NPG-92

NNPG Forum

Growth Management Strategies
for Stopping Growth in Local Communities

By Dr. Gabor Zovanyi

Gabor Zovanyi’'s 1998 book, Growth Management for a Sustainable Future: Ecological
Sustainability as the New Growth Management Focus for the 21st Century, exposes the growth-
accommodation bias of current growth management practices and makes a case for redirecting
management efforts to a no-growth end based on ecological considerations. In his 1999 NPG
Forum publication The Growth Management Delusion, Dr. Zovanyi argued that growth manage-
ment must abandon its support for the growth imperative, reject the false belief that management
will make environmentally-benign growth possible, and accept the need for basing future growth
management activity on the imperative of ecological sustainability. In this Forum, Dr. Zovanyi
presents arguments for debunking traditional pro-growth mythology, techniques for stopping growth
in local communities, and suggestions for countering claims that local governmental actions to

stop growth are illegal.

Hyperactive Global Growth
from 1950 to 2000

The last 5 decades of the 20th century repre-
sented a period of unprecedented growth in the
scale of the human enterprise. Between 1950 and
the year 2000 the human population increased from
2.5 billion to 6 billion. The addition of 3.5 billion
people surpassed the total increase over all of hu-
man history prior to 1950. From a growth of some
42 million people a year in 1950, the annual
increase jumped to around 80 million a year by
2000. In that same period the global economy
expanded from some $5 trillion to over $30 tril-
lion. In the first half of the 1990s it expanded by
more than $5 trillion, matching the growth from
the beginning of civilization to 1950. The dra-
matic nature of the growth from 1950 to 2000 may
also be illustrated by the striking growth of giant
urban centers during that period. In the develop-
ing countries, the world went from having to
contend with only 1 city of more than 5 million in
1950 to 46 cities topping 5 million by 2000.

The planet’s carrying capacity has already
been stressed by the hyperactive demographic,

economic, and urban growth of the past 5 decades.
If one defines human carrying capacity as the
maximum rate of resource consumption and waste
discharge that can be maintained indefinitely with-
out impairing the functional integrity and
productivity of the planet’s global ecosystem, then
a case can easily be made for the claim that natu-
ral limits to growth have already been exceeded
on this planet. One may, for example, argue exis-
tent limits to growth based on human biomass
appropriation, global warming, and the rupture of
the ozone shield; land degradation as indicated by
accelerated soil erosion, salination, and desertifi-
cation; and the loss of biodiversity (Goodland
1992). Current limits to growth of the human en-
terprise are also being revealed by the depletion
of a one-time inheritance of natural capital in the
form of croplands, rangelands, forests, fisheries,
and groundwater.

Further evidence that we have surpassed the
carrying capacity of the planet comes from re-
search on the ecological footprint of the human
enterprise (Wackernagel and Rees 1995). This
method measures the area of land and water re-
quired to provide consumption-related resource
flows and waste sinks for the human enterprise,
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with the ecological footprint being the total area
appropriated from nature to support all human
activity. Ecological footprint analysis shows the
area appropriated by industrialized nations, rep-
resenting less than 20 percent of the world
population, is larger than all the available ecologi-
cally-productive land on Earth, and that if the
planet’s current population were to live at present
North American ecological standards it would take
an additional 2 planet Earths to accommodate the
increased ecological load. These ecological reali-
ties, as revealed by the destruction of ecosystems
and biodiversity, clearly indicate that growth of
the human enterprise must cease. If the richness
of life on Earth is to be preserved, the growth im-
perative driving current human behavior must be
replaced with the imperative of ecological
sustainability.

If the planet’s current population
were to live at present North
American ecological standards, it
would take an additional two planet
Earths to accommodate the
increased ecological load.

Runaway Growth in the United
States from 1950 to 2000

By growing from 150 million people in 1950
to 275 million in 2000, the United States added
125 million Americans, far surpassing the 74
million added during the first 50 years of the past
century. The census bureau predicts we will
match the 100 million Americans added in the
40 years between 1950 and 1990 in the 4 decades
between 1990 and 2030. If the economic growth
rate of 6.5 percent for the final quarter of 1999
were to be maintained, the enormous American
economy would double in just over 10 years. The
magnitude of economic expansion during recent
years may be illustrated by the growth rate of
automobiles in America. In 1998 the number of
registered vehicles topped 200 million for the first
time, with 15.29 million new vehicles registered
and 12.51 million used vehicles scrapped. At
that annual growth rate of 2.78 million vehicles,
the total number of registered cars in the country
would increase to 255 million vehicles by 2020,

putting 55 million additional vehicles in 2 de-
cades on roads that are already experiencing
gridlock in many of the country’s metropolitan
areas. Interms of urban growth, the annual popu-
lation increase of 2.5 million Americans translates
into the equivalent of 25 cities of 100,000 people
every 12 months.

Runaway demographic, economic, and ur-
ban growth is taxing the natural carrying capacity
of the U.S. in the same manner that the planet’s
carrying capacity is being stressed by global
growth. As early as the 1980s an assessment of
the carrying capacities of the 4 renewable re-
source systems of fisheries, forests, croplands,
and rangelands concluded those systems were
being exploited beyond their natural capacities
of renewal in the United States (Webb and
Jacobsen 1982). Topsoil, for example, is being
lost at a rate approximately 20 times faster than
it is being replenished. Environmental organi-
zations report we have already lost over 50
percent of our original wetlands, more than 90
percent of our old growth forests, and fully 99
percent of the country’s native prairies. Some
sense of the extent of ecosystem disruption asso-
ciated with ongoing growth is illustrated by a
1987 study which reported that of 23 ecosystem
types that once covered about 50 percent of the
coterminous United States, those ecosystems now
cover only about 7 percent of the country’s land
area. Expansion of the human enterprise in
America is eliminating natural ecosystems and
killing off other life forms here as it is elsewhere
on the planet. The scope of the destruction of
biodiversity is revealed by a recent estimate that
put at least 4,000 domestic species at risk of ex-
tinction. All of these indicators reveal that the
pursuit of physical growth has now become an
obsolete and lethal ideology, and that we are well
past the point of having to abandon the growth
imperative. Rather than seeking to maintain the
unsustainable behavior of continued physical
growth, current ecological realities domestically
and globally demand that we proactively under-
take actions to stop growth.

We have lost over 50 percent of our
original wetlands, more than 90
percent of our old growth forests, and
99 percent of the country’s prairies.
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The Inadequate Growth
Management Response
to Growth

The phenomenal growth in the United States
during the latter half of the 20th century produced
an ideological shift in public perceptions regard-
ing the value of further growth. During the 1960s
and 1970s an increasing number of Americans
began to question the merit of continued growth.
Rather than automatically associating it with tra-
ditionally-assumed benefits like higher personal
incomes and prospects for spreading an increas-
ing tax burden over a growing number of residents,
many started to view it as the cause of problems
like overcrowded schools, traffic congestion, the
loss of open space, and worsening environmental
conditions. At the same time, increasing public
opposition to ongoing land development surfaced
as one expression of a new mindset on the phe-
nomenon of physical growth. Land development,
as one of the most obvious indicators of growth in
local communities, started to be blamed for prob-
lems like the costly and destructive development
pattern of urban sprawl and an inefficient provi-
sion of public facilities and services. The growth
management movement that emerged during the
late 1960s and early 1970s was a direct response
to this new ideological position on growth. Growth
management suggested a relatively painless av-
enue for addressing any and all ills associated with
future growth and its accompanying land devel-
opment.

Growth management embodies the idea that
growth needs to be managed, regulated, or con-
trolled, rather than simply promoted as in the past,
but it also maintains a decidedly pro-growth pos-
ture. As practiced in the United States, it assumes
the possibility of accommodating ongoing growth
in a responsible fashion if local communities
merely manage its amount, rate, location, and qual-
ity. In reality, however, few communities have
attempted to control the amount or rate of growth
because of ongoing allegiance to the growth im-
perative, and have instead focused their attention
on influencing its location and quality. The over-
whelming majority of local growth management
programs implemented to date clearly reflect con-
tinued growth accommodation (Zovanyi 1998).
All 11 statewide growth management laws passed
to date contain provisions intended to promote
ongoing growth, and 8 of the 11 laws actually
mandate continued growth accommodation by

local governments. Rather than conceding that
growth itself represents the major problem of the
current era, the growth management movement
represents an institutionalized form of support for
the growth imperative that pervades all aspects of
our national culture.

An increasing number of Americans
are contesting any expansion of their
local communities.

Spokespersons for the growth management
movement affix a number of adjectives to growth
in order to justify its continuance. They speak of
“inevitable, normal, reasonable, proper, realistic,
sensible, responsible, and legitimate growth.”
They also refer to “balanced growth,” arguing that
a balance can be achieved between ongoing growth
and environmental protection without compromis-
ing either. Most recently they have become
advocates of “smart growth,” extending the realm
of management concerns beyond containment of
sprawl, efficient provision of facilities and services,
conservation of resource lands, and environmen-
tal protection, to such things as affordable housing,
public transit, restoration of urban cores, mainte-
nance of open space, protection of rural lifestyles,
and the creation of livable communities in efforts
to counter or offset the negative effects of growth.
Defenders of the movement’s current growth ac-
commodation focus even suggest the possibility
of “sustainable growth,” when growth is by defi-
nition unsustainable and showing itself to be lethal
to the community of life on this planet. Rather
than recognizing the idiotic nature of the
oxymoronic term sustainable growth, management
advocates maintain their allegiance to the growth
imperative. As supporters of ongoing growth they
even condemn the idea that management activity
might legitimately be directed at efforts to stop
growth, asserting this would represent inefficient,
unjust, and irresponsible behavior. This position
has not, however, stopped all efforts to remake
growth management into something other than
ongoing development facilitation. An increasing
number of Americans are contesting any expan-
sion of their local communities, and by doing so
they are expressing opposition to the growth ac-
commodation bias of current growth management
activity. Part of their hostility to new develop-
ment of any kind is based on direct attacks on the
assumed merit of continued growth.
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Challenging Pro-growth Myths

Those who have come to reject the wisdom
of further growth have recently been afforded new
arguments for challenging continued growth. An
excellent overview of some of these arguments is
provided in Eben Fodor’s book Better Not Big-
ger: How to Take Control of Urban Growth and
Improve Your Community (Fodor 1999). In that
work he provides evidence debunking the mythol-
ogy associated with the assumed benefits of
growth. With respect to the myth that growth pro-
vides needed tax revenues, Fodor points to research
showing that new development tends to increase
property taxes for existing property owners, and
that communities with the most rapid growth tend
to experience the greatest tax increases. As for
the myth that we have to grow to provide jobs for
people in the community, he cites national research
indicating no statistical correlation between the
growth rate and the unemployment rate across 25
of the fastest and slowest growing cities in the U.S.
With regard to the myth that housing and land
prices will shoot up if a community tries to limit
growth, Fodor notes research showing that hous-
ing is more affordable in some growth-control
cities than in comparable cities with rapid growth,
and research that land prices are rising faster in
some cities without growth boundaries, such as
Oklahoma City, Salt Lake City, and Houston, than
in a city like Portland with an urban growth bound-
ary. Fodor’s book debunks 12 such growth myths,
and in the process provides sound rationales for
questioning the growth accommodation practices
of local governments.

Fodor’s book also provides some surprisingly
counterintuitive insights regarding the cost impli-
cations of land development. In contrast to the
widely held assumption that development of va-
cant land will improve the fiscal standing of a local
government, he points to studies in Maine, New
Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Alabama, and
California showing that it would be cheaper for
local governments to buy undeveloped land rather

It may be cheaper for local
governments to buy undeveloped
land rather than allow it to be
developed and pay the increased
costs of infrastructure and services.

Local governments should adopt
growth-neutral policies in place of
their current growth-inducing
incentives.

than allow it to be developed and have to pay the
increased costs of providing infrastructure and
services. In his treatment of the cost of public
facilities for a single new house in Oregon, he
counters the conventional view that new develop-
ment is a fiscally sound proposition by revealing
local communities there subsidize new develop-
ment to the tune of about $25,000 for each new
house. This represents off-site costs for schools,
sanitary sewerage, transportation, water systems,
parks and recreation, fire protection, and
stormwater facilities, and does not include the lo-
cal streets and utility connections that are part of a
subdivision’s internal development costs. These
financial revelations provide further rationales for
abandoning the ongoing growth accommodation
of present growth management actions. For some
they represent motivations for curbing the role of
local governments in the urban growth machine
that perpetuates growth in communities across
America.

Altering the Role of Local

Governance in the Urban
Growth Machine

Fodor’s book points out the most consistent
theme in American local governance has been the
pursuit of growth. As Fodor explains, local elected
officials have historically been key players in a
powerful pro-growth alliance that serves to main-
tain growth. The business and professional groups
that have a common economic interest in promot-
ing local growth fund candidates for political office
who are sympathetic to a pro-growth agenda. Once
elected, these officials advance land development
through growth-stimulating activities that include
supportive land-use regulations, investments in
infrastructure required by development, economic
development programs that court outside inves-
tors, new business subsidies, tax waivers, and a
general subsidy of ongoing land development. If
growth is to be restrained, Fodor suggests these
growth incentives and subsidies will need to be
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reduced or eliminated. This would require chang-
ing economic subsidies, tax subsidies, below cost
services, free infrastructure provisions, favorable
or relaxed land-use regulations, and other pro-
growth policies practiced by local governments.

Changing the growth-promotion focus that
represents the essence of local government, ac-
cording to Fodor, will require that local
governments adopt growth-neutral policies in
place of their current growth-inducing incentives
and subsidies that stimulate growth. As examples
of growth-neutral policies he proposes impact fees
to recover the full cost of public infrastructure,
fees that recover the full cost of all development
services, requiring that development pay for
growth-related planning activities, and the appli-
cation of local land-use regulations in a manner
that does not promote growth. Fodor concedes,
however, that these policies would only get local
governments out of the business of stimulating
growth, and would not necessarily guarantee
growth would actually slow or stop. To achieve a
sustainable state of nongrowth, local govern-
ments would have to execute a number of
specific strategies.

Strategies for Stopping Growth
in Local Communities

For those communities willing to go beyond
the use of rate controls to slow growth, a number
of strategies would have to be implemented to
stop growth.

Strategy #1:

Eliminate the growth-promotion
focus of local government by
election or initiative.

The best way to eliminate the growth-
promotion focus of a local community would be
to elect local officials willing to support a no-
growth agenda. Where the strength of the local
urban growth machine makes this impossible, an
alternative approach would be to force a no-
growth agenda on reluctant or unwilling local
officials with a public initiative. The initiative
could require local elected officials to fund
research to determine the natural limits to growth
in an area. Once that research identifies limits
based on considerations like sustainable water
yield from an aquifer or the ability to maintain

biodiversity in local habitats, programs to cap
growth within established ecological limits could
be implemented. The initiative could also require
the establishment of growth threshold standards
(Fodor 1999: 117) that would preserve or improve
an existing quality of life in a local setting, and
thereby serve to stop growth in many
communities. These standards would prohibit
any deterioration, or require improvements, in
things like environmental quality (e.g., air or
water quality), community service (e.g., police
or fire protection, library capacity), or travel times
on a community’s road network (e.g., congestion
levels). In many local settings the cost of
overcoming constraints established by these
standards would effectively serve to shut down
further growth. Under inevitable legal challenges
to capping growth in a local community these
documented natural limits or growth threshold
standards would be extremely important, because
courts would insist on justifiable rationales for
stopping growth. For example, an appellate court
in Florida showed a willingness to accept a cap
on growth in the community of Hollywood,
where studies showed the cap was warranted to
protect public health, safety, and general welfare,
as opposed to invalidating a cap set by public
vote without supportive studies in the city of Boca
Raton (Zovanyi 1998: 129-30). Once a
community established a cap on further growth
based on ecological limits or growth threshold
standards it would have to implement the cap,
which would require executing a number of other
specific strategies.

Strategy #2:

Establish a moratorium on processing
development permits until the community’s
comprehensive land-use plan and land-use

regulations are amended to reflect the

research-based cap on growth.

In the absence of a moratorium, land devel-
opers would be able to impose considerable
additional growth on a community by vesting
their right to develop under existing lax land-use
regulations that typically embody tremendous
potential for growth. Courts have allowed mora-
toria to block development during the time
required to amend plans or regulations, when
ongoing development would defeat the stated
intent of revising these public documents in re-
sponse to an emergency consisting of threats to a
community’s health, safety, and general welfare.
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Seven Strategies for Stopping Growth

Strategy #1: Eliminate the growth-promotion focus of local government by election
or initiative.

Strategy #2: Establish a moratorium on processing development permits until the
community’s comprehensive land-use plan and land-use regulations
are amended to reflect the research-based cap on growth.

Strategy #3: Amend the community’s comprehensive plan and land-use
regulations so as to close out options for further growth.

Strategy #4: Terminate public investments in capital facility programs that make
ongoing growth possible.

Strategy #5: Create a permanent urban growth boundary to physically limit further
growth in the form of sprawl.

Strategy #6: Take private land out of development by acquiring it and holding it in
public trust.

Strategy #7: Stop the job formation that fuels further growth.

Strategy #3: latory actions, like downzoning and plat vacations

Amend the community’s comprehensive plan
and land-use regulations so as to close out
options for further growth.

During the period of the moratorium the com-
prehensive plan and land-use regulations would
be changed to eliminate prospects for continued
growth. Traditional comprehensive land-use plans
for local communities reflect a decidedly pro-
growth bias. In a growing number of states, local
communities would have to change these compre-
hensive land-use plans in a fashion that eliminates
options for growth before modifying their land-
use regulations, because many states now require
regulatory changes in permitted uses of land to be
consistent with previous planning reflected in com-
prehensive plans. In these states, comprehensive
land-use plans will have to be changed to reflect
the studies justifying a cap on growth before regu-

Most of America’s cities and
counties are vastly overzoned and
overplatted.

that eliminate existing subdivisions of land, can
be legally undertaken to curb land development.
Once comprehensive plans have been changed to
reflect a no-growth end, a community could le-
gally change the zoning and subdivision
ordinances that currently ensure ongoing growth.

Most of America’s cities and counties are
vastly overzoned and overplatted. Their existing
zoning districts and previously approved subdivi-
sions of land represent enormous unrealized
capacity for future land development. The absur-
dity of the growth potential embodied in existing
community plans and land-use regulations was il-
lustrated by a 1999 report in Florida. That report
revealed city and county plans and associated zon-
ing would permit the state to grow from its current
15 million to over 100 million under development
based on the highest density permitted by those
documents (Howard 1999). In order to stop
growth, local communities must downzone land
and vacate previously approved subdivisions, be-
cause overzoning and overplatting of land
guarantee ongoing land development.
Downzoning rural land from 5 acre hobby farms
to viable large agricultural parcels is legally de-
fensible if the land can be viably farmed.
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Similarly, downzoning residential land hold-
ings from 1 acre lots to 40 acre parcels is legal if
the action is required to protect a community’s
aquifer or other environmentally-sensitive lands.
An existing subdivision of land that permits 20
single-acre lots on a 20 acre land holding, with
associated zoning that allows densities ranging
from 1 to 20 housing units per 20 acres, may in a
like fashion be vacated to allow only a single house
on the 20 acre land holding if the action is based
on justifiable health, safety, and general welfare
rationales embodied in a community’s comprehen-
sive plan. While these reductions in permitted
intensities of use on undeveloped land, and the
associated reductions in land value accompany-
ing downzoning and plat vacation actions, will be
opposed by defenders of the urban growth ma-
chine and by private property rights advocates,
both actions are clearly legal if they can be justi-
fied based on a need to protect and promote the
health, safety, and general welfare of a commu-
nity (Zovanyi 1998: 112-3). However, in most
cities and counties in America, changes in com-
prehensive plans and regulatory changes, like
downzoning and plat vacations, will represent in-
sufficient acts to completely shut down further
growth. Local communities will need to reinforce
these changes in their local plans and land-use
regulations with other strategies.

Purchasing open space outside
urban growth boundaries can close
out development options and create
a permanent greenbelt around a
community.

Strategy #4:

Terminate public investments in capital facility
programs that make ongoing
growth possible.

Without public investments in roads, sewers,
and other public infrastructure, land development
could not continue to sprawl across America’s lo-
cal landscapes. Historically, local governments
have extended these capital facilities in support of
the urban growth machine. If local officials change
the way they use a community’s spending power
for infrastructure so as to reduce development
options on the landscape, further progress will be
made toward the end of stopping growth. At the

same time a community changes its capital im-
provements program in order to stop supporting
outward expansion of the community, it can also
reinforce its objective of blocking further exten-
sion of its built environment by executing a related
containment strategy.

Strategy #5:

Create a permanent urban growth
boundary to physically limit further
growth in the form of sprawl.

While downzoning to lower densities can
block upward expansion within a community, a
permanent urban growth boundary would elimi-
nate prospects for growing outward. The
permanence of the boundary could in turn be fur-
thered by establishing a greenbelt of protected land
around the community. This greenbelt could be
created by regulatory techniques like exclusive
agricultural zones, large parcel zoning with asso-
ciated clustering of any limited development, and
land-use regulations used in conjunction with tech-
niques such as conservation easements. In many
communities regulatory actions alone will not suf-
fice to stop growth, and communities will have to
supplement changes in land-use regulations with
the strategy of public land acquisition.

Strategy #6:

Take private land out of development by
acquiring it and holding it in public trust.

With recent research showing land purchases
may save a community money over the cost of
providing infrastructure and ongoing services to
new development, these purchases appear to rep-
resent a fiscally sound option for local
communities in the present era. Purchasing open
space outside of urban growth boundaries repre-
sents a vehicle for closing out development options
within a permanently designated greenbelt sur-
rounding a community. Purchasing private land
holdings may also provide the only feasible way
of stopping the development of certain commer-
cial and industrial properties where the character
of surrounding land uses makes downzoning to
less intensive uses difficult to justify. In these in-
stances public acquisition would prevent more
commercial and industrial development where
downzoning of these properties was not practical
and thereby advance yet another strategy for stop-
ping growth. '
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Strategy #7:

Stop the job formation that
fuels further growth.

Growth management experts have long con-
ceded that control of future growth requires
management actions that go beyond controlling
new residential starts to managing the creation of
new employment. In order to stop the job cre-
ation that fuels ongoing growth, communities
must close out development options for new com-
mercial and industrial enterprises. At some
locations, communities may be able to eliminate
commercial and industrial developments by
downzoning properties to uses that do not gener-
ate new jobs. In other instances the only practical
recourse would be to purchase these properties
and thereby stop the new job formation that drives
growth.

If local communities pursue these 7 strate-
gies they can quickly move a community to a state
of nongrowth. However, even consideration of
these growth-termination strategies is certain to
illicit a strong response from defenders of the ur-

Arguments Used to Claim
That Government Actions to

Stop Growth Are lllegal

Argument #1

No-growth programs would impose
unconstitutional regulatory restrictions
on private property.

Argument #2

No-growth programs would impose
unconstitutional restrictions on the
fundamental right to travel.

Argument #3

No-growth programs would violate
statewide growth management
statutes.

ban growth machine and private property rights
advocates. That response will, in turn, undoubt-
edly contain claims that governmental actions to
stop growth are illegal. Proponents of the no-
growth agenda will therefore bear the burden of
countering such claims.

Countering Claims That
Governmental Actions to Stop
Growth Are lllegal

Claims of the illegality of stopping growth can
be expected to reference a few principal arguments
(Zovanyi 1998: 124-29).

Argument #1:

No-growth programs would impose
unconstitutional regulatory restrictions on
private property.

Advocates of private property rights would
certainly claim the dramatic reductions in use and
value associated with no-growth regulations rep-
resent illegal “regulatory takings.” However, as
long as implemented regulations allow some re-
maining economically viable use of a private land
holding, the courts will tolerate extreme reductions
in use and value if the regulations are reasonably
related to important health, safety, and general
welfare considerations. A 40-acre parcel subdi-
vided into 1-acre lots can, for example, be legally
returned to a single parcel allowing only 1 resi-
dence by changing land-use regulations, if the
action can be justified on legitimate grounds such
as protecting a community’s sole-source aquifer.

Regulatory takings assessments also involve
the “whole parcel rule,” which examines the im-
pact of a regulation on an entire landholding, and
which permits the denial of all use to a portion of
an owner’s land as long as some reasonable use
remains for the entire property. This rule allows
regulators to prohibit development of environmen-
tally-sensitive portions of individual landholdings
even when these constitute the majority of the
whole private parcel. If 75% of a property holding
is comprised of wetlands, for example, a commu-
nity can legally use its land-use regulations to deny
all use of that portion of the property, as long as the
owner is left with some economically viable use of
the remaining 25%.
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Furthermore, communities interested in
implementing a no-growth program could still al-
low economically viable uses of land other than
the commercial and industrial uses that generate
growth through expanding employment opportu-
nities or the residential uses that serve to house a
growing population. There are, for example, a
number of income-producing agricultural and rec-
reational uses that are capable of representing
economically viable uses without forcing endless
growth on a community. While Supreme Court
standards for deciding regulatory taking claims do
not allow a denial of “all use,” “economically vi-
able use,” or “all economically beneficial or
productive use,” there are allowable uses that may
be permitted with less potential for generating fur-
ther growth. Most regulatory taking claims are
resolved by focusing on the remaining uses that
regulations permit. Communities must therefore
devise no-growth programs that still permit eco-
nomically viable uses of private land, but they have
no legal obligation to allow the most profitable
use of any particular property. Where the desired
use restrictions on individual properties could only
be achieved by land-use regulations that deny eco-
nomically viable uses, a community would have
to abandon the regulatory approach and
acquire these properties to advance its end of
stopping growth.

Communities have no legal
obligation to allow the most
profitable use of any particular

property.

Argument #2:

No-growth programs would impose
unconstitutional restrictions on the
Jundamental right to travel.

Opponents of no-growth strategies would also
be apt to claim these actions would violate Ameri-
cans’ fundamental right to travel and settle in
communities of their choice. This argument may
be countered by pointing out that this right is not
absolute, and that courts will tolerate interference
with fundamental rights if the regulatory body can
justify the interference based on compelling state
interests. One might assume that certain environ-
mental rationales, such as an inability to provide

sustainable groundwater supplies for a growing
population, would be accepted as compelling
grounds for stopping in-migration to a local com-
munity.

Argument #3:

No-growth programs would violate statewide
growth management statutes.

In states with statewide growth management
laws that mandate ongoing growth accommoda-
tion, defenders of the growth imperative would
certainly argue no-growth strategies were pre-
cluded by state law. However, this claim is
complicated by the existence of other state laws
that may require local actions quite different from,
and potentially in conflict with, continued growth
accommodation. Many state environmental laws,
for example, direct local governments to protect
the environment. When environmental protection
is compromised by ongoing growth the courts
would have to resolve the conflict between state
laws, and one can hope they would exempt spe-
cific local settings from further growth if it could
be shown to harm the community’s health, safety,
and general welfare. In the end, local governments
have a right and an obligation to protect and pro-
mote the health, safety, and general welfare of their
residents. If these ends cannot be achieved under
continued growth, local communities must be as-
sumed to have the legal right to stop growth within
their political jurisdictions.

Transforming Growth
Management for
No-growth Ends

Growth management as practiced in the
United States seeks to accommodate growth in
ways that minimize its negative effects. The prac-
tice assumes ongoing growth is possible if the land
development that occurs represents “smart
growth.” However, “smart growth” will eventu-
ally produce the same intolerable conditions as
dumb growth. Physical growth of human popula-
tions, their economies, or their settlements

“Smart growth” will eventually
produce the same intolerable
conditions as dumb growth.
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represents unsustainable behavior in the current
era. To pretend that growth can be made sustain-
able by planning it well represents as false a belief
as the traditional view that there is nothing wrong
with the dumb and unsustainable growth of past
decades. Instead of “smart growth” many com-
munities desperately need to reach a state of no
growth if they are to move toward sustainable be-
havior. In fact, stopping growth represents the top
priority among a long list of necessary actions re-
quired to make the transition to sustainable
behavior. Local governments are in the unique
position of being able to initiate this critical soci-
etal transition to a state of no growth by stopping
the growth of local communities and beginning
the process of transforming all our cities and coun-
ties into sustainable, nongrowing communities. A
limited number of progressive communities must
establish the precedent and begin the inevitable
process of reinventing growth management to
serve no-growth ends. For if communities do not
stop growth by deliberate governmental actions,
growth will certainly be stopped over time by in-
tolerable environmental conditions.

The Requisite Growth
Management Agenda for
America

The transition to a state of nongrowth in
America will clearly require changes beyond
implementation of the 7 noted strategies for stop-
ping growth in local communities. If growth is to
be stopped in the United States, the federal and
state governments will have to change numerous
laws that currently serve to perpetuate growth. At
the federal level, an example of a critically needed
statutory revision would be a shift in current im-
migration laws. In 1986 the federal government
initiated a series of changes to immigration laws
that increased the annual number of legal immi-
grants from 400,000 a year to over 800,000 a year,

Up to 70% of the 100 million people
expected to be added to the United
States between 1990 and 2030
will be immigrants and their
descendants.

and during a few years of the early 1990s the an-
nual number permitted entry exceeded | million.
The implications for future population growth have
been noted by demographers, who point out that
up to 70% of the 100 million people expected to
be added to the United States between 1990 and
2030 will be immigrants and their descendants
(Bouvier 1998). While stopping population
growth nationally will also require policy changes
directed at nonimmigrants, the role of immigrants
in fueling future growth makes revisions to exist-
ing immigration laws a vital component of any
national strategy for halting growth in America.

Eleven states have passed statewide
growth management enactments
that promote or mandate growth.

Atthe level of the states, one urgently needed
revision in existing laws would be changes to state-
wide growth management enactments that
mandate ongoing growth accommodation by all
local governments. To date, 11 states have passed
statewide growth management enactments that
promote growth, and in 8 of the states the statutes
actually mandate continued growth accommoda-
tion by all cities and counties (Zovanyi 1999). In
order to stop growth, these laws will have to be
revised to allow local communities to opt out of
further growth accommodation if local health,
safety, or general welfare considerations warrant
shutting down additional expansion. Part of the
associated strategy for stopping growth through
state actions would require opposing the adoption
of further accommodative growth management
laws in states that enact statewide growth man-
agement statutes in the future.

While federal and state governments would
obviously have to become participants in any
meaningful effort to achieve a national state of
nongrowth, the short-term prospects for such par-
ticipation are not good. The federal government
continues to endorse ongoing growth and its ad-
herence to the growth imperative makes it an
unlikely advocate of any growth management ac-
tions to impede growth in the foreseeable future.
The states that have enacted growth management
laws to date have evidenced their commitment to
continued growth by passing acts that either pro-
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In the end, “smart growth” is just
as unsustainable as dumb growth.

mote or mandate future growth. It is only at the
local level that serious questioning of the merit of
further growth has occurred. In local communi-
ties the negative effects of growth are causing
increasing opposition to growth, and it is in these
settings that one can hope for experimentation with
implementing no growth strategies. The focus on
local strategies for stopping growth presented here
is based on the view that local governments repre-
sent the best route for initiating a societal transition
to a state of nongrowth. If a growing number of
progressive communities implement strategies to
stop growth in their locales over time, it will in-
evitably force a response by the federal and state
governments that will bring about the needed
rejection of growth as a viable policy option or
survival strategy.

Once local communities stop growth they will
be able to redirect their attention from coping with
the negative effects of growth to creating livable
and sustainable communities. However, this new
focus will undoubtedly introduce challenges be-
yond those represented by the barriers to
implementing strategies to stop growth. In many
community settings, historic violations of local
carrying capacities will require achieving and then
maintaining a period of negative growth until
populations and their associated economies reach
a level that can be maintained indefinitely (sus-
tained) without impairing the functional integrity
and productivity of local ecosystems (Bartlett

1994). This new focus on downsizing and rede-
signing local communities to an ecologically
sustainable level and form will represent an even
more daunting task than stopping growth, but the
alternative of maintaining growth is not a sustain-
able option.

Growth of the human enterprise does not
represent sustainable behavior. No amount of
wishful thinking or elaborate management will
serve to make it sustainable. In the end, “smart
growth” is just as unsustainable as dumb growth.
America’s current population growth rate of about
1% per year represents a doubling time of
approximately 70 years, and if that rate were
maintained for 312 years the country’s present
population of 275 million would match the current
global population of some 6 billion before it
doubled for the Sth time. The country’s economic
growth rate of almost 7% during the final quarter
of 1999 represents a doubling time of about 10
years, and 10 such doublings over a century would
produce a national economy 1000 times larger than
its current level. Another 10 doublings over the
course of a second century would expand the
current economy to 1 million times its present size.
These examples clearly illustrate the unsustainable
nature of demographic and economic growth. As
an alternative to such unsustainable activity,
communities in the United States can take the first
step toward the inevitable process of moving the
country to a state of sustainable behavior by
implementing strategies to stop growth. Rather
than pursue the false end of “smart growth,” local
Jurisdictions must act to stop growth before they
can hope to attain and then maintain livable and
sustainable communities.
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