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Urban Sprawl and Smart Growth

Randal O’Toole

It has been said that North Americans “don’t have any
serious problems, so they have to invent them”(Working,
1999, Dec. 3). Considering that less than 0.5% of Canada’s
land area has been urbanized, urban sprawl—low-density development at the fringes of urban areas—is one
of those invented problems.1
There are two major objections to sprawl: first, that
it uses too much land, and second, that it leads people
to drive too much. The proposed solution to sprawl is
“smart growth.” This public-relations term represents
a variety of policies and actions aimed at increasing
urban densities and reducing urban driving. According
to smart-growth advocates, land use and transportation
are connected in such a way that increasing density and
making other design changes will save land and contribute to a reduction in driving.
Many smart-growth policies are highly coercive,
requiring large tax subsidies, severe restrictions on the
rights of property owners, and various overt or covert
disincentives to discourage driving. For these reasons
1 Statistics Canada (2005) reports that Canada’s land area is
9,984,670 square kilometres. Nancy Hofmann (Statistics Canada,
2001: 5) reports that 28,045 square kilometres, or about 0.3% of
Canada’s total land area, were urbanized as of 1996.

alone, smart-growth advocates often encounter strong
resistance from some members of the public. Yet most
people accept that coercion is needed sometimes to
achieve the public good—especially if they do not have
to bear the brunt of the coercion.
To decide whether smart-growth policies are worthwhile, we need to answer three questions using data for
cities in Canada, the United States, and Europe:
1.

2.

3.
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Is sprawl—that is, low-density development and
automobility—really a problem?
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Will smart growth effectively save land and reduce
driving?
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What are the negative effects of smart growth?
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Is sprawl a problem?

At first glance, it seems absurd to suggest that lowdensity development could be a problem in a nation
where more than 99% of its land area is rural, open
space. Sprawl opponents point out, however, that the
most productive farmland in Canada is found along its
southern border, where most Canadian cities are also
located. Thus, they claim, urban development threatens
Canada’s agricultural production.
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“Urban uses have consumed 12 thousand square
kilometres of land since 1971,” reports Nancy Hofmann
(2001) of Statistics Canada. “One-half of this—equivalent to the size of Prince Edward Island—was ‘dependable’ farmland.”2 Hofmann adds, “In Ontario, over 18
percent of class 1 farmland is now being used for urban
purposes.” This “consumption” of farmland “is partly due
to the growing urban population,” writes Hofmann, and
“partly due to new urban households consuming more
land per dwelling” (Statistics Canada, 2001: 1). In other
words, the consumption of farmland is due to low-density urban sprawl.
Note that this supposedly objective government
publication uses various charged terms, such as “consumption” when, in fact, land is not consumed, but it is
merely converted—usually not irreversibly—from one
use to another. The comparison with Prince Edward
Island is also misleading. Canadians may know that it is
the smallest province, but they may not know that it is
only about 1% of the size of all “dependable” farmlands
in Canada.
A somewhat more level-headed view can be found
in another Statistics Canada bulletin that observes,
“between 1951 and 2001, the supply of dependable agricultural land declined by four percent” (Hofmann et
al., 2005). That change is equivalent to a conversion
rate of less than 0.1% of Canada’s dependable farmland
per year.
The full reality is even less alarming than a 0.1%
annual decline might suggest. Statistics Canada reports
2 Dependable farmland is defined as capability classes 1, 2, or 3,
meaning lands that have no, moderate, or moderately severe limits
to crop production.

that Canadian farmers only grow crops on an area
equal to about 80% of the nation’s dependable farmland. Moreover, between 1981 and 2001, the area used
for crops steadily increased by about 17.5%—about 10
times faster than the rate at which urbanization converted farms to developments (Statistics Canada, 2007).
Urbanization obviously did not hinder this increase.
Even if the demand for crops grew to the point where
100% of “dependable” farmland was needed, urbanization would not be a problem. Statistics Canada (2007)
reports that Canada actually has about 50% more land
that could be used for farming than land that is considered dependable for farming. This 50% may be less
productive, but it may cost less to improve the productivity of such lands than to restrict urban development.
Such decisions can be made by individual landowners
in response to market forces and do not require government intervention to “preserve” farms from supposedly
rapacious urban developers.
To the extent that some farmlands are converted to
urban uses, the value of those uses is often significantly
higher than the value of the land for farming. Lowdensity urban uses produce many benefits. In particular, access to low-cost land at the urban fringe has made
homeownership much more affordable. Whereas a century ago only upper- and middle-class families could
afford to own their own homes, post-automobile suburbanization made homeownership possible for workingclass families (Kahn, 2001). Surveys show that the vast
majority of people aspire to own a single-family home
with a yard. Consequently, it is not surprising that as
more people could afford such homes, urban densities
declined (National Family Opinion, 2002).
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Such homeownership provides many benefits. First,
it allows people to use the equity in their homes to start
small businesses. Peruvian economist Hernando de
Soto (2000: 6) traces the wealth of Western nations, in
part, to high homeownership rates and the many private
firms that were started by borrowing against the business owners’ homes.
Second, homeownership provides many benefits for
children, particularly those of lower-income families.
Children who live in owner-occupied homes are less
likely to drop out of school (Harkness and Newman,
2003). After adjusting for income and other factors, such
children score 7% to 9% higher on standardized math
and reading exams (Haurin, 2003). The effect is so great
that some economists have suggested that increasing
homeownership is a more cost-effective way of improving educational outcomes than spending more on the
schools themselves (Haurin, 2003: 14).3
Homeownership also gives people incentives to take
better care of their dwellings. This means that people
who own their homes tend to live better than those who
rent. The opportunity to own a home and the need for a
down payment encourage people to save money—which
is good for the economy—and the tendency to save more
money seems to continue after the home is purchased.
Homeownership also leads to measurable increases
in neighbourhood stability and self-esteem (Rossi and
Weber, 1996).
Many of the benefits of homeownership are related to
the benefits of automobility, which smart-growth advocates seek to curtail. Without cars, workers could not easily
3 See Randal O’Toole (2006: 8–10) for an explanation of how automobiles are largely responsible for this increase in incomes.

commute from their homes to their place of employment.
It is no coincidence that US inflation-adjusted personal
incomes have increased more than sevenfold since the
automobile was invented (United States Census Bureau,
1976; BEA, 2007; BLS, 2007). Several studies have shown
that auto ownership is key to helping low-income families
out of poverty (see, for example, Raphael and Stoll, 2000:
2, and Sullivan, 2003). Automobiles have also reduced the
cost of consumer goods and greatly increased the average
Canadian’s social and recreational opportunities.
By comparison to the huge benefits gained from automobility, the costs are small and diminishing. Opponents
point to air pollution and traffic fatalities, but both have
declined dramatically in recent years. Between 1985 and
2004, for example, Canadian motor vehicle fatalities fell
from close to 4,400 to less than 2,800, despite a huge
increase in kilometres driven by Canadians (Transport
Canada, 2006). The total amount of air pollution emitted by motor vehicles in the United States has declined
by more than 60% in the last 40 years, even though
Americans today drive nearly three times as many miles
as they did then (EPA, 2005). Controlling pollution at
the tailpipe has proven extremely successful, while controlling pollution by trying to get people to drive less has
been a dismal failure.
University of California economist Mark Delucchi
(2000: 17) estimates that the total social cost of automobiles averages only about 3.5 cents per kilometre of
travel. Given that public transit subsidies are many times
more than this, further subsidies aimed at encouraging
people to drive less could cost society significantly more
than they would save.
In short, low-density development and automobility are not serious threats to the environment. On the
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contrary, they have significantly improved the quality
of life in Canada.

>

Does smart growth work?

Urban planner Douglas Porter argues that there is a
“gap between the daily mode of living desired by most
Americans and the mode that most city planners and
traffic engineers believe is most appropriate” (1991: 65).
According to Porter, “Americans generally want a house
on a large lot and three cars in every garage,” while planners object to the “low-density sprawl and dependence
on roads and highways.” In response to this gap, planners
have evolved a set of proposals aimed at reducing sprawl
and driving. These include:
l

l

l

l

Restrictions on rural development, either through
low-density zoning (40- to 160-acre minimum lot
sizes that effectively prevent development at suburban densities), or purchases of land or development rights to create open space, greenbelts, or
agricultural reserves;
Minimum-density zoning of urban areas requiring that all new development achieve some density
that is higher than homebuyers would prefer;
Mixed-use zoning combining residential, retail,
and commercial uses in the same development
so that residents will not have to drive to shops;
Tax breaks, grants, and other subsidies to highdensity and mixed-use developments;

l

Design standards that require the fronts of new
shops to be on sidewalks and parking, if it is
allowed at all, to be hidden;

l

Diversion of transportation funds from the highways that most travelers use to rail transit, bike
paths, and pedestrian facilities; and,

l

“Traffic calming,” which entails redesigning existing streets to reduce their flow capacities by putting various barriers in the roads.
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These ideas were combined—perhaps for the first
time—by the planning-advocacy group 1000 Friends of
Oregon (1997: 8–10) in an influential 1989 publication
titled Land-Use Transportation Air Quality (LUTRAQ).
In 1996, Maryland’s Governor Parris Glendening first
applied the politically attractive term “smart growth” to
these practices. As one of Glendening’s staff members
later noted, this term made it “hard to oppose” density
and disincentives to the use of automobiles because anyone who opposed them could be accused of favouring
“dumb growth” (Frece, 2004-2005).
One of the main problems with smart growth is
that it has little effect on issues such as automobile
use. Los Angeles has been called “the granddaddy of
sprawl” and is widely known as one of the most “autodependent” cities in the world (Sierra Club, 1998: 4).
Yet it is, in fact, denser than any other urban area in the
United States or Canada. This calls into question one of
smart growth’s principal claims—that increased density
reduces driving.
Figure 1, which compares the density of several hundred US urban areas with the percentage of commuters
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Figure 1: Density and automobile commuting in United States urban areas
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Source: United States Census Bureau (2002).

who drive to work, reveals that the densest urban area,
Los Angeles, is about seven times denser than the leastdense areas. Yet only about 8% fewer commuters drive to
work in Los Angeles than in the lowest-density areas.
While the figure shows some areas in which a smaller
share of people drive to work, density does not seem to
be a factor. Instead, close examination reveals that these
areas have in common either a very high concentration
of downtown jobs (which encourages transit usage), or
are university towns with a high proportion of young
workers who tend to walk or bicycle more often than
older workers. Many smart-growth plans call for creating a balance of jobs and housing in various communities in a region, which actually reduces the effectiveness

Chapter 6

of transit systems that are designed to serve downtown
workers.
Some researchers claim to have proven that density
does reduce driving. These studies typically compare the
transportation choices of people living in higher-density
areas with people living in low-density areas (Holtzclaw
et al., 2002). But this overlooks a self-selection issue:
people who want to drive less tend to live in denser
neighbourhoods. This does not mean that forcing density on people who want to drive more will lead them
to drive less.
One study that examined neighbourhoods in several
urban areas claimed to have proven that denser neighbourhoods caused people to drive less. But the data in
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the study revealed that, of the urban areas reviewed, the
one with the highest density and most intensive transit
service, which was rated as having the most pedestrianfriendly design, also had the most driving per capita
(Holtzclaw et al., 2002: 14). This shows that self-selection, not urban design, is what causes people in some
neighbourhoods to drive less than people in others.
Mixed-use developments also seem to have little
effect on people’s transportation choices. Portland,
Oregon, has provided hundreds of millions of dollars
in subsidies for the construction of dozens of mixeduse or transit-oriented developments. However, these
developments only work if they have plenty of parking
available—inadequate parking translates into extremely
high vacancy rates (Charles and Barton, 2003). Surveys
of the residents of these areas reveal that moving into
the developments did not lead them to significantly alter
their transportation habits (Podobnik, 2002: 1).
Furthermore, smart growth’s policy of increasing residential densities does little to protect open space. This
is partly because such a policy can only be applied incrementally to an urban area, and partly because only a portion of any urban area—often as little as one-third—is
residential.
Two-thirds of Oregon’s population lives in the
Willamette Valley, a productive agricultural area that
includes just one-seventh of the state’s land. A study of
the Willamette Valley’s future commissioned by a smartgrowth group found that 5.9% of the valley is currently
urbanized. With the valley’s population expected to
increase by 50% over the next 50 years, the study estimated that, under Oregon’s strict land-use planning
rules, urbanization would extend to 6.6% of the valley.
But if the rules were all repealed, the study estimated

that 7.6% of the valley would be urbanized (Willamette
Valley Liveability Forum, 2001: 5). Thus, the rules made
only a 1% difference in the amount of land that would
be urbanized.
Smart growth is not working well in Canada either.
A “smart-growth report card” published by the Canada
Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) found
that many cities have passed stringent rules, but
actual “performance is lagging behind considerably”
(Grammenos, 2005: 1). The report card reached a number of conclusions:
l

l

l

l

“Suburban densities in most areas of the study
regions continued to fall far short of the levels
needed to support high quality transit services”
(2005: 2).
“Every region adopted a transportation plan based
on the need to move away from car dependency
… Despite this planning effort, four of the six
study regions saw an increase in the car’s modal
share” (2005: 4).
“Transit modal share was higher for downtown
trips but extremely low for trips in suburban locations. This suggests that the decentralization of
employment … will further erode transit share”
(2005: 4).
“Although all six study regions had adopted plans
and policies to encourage the creation of a wider
range of housing types [a euphemism for reducing the share of people living in single-family
homes], most regions in fact saw an evolution
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in the opposite direction. Only Vancouver saw
a significant reduction in the weight of singledetached housing” (2005: 5).
Smart growth’s failure did not lead researchers to
question whether these policies make sense, or whether
they are necessary at all. Instead, it led them to conclude that “much work remains to be done,” no doubt
in the form of even more restrictive land-use policies
(Grammenos, 2005: 7).
Many North American planners look enviously at
Europe as a place where urban populations are dense,
transit ridership is high, and people seem to be less
dependent on the automobile (Kenworthy and Laube,
1999). Indeed, since shortly after World War II, most
European nations have pursued smart-growth-like policies, emphasizing dense residential development, discouraging driving with high taxes, and heavily subsidizing both urban transit and intercity rail.
However, a close look at trends in Europe should discourage anyone from thinking that smart growth can
work in North America. European nations spend about
$100 billion per year subsidizing intercity rail and urban
transit, while European auto drivers pay some $150 billion per year in taxes.4 (Unless otherwise specified, all
figures are in 2007 Canadian dollars.)
Despite this policy of punitively taxing auto drivers in order to subsidize rail passengers, intercity rail’s
share of travel has declined from 8.2% in 1980 to 6.3%
4 Rémy Prud’homme (2005) estimates that subsidies to intercity
rail alone amounted to €68 billion (about $96 billion) in 2002, while
excess taxes collected from auto drivers amounted to €107 billion
(about $150 billion) that year.

in 2000, and urban rail’s share has declined from 1.4%
to 1.1% in the same years. Meanwhile, the automobile’s
share of travel increased from 76.4% in 1980 to 78.3%
in 2000 (European Commission, 2003: 52). When the
automobile’s share in Europe is compared with its share
in the United States (88%) and Canada (91%), it becomes
evident that Europe is not that different from North
American after all.
The same is true with urban densities. Despite strict
planning regimes, almost all European cities are losing
density as people move away from the dense cores to lowdensity suburbs. Planning historian Peter Hall observes
that the suburbs of Stockholm are “indistinguishable
from its counterparts in California and Texas,” and the
same can be said, with minor architectural variations, of
the suburbs of Paris, London, and Frankfurt (Hall, 2002:
877–88). In short, even as North American planners fail
in their efforts to make American and Canadian cities
look more like European ones, European cities are looking more like North American ones every year.
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What are the costs of smart growth?

While producing few real benefits, smart growth
imposes enormous costs on the regions that apply it.
The five most important costs are: costs to taxpayers;
costs to homebuyers; costs to businesses; costs to travelers and shippers; and costs of increased crime.
Costs to taxpayers
Gasoline taxes and other highway user fees cover most,
if not all, of the costs of building, maintaining, and
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operating roads. But transit fares cover only part of the
costs of operating transit systems and none of the capital costs. Smart-growth plans call for huge subsidies to
transit systems, often emphasizing new transit services
in suburban areas where residents rely primarily on
automobiles. The result is high costs and low revenues.
Smart growth’s emphasis on density and mixed-use
developments can also lead cities to heavily subsidize
such developments, especially when, as the CMHC’s
smart-growth report card notes, “developers appear
convinced that retail uses will not be commercially successful and that homebuyers will want to avoid being
adjacent to non-residential uses” (Grammenos, 2005: 2).
To overcome these issues, Portland, Denver, and other
American cities have spent hundreds of millions of dollars subsidizing these developments.
Costs to homebuyers
The artificial land shortage created by restricting the
development of lands on the urban fringe, combined
with other smart-growth rules, can significantly increase
housing costs. In 2007, a four-bedroom, 2,200-squarefoot home in Houston, which has no zoning and where
planning is done mainly by homeowner associations,
would cost homebuyers US$170,000. The same home
in Portland, which has been practicing smart growth
since the early 1990s, would cost US$320,000. In the
San Francisco Bay Area, which has severely limited
development since the 1970s, the same house would
cost between US$800,000 and US$1.2 million dollars
(Coldwell Banker, 2007). Several researchers have found
that higher prices in some urban areas in the United
States are due mainly to land-use regulation (see, for

example, Glaeser and Gyourko, 2002; Jud and Winkler,
2002; Somerville and Mayer, 2002). In the United States
as a whole, smart growth and similar planning rules
added at least US$275 billion to the cost of homes sold
in 2005 (O’Toole, 2006).
A similar pattern can be found in Canada. Vancouver
probably has the nation’s strictest smart-growth policies.
It also has the least-affordable housing. The 2001 census
found that the average value of a home in the greater
Vancouver area is $295,000. In contrast, the national
average is less than $163,000. As a result, Vancouver
has the lowest rate of homeownership of any Canadian
metropolitan area outside of Québec (Statistics Canada,
2002). Ironically, the increases in housing costs that
result from land-use regulation usually lead to calls for
more regulation to force developers to build more affordable housing, which inevitably makes housing even less
affordable (Powell and Stringham, 2004).
Planners see high land and housing prices as a virtue
of smart growth because such prices encourage people to live on smaller lots and in multifamily housing
instead of single-family homes with large yards. But it is
extremely doubtful that the negligible benefits of smart
growth exceed the high costs imposed on homebuyers, most of whom prefer to live in single-family homes
with yards. After all, should cities be designed to meet
the needs and desires of their residents or the desires of
planners and other elites, most of whom already enjoy
their own houses with yards?
Costs to businesses
High land prices and strict land-use regulation also
impose costs on businesses that are seeking to locate
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retail, commercial, or industrial facilities. Such businesses tend to seek locations where land is more affordable and there is less regulation, as well as locations
where their employees can find affordable homes. As
a result, regions that adopt smart-growth policies tend
to see slower growth than regions with fewer restrictions. As Harvard economist Edward Glaeser has written, “places with rapid [housing] price increases over
one five-year period are more likely to have income and
employment declines over the next five-year period”
(2006: 1).
Costs to travelers and shippers
Congestion is also a major cost of smart growth. The
Texas Transportation Institute estimates that the cost
of urban congestion in the United States has quintupled over the past two decades and is now greater than
US$60 billion per year (Schrank and Lomax, 2005).
Much of this increase is due to smart-growth policies
which have diverted highway funds to expensive but
little-used rail transit projects. This US$60 billion cost
does not include the cost to shippers resulting from
delayed freight shipments, or the cost of having to put
more trucks on the road because of longer turnaround
times.
Smart-growth planners see congestion as a virtue.
Planners in Portland have stated that “congestion signals
positive urban development” (Metro, 1996). Similarly,
planners in Minneapolis-St. Paul have argued that “as
traffic congestion builds, alternative travel modes will
become more attractive”(Metropolitan Council, 1996:
54). Yet there is little evidence that congestion reduces
driving. Despite a near-quadrupling of per-capita delays

caused by congestion, major American urban areas saw
a 43% rise in driving per capita between 1982 and 2003
(Schrank and Lomax, 2005). The cost of congestion is, in
fact, far greater than any benefit obtained from getting
a few people to reduce their driving.
Costs of increased crime
Smart growth also makes neighbourhoods more vulnerable to crime. Researchers have found that limiting
the “permeability” of a neighbourhood is key to reducing crime. This means favouring cul-de-sacs, minimizing alleys or pedestrian paths that are separated from
streets, and separating retail areas from residential areas
(Newman, 1973). Ironically, smart-growth prescribes
exactly the opposite: banning cul-de-sacs, maximizing permeability with alleys and pedestrian paths, and
promoting mixed-use developments. One study from
England found that smart-growth neighbourhoods suffered five times the crime and cost three times as much
to police as neighbourhoods that North Americans
would consider to be conventional suburbs (Knowles,
2002).
Altogether, smart growth adds billions in dollars
in costs to taxpayers, homebuyers, and businesses.
Considering that its benefits are questionable and that
the problems it addresses may not even exist, one has
to wonder why it has become so popular in many urban
areas.
The answer is that smart growth is attractive to certain special interest groups who benefit from the policies at everyone else’s expense. These groups include
downtown interest groups, central city officials who
view the suburbs as rivals, builders of rail transit lines,
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and owners of existing homes who want to boost their
property values. The people who are harmed include
suburban businesses, auto travelers who face increased
congestion, and future homebuyers.
The biggest losers may be young and low-income
families who lose both mobility and the ability to buy a
home in the future. Peter Hall calls smart growth “environmentally conscious NIMBYism,” adding, “it is very
difficult to combine it with any concept of social equity”
(2002: 421–22).

>

Recommendations

l

Relax land-use restrictions in both rural and
urban areas;

l

Abandon policies aimed at changing people’s
land-use and transportation choices in favour of
policies that simply make sure that people pay the
full cost of their choices;

l

Address social equity concerns by providing subsidies to low-income transport users, not to the
bureaucracies that are supposed to serve those
users.

Applying these principles could greatly improve the
quality of life in Canadian cities while reducing the cost
of providing urban services in those cities that is borne
by taxpayers.
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Chapter 3

The national, provincial, and local governments in
Canada should do the following:

l

l

Devolve land-use planning to the lowest possible
level of government, preferably to neighbourhood
or homeowner associations;
Reduce urban congestion through the use of
self-funding toll roads, preferably ones that are
designed and administered by regional toll-road
authorities, and require that all toll revenues be
spent on highways, not transit;
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