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Riglhe: the centers and corridors vésion for Novth Carolina’s
{ Charlatee-Mecklenburg Coungy region, Charlorze is the
‘ narion's second largest financial center, afier New York Cisy.
Downtown Charlotze (opposite) comtains balfofall vhe S
mulsi-enans office space in the region.

Does Your Crowth Smart?

To fight sprawl, You have to measure if. By Uri P, Avin, ral

uddenly, politicians everywhere are
climbing on the smart growth band-
wagon. Planners, who so rarely get their
15 minutes of fame, are now in the public
| limelight, drafted to show how and why a
| particular action or policy is friendly or in-
imical to smart growth.




One promising role for placners
is vo lead & Smart Growth Ay-
dit—a structured evaluation of
howwella jurisdiction is ptomot-
ing smart growth principles. To
ilustrate these points, we draor
on the recent collaboration be-
ween LDR International, Inc, and
the Charlo:tc-Mccklcnburg
(North Carolina) Planning Com-
mission to produce that com-
muaity’s fiest smart growth qu.
dit, which was completed in
September 1999,

Eight different governmens
and numerous local agencies were
involved in the ptoject, which was
spurred by the cxtracrdinaty
growth in the Charlorec.
Mecklenbueg area over the Jage
20 years. Population chere grew
from 404,000 in 1980 0 51 1,000
in 1990 to an estimared 622,000
today. Other signs of booming
growth—rafficjams, overcrowded
schools, loss of open land, and
leapfrog development—are be.
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and David R, Holden, argp

coming more and more eviden,

Charlotre-Mecklenbucg has nor
Just sat on its hands, The plan-
Ring commission has directed a
lot of energy ro mainuaining the
health of the center city and irs
surrounding ncighborhoods.
Downtown Charlotte contains 50
percent of the jurisdiction’s multi-
renant office space—an atypically
strong share.

But the trend o dispersion is
strong, too. Warries abour subur-
ban groweh have recently comerto
focuson1-485, an outer belewhose
completion is seill 10 years awgy—
bur whose finished segments and
interchanges have already stimu-
lated significant devclopment in
the south and northeast pares of
the county,

A rool, not a weapon

The first thing to sress is thae g
smart growrh auditis noe aweapon
with which to bash the “dumb
groweh” opposition. Irs wltimare
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goal is ro build a consensus about
asmarr growth furure thar firg the
community’s specific nceds and
resources, Not all highways are
inhecently dumb, and notall eransie
lines are necessarily smare.
Concemns about smagt growth
come from tmany quarters. It could
be & city manager who wants to
ensute administrarive and fiscal
consistency and to limit policy
conflicsamong agencies asa com-
munity grows, It could be offi-
cials or challengers geating up for
election in a community rent by
controversies. It could be a ¢it-
zen coalition eager to raise the
drawbridge on new tesidents, erafe
fic, and the loss of “their” open
space and qualicy of life.
Whatcver the sources, the smare
growth audic should go beyond
the immediate interests of any
particulat individua or group,
Justabouteveryone hasa unique
definition of smarr growth, The
American Planning Association
and che National Association of
Home Builders use definitions thac
overlap on some points and dj-
verge on others. The Sierra Club,
the Urban Land Institute, Jocal
chambers of commerce, and sev-
eral state governments are pro-
moting their own versions as well.,
For starters, a smarc growth
audit muse use a definition thar
reflects the particular concerns of
all the major interese groups in a
community. In other words, if
You want to do more than stoke
the fires of dispute, you must stage
off as inclusively a5 possible.
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Where to srast
Most jurisdictions are likely «JQ
g

a well-versed planning and
managemenr faction and a2 well-
organized developer-and-free-may-
ket faction. In Charlotre-Mecklen.
burg, we found that 2 good way to
start was to blend the spectrum of
interests of APA and NAHE,
Intcrestingly. boch groupsagree
on two basic principies: offering
variety and choice in housing and
using land mote efficiensly. They
also agree that higher densicy infill
development is away to get chere. .
As expecred, though, APA sup-,.
ports the general principle of; plan-
aing for gtowth, while NAHB s
lukewarm about thar concepe,
The points of agreemnant and
disagreement between APA and
NAHB were 2 Jumping off point
for Chulorte-Meddenburg’ssmm
growth audit. By combining the
two sets of crireria, we were able to
cover the basic issues that have re-
ceived the mose arrention in local

- debates abour growth, Butin oth,

communiries, this comparison ma;
not suffice, If environmental issues
loom latge, you may want ro add
Sierra Club clements o your defi-
nition. “Good govetnment” fner-
&sts may want to address fiscal re-
sponsibility, of local residents may
WAlle to stress community conger-
vation and amenities,

Becanse Charlotte-Mecklen-
butgisa community with astrong
laisses-faire development climace,
Weorganized the APA and NAHB
principles under four broad plan-
ning caregories and added two
Process-related principles of our
own:

* Planning capavity and quality

Aaticipatingand providing for
developmemandgxomh (NAHB)

Long-term comprehensive plan
with adequate land supply
(NAHB)

¢ Urban form

Compact developmente (APA)

Protection of natural resources
(APA)

Substantial public open space
(NAHB)

InBll development (APA)

Variety of ho using (APA)
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Mixed-use, walkable neighbor-
hoods (NAHB)

* Infrastructure

Balanced multimodal eranspor-
tation (APA)

Maximizing existing infrastruc-
ture (APA)

Timely and fairly funded new
infrastructure (APA)

> Supporrive development deci
Hon-making process

Reasonable, predictable, and
efficient plan review (APA and
NAHB)

Supporting fiscal policics (ay-
dit team)

Ability to integrare land use,
transportation, and infrastrycrure
decisions (audit ream)

Qur definicion will never ap-
pear on a bumper sticker, bur jt
gave usa good tool for evalvating
numerous documents and prac-
tices for theix smart growth quali-
ties. Not every policy will address
all smart growth principles, bus
every policy should promote some
of them. If not, the policy prob-
ably needs ro be fixed.

Linc up an independent team
Onc of the most important ele-
ments of a smarc growth audit is
anindependent review panel, Such
a panel should include planners,
academics, or those in relared pro-
fessions who have strong smart
growth backgrounds but no vested
interest in the community's dis-
putes ot planning practices,

¢ revicw group’s main role
is to explaiti o0 a broader audi-
cnce in 4 concise and objective
way the smart growth strengths
and gaps in all current policles
and practices. It takes a lot of
work to review the massive num-
ber of relevant documents, many
of them quite technical. For this
reason, it is unreasonable to ex-
pece that 4 large group of people
can review all the pertinent mare-
tial in derail,

In Charlotte-Mecklenburg, we
reviowed 29 policy documents,
not including such jtems as de-
sign manuals and many of the
local area plans thar could also
have been part of such a review.

Our team of LDR staff and con-
sultants sook four weeks to com-

plete the review, whereas the overall
audit took four months.

Review all documents critically
Beyond the obvious candidares such
as the comprehensive plan, the re-
view team should evaluate all the
key policyand planning documents
that relate to smart growth—rhe
official population and employ-

congistency to our reviews. Un-
der principle number two—long-
term comprebensive plan with
adequare land supply-—reviewets
looked for evidence that a plan
had a 20- to 30-year horizon, pro-
vided enough land to absorb the
projected land-use demand, pro-
moted consistency betwcen zon-
ing and the land-use goals of the
comprehensive plan, and so on.
All this may sound mundane,

Tnterview key people

Only after the background docy
ments have been digested shoulc
youinterview key people. In Char.
locee, we interviewed 19 people
or small groups.

These one-on-one or small
group incerviews must coverawide
ideological specrrum and must
include top agency staff and the
managers of cach jurisdiction, In~
terviews are primarily a tool to

M Overlap and refnforcement  # Similar but important differences in emphasis O Potential lack of correlation

Whas exactly is smart growth? Differens groups define it differencly, which means shat

each community must sessle on iy o

ment projections and how they
werearrived at, transportation plans,
design manuals, sewer and water
plans (especially for their policies
onextending service), environmen-
tal protection policics (stormwarer
management, forest cover, flood-
plainand wedand protection), parks
and open space plans, schoo] mas-
ter plans, and the capiral improve-
ments program,

This exercise Is the most time
consuming (and at times the most
frustrating) pare of the audic, I
requires a lov of cross checking
and, in some cases, some reading
between the lincs.

The audit must show how (or
if) all of these policics work to-
gedher. In Charlotte-Meeklenburg,
we created a sheeklist of smart
growth concepes and & common
reporting formar to give order and

oy i ey

butthe review often murned up big
gapsin planning policy, background
analysis, or implementation, even
in documents thar were on the
whole well organized and focused.

The review phase of che audic
should also produce a synopsis of
the findings for each document
so that others can quickly grasp
theirsignificance for smart groweh,
Synopscs in Charlotre-Mecklen-
burg included dhe title, date, and
author; a summary of che
document’s main points; the
document’s relationship to smart
growth; and the responses or ideas
gencrated, Reviews eypically were
summarized in two or three pages,
but the “ideas and questions” sec-
tion always appearcd on a sepa-
race page and was used only as an
in-house tool for clarification and
frank commens,

wn index before taking a smart growth asdit,

help the audit team berter under-
stand the smare growth climare.
Ivizimporeant that the intcrviews
be confidential~so people feel
free to talk.

Do independent analysis
Regardless of what documents say
and people reveal, the on-the-
ground reality may be different,
The audit team may need to check
development trendsindependently
by looking at the nature, location,
compaceness, and accessibiliry of
development. It may need to as-
sess the holding capaciry of zoned,
vacant land-—~and how thosc fig-
utes compare with official projec.
tions and the master plan.
Inconsistencies berween plan.
ning goals and planning practice:
should be investigated. For ex:
ample, arc warer and sewer pipe;
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being excended into areas desig-
nated as “rural® |

This independent analysis can
be broad-brush or in-deprh, buc it
needs to be done quickly—¢o jden-
tify issues and set the stage for sub-
sequent work, It is a realicy check,
not & substicute for current plans.

Keep the presentation simple
To simulate interest and involve-
ment in smart growrh jssues, the

The community’s 2025 land-use and
Jive transit corridors and bigher residential densities negr transi stations,

audjt findings must be communy-
cated in a simple and Pptecise way.,

tive summaries, 3 “strengrhs
and gaps”appronch, evena scorecard
format are all ways to summarize
corplex marerial.

Most of the audjs report in
Charlo::c-Mecklenburg consisted
of the team’s evaluation of how
well current policies, planning prac.
tices, and other acrions carried
forward the 14 smart growth prin-
ciples. To strucrure chis Presenta-
tion, we looked at the influcnce
of each smare growth principle
from four vantage poines:

> Conceptual completencss

Ideas are well defined and de.
tailed.

Tdeas are eross-referenced and
fleshed our in several plans, regu-
lations, and other documents and
toolz

Goals and objectives (prefer-
ably measurable) are identified.

= Analyrical adequacy

Enough data have been devel-
oped to define the extent of the
issue or problem.

The data ate up to dare,

Analysis is set in context and
related to other issucs.

* Level of implemensation

The clement is clearly embod-
ied (and implemenced) in codes,

E

§

pransis plan calls for developmens along

tegulations, and other tools,

Evidencc exists that the objec-
tive or stratcgies have been
achieved,

Ongoing monitoring and feed-
back syscems are in place.

* Instisutional readiness

Agencies have been identified 1o
implement and monitor objectives.

Intcragency coordination, if
fequired, is in place,

here is evidence of polirical

support.

Even thissimple formap required
4 great deal of efforr. The Char-
loree audir reporr wene through
the 14 principles one by one. We
first had to match all the policics
we had analyzed with the smact
growth principles they refated to
most closely, Some policies re.
lated w0 many policics, some to
only one or two. The summaries

highlighted che strengthsand gaps
in current policics and practices
and gave the reasons for these
judgments.

Throwing the first stone

A smare growth audit will stimy-
latelocal self.criricism. Know thar
you may be treading on sensicive
ground.

Be sure ro give credit for poli-
cies and practices thar embody
sinart growth ideas or thar could
be easily modified to do so. Also,
use diplomacy when pointing ouc

" gaps, cspecially because your first

impressions may be wrong.

In Charlotte-Mecklenburg, we
gave a core group of local people
(six agency heads, che deputy city
and county managers, and plan-
Aing commission staff) first crack

araworking draft. Their responses

gave the audit team an essentjal
mid-course correction regarding
tone, emphasis, and accuracy.

The final version of the audic
document includes a hypotheri-
cal 2040 vision to show readers
how smare growth could build og
present day policies o achieve a
destrable turure, And it concludes
with six recommendations—es.
tablish a development monjror-
ing system, for example—tharwill
Jead t0 someshort-term gains while
morclong-term smarc growth serat-
egics are worked out.

Finally, audies don't have to be
dead ends. They may become the
first stage of a sustained effort, Park
Helms, chair of the county com-
mission, initiated the audit in the
hope thar it would lead to 2 policy
umbrella for the county’s develop-
ment-relared programs. Charlogze
Mayor Par McCrory afso signed
on, and both the city and counry
provided the funding for the work
of a 32-member task force ap-
pointed by both governmens,

Latc last year, the task force
reviewed the zudir with an cye
toward recommending changes to
suchvital documentsas the county’s
2015 plan and the zoning codes
for the ciry, county, and six inde-
pendenr towns, This work sheuld
be wrapped up by Febeuary.

29

Some Words of advice
Although audirs will differ in ’
community, the following gus

lines could apply eo all of them.

Be sure t0 spend enough time
with the local planning staff so
thacyou understand the local plan-
ning cultureand itspressuces. Your
auditshould notbea Trojan horse
concealing privace agendas.

¥ & wask force or seecring com-
mittee is directing thesmart growth
audit, make sure this group is di-
verse. lemustinclude opponents of
smart growth as well as supporters.

The rask force must understand
Ies mission and adopt appropriate
ground rules from the ger go, Will
It be nothing but a community
sounding beard, or will it be au-
thorized to manage the process
andadopt final recommendarions?

Ser a positive tone and expec-
tations from the stare, Even if the
community has many problems
with growth management, build
on any smare growth policies i
hasin place. -

Educate the rask force abou.
smare growth activities in other
lacales, Farus on whar'a prasti. .
Also, make sure that at least some
of your recommendations will be
¢asy winners—easily achieved im-
mediately and appealing 1o sev-
eral different coalitions,

Finally, keep channels open to
elected officials, civic leaders, and
staffin all affected agencies. Clear,
concise reporting through news-
leteers, brochures, and 2 web sice
willhelplaunch discussion of smare
growth into dxccommunitya:lugc.

Uri P. Avin, sace, Is 5 principal and
David R. Holden, Atc, is a senior aszo-
clate with LDR Incernational, Inc., a
planaing and urban design firm in Co-
lumbia, Masyland. Frellich, Leitner &
Catlisle of Kansas City assisted with
the audit, and the review team included
Robere Cervero of the University of
Culifornia, Berkeley; David Godschalk,
Faice, of the University of North Caro-
lina, Chapel Hill; Archur C. Nelzon,
Arcr, of Georgia Tech; and Douglas
Portes, atcv, of the Growth Manage-
menr Instituce in Chevy Chase, Mary-
land, For a copy of the Charlocte-
Mecldenburg audit, scnd an eemail to
avin@[dr-ine.com, Copyright by the
authors.




