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Smart-growth Plans Are a Failure  
 
 
 
Leader in promoting inner-city density suffering from congestion, high costs
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Smart-growth planners believe that Americans live the wrong way, and they  impose on others what they believe is the 
right way to live.  
 
Planners think we would be better off if a much higher percentage lived in high-density apartments or condos.
 
Consider my former hometown of Portland, Ore., which many consider the nation's leader in smart-growth planning.  
To increase urban densities, planners are turning dozens of neighborhoods of single-family homes into apartments and 
condos.  
 
Portland planners  decided that rowhouses and low-rise apartments were not dense enough, so they increased height 
limits to 50 feet or 60 feet to allow four- and five-story mid-rise apartments.  
Even that isn't dense enough, so now they are beginning to encourage high-rises.
 
This means Portland neighborhoods continue to be invaded by mid-rise and high-rise developments, even though there 
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is no more demand for dense housing.
 
Many of these developments are in transit corridors.  
Yet independent studies reveal that the people living in them don't ride transit significantly more than residents of single-
family neighborhoods.
 
Portlanders did not welcome densification. Almost all of the targeted neighborhoods fought it; almost all of them lost.  
 
Increased densities destroyed the small-town atmosphere that once made Portland attractive.  
 
Congestion is worse, housing and consumer costs are high, and urban services such as fire, police and schools have 
declined as the city took money from these programs to subsidize high-density developers.
 
Planners want to use smart growth everywhere they can.
 
Smart-growth planning puts your neighborhood's future in the hands of people who may know little about you or your 
neighbors and whose ideas about how you should live may be very different from yours. 
If you want to protect your neighborhood from  unwanted developments, then smart-growth planning is the last thing 
you need.
 
O'Toole is senior fellow with the Cato Institute  
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