perspectives

Traffic woes drive concerns about growth

By Shepard Nevel 
July 4 - The issue of growth management is often discussed from a high altitude by small groups of like-minded enthusiasts in fervent language about "sustainability,'' "livability'' and "viability'' that means very little to most people. But amidst all the New Urbanism jargon, there is one word that represents the tremendous potential to move strategies for smart growth in metro Denver from policy punditry to political reality. That word is traffic. With crime and unemployment at historic lows throughout the region, particularly in the city of Denver, traffic congestion has emerged as a sky-high concern in metrowide public opinion surveys. Traffic - along with the overcrowded schools and degradation of the environment that accompany sprawl - is a common adversary that can unite Denver and our older suburban cities with the newer, rapid-growth areas on the fringes of our metropolitan region. 

Viewing our region's rapid and sprawling growth through the exhaust-tinted window of a slow-moving automobile is an instructive and compelling framework for addressing how we can sustain and protect our enviable quality of life. And it leads quite logically to some sensible objectives and priorities that go beyond the very prominent (and urgent) debate over funding for the build-out of the region's rapid-transit system. First, we should promote developments that are centrally located and mixed-use. People whose jobs and homes and goods and services are in close proximity naturally drive fewer miles. This is an important premise to the six core elements (urban growth boundaries, open space, free-standing communities, multimodal transportation, urban centers and environmental quality) of the Denver Regional Council of Government's Metro Vision 2020 Plan for addressing regional growth. In practical terms, it means that we should use successful in-fill projects such as the conversions of the former Lowry Air Force Base in Denver and the former Cinderella City shopping center in Englewood as metropolitan prototypes. And it means that we should recognize the value to the entire region of focusing on untapped urban markets, as Denver is doing in the Dahlia and Holly shopping centers. Many developers have shown a commendable interest in responding to the challenge issued by Mayor Wellington Webb and Englewood Mayor Tom Burns and others to invest in older communities where there is existing infrastructure. An essential companion to this effort is the commendable emphasis being placed on development around existing and proposed light rail stations. Second, we should establish regional approaches to affordable housing and job training. As with many regions, metro Denver suffers a "spatial mismatch'' between our jobs and workers. Douglas County, for example, is the wealthiest county in the metropolitan area on a per capita basis. But it has a high number of lower-paying jobs, particularly in the retail and service industry. Denver, in contrast, has a disproportionate share of higher-paying jobs. But we are also home to a large number of the region's lower- and middle-income residents. Some local zoning and land-use regulations contribute to this mismatch by effectively excluding persons of moderate income. As a result, the teachers who educate our children and the fire and police officers who protect our families are often forced to travel far beyond the jurisdictions where they are employed to seek housing. The Metro Mayors Caucus has provided a positive example of what our region can do cooperatively - across partisan lines and local jurisdictional boundaries - to address this Nevel problem. Under the leadership of Northglenn Mayor Don Parsons, who chairs the caucus' Regional Housing Alliance, the participating mayors have expanded housing opportunities by providing down-payment assistance to families in 24 cities through a single-family, home-mortgage bond program. Metro Denver can build on this successful partnership to promote homeownership for entry level and middle-income employees in the communities where they work. One very promising option is to negotiate a regionwide commitment, through intergovernmental agreements, that new housing developments of more than 50 units include a designated percentage of moderately priced options. Incentives, such as density bonuses, would be included for builders. It is essential that any such commitment be made regionally. A more formal change is required to fix the balkanized system that serves our lowest-income families. In the Denver metro area, 18 separate housing authorities (3,400 nationwide) administer vouchers, certificates, and publichousing units. Consolidating several key functions of these local housing authorities into a single regional entity would cut bureaucracy and substantially improve our ability to fashion a regional strategy that provides housing options for our citizens closer to their workplace. The same approach is needed for our provision of employment and training services. Currently, federally funded job training and placement resources are administered, in large measure, through five work force investment boards in the metro Denver area. These boards should be merged into a single entity, with a smaller and less cumbersome number of members that includes a primary role for employers. The board would focus on coordinating and leveraging available public and private job training resources, linking unemployed and underemployed workers with jobs throughout the region, and directing resources toward highperforming employer-based programs. 

Third, we should recognize what some regionalists tend to ignore - smart growth begins with public safety in our core urban and suburban areas. Without this ingredient, all the other strategies described to promote more compact development will fail. As Mayor Wellington Webb has said on many occasions, if residents and business owners feel unsafe in the city, they will leave. And often that means they sprawl out to the most distant suburbs, adding considerably to their driving time on our already crowded roads. The fourth objective concerns state and federal policies. Regardless of the vigor with which our region addresses its traffic and growth challenges, we need to look carefully at our state Capitol and at Washington, D.C. 

As Mayor Webb discussed in his recent inaugural remarks as president of the U.S. Conference of Mayors, states and the federal government should recognize that keeping cities and older suburbs vital is essential to regional economies and to sustainable growth. This requires increasing both the flexibility and the accountability of local governments, filling in the gaps in the market place that are hurting America's low-income working families, and changing laws and policies that pull jobs and people out of the cities and older suburbs. 

At the state level, Colorado should join the small but increasing number of states that vigorously direct funds and establish meaningful incentives toward investment in areas already designated for development. House Speaker Russ George's revenue sharing proposal for local governments, Sen. Bryan Sullivant's Responsible Growth Act, and Gov. Bill Owens' recently announced strategy to promote smart growth - all of which are Republican initiatives - reflect the bipartisan potential of an accelerated state effort. Traffic is an equal-opportunity offender. Its noxious fumes may be the catalyst that drives the smart-growth agenda beyond the isolated examples of success and broad failures that have characterized metro Denver's regional initiatives over the past two decades. 
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