic Perspective of the
Tiger Riders” posted 11 June, there will be no hope of
obtaining a sustainable trajectory until after The Even
Greater Depression. (See End Note Three.)
It had to be clear that an economy built on unsustainable
consumer consumption – 70 percent of the current Gross
Domestic Product – will collapse at some point. Abe told us
“you could not fool all the people all the time,” but fooling
all the citizens is just what the Tiger Trainers (aka, masters
or the universe and creators of Supercapitalism /
manipulated market fundamentalism) hope everyone is
fooled so they can ride a little longer.
As always, the question is: Will there be enough resources
left after the crash to rebuild anything approaching the
civilization we enjoy in 2008 to rebuild a sustainable
trajectory?
-- July 7, 2008

End Notes
(1). Someone added a link to "Breaking News” Jim Bacon's 27 June 2008
Bacons Rebellion blog post “Human Settlement Patterns: The Fringe
Unravels.” That link takes one to “Scott's Current News,” and from
there to The Nation web site. Thanks to those who contributed to this
very useful path.
(2). The second graphic in The Nation story documents the erosion of the
top tax rate. As we have suggested in The Shape of the Future the entire
tax structure is now warped in favor of top income earners – thanks again
to the lobbying of those Institutions and Enterprises. The income tax
should be scrapped and replaced with a consumption tax and with user fees
that reflect true, total costs. Of course the loop holes creating and
supporting self-serving but tax-exempt Institutions need to be fixed
immediately.
(3). The following material is quoted from the 11 June Blog post:
“Here are some tentative targets for crafting a realistic economic survival
plan. There is no guarantee that this level of conservative action will
change the trajectory enough but they will help and they are within limits
that most citizens would embrace if they understood the enormity of the
consequences of Business-As-Usual:
●

●

●

●

One percent annual decline in Gross Domestic
Product
Three percent annual decline in Consumer
Consumption
Five percent annual decline in Total Energy
Consumption
Ten percent annual decline in Energy Imports

“After a decade on this new consumption trajectory it should be possible to
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anticipate a one percent annual drop in total population. Both per capita
consumption and total population declines are necessary to achieve a
sustainable trajectory.
“The role of functional human settlement patterns will be critical in
achieving these goals. Achieving functional human settlement patterns is
the only strategy that can achieve this level of conservation without
destroying the Quality of Life for the majority of citizens. In fact, Claude
Lewenz argues that changes in human settlement patterns to achieve these
goals at the Village scale would improve Quality of Life. We agree.”
In this discussion, we are talking about Quality of Life from the
perspective of 75 percent of the economic and social Ziggurat. (See THE
ESTATES MATRIX.)
Another way of putting our thesis is that “Fundamental Transformation of
human settlement patterns” is the only comprehensive strategy to achieve a
sustainable trajectory for civilization without sacrifice of Quality of Life.
A draconian change in life style is the only way individuals and
Households can survive without a comprehensive strategy.
What do we mean by “Draconian change?” Something like this:
Abandon the McMansion, the three Autonomobiles, the two jobs, the
beach place and almost all the stuff. Move the Household to a camper on
land along a stream in West Virginia. Perhaps this is land that was
purchased for a retreat / retirement home. Starting preparing the land for a
subsistence, off-the-grid farm.
This is not impossible. Helen and Scott Nearing did it in Vermont (and
again in Maine) but it will be a draconian change for most citizens who, if
given a knife, a match and a live chicken, would go hungry.
That is alright because this option will be open to only a small percentage
of the current population.
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Rocky Mountain Low
A WaPo story highlights the threat of converting
Montana forest into masses of McLodges. But there's
more to the story: With rising energy prices,
developers are creating the ghost (non) towns of
tomorrow.

WaPo has again missed a golden opportunity to explore
the human the settlement pattern story. Read it and weep:
"Closed-Door Deal Could Open Land in Montana: Forest
Service Angers Locals With Move That May Speed
Building". The story is by Karl Vick on the front page of the
5 July The Washington Post. For those who think this note
is only about Montana read on and See End Note One.
There is a silver bullet that would forestall this "speed
building" in a heartbeat. However, we have no confidence
that bullet will be fired in Montana or in the Piedmont of
Virginia. More on that in a moment.
The bottom line of the WaPo story is that a former timber
lobbyist "who oversees the U.S. Forest Service" has
negotiated a new set of guidelines for "development" of
some or all of Plum Creek Timber Co.’s 1.2 million acres of
land in western Montana.
Plum Creek is a corporate descendent of Northern Pacific
Railroad, the recipient of "alternate sections" to subsidize
building its railroad across Montana in the 19th century.
Plum Creek is an Enterprise progeny of the interlocked
relationships among forest product Enterprises Boise
Cascade, Potlatch and Weyerhaeuser. Plum Creek was
formerly a logging, sawmill, lumber and paper company. It
is now a land speculator / real estate investment trust. See
End Note Two.
First: The WaPo reporter had limited space to tell a
complex story and some relationships and events are not
clear. In addition, it is well established that WaPo editors
do not understand human settlement pattern issues.
Because of these two realities, anyone who reads the WaPo
story about the Plum Creek / Forest Service deal may not
have the whole picture. Even with this caveat, the story
portrays yet again the pervasive governance dysfunction in
the US of A. Any more of you now ready to support
Fundamental Transformation of governance structure?
Second: The scattered "second, third or fourth" homes that
may result from the Plum Creek development are urban
land uses. The Plum Creek / U.S. Forest Service activity
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needs to be treated as an urban settlement pattern issue.
Forestry is a nonurban activity, second homes that
generate six to ten Autonomobile trips a day when
occupied and attract vandals when not occupied are urban
land uses.
Based on the facts presented, two things about the story
also do not ring true:
First, Plum Creek‘s management - this is an Enterprise with
over a century of forest harvesting experience - cannot be
so badly out of touch with the scale of its holdings (aka,
Geographically Illiterate) as to think second, third and
fourth home sales would dispose of a significant part of its
1.2 million acres of land in western Montana. At the rate of
sale to developers claimed by Plum Creek over the last five
years it would take 2,000 years to clear their books of
these timber lands. (See End Note Three.)
Further Plum Creek leaders must know what happened to
their corporate relative Boise Cascade when that Enterprise
decided to convert its forest expertise into land speculation
profit.
Boise Cascade lost millions in the 1973-1975 Oil / REIT /
Land Speculation recession. This loss was due to the fact
that the company vastly overestimated consumption for
future urban uses in the Radius Band = 10 to Radius = 30
miles around expanding urban centers. This is not the case
in western Montana. "Growth" is due to "come-heres" who
are importing "unearned" income.
The second thing that does not compute is that the
"opposition" cannot really think that development will
"happen" in the foreseeable future to more than a tiny
fraction of the 1.2 million acres Plum Creek owns, even if
the past were prologue.
The past is not prologue - think
punctuated equilibrium. The First World
has run out of cheap oil
It is not the price of gasoline that is a problem for potential
buyers of Plum Creek McLodges - even those with Euros to
spend - it is the end of air travel as it has existed since the
end of World War II. (See our 21 April 2008 column "The
End of Flight as We Know It.") The home page for Eagle
Creek at Lakeside, MT, that is being scraped out of former
Plum Creek land by "Land Rush Reality" (I am not making
this up) touts the close proximity to Glacier International
Airport (AKA, Flathead County Airport.)
And that is just the start. Humans are headed for a
Fundamental Transformation in the forces that impact
settlement patterns. (See our 7 July 2008 column on
Plutocracy titled "The Wealth Gap.")
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OK, there are already some three-story log mushrooms
popping up, there are some newly cleared building sites
near existing roads in the Swan Valley and elsewhere. As
the son of dyed-in-the-wool hunter and fisherman - the
sole source of protein and much of the fruit in our
Household when I was growing up was hunted and
gathered from public land - and a card carrying
environmentalist, I hate to see those things happen as
much as anyone. (See the two columns on Montana cited
in End Note Two.)
But the potential development would be nothing like the
past scourge of resource extraction and the continuing
scourge of resource "exploration" that is being carried out
to "keep the economy growing." This scourge can be seen
across western US of A and is faithfully reported in High
Country News and other sources. (See again the "The
Wealth Gap" column noted above and the resources cited
there-in.)
I recall that while elk hunting in the North Fork of the
Flathead River – yes, on the "Forest Service" (west) side of
the river - we came across log cabins of homesteaders that
were abandoned during and after World War I. Many of the
possessions - stoves, utensils, toys - were still in place 30
years after the owners left them behind.
If they are built, some of the Plum Creek McLodges will
come to this same end, just like mining and ghost towns,
only too scattered to become tourist attractions. Real
estate markets already document the decline in value of
ocean front, water front, resort and retirement
developments.
Both of these issues are important but there is a much
bigger concern:
When will humans learn that the
cumulative impact of buying a private
piece of Countryside (or in this case
Mountainside) destroys the values and
the value the buyer is seeking?
Paul Gurinas, the Chicago hedge fund partner cited in the
story understands this. But too late. Gurinas’ solution is to
buy more land. However, few can afford to do that today
and even fewer will be able to do it in the future. In
addition, the cumulative result of that self-serving strategy
is to keep everyone else away from the "best places" and
that is not sustainable over the long haul in a democracy
with a market economy.
In fact most of the best nonurban places are already
public. In West Glacier I lived in a small dwelling on a very
small lot but out our front door (and across the Middle Fork
of the Flathead River) was a million acres of Glacier
National Park. Out my back door (our property backed to
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US Forest Service Land) I could walk - crossing few trails
and almost no roads - for 135 miles through what was
"The Bob" and what later became The Great Bear and
other wilderness portions of the Northern Rocky Mountain
Urban Support Region.
There is a need to save more great places - the Yaak
Valley where my father and I fished comes to mind- but
the way to do that is to intelligently and efficiently allocate
land for the 95 percent of the population that derives their
livelihood from urban activities - and do it in patterns and
densities that are most favored in the market place. (See
our discussion of the silver bullet below and End Note
Four.)
By recommending more extensive public and shared
ownership of nonurban land we are not for a minute
suggesting that the current management of public land is
carried out in an acceptable manner. We also believe that
there is an important role for private ownership of open
land, but private land is not a "solution," especially not in
small, scattered lots.
What we are saying is that scattered pseudo-nonurban
land uses that are really the dwellings of urban citizens are
collectively unsustainable. We address this issue in THE
USE AND MANAGEMENT OF LAND, a chapter in
FOUNDATIONS, one of the three books that comprise
TRILO-G forthcoming.
Understanding that all the urban land uses in the US of A
at minimum sustainable densities will occupy less than 5
percent of the land area of the lower 48 is a place to start.
That means 95 percent of the land can be devoted to
nonurban uses including the residences of those
Households that depend on nonurban activities for the
majority of their income.
The question is how to decide what is urban and what is
nonurban and how to manage that land. It turns out a well
informed market and functional democratic structure will
provide a basis for these decisions. These strategies are
articulated in our work including TRILO-G.
Let’s take a closer look at one vignette from Karl Vick‘s
story: Buying 200 acres and putting a remote camera
trained on a bear’s hibernation den is an urban recreation
use of land.
Let us follow that trail for a moment. There are now about
135 Web Cams in Montana and half a dozen sites that
provide listings and links to these Web Cams. Some Web
Cams can be controlled from my keyboard in Virginia. A
viewer can zero in on what is happening in a specific place
in which they are interested. For far less than the price of a
lot, you can sponsor a Web Cam that keeps you in touch
with any great place. In 2003 we followed the Robert fire
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that threatened our home town via the Lake McDonald
Web Cam.
I have found that what is great about
Montana is what I see from the trail and
from the mountain top, not what I see
from the road or from a picture window.
Living a contemporary life, even in a supportive setting, is
very time consuming just to maintain health and sanity. It
makes no sense to move to a setting where life is even
more difficult. Making the time, distance, flexibility and
monetary sacrifices necessary to achieve the quality of life
on a scattered urban lot is making life far more difficult,
and in the future far more expensive.
It may be better to visit from time to time and supply
income for those who choose to live in Montana and
provide services to appreciative guests. Yes, we know
"visiting" will cost more in the future but the alternative of
buying a McLodge will cost much more.
Ask yourself: "Why scatter urban
dwellings which cumulatively destroy
what you value of the nonurban world?"
Now back to the WaPo story and Plum Creek. Our guess is
that the "development" scare is part of an overarching
Plum Creek sale / disposal strategy. The goal is to sell the
land, but not for development. Plum Creek wants to sell to
the Nature Conservancy and other blunderers.
If very much of Plum Creek‘s land was worth the $11,000
an acre as quoted in the story, the developer would sell it
for that. Instead it is selling it for $780 an acre (or $1,600
an acre) - the story is not clear on how many acres were
recently purchased or for how much in the transactions
mentioned in the WaPo story. The $250 million federal
bond guarantee money that U.S. Sen. Max Baucus, DMontana, placed in the 2008 "farm bill" - the U.S. Forest
Service is part of USDA - is also involved in what was
obviously a carefully orchestrated mega transaction. (See
End Note Five.)
There is a map with the WaPo article that shows the
location of Plum Creek holdings and "320,000 acres
purchased last month." At first glance the purchase looks
like an intelligent selection but was the price right, given
Plum Creek’s current alternative prospects?
In the new world order of expensive energy, what is the
value of this land? What would it be if there were a broad
citizen understanding of the causes and impacts of
dysfunctional human settlement patterns? What if Agency
governance practitioners understood the long-term impact
of their actions? What if Rick Bass and Bill McKibben looked
through the other end of the telescope?
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Flying into Missoula or driving in from the east / west (I90 / US Route 12) or the south / north (US Route 93) what
one sees are trailers, hope houses, starter homes,
retirement A frames, mini mansions, and some
McMansions scattered over the foothills in all directions.
The views from US Route 93 North - the route we took to
and from college - are especially depressing.
What municipal, state and federal Agencies have already
scattered across the landscape is not a pretty sight. When
the Super rich who survive the current unpleasantness
have to choose between a place in western Montana versus
one in the Alps, Patagonia or the Urals they are likely to
choose one of the other places.
We encountered the Eagle Crest subdivision on the west
side of Flathead Lake, which is cited in the story by
chance, when we were in Montana for our 50th high school
reunion. We photographed it for our Dysfunctional
Settlement Pattern collection, and I cringe every time I see
the ads in Alumni publications for Mansion Heights, Canyon
River and McMansions down the Bitterroot Valley where my
aunt and uncle farmed.
The reason we all should cringe is not just aesthetic, it is
economic and, of course, environmental. Where are the
highest values per square foot / per acre in the Greater
Missoula Subregion? Along those wonderful, tree-lined,
urbane streets near the University.
We would guess, based on our work in other Regions, that
the entire population of the Subregion would comfortably
fit in the footprint of the City of Missoula at appropriate
and sustainable patterns and densities. The values would
be higher and more stable, and the hillsides could be
turned back to the deer, antelope and pine martins.
You say you want to live in a different
settlement pattern? Pay the total cost of
your decision and be our guest.
So what is that silver bullet we noted at the outset and
implied in the last sentence?
Charge the full cost of all location-variable services of
supporting scattered urban dwellings - including the cost of
protecting them in the event of fire.
The WaPo story ends with the list of a few of the costs that
will be incurred by Missoula County in the provision of
"services" for those residing on former Plum Creek land.
Why should these costs and any of the other direct and
indirect costs of scattered urban development be paid by
anyone except those who create the scatteration and those
who directly benefit from it?
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Our guess is that a suggested fair allocation of locationvariable costs will be successfully opposed by those who
own parcels of land that are smaller than those owned by
Plum Creek. This land is also being speculatively held for
future urban land uses that will never happen but that will
not keep the owners from exercising their political swat.
Have a good summer. We will be watching on the Web
Cams and preparing to fight these same battles here in the
piedmont of Virginia.
-- July 21, 2008

End Notes
(1). This post is written as an open letter to friends in Montana. At first
blush, it may appear to step outside the normal Bacon‘s Rebellion turf - the
Commonwealth of Virginia - but does not. The problem discussed here is
also facing forest conservation interests in Virginia. It is projected that sale
of Virginia timber lands will be greatly accelerated in the near future. We
have heard the number "5,000,000 acres" (about 20 percent of the total
Commonwealth land area) from very reliable sources as being "in play"
due to the sale of unproductive timber lands. Most of the land will be
marketed for scattered urban uses. This is not a new story for the
Commonwealth - recall Lake of the Woods in Orange County, Lake
Monticello in Fluvanna County and perhaps two score other timber land-tourban Enclave projects scattered across the Commonwealth.
(2). Plum Creek owned a large sawmill in Columbia Falls, MT, where
EMR went to high school. We have written two columns on human
settlement patterns in Montana: "Fire and Flood," 3 November 2003, and
"Big (Gray, Brown) Sky Country," 23 October 2006, at Bacon's Rebellion
These columns were written from the perspective of one who grew up and
went to undergraduate school in the Big Sky Country - A.B.’s daughter
was a classmate.
(3). We know a bit about disposing of underperforming timber lands,
having been hired to advise Weyerhaeuser on the topic in the '70s.
(4). Those who have read our work know that these settlement patterns are
not a scatteration of one, two, five, ten, 50 or 100 acre urban lots. It is not
also "Manhattan" either. See The Shape of the Future.
(5). Such transactions are profiled in "Investing in Nature: Case Studies of
Land Conservation in Collaboration with Business" by William J. Ginn.
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Beyond the Headlines
A thread runs between many newspaper stories:
Higher energy prices are reordering everything from
international trade flows to Housing Affordability. Too
bad our Agencies and Institutions are responding so sluggishly.
The WaPo front page on 30 July carried a story about the
collapse of the current attempt to wrap up the Doha round
of global trade agreements: “Trade Talks Crumble in Feud
Over Farm Aid.”
The same issue of WaPo also provided news of the latest
demonstration of global food chain insecurity. The focus
was the angst over why it took months to find the source
of salmonella in jalapeno and serrano peppers from
Mexico.
Knowing something about both issues, our first thought
was:
What a great opportunity to address
these two issues together and put some
real support behind the effort to create a
universe of Regional Food Priority.
The benefits of short supply chains for food are enormous
– cut energy consumption in transport, improve food
security, avoid chemicals and hybridization driven by the
need for transport-proof food and extended shelf-life,
provide beneficial use for the excess land speculatively
held for future urban development. That land will never
become functional urban enclaves now that the end of
cheap energy is finally sinking in – it has only taken 35
years.
If you went to a farmers' market over the weekend, you
know a lot of the good reasons to shorten the supply chain.
If you did not, call the Virginia Ag folks. They, and others,
are finally starting to beat the drums. But think how much
more effective a clear federal policy would be, especially if
it were supported by some of the billions of dollars being
thrown at (and thrown away on) existing farm subsidies.
The reasons for a policy supporting Regional Food Priority
are legion. Among them the US of A could stop protecting
fat cat farmers with high tariffs, and thus end half the
Doha dispute. Let India and China protect its farmers,
France too. But protect them by having farmers in the
Regions produce food for their Regions. Expensive energy
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means more expensive food anyway so it might as well be
tasty and safe. I know, I know, the issue is more complex
but Doha is a place to start, even if you have never been
to Qatar.
So far we have seen no one make the
connection between Doha and the
opportunity to improve food security.
On Friday WaPo’s Steven Pearlstein takes the Doha
collapse story in a whole new direction. (An aside: How
can WaPo hire and publish columnists like Pearlstein and
Samuelson who regularly hit issues right on the head but
then publish editorials and provide news coverage that is
off by miles? Usually square miles. WaPo frets about its
tanking revenue. Maybe it should try becoming a real news
outlet. See THE ESTATES MATRIX.)
Pearlstein’s column (“Wave Goodbye to the Invisible Hand,
Farewell to Free-Market Capitalism”) opens with
observations about the cyclical nature of economic theories
but then suggests why the Doha round collapsed and why
a lot of citizens – and their representatives here in the US
of A – are not too upset:
Let's be clear: It is not the protectionists
of the AFL-CIO or CNN who are primarily
to blame for the erosion of public support
for (global) trade in the United States, as
bone-headed as they may be. The blame
lies squarely with a business community
that continues to support Republican
politicians who refuse to raise the taxes
and spend the money necessary to
provide the economic safety net for
American workers that a free-market
economy has not, and will not, provide.
He goes on to point out that the failings of the “free
market” are not failings of the market per se but rather
failings of Agencies (the governance structure) to provide a
framework in which a market economy can work efficiently
and effectively. In a few paragraphs he nails the problems
in the health-care industry, in the deregulated energy
markets, and in Housing.
Pearlstein does not mention the Mobility and Access Crisis,
crumbling infrastructure or even the deregulated airlines
(See “The End of Flight as We have Known It”) but those
areas would provide examples that reinforced his thesis.
What Paul Hawken calls “market
fundamentalism” does not work because
it relies on markets to do things that
markets cannot do.
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As Robert Reich points out in Supercapitalism, if managers
tried to provide the economic safety nets, stockholders
would – and should – sue them and take away their golden
parachutes for pretending to be Enterprise "statesmen”
exercising “corporate social responsibility.” Managers
cannot be philanthropists on someone else’s dime. That is
not what capitalism is all about.
Greg Anrig brings this observation into the current election
cycle in a 3 August WaPo op ed, "Dead Right: McCain's
Problem Isn't His Tactics. It's GOP (The Elephant Clan)
Ideas."
Lets go back to housing and the cause and effect of the
continuing meltdown. This is a topic of debate recently on
Bacon’s Rebellion Blog. See “Land Use and the
International Financial Crisis.”
There is a financial / market “fundamental” that has
changed the basic economic reality in the US of A and is
now having Global impact. In fact it is the “The Big
Fundamental, Fundamental.”
For the last 63 years, Enterprises,
Agencies and Institutions have been
creating projects, programs, policies,
regulations and incentives that result in
dysfunctional human settlement
patterns.
The Mobility and Access Crisis, the Affordable and
Accessible Housing Crisis and the Helter Skelter Crisis are
all direct results of the increasingly dysfunctional
distribution of human activity in the US of A. Dysfunctional
settlement patterns impact not just Mobility and Access or
Affordable and Accessible Housing directly but also
indirectly they impact the level of Agency and private debt,
the balance of payments, energy independence, food
security, etc.
For some insight into the issue, one might turn to the
aforementioned Robert J. Samuelson. Also in the 30 July
WaPo op ed Samuelson held forth on “The Homeownership
Obsession." Samuelson’s bottom line is that “the
centerpiece of the American dream is not for everyone.”
We ask over and over why is the federal
government with a $485 billion + / deficit this year subsidizing – to the tune
of $145 billion dollars in 2008 – the
wrong size house in the wrong location?
If you figure in the borrowings from Social Security, the
housing solution and other "details," the real deficit may be
close to $825 billion, or twice what the current
administration admits.
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Bailing out Fanny and Freddie makes the market
fundamentalist cringe – but then Fanny and Freddie were
and are run by buddies. When the buddies get done at
Fanny and Freddie they get new jobs -- Small ruining the
Smithsonian or Rains helping Steve Case provide exotic
Services for those at the top of the Ziggurat. But that is
another story.
We have argued for years that the “problem” with Fanny
and Freddie is not the excessive compensation, the sloppy
accounting or the investments in sub-prime loans per se,
the problem is that both Enterprises have enabled and
leveraged dysfunctional human settlement patterns –
specifically, the wrong size house in the wrong location.
Unlike FHA / VA, Fanny and Freddie never established
performance criteria. Increasing the percentage of home
ownership was never enough as Samuelson makes very
clear. The cumulative impact has been to give Business As
Usual a way to pass off loans that do more harm than good
to the loan recipient and to the larger community.
The sub-prime loans are in fact not as detrimental as the
cumulative locational impact of all the subsidized loans.
The wrong size house in the wrong location is the Big
Bubble behind the current Housing bubble and it was
behind the four REIT, S&L, Gas and Oil recessions since
World War II.
Stop the speculation and flipping.
Here is an idea for intelligent government action: Apply the
tax break subsidies for home ownership to just the first
dwelling a Household buys.
Increase the stability of Dooryards, Clusters and
Neighborhoods by making it worthwhile for a homeowner
to invest time and effort in the place they live rather than
flipping and running. (See “Wild Abandonment,” 8
September 2003.)
Those who say that recessions hurt those at the bottom of
the food chain -- the bottom of the economic, social and
physical Ziggurat – are absolutely right. But note what
happened to the Wealth Gap during the depression per the
graphic in our column of 7 July 2008 ("The Wealth Gap").
It was folks like my Grandfather who sold out to General
Motors and became a speculator/mansion-building mogul
who lost the most. Yes, my parents suffered – they never
got a dime from "The Old Gent" because they were
married after the crash, and what was left went to a
second wife – but they survived and they provided a great
start for my life.
As we suggest in three recent columns ("Good News, Bad
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Reporting," 24 March 2008; “Riding the Tiger,” 2 June and
“The Wealth Gap,” 7 July, we challenge the whole idea of
needing "growth" or any calculation of "recessions" for
citizens to be happy and safe.
A comprehensive, intelligently planned
and widely supported reduction in
consumption can result in a sustainable
trajectory for civilization.
A continuation of the current trends will
yield a drastic crash. The crash will come
in this cycle or not long from now when
there are even fewer resources with
which to build a better world.
The problem is that everyone from the Wall Street Journal
to Warrenton Lifestyle (yes there is such a publication) is
talking about this as just another “business cycle” and
speculating how long the trough will last be before we are
all rolling in clover again.
Without a “New Metric for Citizen Well Being” (10
December 2006), and a strategy to get there, the future
looks bleak.
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Asphalt Deserts
The American addiction to Autonobiles and imported
oil drains our economy of wealth in ways obvious
and subtle. We convert green landscape into swaths
of pavement, contributing to our own desertification.

Great News! Gasoline prices are down! Down by a whole
10 percent and they have been falling for a month! Oh,
yes!! Oil prices are down too! (See End Note One.)
Now that gasoline prices are going down,
all those settlement pattern Cassandras
have been put in their place. (See End Note
Two.)
The recent drop in gasoline prices should squelch the gas
price scare by the Luddites. Now we can all relax and rev
up the Autonomobile / Scattered Urban Development
sector of the economy. This is, after all, what has pulled
the economy out of every recession since World War II.
Let’s hear it for one more ride on the Tiger of Mass
OverConsumption. (See “Riding the Tiger,” 2 June 2008.)
Oil Price Flux
Lower gas prices are, of course, due to the drop in oil
prices. It turns out those recent peak oil prices were
caused, at least in part, by “speculation.” Perhaps oil prices
are down because speculators fear they will be held
accountable now that there is a little sunshine reaching the
activities of Switzerland-based Vitol and others. (See End
Note Three.)
But oil-exporting Regions also have had a hand in lowering
the cost of oil. After telling the president of the largest
consumer of imported oil –- whose family has been “in oil”
for three generations –- that OPEC was pumping all the oil
they could, they somehow found a way to pump more oil.
They found a way to ship more oil when the price of
gasoline caused a drop in consumption / demand. “Whoa!
We want them to burn more, not less. Crank up the
production!”
Warren Brown says OPEC is applying drug dealer strategies
to maintain substance addiction in a great column titled
“OPEC Plays Oil Junkies for Suckers.” (See End Note Four.)
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We called it “poaching the frogs” in "POACHED SQUARED
ON THE FOURTH," 3 July 2008.
However you cut it, citizens are the
“Phrogs” – sophisticated Mass
OverConsumers who are Running as Hard
as They Can (RHTCs) with no time to
consider the long-term impact of their
collective actions.
Of course, the issue of Mass OverConsumption is fraught
with complexities such as those we explore concerning
refinery capacity investment in APPENDIX TWO of our 24
March column “Good News, Bad Reporting.”
That column raises the question: Why did MainStream
Media not tell citizen Phrogs what was happening until the
water was near boiling? Citizen Phrogs could have read
about what was happening at Bacon’s Rebellion years ago.
(See THE ESTATES MATRIX.)
But Hold the Phone!
Regardless of the short-term oil price fluctuation – or the
long term inevitability of higher energy costs – high
gasoline prices are not THE PROBLEM WITH CARS. And, of
course, lower gasoline prices will not solve the Mobility and
Access Crisis, the Helter Skelter Crisis or help solve the
Affordable and Accessible Housing Crisis. Even the WaPo
editors understand that. (See End Note Five.)
Gasoline prices are not the reason that
dependence on Large, Private Vehicles for
Mobility and Access is an economic, social
and physical dead end for humans as
documented in THE PROBLEM WITH CARS.
Asphalt Deserts, Here and There
One hot day in July we were in Tysons Corner and while
making our third trek across a large parking lot, it hit us –
humans have converted green, amenable landscapes into
Asphalt Deserts.
The US of A has not only imported oil
under OPEC conditions, we have imported
deserts from Middle Eastern nation-states
to accommodate the Autonomobiles that
use the gasoline and oil we purchase from
these sheikdoms and others. (See End Note
Six.)
Eleven years ago Jane Holtz Kay wrote a book titled
Asphalt Nation: How the Automobile Took Over America,
and How We Can Take It Back. Her goal was to energize
citizens and inspire them to drive a stake through the
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heart of what Jim Bacon calls the Autocentric Society. It
did not work. Perhaps that was because no one thinks all
5.86-billion acres of the US of A is covered with asphalt.
But what about Asphalt Deserts? At the scale of everyday
human activity – especially for the 95 plus percent of the
population that is urban and for the 85 percent plus of the
population that live in New Urban Regions – what citizens
face every day are Asphalt Deserts.
It is hard not to notice the emergence of the massive
conspicuous consumption / pseudo-utopian Urban
Agglomerations sprouting in the Middle East.
We note with irony that the OPEC
sheikdoms in the Persian Gulf Region are
taking the wealth transferred from the
Autonomobile users and tax payers in US
of A and other OPIC (Organization of the
Petroleum Importing Countries) members
and converting this money into, among
other things, new Urban Agglomerations
that do not look like deserts.
In the United Arab Emirates there are a number of
breathtaking “developments.” The Palm Islands and other
projects – an indoor ski slope, mega malls for the
petroleum mega-rich – have made Dubai “the poster child
for conspicuous consumption.” Less than a hundred miles
down the coast from Dubai in Abu Dhabi, construction is
underway on “Masdar, the first car-free, zero-carbon, nowaste city” for 50,000 residents. No word on how many
are citizens and how many are foreign workers.
WaPo regularly publishes advertising supplements touting
“progress” in Russia and other investment havens. A
frequent supplement sponsor is Saudi Arabia. The Saudi
sheikdom is headlined in the 7 May 2008 issue as a
“Leading Force of the U.S. – Arab Economic Forum.” In this
supplement we were intrigued by an ad for / rendering of
Al-Madinah KEC. According to the caption, “Al-Madinah is a
Knowledge Economic “City” (KEC), a ‘Smart City’ located in
the most beloved city in the hearts of all Muslins. AlMadinah Al Munawarah, is the only place in the world that
offers you a unique combonation (sic) of serenity and
prosperity.”
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Al-Madina Knowledge Economic City (from the Washington Post)

What is overpowering about the graphic of Al-Madina KEC
is the combination of tall buildings and huge open spaces
with trees, fountains and ponds. The rendering shows
people on foot scattered across the entire expanse of tree
covered plazas. The other thing that is striking is that there
is not a car in the illustration. There is only one element
that may be a roadway and it has no traffic. They must
have a mega shared-vehicle system under all those
buildings and plazas.
And, Finally, an Asphalt Solution
Across the globe, brilliant minds are feverishly seeking
ways to avoid the reality that Fundamental Change is
required to achieve a sustainable trajectory for civilization.
One way to avoid reducing energy consumption to
sustainable levels is to find new ways to capture and focus
the sun's vast – but widely distributed – flow of energy.
One “solution” to the “energy crisis” and a way to help
achieve “energy independence” is suggested by
researchers at Worchester Polytechnic: Use asphalt roads
and parking lots as solar collectors. A brief review of the
comments following the post at www.CleanTechnica.com
provides a summary of the range of practical problems
with this idea. One suspects many of these pesky realities
can be over come but at what cost? (See End Note Seven.)
Asphalt Desert energy harvesting shares the defect of
every single ‘solution’ to energy independence that does
not involve Fundamental Change in human settlement
patterns: Cost.
The cost of every alternative is far more
than the cost of burning up Natural
Capital to which Phrogs have become
economically, socially and physically
addicted.
Recall the trajectory of fast flight for the average citizen.
How long since you have been able to book an SST to
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London? See “The End of Flight As We Knew It,” 21 April 2008.
And then catch up to date by reading “Struggling to Stay
Aloft: Small-city Airports Threatened by Carriers’ Service
Reductions,” 20 August front page of WaPo Business and
“Frequent Fliers’ Wings Are Being Clipped,” 23 August front
page of WaPo Business. And do not count on going too far
or fast on the solar-powered technology of the Zephyr-6.
What humans need are strategies to create prosperous,
safe and happy citizens with vastly less use of energy
because whatever the technology, new energy sources on
the horizon are going to cost far more than burning up
Natural Capital, especially to achieve Mobility and Access.
The canary in the minefield of
dysfunctional settlement patterns is
transport. In this case the canary is an
airplane. It is clear that Large, Private
Vehicles that require Asphalt Deserts to
operate are right behind.
That observation leads to the second fundamental problem
with the "Asphalt Solution": The last thing humans need
are vast areas of empty asphalt sitting in the sun.
Humans need a smaller ecological footprint, not bigger
machines or more expensive technology. As we document
in THE PROBLEM WITH CARS, the fatal shortcoming of the
use of Large, Private Vehicles to achieve Mobility and
Access is the disaggregation of human settlement pattern
and the economic, social and physical dysfunction that this
disaggregation causes.
Claude Lewenz in How to Build a Village provides not just
reasons to get out of Large, Private Vehicles but describes
the joys of doing it. Ecocity Builders is patterning with
Bicycle City to create an alternative to the Asphalt Desert.
The list goes on. But before these efforts can get any
traction, citizen Phrogs need to understand that the
temperature is rising and the excuses and mirages of
techno fixes only make it seem like it is not as hot as it is.
A thousand years from now – if there are homo sapiens
around with time to consider such things – they will
wonder why the richest society to inhabit Earth built all
these Asphalt Deserts that ended up disaggregating and
destroying their society. Yes, just like we wonder why
those silly folks on Easter Island build all those Big Eared
Moas instead of achieving a sustainable trajectory for their
society.

http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues08/08-25/Risse.php (5 of 6) [9/6/2008 8:53:57 AM]

Asphalt Deserts

-- August 25, 2008

End Notes
(1). Irwin, Neil, “Commodity Prices Retreat: Declines for Oil, Food Help
Consumers, But they Could Harm U.S. Exporters," WaPo, 21 Aug 2008.
Oil prices being “down” may not be great news for long because ... well ...
oil prices may be up again this week or next. They were up by over $5 a
barrel on the day this story was printed (Thursday) and then down again
about the same amount to close out last week.
(2). Howard Kuntsler is wrong again. See “Good-Bye, Cheap Oil, So
Long, Suburbia” Business Week, 24 April 2008. Also see “Gas Prices and
Related,” 5 Aug 2008 on the Bacon's Rebellion blog.
(3). Cho, David “A Few Speculators Dominate Vast Market for Oil
Trading; Oil Trading Concentrated in Hands of a Few Speculators,” WaPo,
21 August 2008.
(4). "OPEC Plays Oil Junkies for Suckers,” WaPo, 17 August 2008.
(5). See 11 Aug 2008 WaPo editorial “Smart Growth: The good news
about high gas prices.” And in the spirit of “credit-where-credit-is-due and
full disclosure” see: Eilperin, Juliet, “Fighting Global Warming Block by
Block: Across U.S. Communities Rethink How they Operate and Grow”
lays out the overarching principles. The simple graphic showing 1980 to
2005 vehicle miles of travel and population sets the tone.
Eilperin’s story has a climate change focus as the headline suggests, but
she presents a simple explanation of why LOCATION, PATTERN AND
DENSITY – in a phrase ‘human settlement patterns’ – are important.
Eilperin underestimates the level of impact settlement patterns by a factor
of 5 (yes, that is 500 percent) but it is a start and should be enough to make
clear what the REAL problem is in fact settlement patterns. Also see the
note on WaPo’s series “Oil Shock” in “Gas Prices and Related,” 5 August
2008 on BR Blog.
(6). Actually the US of A imports most of its oil from other places on the
globe – including Canada, Mexico and Venezuela – but Saudi Arabia and
the other Persian Gulf sheikdoms set the context for petroleum wealth
transfer world-wide.
(7). Here is the URL. Thanks to Larry Gross for posting the link on
Bacon’s Rebellion Blog. www.cleantechnica.com
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Katrina Yet Again
The hurricanes keep coming -- and they always will.
We can continue Business-As-Usual, making
ourselves more vulnerable, or we can evolve safer,
better protected human settlement patterns.

The years we spent helping develop a strategy that would put
the New Orleans New Urban Region and the State of Louisiana
on a sustainable trajectory-1972 to 1975- keep coming back
to haunt us. See "Down Memory Lane with Katrina," 5 Sept
2005 and "A Second Stroll with Katrina" 4 Sept 2007. It is only
fitting that we wrap up this phase of Bacon's Rebellion with an
update on tropical cyclones and what they can teach the
observant citizen.
First we express our gratitude that more damage has not been
caused so far in the 2008 hurricane season and hope that this
good luck holds because it is luck we are talking about. We also
extend our sympathy to the wonderful citizens of Haiti- if only
there were a way to insure that aid would get to the citizens and
not to the corrupt.
We have been watching hurricanes for a long time but we will limit
this summary to what we can all learn from Gustav, Hanna and Ike.
(End Note One.)
Hurricane Prediction
The prediction of hurricane frequency, path and intensity is an
inexact science, and always will be. Patrol planes, satellite images,
multiple ground stations, computer models and the Internet help a
lot but predictions are not infallible. (End Note Two.)
New technology provides more information and far better warning
than was available when we first become interested in Atlantic
hurricanes in the late '60s. But there is a limit.
The path and intensity of Gustav before it made landfall in Louisiana
last week is a case in point. Gustav was predicted to hit western
Cuba as a Cat 3 storm and then strengthen to a Cat 4 tropical
cyclone over the Gulf after clearing Cuba. In fact, Gustav became a
Cat 4 storm before it hit Cuba and was badly disorganized by its
passage over the island. Anyone who could read radar could see the
storm was disorganized and never became what the media and the
politicians were hyping for almost two days before landgall on the
Louisiana coast. The post-storm coverage makes these facts very clear.
Political Hype and Spin

Katrina Yet Again

Once cranked up, political hype and media spin is hard to
correct, change or stop.
In the most recent encounters with hurricanes, politicians
were trying to prevent further storm damage to their
reputations and atone for ignoring Katrina before and after
landfall in 2005. This time they could not stop talking
about how much they cared (“I am really concerned about
you, so I am going to fly down and talk to some
evacuees”), how big and bad this storm was and how they
were ready to help, even as radar showed Gustav
disintegrating.
Once MainStream Media Enterprises pack up their anchors
and gear and the executives establish a program schedule
they just had to report “something.” And they did. Think of
all the targeted advertising they sold covering a non-event
and how much was collected via “pay per hit” contracts on
web sites from traffic driven by the hype. (End Note Four.)
For citizens, the biggest advantage of new technology is
gaining immediate access via the Internet to the latest
observations and predictions. However, in the hands of
Business-As-Usual politicians and MainStream Media this
information may do more harm than good.
Alerts, advisories and even the issuing and lifting of
evacuation “orders” have more to do with improving the
image of politicians than the safety of citizens. The
intentional politicizing of Agencies has undermined the
believability of most “official” pronouncements – “Heck of a
job, Brownie.” This is especially true when citizens can see
for themselves what is happening without the spin and the
hype.
Based on recent experience we would suggest that citizens
be given a chance to evolve safe places to live and work in
all locations subject to severe weather – and other
predictable natural occurrences. Then give citizens access
to the data and information and let them decide what to do
on a Cluster-by-Cluster, Neighborhood-by- Neighborhood,
Village-by-Village and Community-by- Community basis.
The federal, top-down, command-and- no-follow-through
does not work.
The Gulf Coast is Vulnerable
Even Gustav, a disorganized Cat 2 storm that degrades to
Cat 1 upon hitting land, can cause damage and
demonstrate the lack of long term preparation (rebuilt
levies still not completed after three years), incompetent
pre-storm preparation (barges and decommissioned ships
not secured), “private” levy collapses threatening public
interests, relief supplies staged in the wrong locations ...
the list goes on and on. Had Gustav followed the path of
Katrina and had it been as powerful as Katrina, the
property damage results would have been the same.
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Infrastructure Is Deteriorating
It is not just the levies that are not ready for “The Big
One.” The electrical power grid is frail and failing in the
Gulf – and everywhere else. The same rotting wooden
poles, the same overhanging trees ... Power companies are
busy fighting for more generation capacity from cheap
fuels, bigger transmission grids and higher rates but are
paying no attention to making fundamental improvements
in the electrical distribution system.
The energy companies have made no
contribution to a discussion of the
imperative to evolve more functional and
more secure settlement patterns – which
are the only path to less consumption and
more security.
And it is not just the power lines that are a problem. The
Interstates are deteriorating, bridges are falling down,
primary roadways flood in the same locations storm after
storm. There are systemic deficiencies with water supply
systems, storm water systems, the wastewater systems
and communications systems, etc. It matters not if these
vital services are run by Agencies, Enterprises or
Institutions.
Citizens are stuck with least common denominator
infrastructure and misled by Agency, Enterprise and
Institution “leaders” who will not admit that it will take vast
new capital commitments to build a sustainable physical
support structure if anything approaching the sophisticated
technology of contemporary society is to be maintained.
The Impact of Crying Wolf
In the face of dire warnings about Gustav, some residents
of the Gulf coast did not evacuate because they did not
think the storm looked “all that bad.” Many that did
evacuate sat and cooled their heels after the storm while
governance practitioners pretended to be “doing
something" to make their return safe.
How many who did evacuate for Gustav will not do so the
next time? We may find out soon. As of Saturday, Ike is on
track to enter the Gulf of Mexico next Tuesday or
Wednesday as a Cat 3 storm and is on a very similar
course to the one Katrina followed three years ago.
Will it still be on track when this column is published on
Monday? Who knows? But what will the governance
practitioners say if it does, having spilled all the frightening
adjectives on Gustav? And what will citizens do? And what
if Ike is at least as powerful when it hits as Katrina was
when it hit? What if Ike – or Marco or Nana – is really The
Big One?
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Not a Straight Line Projection
The impact of global climate change does not move in a
straight line progression. The recent fire season is a case in
point. Despite all the coverage of fires in northern
California, so far – the fire season is over in Montana but
not elsewhere – 2008 was the “best” fire year in the last
five years with "only" 4.6 million acres burned. This year
date is almost 2.5 million acres below the five year
average and about 1.2 million acres below the 10-year
average. But do not count on next year being even better.
Good sources of information about hurricanes abound. For
example www.wunderground.com has a great archive that
maps and provides data of all Atlantic hurricanes year by
year from 1851 to 2008. Deadly hurricanes are not new.
The most deadly one blew through the Caribbean in 1780.
Katrina is only the 27th most deadly Atlantic hurricane
since 1644 and only the third Atlantic hurricane to make
the top 31 most deadly list in the last 40 years. On the
other hand, five of the six most costly hurricanes – in
current dollars – since 1851 have occurred in the last four
years.
What do these facts tell us? Better
information saves lives by alerting us to
get out of harms way. But foolish
settlement-pattern decisions -- building in
vulnerable areas -- increases property
damage.
Hurricanes predate recorded history in the Atlantic. They
have occurred from March through January – so much for
a “season” but that is another story. And about the future?
There is almost universal agreement that the long-term
trend is for warmer seas and for more, and more intensive,
hurricanes.
The Ecological Bottom Line
There are many places on the Gulf and Atlantic Coasts and
in the Caribbean that are not safe locations to encourage,
much less permit permeate settlement unless they are
designed, tested and regularly certified to withstand a Cat
5 plus hurricane.
The Gulf Coast is not a place to allow the agglomeration of
a Megaregion as suggested by those who are now soaking
up the big bucks from foundations to “envision” the US of
A in 2050.
There is a larger reality applicable to every human
settlement:
Humans must create a smaller, safer and
sustainable ecological footprints for their
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habitation and sustenance within New
Urban Regions and Urban Support
Regions.
The annual hurricane season provides a good way to focus
attention and the education to make this point. So far it is
being squandered and obfuscated by political spin and
MainStream Media hype.
Citizens need places that are safe – without evacuation,
displacement or falling into refugee status. They need
havens from hurricanes, tornados, earthquakes, forest
fires, volcanoes and other natural hazards. It is hard to
dodge a comet or a meteor, but the smaller the footprint
the less likely a direct hit.
-- September 8, 2008
End Notes
(1). See “Down Memory Lane with Katrina,” 5 Sept 2005, and “A Second
Stroll with Katrina,” 4 Sept 2007.
(2). There was not much worry about hurricanes growing up in Western
Montana or later during the time we spent in Hawaii. But then in 1967 we
moved to Puerto Rico. I drove a rag-top VW beetle to the south coast of
the island to watch Cat 3 Beulah go by off shore – just to see what a
hurricane was all about. Not long afterwards, we bought and stabilized a
18th-century sugar mill ruin on the north shore of Tortola in the British
Virgin Islands. For the next thirty years every hurricane season was a time
of heightened alert. Due to work in Louisiana and family in Louisiana and
Texas we have paid careful attention to every hurricane to threaten the
Gulf coast since 1972. We sat out Agnes in a one-room log smoke house
with a tin roof converted to a “sort of” guest cabin at Grimmets Chance,
visited Dominica to see for ourselves the damage to old growth rain forest
from David (1979), marveled at all the new red tin roofs in St. Thomas that
Uncle Sugar provided after Hugo... There are a lot of memories and
experiences with hurricanes besides the storms that have directly impacted
the Atlantic coast where we have lived since 1972.
(3). There was a time that the only answer for “the hurricane season” was
to avoid sailing far from shore in the Atlantic hurricane alley and in the
Caribbean from July to November. The colonial powers – primarily
England, France, Spain and Holland – took their ships-of-the-line out of
the region almost every year. Traders and merchant ships stayed away as
well. This resulted in ‘hurricane peace’ and import-goods deprivation until
after the Christmas / New Year holiday season. There was always a great
celebration when the first cargo ships returned in the new year but the war
ships came back too. For those living in the Caribbean and near the
Atlantic and Gulf coasts the drill was to be alert for “doldrums,” put up the
shutters and pray.
(4). The same unbalanced coverage happens for other “media storms.”
The first thunder storm of the spring that blows down trees and provides
images of punctured roofs and dented cars for the evening news sets off a
pattern of over-hyping the next few thunderstorms. The same is true for
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blizzards. The first storm catches the media by surprise, but the next two
or three get coverage to make up for missing the first one. See THE
ESTATES MATRIX
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The Shape of the Future
E M Risse

A Picture is Worth a Thousand Lies
One reason it's so hard for people to envision
functional human settlement patterns is that the
images peddled by the Business As Usual crowd are
so deceptive.
Our most recent Bacon’s Rebellion column, “Asphalt
Desert,” explored the impact of 60 years of massive
subsidies and artificially low fuel costs for Large, Private
Vehicles. The basic parameters of energy policies that
lowered the cost of fuel for Large, Private Vehicles are well
established. The focus of the column was the vast expanse
of roadways and parking lots required for Large, Private
Vehicles to drive and park. (See THE PROBLEM WITH
CARS.)
This line of inquiry was inspired by a recent visit to Tysons
Corner and brought into sharp focus by a rendering of a
proposed development project in Al-Madinah (aka, Medina,
Saudi Arabia). Since May, this rendering has been near the
top of one of the many stacks of human settlement
patterns-related resource material in the S/P studio. The
graphic was published in an advertising supplement paid
for by the Saudi sheikdom and distributed by WaPo. (See
End Note One.)
The Problem with Graphics
When TRILO-G is completed, we intend to focus on
projects that illustrate the Conceptual Frameworks
established by TRILO-G. We plan to incorporate graphics,
graphic novel / cartoon techniques and PowerPoints so that
citizens can better grasp what we mean when we advocate
Fundamental Transformation of human settlement
patterns.
Following publication of The Shape of the Future in
2000, we pursued a similar course, building on graphics
developed to support the educational efforts concerning
Disney’s America in the mid-'90s (See “Chasing Out the
Mouse,” 4 Oct 2004), to support election of a better
informed Board of Supervisors in Loudoun County in 1999
and to advocate the evolution of more functional human
settlement patterns supported by shared-vehicle systems.
Products of this effort include our
contribution to “Blueprint for Better
Region” as well as the three PowerPoint
programs included in the CD containing
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the Third Printing of The Shape of the
Future.
“Blueprint for a Better Region” is available here as a free
download with graphics and narration. The current version
(circa 2002) holds up very well in spite of the passage of
time. We would now edit a few words and the numbers
could be updated but as far as overall message, “Blueprint”
is still right on target.
“Blueprint” articulates the need for intelligent METRO
station area development. It documents that the vast
amount of vacant and underutilized station-area land
would more than accommodate all the projected regional
growth for the foreseeable future – with no new stations or
METRO line extensions needed.
The next generation of “Blueprint” would include an
extensive examination of not just the area necessary to
accommodate projected growth but the need for a relative
Balance of Jobs / Housing / Services / Recreation /
Amenity in each METRO station-area. It would also make
clear the need to Balance the travel demand generated by
the station-area land use with the system-wide METRO
capacity.
The three PowerPoints on The Shape of the Future, Third
Printing CD and the rest of the family of nine PowerPoints
generated during the 2001 to 2005 time frame for a range
of projects including “The Shape of Warrenton / Fauquier’s
Future” are also still on target – nothing has changed
except that the settlement patterns have continued to
become more dysfunctional. (See End Note Two. )
The issues related to human settlement patterns are far
too complex for one to provide every detail in every
column or blog post. Those who took the time to look at
the graphic packages developed in the past may have
specific questions but by in large they “get it.” Based on
this experience we will work to develop a new generation
of graphics to explore the issues raised in TRILO-G.
Why Are There Not Better Graphics Resource
Materials on Human Settlement Pattern Issues?
The first barrier to more effective graphic strategies is
bandwidth. New technology will make that less of a
problem than it was a decade ago.
A bigger problem is lack of basic source material. (See End
Note Three.)
One reason for the paucity of original graphic material on
functional human settlement patterns is that it is hard to
capture images that provided a comprehensive
perspective. There are both technical and economic
barriers. Some of the technical issues of camera
perspective and timing are outlined in the discussion of
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why television is a “disorienting medium” in Chapter 2 Box
7 of The Shape of the Future.
The economic issues arise because no Agency or Enterprise
has an incentive to pay for the creation of images or
sequences of images that do not spotlight their product or
activity. They could overcome the limitations of real-time
news coverage outlined in Chapter 2 Box 7 but they have
no incentive to do that. The same lack of incentive impacts
the production of graphics developed for entertainment
and advertising.
Shared-vehicle system illustrations show vehicles on
elevated tracks or in the middle of streets and stations in
parks. This is so the rolling stock – and the platforms – are
presented in an attractive environment. A powerful
example of this reality are the supplements printed by the
magazine MassTransit titled “Sustainability Concepts:
Enhancing Communities Through TOD (Transit Oriented
Development)."
Shared vehicle system platforms should be in middle of
Ziggurats where they serve the largest number of riders
most effectively. However in these locations, a single
camera view cannot capture a picture that is
"comprehensive" or contextual. We noted this problem in
“All Aboard,” 16 April 2007, in discussing the graphic by
Richard Thornton.
Architects are paid to design buildings, not functional
components of human settlement. There is a profound
difference. Architects and related design professionals are
hired by those who want to build and collect rents from –
and receive accolades for – buildings, not settlement
patterns. They are not paid to create spaces for people
such as those that Chris Alexander and Claude Lewenz
champion. Of course, better settlement patterns generate
higher rents eventually but this relationship is too often
neglected in the evolution of the built environment. First
shoot all the lawyers AND all the architects. (See End Note
Four.)
More on the Ziggurat
We first visited Montreal in 1968, the second summer of
the Expo / Man and His World “worlds fair.” A new Metro
shared-vehicle system was created to serve the Exposition
and the Core of the Region after the Expo. This system had
been operational for only a short time when we visited.
From the top of a hotel in the Core of the New Urban
Region one looked across an urban landscape shaped by
street cars, trolleys and pedestrians with streets retrofitted
to accommodate cars. Except for the new hotels to serve
the Expo, some civic buildings and church steeples, the
Core was a four- to six-story urban landscape.
In the summer of 1984 we visited Montreal again while
collecting perspectives that could be applied at Virginia
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Center – a proposed project at the Vienna / Fairfax / GMU
METRO station. By this time the urban landscape had a
different texture. One could easily trace the alignment of
the not-yet-20-year-old Metro system by the collections of
taller buildings at each station along the lines. From a
distance they looked like Ziggurats.
A few days later in Toronto we observed the same reality.
One could trace the path of Toronto’s Subway across the
urban landscape by the location of groups of taller
buildings. It was in Montreal and Toronto that the idea of
“transit related development” first came into focus. The
same general land use / height distribution can be
descended in the Rosslyn-Ballston Corridor from the
images included in “Blueprint.” (See End Note Five .)
Back to Tysons Corner
As it happens – we do not coordinate these things – Jim
Bacon’s column was on Tysons Corner in the last issue of
Bacons Rebellion – “Salvaging Tysons.” Some of our
thoughts on the topics he raised are in the comments
following the blog post of the same title. Here we focus on
the picture Jim choose to put in the column and to lead the
Blog post.
We have since taken the time to briefly survey the report,
“Tysons Corner: Path to the 21st Century” – Hello, this is
the 21st century!
Jim did not have a lot of alternative graphics to choose
from but the graphic that graces the column and blog post
is a classic.

First, the image is clearly inspired by the 1893 Chicago
Columbian Exposition (aka, Chicago Worlds Fair). The
Chicago Exposition is known for its center piece: “The
Great White City” which was composed of white neoclassical (wedding cake) architecture that inspired the City
Beautiful movement from 1895 to 1920. Note the columns
on the Last National Bank of Tysons Corner peaking from
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behind the trees in the image of Tysons.
As every historian who considers the impact of the urban
images provided by the Columbian Exposition notes, the
neo-classical theme was profoundly ironic. That is because
from the Exposition site one could see the Chicago skyline
which in 1893 already featured steel frame buildings with
elevators.
These tall buildings, not the neoclassical wedding cakes,
became the icon of 20th century urban landscape. This is
true even though “sky scrapers” occupy only a tiny fraction
of urbanized area of any urban agglomeration and “sky
scrapers” meet a minuscule fraction of the shelter needs of
the nation-state’s urban citizens. “Higher density” is often
attacked by means of comparison to "skyscrapers" in
“Manhattan,” or in the Midwest, “The Loop.” This is silly
because all of the density in Manhattan could fit in
Ziggurats, none of which need exceed six stories in height.
The core of the Paris New Urban Region is composed
primarily of six- and seven-story buildings.
On page 7 of “Tysons Corner: Path to the 21st Century” it
is suggested that the scale of the proposed new Tysons
Corner would be akin to the Core of the Philadelphia New
Urban Region. In his column, Jim Bacon expanded on this
theme since New Urbanists delight in places such as the
Core of Philadelphia in its heyday – that is in the 1920s.
Many elements of pre-depression Philadelphia were
inspired by the Chicago Exposition. It would, however, not
be practical or useful to pattern Tysons Corners after
Philadelphia in the 1920s because of what has happened
since 1929.
In the 1920 fewer than 20 percent of the Households in
the Philadelphia Region had access to an Autonomobile.
Nationstate-wide less than one in one million understood
that quality urban places are destroyed by Autonomobiles,
not served by them.
Now we know better and need to design urban places that
are not dependent on Large, Private Vehicles for Mobility
and Access. What is needed in the 21st century are places
for 21st century citizens to carry out 21st century activities
– not places that serve as the headquarters of railroads,
steel mills, manufacturing, agriculture and shipping
Enterprises that sustained Philadelphia in the '20s.
A Closer Look at the Tysons Task Force Graphic
Now for another look at the Tysons Corner graphic. Click
here for a close-up. What do you see? A six-lane strip of
asphalt with landscaping in the median to hide the asphalt.
In this superficially attractive graphic the asphalt is
occupied by two moving cars and one parked car. Also
note there are many empty parking places along the curb.
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Where are all the cars that one now finds on the streets
and roadways in and through Tysons Corner? Are there
tunnels for through Autonomobile traffic? If so, why are
four or six lanes of asphalt needed?
The illustrated configuration of this street / roadway –
neither a street nor a road – results in 180 to 260 foot
hikes (a football field is 300 feet goal line to goal line) to
cross from one side of the street to the other. That is not a
pleasant experience on hot days, on cold days or on wet
days.
The caption says this view is set in a station area. Recall
the core problem with graphics that depict functional urban
places, the ones that citizens most enjoy. Boulevards are
nice but one or two blocks of boulevards here and there
are enough. Sitting in a sidewalk café on a nice day, whom
would you rather watch go by: people, or cars and trucks
on a six-lane road?
Unless Tysons Corner is the size of the Core of the Paris
New Urban Region, boulevards are a gross waste. The
current Tysons Corner plan shows over 2.5 miles of
Boulevards on VA Routes 7 and 123 alone.
The Tysons report includes street scenes
from Paris. The Paris illustrations are
misleading from many perspectives.
When Paris Boulevards were laid out, every block
supported a diverse mix of uses. The blocks were made up
of six- and seven-story buildings – the top floor is typically
occupied by garrets behind the mansard roof. An entire
cross section of urban life occupied most blocks.
Retail, employment and service uses most often occupied
the first floor ,with fabrication, assembly, storage and
warehousing in the basement or deep within building
interiors. Commercial and residential uses – including
hotels – were found on the second, third and fourth floors.
Each building could have a different mix but in general,
residential uses were located on the second floor and
above. The higher a resident had to climb, the lower the
rent. This provided Affordable and Accessible Housing on
every block. The majority of the square footage on any
block was occupied by residential uses. This contributed to
a Balance of Jobs / Housing / Services / Recreation /
Amenity. Frequently citizens worked and lived in the same
building or on the same block. Most of the Access and
Mobility was on foot.
Today this diversity remains, and is supported by a
“saturation” Metro system with almost every address in the
Core of the New Urban Region located within 800 feet a
Metro station. In addition, there is the RER, a second highcapacity shared-vehicle system that travels between more
widely dispersed stations at higher speeds and is
interconnected with the Metro system facilitating longer
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trips in shorter times.
Paris Boulevards are nice. But given the through traffic
that exists in Tysons Corner and the lack of land use
diversity envisioned, reliance on the Autonomobile cannot
be replaced by four METRO stations on an overcapacity
Orange line.
Rebuilding Tysons Corners with “a grid of
streets” and boulevards" to provide
places to drive and park cars instead of
places for people served by the METRO
shared-vehicle systems is absolute
lunacy.
Due to plethora of roundabouts (traffic circles) the plan for
Milton Keynes in England looks like “the explosion in the
spaghetti-o’s factory.” The current plan for Tysons looks
like “the attack of the grid.”
Grid street systems are discussed in The Shape of the
Future. Readers will find over 30 references to the pluses
and minuses of grid layouts of streets, in Chapter 18 and
elsewhere.
New Urbanists love boulevards and grids, but boulevards
no more serve high capacity shared-vehicle system stationareas than alleys are the “solution” to hiding
Autonomobiles in lower density urban areas. A grid of
streets is useful in come contexts but has limits. The
application in the Tysons Corner plan is beyond the limit.
The Ecology of Boulevards
Those nice green trees that shade and hide the Boulevard's
asphalt roadways come at a high cost. “Ecocity” advocates
have good arguments for extensive plantings within the
urban fabric but the hardest place to grow trees is between
lanes of traffic. These locations are not healthy for the
trees and require extensive water and maintenance. Urban
trees grow best in supportive micro environments, not in
medians.
Then there is the human ecology. In this Region’s climate,
how many really nice days are there when citizens want to
walk and sit outside? Some days for sure, but every day
with no alternative?
Citizens will have to spend billions to bring METRO to
Tysons Corner. Why create a settlement pattern intended
to accommodate Large, Private Vehicles in the 1920s and
discourage pedestrian travel?
What is needed is a grid of pedestrian
access, not a grid of Autonomobile access.
The space to drive and park cars takes up from 10 to 100
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times the space needed for citizens to move on foot from
the platform to the places that they are in Tysons Corner
to access in the first place.
Why not create a plan that citizens can enjoy in
conjunction with METRO station area development, not a
plan that is intended to accommodate Large, Private
Vehicles?
It is hard to believe that respected environmental groups
would try to get signatures on a petition to support "a plan
to transform Tysons Corner from a traffic-choked,
disconnected patchwork of office parks to a lively, walkable
and bicycle-friendly place to live, work and play" based on
this anti-plan. What were they thinking? As Bill Cower
would say, "You weren't thinking, were you?" Or perhaps:
"You have not really looked at those pictures, have you?"
The Root Problems and an Exit Strategy
What are the core problems here?
●

●

Too much land, far more land than there is market
for if developed at METRO-supported patterns and
densities in four station areas.
Too many of the land owners who own all that land
are political party donors and have their hand in the
planning process.

See "Why Metro-to-Tysons Is a Mess," 27 December 2007,
for an extensive discussion of these two points.
First one must address the issue of the number of stations.
Perhaps four stations is too many. A better number might
be two METRO stations. Perhaps three would work – one
east of I-495 and two west of I-495 but do not expect all
three to support intensive development.
Perhaps one METRO station on a Ziggurat platform over
the toll road and a Tysons Corner Circulator would be a
better match with the foreseeable demand. The lower
intensity at circulator stations could better accommodate
street grid.
There would be lower value in the station-areas because of
less direct / efficient access to the Core of the National
Capital Subregion and the rest of the WashingtonBaltimore New Urban Region. This lower station area
intensity would better match the need for far more
residential land uses to create Balance in each stationarea. In this scenario there might be six or seven station
areas and they could be located away from the main
surface roadways.
The way to solve the too-much-land-problem is to select
the best station locations to create a Balance of Jobs /
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Housing / Services / Recreation / Amenity for each stationarea, for the entire Greater Tysons Corner Community and
to minimize demand for long distance “commuting” via
METRO or via Autonomobile.
Once the station-areas are selected, pool all the land,
including public land in rights-of-way, within half a mile of
each platform and allocate value, density and
infrastructure responsibility based on existing uses,
proximity to the platform and cost of preparation of the
site for station-area land uses.
In summary, just one picture, if one knows what to look
for, indicates a waste of space and a gross lack of Balance.
-- September 8, 2008
POST SCRIPT:
Two updates since the “Asphalt Nation” column was put to
bed:
Tiger woods has unveiled a $1.1 billion golf course in
Dubai, UAE. This new golf course development goes along
with the indoor ski slope, the Palm Islands, et. al. All the
UAE needs is another 1,000 acres of heavily watered, low
density landscape to raise the humidity and the pollen
count. There are some fine traditional Village-scale
enclaves on the Persian Gulf with natural cooling towers.
Why transfer wealth to the desert and use it to recreate
and maintain environments that occur naturally with no
use of energy in other parts of the world?
Also on 27 August the most recent issue of the Russian
Advertising Supplement to WaPo was delivered with the
morning edition. Talk about a parallel universe. Forget
video games, just tune into the latest version of Vladimir’s
World.

End Notes
(1). The image below, of the Al-Madinah Knowledge Economic City, was
published by WaPo. We scanned the newspaper image and reproduce it
here.
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(2). It is very frustrating when asked for data and examples to reference
these materials and then have the same questions come up about the next
column or blog post because the questioner never bothered to look at the
referenced work.
(3). We have been collecting material for nearly 45 years and have a
settlement-pattern slide library with over 22,000 images plus maps, photos,
graphs and other images from a range of sources.
(4). We encountered the same problem working with illustrators who were
retained to develop graphics for “Blueprint” as illustrated by the renderings
included in the current version of the PowerPoint. The views of Tysons
Corner are especially problematic. At the time it was assumed that there
would be only two METRO stations, that the METRO line would run
underneath the VA Routes 123 and 7 to save right-of-way cost and that
most through traffic on VA Routes 123 and 7 would also be in tunnels. In
spite of this, we could not get the designers to draw anything that was not
“buildings in a park with many boulevards.”
(5). We plan to tell the Ziggurat story in detail with graphics when TRILOG is completed.
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THE TRAGEDY OF TRICKLE DOWN
As the Wealth Gap has widened over the past 35 years, Organizations have become more and
more addicted to Trickle Down as the only way to provide:
•
•

Mobility and Access, and
Affordable and Accessible Housing

for the majority of citizens, especially those in the lower strata of the economic and social
Ziggurat.
It is now clear that Trickle Down is not working for individual citizens. It is
also not working for society in general. The cumulative impact of reliance on
Trickle Down to provide affordable vehicles and suitable shelter to those who
need Mobility and Access and Affordable and Accessible Housing, is that all
citizens, Households and Organizations are in a downward economic, social
and physical spiral.
The addiction to Trickle Down has primarily ensnared Enterprises in the mobility and shelter
sectors of the economy. But it has now spread like a Global cancer to other Enterprises as well.
Agencies and Institutions are also hooked. In fact, Agencies at the municipal, state and federal
levels are the primary enablers of the addiction. See End Note One
1.

For those unfamiliar with the TRILO-G Vocabulary, all Organizations beyond the
Household are one of three types: Enterprises established to make a profit, Agencies
established to manage society and Institutions established to meet all other needs. See
PART THIRTEEN – GLOSSARY.

The obvious result of the Trickle Down addiction is that citizens who are not at or near the top of
the economic food chain are forced to rely on Trickle Down for both mobility and shelter. The
overarching result is the acceleration of the Mobility and Access Crisis and the Affordable and
Accessible Housing Crisis. Now the entire Global/trading block/nation-state/Regional economic
structure is on a downward spiral and is tending toward Collapse unless a cure to Trickle Down
addiction is found.
MOBILITY
Because of ever more dysfunctional human settlement patterns - at all scales from the Unit and
the Dooryard to the Subregion and the Region - citizens NEED large numbers of vehicles to
achieve even rudimentary levels of Mobility and Access. Vehicles - many of them private
vehicles - are the only way most citizens have to Access Jobs/Housing/Services/Recreation/
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Amenity. In other words everything upon which contemporary civilization depends.
Autonomobile Enterprises make the most money from Large, Private
Vehicles - the larger and the more expensive the vehicles, the higher the
profit per unit sold.
Most citizens who NEED vehicles cannot afford large, expensive Autonomobiles. For this reason
the Autonomobile Enterprises build vehicles not for those who NEED vehicles but for those who
can afford them and especially for those who can be convinced that they DESIRE them. The
tragically failed theory is that, over time, the vehicles will TRICKLE DOWN to citizens who
NEED them.
Autonomobile advertisements tout the glories of the high end vehicles. Right
now, YES TODAY! YOU can buy “The most powerful Acura EVER!” Do
you NEED a powerful Acura?
There is now the opportunity to choose from a stupendous array of vehicles that will haul 5 or 7
people under all sorts of adverse conditions. The vast majority of citizens NEED vehicles to carry
at most three or four people and take them places when the conditions are not adverse. Most
Large, Private Vehicles are occupied by only one person the majority of the time. Average
private vehicle occupancy is less than two under almost all conditions. If one wants to feel
REALLY green they can get a 5,500 pound ‘hybrid’ to drive solo.
Do you want a truck? YOU can buy a pickup with a 362 horsepower Hemi engine. Most pickup
‘trucks’ carry 1 or 2 horsepower worth of load. MainStream Media’s advertising shows pickups
traveling through deserts and over poorly maintained routes with exploding buildings, massive Ibeam pendulums and other uncommon roadway obstacles.
Charge truck owners the true, total cost of hauling the full load capacity of trucks and see how
many REALLY NEED a dualie to haul a few tools. But NO!! That would reduce the sales of
DESIRE vehicles and force Enterprises to sell NEED vehicles.
TRAJECTORY OF AUTONOMOBILE ENTERPRISES
WaPo says “Detroit Overhauls Its Image: Auto Show Takes Sharp Turn From Glitz to Green”
(Saturday, 10 Jan 2009) but you would not know that from the Show’s top of the line “car of the
year” or from the GT 500s, “Zs” and the other vehicles featured in the stories out of Detroit the
week of the show.
The decades of addiction to Trickle Down has established an economic context that makes it
apparently impossible to change course, even with billions in federal bailouts. The same author
who wrote about Detroit turning green on Saturday says (correctly) on Monday that the “Road to
Fuel Efficiency Is Lined With Orange Cones: Automakers’ New Designs Face Obstacles.” A 362
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horsepower Hemi or a 5,500 pound ‘hybrid’ will NOT overcome these obstacles.
On Tuesday the same WaPo reporter says, “GM Puts a Charge in Auto Show.” The ‘charge’
comes from new battery technology that allows vehicles to go farther and faster. New technology
to go farther and faster is all the rage - expensive batteries in expensive vehicles.
Those who NEED a vehicle do not NEED one to go farther and faster, they
NEED one to go safer and cheaper.
Those who NEED a vehicle cannot afford faster and farther. A nation-state that has squandered
its natural capital on Mass OverConsumption cannot afford to buy citizens a vehicle that goes
faster and farther much less help them pay to use and maintain the vehicle so Households can
survive dysfunctional settlement configurations until settlement patterns evolve to be more
functional.
And speaking of money: It is said that there is no money for “investment” in capital goods and
that Agencies need to pump more money into circulation. Autonomobile buyers can TODAY pay
“Zero Down.” They can just “Sign and Drive.” Does that sound like a “SubPrime” strategy for
Mobility?
It is not just the Autonomobile Enterprises that are addicted to bigger and more expensive
vehicles. The big news out of the 2009 International Consumer Electronic Show (in Las Vegas,
of course) was “In-car Computing.” What society needs is out-of-car life, not in-car anything.
See THE PROBLEM WITH CARS.
THE TRICKLE DOWN MOBILITY BOTTOM LINE
Every new vehicle one sees in MainStream Media’s advertisements is loaded with features that
foster Geographic Illiteracy and provide a false sense of invulnerability in poor driving
conditions. Even Smart Cars have heated seats. And that gets one back to the real problem with
Trickle Down:
By time those that NEED a vehicle can afford them they are 10 years old and
many of the safety and fuel economy features (and the heated seats) that
made them so expensive in the first place do not work.
What citizens NEED are small, sturdy vehicles to get them where they NEED to go while human
settlement patterns evolve so that soon citizens NEED to go less far and NEED to go anywhere
in a vehicle less often in order to secure the requirements of a quality life. See THE PROBLEM
WITH CARS.
After all, that is what those at the top of the Ziggurat do. Inside the Clear Edge, the well-to-do
live, work and play in places that do not require an Autonomobile to meet every Mobility and
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Access requirement. Those who have a choice favor places with functional settlement patterns.
These are places that the market demonstrates are by far the most popular. And the market is
important, right?
SHELTER
Trickle Down has an even larger and more important impact on shelter. There are many citizens
who NEED better housing. They NEED housing near Jobs/Services/Recreation/Amenity. Since
the vast majority of the Jobs/Services/Recreation/Amenity that supports contemporary life is
inside the Clear Edge, Housing NEEDs to be inside the Clear Edge.
Because of a simple-minded focus on one metric (percentage of home ownership) instead of a
focus on expanding the supply of Affordable and Accessible Housing, Agencies have pumped
billions into the shelter industry.
In addition, Agencies deprived themselves of billions in revenue by providing tax breaks on
mortgage interest - primarily for those at the top of the Ziggurat.
AND Agencies have spent billions on papier mache infrastructure that supports - in fact, is
useless without - Autonomobiles.
The cumulative result is scattering the Wrong Size House in the Wrong
Locations. Just the opposite of what citizens who NEED Housing REALLY
NEED.
Citizens would be willing and able to pay for Affordable and Accessible Housing but for
policies, programs and incentives that foster dysfunctional human settlement patterns. See “Wild
Abandonment,” 8 September 2003 (Column # 15), “Scatteration,” 25 September 2003 (Column #
16 and “The Myths that Blind Us,” 20 October 2003 (Column # 18). These columns have been
updated and will appear as PART ONE - ROOTS OF THE HELTER SKELTER CRISIS in
TRILO-G.
The rapid and continuing Global financial system meltdown is a direct result of the failure of
Trickle Down Housing and the greed catalyzed by a simplistic approach to a complex problem
rooted in dysfunctional human settlement patterns.
THE HELTER SKELTER CRISIS AND THE THIRD ELEMENT OF FUNDAMENTAL
TRANSFORMATION
It is not surprising that Trickle Down in mobility and in shelter has resulted in making the
Mobility and Access Crisis and the Affordable and Accessible Housing Crisis far worse over the
last 35 years. These two crises have now become an integral part of the Helter Skelter Crisis.
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There is no conceivable way to preserve democracy with a widening Wealth
Gap. There is no conceivable way to narrow the Wealth Gap or reverse the
current unsustainable trajectory of civilization without successfully
addressing the Helter Skelter Crisis.
For over two decades EMR has been articulating the need for Fundamental Transformation of
human settlement patterns. The PROPERTY DYNAMICS process identified the need for a
Fundamental Transformation in governance structures. The current world-wide financial crisis recession or depression depending on to whom one listens - make it obvious that there must be a
need for a third element of Fundamental Transformation:
Fundamental Transformation of the economic structure.
First, things first. The priorities must very be clear: A governance system must have full
democratic processes that create, maintain and ensure a Balance between individual rights and
community responsibilities and a system that achieves a sustainable trajectory for civilization.
Most who support this overarching goal also support a market economy. That is because - to
paraphrase what Winston Churchill said about democracy itself - the market system of resource
allocation is the very worst system, except for all the rest that have been tried over the past 400
years.
Classical socialism, theoretical communism, compassionate conservatism and all the other
“isms” do not work because they fail to reflect or account for the genetic proclivities that are hard
wired into the human psyche.
WHAT WOULD DR. SMITH SAY?
The first edition of Dr. Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations was published in 1776, just nine
months after the US of A’s Declaration of Independence. It is clear from Smith’s editing of the
book between the first and fifth editions that he was following closely the “unpleasantness” in the
North American Colonies. EMR’s copy of The Wealth of Nations is the fifth edition, published
in 1789, two years after the Northwest Ordinance and the same year that the Constitution was
ratified by New Hampshire.
There are important parallels between the current governance structure which many now agree is in need of Fundamental Transformation - and the
current economic system.
Few suggest that “the invisible hand” was not a good idea in 1776. Smith was articulating an
alternative to the nation-state protectionism and the foundering colonial mercantile system. But in
1776 the three level structure of representative democracy was state of the art as well.
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The current three level structure of representative democratic governance was a stroke of genius.
However, it was created when 95 percent of the population were yeoman farmers, indentured
servants and slaves. Few had the education necessary to read, write or understand abstract
concepts of governance. The three level structure of representative democratic governance
functioned when it took two or more days to get from the border to the Capitol of most states and
two or more weeks to get to the federal Capitol from many state capitols.
Now, society is Urban with only 5 percent engaged in nonurban activities. Reading and writing for
all is established policy, if not yet reality. Information can be exchanged instantaneously and
travel is far faster. At the same time,
The most important focus of economic, social and physical activity - The New
Urban Region - has no governance structure to represent the interests of its
citizens.
With respect to governance structure, it is not the dignity, rights and freedom of individuals and
the mutual interests of citizens and their communities that are in need of Fundamental
Transformation, it is the governance structure itself. Citizens need a new structure to ensure
benefit from the rights, privileges and protections of the Constitution. There are now new
strategies to evolve the management of society so that it is sustainable. See THE ESTATES
MATRIX.
It is clear that citizens cannot prosper with a governance structure (or an
economy) that is dysfunctional and opaque. Further, citizens must understand
what they are seeing so they can make intelligent decisions in the voting booth
and in the market.
The past three plus decades have demonstrated that those at the top of the Ziggurat can game the
current economic system to their advantage. They have taken classic Ponzi schemes - in
Enterprises, Agencies and Institutions - to the third power. They have created imaginary
investment vehicles to trade, and gambling venues in which to trade them. They beat Second Life
to the draw and did it using other peoples money.
The current Global system is far too complex, and - as the last two years have shown - far too
fragile. The current system creates paper wealth - something Dr. Smith railed against. This system
subverts all markets to gambling venues.
THE ROAD AHEAD
No one questions the existence of, or the danger of, the Wealth Gap - except the tiny minority at
the very top of the Ziggurat.
Equally serious is the fact that even as the Wealth Gap has widened, the economy has not
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performed well even using the measures that those at the top of the Ziggurat love - employment,
GDP, etc. See “Economy Made Few Gains in Bush Years: Eight-Year Period Is Weakest in
Decades.” in WaPo 12 January 2009.
Many are not happy about the $700 billion in bailouts. But, so far they seem to be “working.” The
bailouts are allowing the economy to slowly deflate. Citizens seem to be turning from Mass
OverConsumers to become at least partial savers, conservationists and thus true conservatives.
Unbridled Winner-Take-All competition and SuperCapitalism is a great vehicle for hyper
consumption-driven pseudo prosperity but ONLY in a system with infinite resources: “I can grab
as much as I want because there is always plenty left for others.”
The real world does not have infinite resources and a growing number of
citizens world-wide want a fair share of what is left.
As pointed out in the Backgrounder “A New Metric for Citizen Well Being,” a new “metric” is
needed to replace consumption, expansion and “growth uber alles” as a measure of citizen wellbeing. This Backgrounder has been revised and expanded and will appear as PART FIVE of
TRILO-G.
One element of the New Metric must be economic processes that are
transparent so that educated citizens can understand their enlightened selfinterest.
There is no question that new economic processes will slow the expansion of the economy.
However, slowing the process of Mass OverConsumption to a level that is sustainable is not just a
good idea it is the only way to avert Collapse.
If the vast majority do not believe they have a good chance to be better off - safer and happier - in
the future, the economic system is not a sustainable system for anyone. Those at the top of the
Ziggurat are no longer safe from terrorists or from Madoffs.
The vast majority of all citizens must come to understand that in the future EVERYONE will be
better off with fewer total citizens in every nation-state and less per capita consumption in every
nation-state.
For reasons spelled out in Volume II of The Shape of the Future, the choice is Fundamental
Transformation or Collapse. Fundamental Transformation has three elements:
•
•
•

Human settlement patterns
Governance structure
Economic structure
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The focus of most governance and economic activity must devolve down to the Regional-scale
and below. Economic, social and physical activity must reflect the organic structure of human
settlement.
SuperCapitalism is not sustainable. Citizens need new Institutions - Think Tanks, not “Belief
Tanks” (tip of the hat to Doonesbury) and of course there must evolve citizen media. See THE
ESTATES MATRIX.
It will be a long and difficult process but one of the first steps is to understand that Mass
OverConsumption is not sustainable and that Trickle Down is not a way to provide Mobility and
Access or Affordable and Accessible Housing.
Trickle Down is a major driver of the Helter Skelter Crisis and leads to Collapse.
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