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"(1 i.JMART GROWTH IS ABOUT ... taking positive action .. . more 
livable communities ... advance planning ... healthy eco-systems .. . 
cooperative relationships between developers and local government .. . 
avoiding adversarial public hearings ... [and appeals to those who 
want] to cut costs and taxes ... safer and more natural communities 
for children ... secure agricultural land base .. . social justice ... public 
transit .. . housing options for all ... to protect nature ... preserve 
wildlife habitat. . . to reduce air and water pollution and to use 
resources more equitably and efficiently. " 

- West Coast Environmental Law News (December 15, 2000) 

The Tao of Smart Growth 
(The way that can be named is not the way) 

by Raymond Young 

Amazing-all that sizzle and no sprawl 
tool No wonder "smart growth" is North 
America's fastest sel ling remedy for all that 
ails our urban areas. The vision is more 
than appeali_ng-it's just about perfect. 

But wait. Isn't this vision identical to the 
foundations of the planning profession: 
the establishment of clean, healthy, safe 
and natural places to live; the efficient, 
equitable provision of public services, 
housing, and social and economic oppor
tunities; the preservation and protection 
of nature; and the maintenance of open, 
principled and participatory decision-mak
ing? It says a lot about the quality of the 
planning profession's core vision that it 
has remained so consistent and so appeal
ing over generations. But it's not new. So 
why the current stampede? 

Our concern about the smart growth 
movement should start with recognition 
that it is not based on a reasoned, wide
spread conversion to this worthy planning 
vision. The core of the planning vision has 
always been a good one, and at the level 
of abstraction at which it is expressed
even hyped-in the smart growth pitch , it 
is as irresistible as morn and apple pie on 
Mother's Day. A stampede is basically 
"mindless" (to borrow a word from the 
smart growth lexicon). In this case, it is 
caused by a trendy commitment to a for
malistic, almost ritualistic set of policies for 
achieving the planning vision. 

While smart growth dresses itself well and 
promises all, it is in substance not about 
the vision at all. It is about marketing. 
And what is being marketed is a pre-pack
aged prescription. From the perspective of 
smart growth , the planning vision is sim
ply attractive, highly recognizable packag
ing that is guaranteed to elicit a positive 
response . Having appropriated the pack
aging, smart growth is also "branding" 
the vision. What brand could be better 
than "smart growth," especially when the 
competition can be dismissed as "mind
less sprawl." 

But what about the content? The answer 
involves perhaps the oldest marketing 
ploy of all : the suggestion of a potion that 
cures al l ills, a formula that leads to the 
vision depicted on the package. The idea 
that a single remedy sounds good, looks 
good, and can do everything, has long 
been a dangerous one, capable of disarm
ing critical faculties. 

Perhaps the most dangerous aspect of the 
marketing efforts of the smart growth 
movement has been the commodification 
of the planning vision, coupled with the 
seduction of the planning profession itself. 
Once we accept a specific formula as the 
way to the vision, there is little room for 
the free play of ideas, for competition 
between concepts, or for vigorous debate 
that should be as diverse, broad and com
plex as the problems that face us. Smart 
growth does not promote debate; it pre
scribes a set of solutions laid out in step-
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by-step instruction manuals that reduce 
planning to a checklist of "best practices" 
designed to implement a formula. Once 
we commodify the practice by relying on 
a series of checklists, we can't truly call 
ourselves professionals at all . We are no 
more practising planning than the average 
consumer who follows Ikea instructions is 
designing and building furniture. 

Last June, one national organization 
posted a smart-growth density calculator 
on the Web (since removed). This tool , it 
was claimed , would automatically reveal 
the true environmental impacts of sprawl 
at different urban densities. All the 
assumptions and calculations were built-in 
and invisible . You pushed the button, got 
the answer, and your thinking days were 
over. "Smart" urban densities were 
posted at 100 households per acre. Critics 
reacted with dismay, since those densities 
would allow the entire population of the 
world to reside in Virginia, and the entire 
U.S. population in Los Angeles. Equally 
suspect was the "smart" analysis of auto
mobile use at those densities. The calcula
tor reported that, per household, "smart 
density " automobile travel would be 
reduced about 4.5 times, but of course 
the calculator missed the point that, at 
100 households per acre, the miles trav
eled per day in each square mile would be 
over thirty times greater than that in the 
present average urban area, and ten times 
greater than that in Los Angeles. The den
sity calculator was quietly removed after 
its prescription proved unreasonable. 
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In the quote at the beginning of this arti
cle, the author extols the virtue of 
"avoiding adversarial publ ic hearings." 
The implication is that smart growth is so 
smart and its solutions so obviously cor
rect that debate will be unnecessary. 
Why in the world would planners 
embrace a formula for planning that pro
motes such a goal? Public debate reflects 
healthy competition between legitimate 
and varied public interests. We should 
recognize that adversarial debate is a 
thousand times more valuable than an 
endless series of "cooperative hearings" 
devoid of difference and " managed" to 
minimize competing ideas and interests. 
Any formalistic set of solutions that 
results in the flat-lining of public debate 
on planning issues should be cause for 
panic, not praise, in our profession. 

As planners, we serve the public and the 
profession by maintaining the purposive, 
independent, creative, critical, reforming, 
and even radical and irreverent nature of 
our profession. Be smart: explore the 
concepts of smart growth and use what 
works, modify what may work, and 
reject what doesn't. If you want to put a 
name to it, just call it "planning." 

Further reading 

For criticism of smart growth's specific 
policies see: 

Gordon, Peter and Henri Richardson. "Critiquing Sprawl's 
Critics." Gato Institute Policy Analysis (24 June 2000). 

Kellington, Wendie L. "Oregon's Land Use Program Comes of 
Age: The Next llventy-Five Years." land Use Law (October 
1998). 

O'Toole, Randall. Tbe Vanis/Jing Automobile (Thoreau 
Institute, 200 I) . 

For discussion of the "smart" density cal
culator posted recently on the Web, see: 

O'Toole, Randall. "Sierra Club Exposes Smart Growth 
Madness." Environmental and Climate News (September 
2001 ). 
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Summary 
All professions are prone to fads and fash
ionable trends. Planning is no exception . 
"Smart growth" is attractive because it 
asks no questions, provides all the 
answers, and invites no critical thought. 
It's entirely packaged: all we have to do is 
unwrap it and wonder at its truth. 
Planners have a duty to break smart 
growth rhetoric down to its compo
nents-to think about them, test them, 
and make judgements about what works 
and what doesn't. To do less is to turn 
professional practice into a series of 
checklists, and planners into technicians. 
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Sommaire 
Toute profession est sujette aux engoue
ments et aux tendances a la mode. 
L'urbanisme ne fait pas exception. Le 
theme de la «croissance rationnel/e» a tout 
pour plaire : ii ne genere pas de question, ii 
offre des solutions et elude la reflexion. II 
est pre-emballe. Le paquet defait, ii ne 
reste qu'a s'emerveiller. L'urbaniste doit 
analyser chaque composante du concept, y 
reflechir, la mettre a l'epreuve, et identifier 
les elements valables. Autrement la 
profession ne devient qu'un tableau 
recapitulatif et l 'urbaniste n'est plus qu'un 
technicien. 
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