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SERIES FOREWORD

In Global Surburbs: From the Rio Grande to Rio de Janeiro, Lawrence
Herzog exposes the dystopian underside of the suburban American
dream. A house of one’s own, on a little plot of land, is no longer a
place of domestic comfort, spiritual renewal, and communion with the
green space and clean air of nature. Instead, the mass suburban habitat
that Americans pioneered features oversized McMansions stuffed with
giant T'Vs and electronic gadgets, to which their owners commute in
gas-guzzling SUVs, enduring stressful journeys on traffic-clogged roads,
leaving neither space nor time for pleasure.

'This human habitat, Herzog warns, is neither a happy nor a healthy
place. It is, instead, a treadmill of over-consumption that burdens our
bodies, our spirits, and the natural environment. Obesity, anxiety, toxic
air: how can we think this is a good life?

Most important, the suburban dream that Herzog describes now
spreads throughout North and South America. In a Manifest Destiny
that goes beyond the nation-state, urban sprawl expands the reach of
western metropolises like Phoenix, Las Vegas, and San Diego from their
historic center to new settlements far out in the desert, and from the
southwestern United States through the largest, richest Latin American
countries, Mexico and Brazil. Every metropolitan area in the Western
hemisphere bears a tragic cost: Overbuilding reduces the water supply,
destroys the trees and insects on which all life depends, and creates an
eco-disaster.
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Is this habitat “urban” or “suburban”? Herzog calls it by both names:
urban sprawl and global suburb. When he looks at the expansion out-
ward from the city center, he sees urban sprawl. But when he thinks
about the car-centric way of life, air conditioning, shopping malls, and
individualized domestic sphere of millions of houses, he sees a suburban
model that is reproduced around the world with hardly any cultural vari-
ation. Aside from differences of geography and climate, the borderland
between San Diego and Tijuana looks and feels like the periphery of
Rio de Janeiro. The megalopolis that in the twentieth century extended
from Boston to Washington, D.C. along the eastern seaboard may be
dwarfed, in time, by another megalopolis that stretches from Mexico
City to Sio Paulo.

It’s not just that we are consuming our cities. When we read Global
Suburbs, we understand that our cities are consuming us.

Sharon Zukin
Cultural Spaces Series Editor



PREFACE

The inspiration for writing this book lies in a career divided between two
cultures: teaching/working in my home university in southern Califor-
nia, and frequent sojourns to my “second home”in Latin America. Since
my undergraduate semester abroad in Cuernavaca, Mexico, in the 1970s,
through my graduate studies along the Mexican border, and a Fulbright
professorship in Peru, consulting work in the Bolivian Andes, and across
the more than three decades of my academic career, Latin America has
been my home-away-from-home, both literally and spiritually.

When I first resided in Mexico in the 1970s as a young exchange
student, the presence of the United States in the built landscape of
our southern neighbor was far more subdued. I lived in the city of
Cuernavaca, Mexico, and attended a school on a former estate just out-
side the city, a school run by writer/philosopher Ivan Illich. I walked
everywhere, or rode buses. In those days, the outskirts of Cuernavaca
and other Mexican cities had scattered homes for the upper classes,
and pockets of poor colonias, but the city’s main hub was its central
core around the historic downtown. There were no mass suburbs in
Mexico. Yet.

Fast-forward thirty years. While on sabbatical as a Visiting Scholar
at the Tec de Monterrey, Querétaro campus, I lived on the northern out-
skirts of the booming urban region of Querétaro, along the “NAFTA
highway” between Mexico City and the border cities of Texas. The love

affair with American suburbs was in full bloom in the early 2000s, less
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than a decade after the signing of NAFTA. Many high-tech companies
were relocating to the Querétaro region, creating a demand for housing
among the growing middle and upper class migrants from Mexico City
and beyond. The region was expanding outwards along highways, espe-
cially to the north and west. Traffic congestion was now a way of life in
Querétaro. Freeways, shopping malls, and suburban subdivisions were
sprouting in all directions. In one agglomeration of malls and shop-
ping centers along the freeways north of town, Costco, Office Depot,
and other signs of American consumerism prevail. A Mexican architect
friend of mine jokingly refers to this section of the city as “McAllen,”
because it reminds him of the intense consumerism of the U.S. border
city in Texas, where so many middle and working class Mexicans often
go north to shop.

While writing about the movement to revitalize Querétaro’s down-
town among artists, architects, and local merchants in the historic
center, I was struck by the countervailing growth of a “U.S. suburban
culture” in the northern part of the city. Subdivisions were being built
even before master plans established infrastructure or services. This
same phenomenon, as it turns out, was being reproduced across Mexico,
on the outskirts of Puebla, Guadalajara, Tijuana, and, of course, Mexico
City, where the American suburb was embraced as early as the 1950s.

'The export of the American suburb model was also spreading like
wildfire across the Americas well beyond the Rio Grande. A few years
after living in central Mexico, I traveled to the southern cone, and wit-
nessed the mass suburbs being built outside Buenos Aires, Argentina,
and Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. I was later fortunate to return and study the
Rio de Janeiro region more closely, and never ceased to be surprised that
residents who could afford to live in cosmopolitan, older neighborhoods
in Rio’s Zona Sul (south zone) would nevertheless trade their comfort-
able, walkable life for the car-oriented exurbs further out.

As a professor and practitioner of urban design and planning, I felt
compelled to write about the emerging phenomenon of the global sub-
urb in the western hemisphere. It is no simple task to write this book,
since so much attention is usually devoted to the problems of the poor
on the outskirts of Latin American cities, and, indeed, those problems
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have not gone away and deserve all the attention they receive. However,
it seems equally problematic that, in the midst of the unresolved dif-
ficulties facing squatter neighborhoods across the Americas, the worst
elements of American suburban sprawl have now spread to the periph-
ery of cities south of our border, from Mexico to Brazil. In fact, in many
places U.S.-style suburbs are displacing land that once housed the poor.
We must, therefore, challenge the ecological problems inherent in these
flawed suburban developments as passionately as we seek solutions to
the dilemmas facing favelas and colonias outside these same cities. I trust
this book will contribute to this effort.
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1

THE GLOBALIZATION
OF URBAN SPRAWL

Urban sprawl has been the defining quality of American urbanism for
more than a half century. And now sprawl is spreading across the planet.
In 1950, about one-quarter of all Americans in cities resided in the sub-
urbs; a decade later that proportion had increased to one-third. By 1990,
half of all metropolitan-based Americans were living a suburban life.!
Today, despite the crescendo of publicity about climate change, sustain-
able communities, and smart growth, the fact is that, for now and for
the foreseeable future, most Americans still live in the suburbs, and still
commute to work by car.

Roughly one hundred forty million people, or nearly two-thirds of
all U.S. citizens who reside in metropolitan areas, live on the outskirts
of cities. This represents almost half of the total population of the U.S.2
After World War 11, waves of urban dwellers moved from inner cities to
the older first suburban ring. Others migrated to the newer outer tiers
during the last quarter century. One report predicted that, of the one
hundred million people in U.S. cities who will move by 2050, 25 per-
cent will relocate into existing homes, while the other seventy million
will install themselves into sprawling suburban developments. This will
require some two hundred million miles of new roads, and add one hun-
dred million more vehicles speeding along our highways.?



2 THE GLOBALIZATION OF URBAN SPRAWL

Much has already been written about the flawed ecology of American
suburbs and urban sprawl. Yet, a new challenge is posed by the globaliza-
tion of urban sprawl. Since the end of the last century, there has been
a global diffusion of the American suburban model, or the idea of an
American type suburb (rather than its actual physical form) along with its
ecological challenges, across the border to other nations of the Americas.*
These global suburbs repeat many of the errors of U.S. suburbs. They are
creating isolated communities increasingly dependent on the automobile.
'This means that they too are developing the environmental problems that
have been well documented in North America. Global suburbs south
of the border are also falling under the influence of “fast urbanism,” a
dependency on electronics, technology, and consumerism that tends to
disconnect citizens from their local ecosystems, while also compromising
their sense of community. This, then, is the subject of this book.

I should clarify, at the outset, my use of the term “suburb.” The ety-
mology of the word comes from the Latin suburbium, which referred
to Ancient Rome, where poor citizens lived at lower elevations, thus
“sub” (under) and “urb” (city), while the rich lived higher up in the hills.
In this book I am using “suburb” to refer to the original post-World
War II American urban design prototype—single family, detached
homes laid out on low density subdivisions, typically with curvilinear
street patterns, surrounded by separate shopping centers, schools, offices
and other amenities generally only reachable by car. This design model
evolved in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s. The suburb was
typically located in a peripheral district, away from the downtown, and
deliberately divided into separate land use zones—residential, shopping,
office—all designed principally around automobile travel.”

I consider “suburb” as an urban planning idea that came to represent
certain cultural values—privacy, exclusivity, and security. We will see
that as one moves south of the border, the word “suburb”itself takes on a
different meaning. But the influence of America’s suburban prototype is
growing, and that is the point of my book. Whatever term may be used
to describe those suburban enclaves emerging on the urban periphery
of Mexico or Brazil, the fact is that these “global suburbs” are exploding
across the Americas.
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Today we see that the basic elements of America’s suburbs—
automobile dependency, faster living, consumerism, privatization, and
the decline of civic life—are migrating to Latin America. Though the
architectures of the emerging elite and middle class “global suburbs”
south of the border may take on different densities and visual forms,
the ecological problems of North American style sprawl are now mate-
rializing on the periphery across the Americas. This evolving pattern
demands serious attention.®

For over a half century, the American suburb was viewed as one of the
nation’s supreme achievements in modernist twentieth century urban
design. Indeed, the American suburban prototype was so admired that
architects and planners copied it worldwide. Therefore, I begin by estab-
lishing a baseline critique of the contemporary ecologies and landscapes
of urban sprawl in metropolitan regions across the Americas. Chapter 2
outlines the environmental and public health crisis that urban sprawl
has generated in the U.S. Chapter 3 explores specific ecological prob-
lems facing the peripheries of three of the fastest growing cities in the
U.S. southwest border region—San Diego, Las Vegas, and Phoenix. In
Chapters 4 and 5,1 explore the problems associated with the emergence
of these suburban prototypes in Mexico and Brazil, the most populous
and wealthiest of our Latin American neighbors. Chapter 6 presents
some of the main policy directions for moving beyond urban sprawl
in the Americas. The final chapter poses some important directions for
urban and sustainable planning in the future.

Fast Cities/Fast Suburbs

“In America, we’re all in such a rush. Here (in Paris) they have their
lifestyle priorities . . . Here everyone takes their time.” Thus spoke film-
maker Sofia Coppola in a New York Times interview, observing the
differences between life in her native Los Angeles and Paris. Coppola
explained that, during months of a 2006 Paris shoot for a movie, no
matter what kind of deadlines they had on different scenes, her Parisian
film crew refused to take a short lunch break. They would always pause
to set up a table, pour wine, and “no matter what was happening you
could not cut their lunch short.”” At first Coppola, conditioned by the
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Los Angeles “time is money” culture, found this frustrating. Eventually,
she reported, she learned to enjoy slow eating and the daily respite from
the fast lane of movie-making.

The observation that “everyone in America is in such a rush” hints at
one critical dimension of twenty-first century urban life in the Americas.
We are a nation that has become habituated to fast living on a variety of
levels, all of which produce unhealthy outcomes—from the fast foods
that harm our bodies to fast fashion and “throwaway chic” consumerism
that is wasteful, to fast cities that are environmentally destructive. This
ethos of fast living has both environmental and ethical costs that cut
across every major layer of our lives—food, clothing, shelter, and ecology.

In modern American suburbia, we are accustomed to travelling fast,
typically in our cars and often on our mammoth system of metropolitan
region freeways. The average American travels 12,000 miles per year,
almost double the distance travelled by citizens in most other indus-
trialized nations.® We expect to travel fast even if the reality is often
different; indeed, much of our travel in the U.S. occurs on increas-
ingly congested freeways to get to distant suburbs. Traffic congestion,
mainly along freeways in the urban periphery, has in fact been scien-
tifically linked to higher rates of collisions. Americans also have among
the highest traffic fatality rates for industrialized nations.’ Studies show
that the more than 40,000 deaths per year in U.S. auto collisions are
occurring at higher rates in suburban sprawl counties than in inner city
neighborhoods. These mortalities reportedly take place along freeways
as well as on feeder roads that lead to freeways, where high speed access
and high volume traffic exacerbate the chance of having an accident.!”

Americans who commute from the suburbs spend a great deal of time
in their automobiles stalled in traffic.!* They also suffer from a “time
crunch” by working longer hours than citizens in most other nations.
Taken together, longer work hours and the absence of quality time con-
tribute to what I am calling “fast urbanism”—city dwellers living their
lives at an accelerated pace within a built environment (spread out sub-
urbs, freeways) that exacerbates this pattern. We must now acknowledge
the consequences, including traffic fatalities, higher levels of air pollu-
tion, and a variety of public health problems.!? While critics have been
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pointing to the social and psychological impacts of this “cult of speed”in
general,’ I am interested in how it plays out in our contemporary built
environment. Our car culture, freeway travel, and the “fast urbanism”
lifestyle associated with it are deeply embedded in Western culture, to
the point that speed is not merely accepted as normal but is even cel-
ebrated, whether it is people, objects, or data moving at high velocities.
NASCAR auto racing is one of the two or three most popular sports in
the United States. Driving at high speeds is part of the culture surround-
ing it. The Pocono Celebration of Speed and Design is a spinoff event,
an annual east coast racecar festival. The Festivals of Speed are a series
of Florida-based celebrations of various forms of fast transportation—
racing cars, motorcycles, watercraft, and aircraft. A 2013 TV commercial
by AT&T promotes the idea that “faster is better.”!*

Applied to living spaces, the above mindset has contributed to “fast
urbanism.”® Life in metropolitan areas is increasingly defined by speed,
notably due to the influence of electronic, computer, and other technolo-
gies that seem to be accelerating the pace of life. Whether faster is better
or not, many Americans like doing things more quickly to save time. But
we also begin to detect a contradiction, between “doing more” and “doing
faster.” It may not be the case that Americans are hurrying only because
they have “less” time, but because they have less guality time or less pro-
ductive time, or simply less time to freely choose what they wish to do.1

Although central cities have traditionally been the locale for fast
paced urban life, the new fast world has now also spread to peripheral,
low density urban communities. The dispersed, auto-centric, and mall-
oriented lifestyle of suburbia lends itself quite well to fast urbanism, a
point I explore later in this chapter, and in the final policy chapter of
this book. “Fast urbanism” is not the only behavioral feature defining
America’s (or Latin American) sprawling suburbs; yet, it is a surpris-
ing and increasingly important element that has not typically been
thought of as a defining feature of the ecology of metropolitan regions.

One might argue that the cores of cities—downtowns like Manhat-
tan, or Chicago’s inner loop—are the places that epitomize fast urbanism:
speed, hustle-bustle, noise, crowds, and movement. That was certainly
the case in the 1920s and 1930s at the beginning of the modern age,
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Figure 1.1 Fast Urbanism: City in a Rush
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

when great cities like New York, Chicago, San Francisco, and Boston
were booming, as they engaged in the project of modern city-building.
In just a decade or two, skyscrapers, subways, bridges, viaducts, train
stations, department stores, hotels, theaters, museums, and great squares
and parks suddenly rose up, and collectively generated the energy and
buzz of excitement that writer John Dos Passos epitomized in his book
Manbhattan Transfer. Dos Passos’ novel was set in New York City in the
1920s, in all of its dazzling modernity, a mechanical world of machines
and power, of fast moving subways and cars, but also a breeding ground
of consumerism, restlessness, and greed.”

However, while central cities are places where things are more concen-
trated and thus sped up, does it logically follow that suburbs are slower
and quieter? Are they idyllic retreats from the fast paced city? Are they
still closer to nature, more spread out, and thus more buffered from the
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hyped-up ambience of downtown? Although the goal of being close to
nature and more serene was part of the original reason for building sub-
urbs, over the last three decades suburban sprawl has been systematically
shedding many of the features that originally made it slower, and desir-
able. In cities like Phoenix, Las Vegas, and San Diego, natural settings
have been gradually bulldozed away by more and more development.
Some two million acres of farm land and open space are being lost every
year across the United States, replaced by master planned suburban
communities, which typically remove native vegetation and introduce
non-native grass lawns and other less sustainable landscape features.!® In
post-1990 suburban growth, the density of homes in suburbia has been
increasing, as well as the incidence of problems that formerly occurred in
inner cities. In the words of one scholar, “drug addiction, racial tension
and gang activity are among the urban social ills that plague suburbs.”

Meanwhile, as this horizontal urbanism spread further and further out,
residents are increasingly forced to spend more and more time commut-
ing to work. For example, recent research points to a new phenomenon
of “super-commuting” that is on the rise. According to the American
Community Survey, carried out by the U.S. Census, there is now a sepa-
rate category of work trips called “mega-commuting,” which is defined as
travel of ninety minutes (and over fifty miles) or more one-way.? Stuck
in their cars for larger chunks of their waking lives, suburban dwellers
find themselves rushing from one destination to another. Suburbs are
now defined by fast urbanism too, and it is that culture of speed, woven
within the larger values of suburban life, that has become a critical com-
ponent of the emerging ecologies of the American periphery, a model
that is gradually spreading to other parts of the Americas.

'The building blocks of “fast urbanism” include the cult of speed, the
transformation of work, and a consumerist driven homogenization of
urban space. I explore these features below.

Speed, Time and Western Culture

Speed is inherently interwoven with the changing built environment
of metropolitan regions in the U.S. and, more recently, with the global
suburbs evolving in other parts of the world. New forms of technology
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allowed nineteenth century American city dwellers access to residential
space further from the city center. The development of “streetcar sub-
urbs” meant that workers were now able to travel to work fast enough
on trolleys or cable cars to live in new homes in the outskirts beyond
the older downtowns. By the twentieth century, “freeway suburbs” dupli-
cated this pattern, with yet another machine, the automobile, to speed
up movement to even more far-flung locations. Speed, or the desire to
move quickly between destinations, had now become part of the trans-
formation of metropolitan space. Fast transport redefined the built
environment of American cities. But travelling at higher speeds had a
number of important side effects.

In the modern world, we now move faster and live at a faster pace.
'The socio-psychological and public health impacts of living with more
technology in an accelerated world are not fully understood. Research on
the health implications of “fast urbanism” is probing new and uncharted
terrain. Speaking of the psychological impacts of fast paced lifestyles,
one expert commented: “I find that, for most people, a sped-up life leads
to feelings of guilt and anxiety, instead of productivity and relaxation.”
The act of travelling fast (in automobiles) itself is distracting and can be
argued to cause people to tune out the environment. Writer and philoso-
pher Ivan Illich wrote that “the automobile has created more distances
than it has bridged.” Ecologist Richard Register cites a long list of the
ways in which the automobile lifestyle is ecologically destructive: a half
million people and millions of animals killed annually in car accidents; a
third of a million people who die from auto-induced air pollution each
year; water polluted by oil and auto-generated waste on the surfaces of
roads; car engine and other noises from autos; psychological frustra-
tion, hostility, and violence including “road rage”; and separating people
behind walls of glass, steel, and speed that “breed isolation, alienation and
loss of human contact in daily activity.”?® Our high tech culture of speed
and machines may be creating new forms of anxiety and other stress-
related illnesses, according to the latest research by psychologists. Smart
phones and social media may induce what one study calls “a relentless
need to immediately review and respond to each and every incoming
message, alert or bing.”?* Responding to the growing number of children
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diagnosed with attention deficit disorder (ADD), a recent book on the
subject demonstrated that when children are exposed to nature and slow-
ing down, they suffer far fewer anxiety or attention deficit disorders.?
Speed was one of the pillars of modernity—it represented the human
ability to conquer space by moving faster across or through it. The history
of transport innovation in the industrial era shows that transit technol-
ogy progressed rapidly—from bicycles in the 1880s, to slow automobiles
in the early 1900s, to faster cars, trucks, and trains by the early 2000s.
Some transport vehicles were constructed with the sole purpose of going
faster. Auto racing began as a sport around the time gas-fueled cars were
invented. The first car races probably occurred around 1894, in Paris. Air
racing also began about the time man was learning to fly a plane. In fact,
the first air race was held in Reims, France, in 1904, with an aviation
exhibition and an air race that attracted some of the top aviators and

aviation manufacturers in Europe.

Figure 1.2 Speed and Technology Are Hallmarks of Western Culture
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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Racing is fundamental to human nature. Horse and chariot rac-
ing were passed along from the ancient Greeks to the Etruscans and
eventually became a huge sport during the Roman Empire. In ancient
Rome, the Circus Maximus was a giant racing hippodrome that could
hold 250,000 spectators. Chariot racing endured through the era of the
Byzantine empire as a way of reinforcing social class and the political
power of rulers, but it gradually disappeared in the West after 600 and
in the East after 1200.2

Notwithstanding horse or chariot racing in ancient cultures, one can
argue that racing is most strongly linked to the modern age. The last
century has seen a rising fixation with technology and movement at ever
greater speeds—from motorcycling and sports car racing, to motorboat
and speed-bike racing. Speed has always been both a hobby of certain
personality types as well as a measuring stick for “progress” in Western
culture. It was also a convenience that allowed people higher quality
lives as they moved more rapidly from place to place. In the end, speed
became a central feature of the modern economy. Production required
efficiency and on-time delivery of products. As one observer notes:
“Industrial capitalism fed on speed, and rewarded it as never before.
'The business that manufactured and shipped its products the fastest and
undercut rivals came out on top.”%

Cities, in particular, have become the primary human settlement
spaces where speed is cultivated. Living in cities during the industrial
revolution was to live in places that were defined by speed, energy, move-
ment, and invention. An important goal was to produce and move things,
ideas, and people more quickly within and between cities. The dazzling
array of innovations in the nineteenth century that achieved this goal
of facilitating “fastness” included: elevator (invented in 1853), escalator
(1859), transatlantic cable (1860s), subway (1863), telephone (1876),
electric streetcar (1881), and wireless radio (1891). This trend continued
in the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, with the automobile,
television, computers, fax machines, the internet, and, most recently, por-
table devices (smart phones, iPods, PDAs, Blackberries, and iPads).

Speed is also underpinned by the concept of timekeeping and clocks,
which made humans more conscious of time and speed. Louis Mumford,
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one of America’s great urban historians and commentators, called the
clock a key machine of the industrial revolution.?® By 1884, twenty-
seven nations agreed to recognize Greenwich as the prime meridian,
thus creating a global standard for measuring time.?’ Punctuality and
time were values solidly driven into the life of industrial workers, epito-
mized by what became known as the science of management efhiciency
or “Taylorism.”

Taylorism is a theory of management that analyzes and synthesizes
workflow processes, improving labor productivity. The core ideas of the
theory were developed by Frederick Winslow Taylor in the 1880s and
1890s, and were first published in his monographs Shop Management
(1905) and 7ke Principles of Scientific Management (1911). Taylorism
involved a division of labor and a task-oriented approach to production.
It became the benchmark and is still used today in industry. It led to
the creation of assembly lines and made factory work menial, repetitive,
and tedious. Taylorism was based on the notion that productivity must
be measured as a function of time and cost. The Taylorist notion of time
and industrial organization became a uniquely Western phenomenon.
In Western culture, time was considered linear, finite, and precious.®
You only had so much time, in the day, or the week, or in your life.
Therefore time must be conserved, and the faster you could do things,
the more time you would theoretically have to do other things.

Yet, the linearity of time is not shared across the planet. In Eastern
cultures, and Eastern spiritual practices such as Taoism or Buddhism,
time is viewed as cyclical, not linear. Time and life continually renew
themselves. Time is not viewed as finite and precious as in the West.
Eastern philosophies are more relaxed about time. They see humans
existing in time but not struggling against it, since it will inevitably flow
in its cyclical fashion. Buddhists believe that by living in the moment
we are able to avoid the “disease of uncontrolled thought.”! Techniques
such as deep breathing, yoga, and meditation offer tools for helping
people become more “mindful,” that is, more aware of each thing as its
own sacred moment. These concepts are now being incorporated into
the medical field. “Mindful practice” is seen as contributing to stress
reduction, pain tolerance, and recovery from illness.*?
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One rationale for the linearity of time in Western culture is that a
sequential time framework lends itself well to increasing consumerism.
Global advertising seeks to convince consumers that they only have lim-
ited time on this planet, so they have to consume as much as possible. The
well-known credo “time is money” captures this position well. Although
it appears to be a phrase suited to the modern era, it’s been shown that
the idea can be traced back to the ancient Greek empire. Antiphon, an
orator who wrote speeches for defendants in court cases, recorded the
earliest known version of the saying: “The most costly outlay is time.”
Benjamin Franklin rendered the exact wording of the current version in
“Advice to a Young Tradesman” (1748), and the saying afterward came
into wide use.?

As Western concepts of time became a way of life during the indus-
trial revolution, as mentioned above, they also had a huge impact on the
physical form of the Western city. Each new invention facilitated new
relationships between city dwellers and the spaces they occupied. At
the beginning of the industrial revolution, as factories crowded in and
around the downtown hubs of cities, which had been defined by how far
one could walk, the invention of cable cars, electric trolleys, and subways
shifted the geometry of city life by the late nineteenth century beyond
the crowded center to new corridors of “streetcar suburbs.” Only a few
decades later, the next important invention—the internal combustion
engine—then facilitated yet another shift from rail line suburbs to free-
way suburbs. The city reinvented itself as a dispersed set of settlements
sprinkled across a decentralized freeway network. These spread out sub-
urbs then spawned more technologies to replace what had been lost
from the streetcar era. Cell phones, text messaging, social media, and car
radios, among other innovations, seek to facilitate human contact and
even to rekindle the lost sense of community in increasingly placeless
suburbs where we may be able to move faster but not necessarily to get
somewhere that makes us feel better.

'The entire planet is being swept up in a new era of instantaneity. Com-
puters and digital technology have played a central role in redefining
our sense of time, especially among younger generations, who thrive on
instant access to information through social media and micro-blogging.
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These trends have quickly spilled to the larger population. In most cit-
ies today, citizens have access to smart phones and mobile devices that
facilitate fast communication and instantaneity. The expectation to do
things quickly is accelerating, as mobile devices allow citizens to carry
out everyday tasks from buying a plane ticket to purchasing groceries
trom virtually anywhere, and often very quickly. Young people now text
each other more than they talk by phone. Twitter has become a global
phenomenon of sharing “shoot-from-the-hip” commentary (called
“tweets”) limited to a brief 140 characters and shared among growing
legions of digital “followers.” Mobile and rapid exchange of information
is exploding as innovators constantly invent new applications (“apps”)
to enhance rapid communication and information sharing at the fin-
gertips of almost everyone. One example is the “Summly” app, which
summarizes news articles for smart phone users. It was invented by a
UK teenager and purchased by Yahoo in March, 2013 for thirty million
dollars.3* The world seems to be moving faster.3

'The internet has evolved within this new era of spread out liv-
ing and “fast urbanism.” An array of online forms of rapid exchange
have emerged, most notably through the world of social media, post-
ing, and blogging. Facebook is the leading twenty-first century model
for social interaction, especially as mobile devices have improved to the
point of imitating laptop computers in more compact form (from smart
phones to iPads). Blogging has also become the new fast mechanism
for communicating, with dozens of major and minor blog communi-
ties emerging in a rapidly changing landscape. New websites epitomize
the changing world. One very notable one is Reddit, a social news and
entertainment site that is user controlled, with content supplied either
through posts or links. Many key writers, thinkers, and entertainers have
used this site to promote their work, though observers have also been
critical of how Reddit users actually define “news,” as opposed to edito-
rials or other commentary.3®

Meanwhile, entrepreneurs continue to employ the internet in new
ways. “Fast Company” is a business website founded in 1995 by two
tormer Harvard Business Review editors. It has advocated a number of
platforms, including one it calls “Fast Cities,” which it described as places
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that “are the cauldrons of creativity where the most important ideas and
organizations of tomorrow are centered. They attract the best and bright-
est. They are great places to work and live.”3” The site celebrates large
cities as collections of talent masses and innovation.*® A related webzine
from the site speaks of groups like the Institute for the Future (in Palo
Alto, California) which defines the “Fast City” as having: opportunity,
innovation (physical, cultural, intellectual), and energy, collections of
people who feed off each other. The point is that speed, in the form of
energy, innovation, and opportunity, translates to business success.

Knowing that people believe they need to live at a faster pace, entre-
preneurs have surfaced who market an array of new services that enable
people to speed up everyday tasks. Some work and others fail. In 2007, a
website called “Brijit” was launched; it offered such time-saving services
as paragraph summaries of complex themes, or express versions of games
like Monopoly and Scrabble, which get you through a whole game in
twenty minutes.*’ Brijit folded, but there are many start-up companies
emerging that offer internet shortcuts for banking, investment, travel,
shopping, paying bills, and searching for jobs. Speed dating and online
dating have become big businesses around the nation. Inventors and
entrepreneurs are searching for new ways to cash in on the growing
culture of speed. An exercise machine called “Range of Motion” was
marketed using claims that it can create the equivalent of a full workout
in only four minutes a day. It costs $14,615.4 Back in the mid 1990s,
when Steve Jobs was promoting the new iPod, he highlighted some of
the same themes—the new iPod was thirty times faster in downloading
music than any other MP3 player, it was “ultraportable,” and it had a ten
hour battery life that could be recharged in one hour.

Another example of the popular celebration of speed can be found
in the cultural phenomenon of “multi-tasking.” “Multi-tasking” is a
term that is now embedded in our everyday language and argued to
represent a form of innovation for a high tech society. In fact, it’s been
shown that multi-tasking is more wasteful than many people assume.
Neuro-scientific research suggests that the human brain is actually
not particularly good at multi-tasking. While some routine tasks can
be carried out simultaneously, humans are far more efficient when they
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Figure 1.3 iPod Ad, San Francisco
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

engage in one activity at a time. As one commentator notes: “Much of
what passes for multitasking is nothing of the sort: it is sequential tog-
gling between activities. And the research suggests that this flitting back
and forth is actually very unproductive: tasks can take more than twice
as long to complete when performed in this way.”*? Even in the busi-
ness world, companies are beginning to ask employees to focus on one
activity at a time and wall themselves oft from the barrage of electronic
interruptions whenever possible.

The Transformation of Work

We must also recognize the huge impact of the transformation of work in
the United States, which, over the last three to four decades, has dramati-
cally reduced leisure time for the average American, and simultaneously
increased stress levels. As mentioned above, since the 1970s Americans
have been working longer hours and receiving significantly less paid
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vacation time than their contemporaries in any other industrialized nation
in the world.* Americans are being squeezed from two directions—on the
one hand, they are driving back and forth to work from increasingly distant
suburbs with more congestion and delays; on the other hand, their work-
day is longer than ever, and they end up having either less quality time or
just less time to freely choose activities. With an ever higher percentage of
Americans now living in the suburbs, and with less quality time, more citi-
zens understandably feel stressed. They rush from one task to the other and,
on a very basic level, are unable to live a more “slow urbanist”life, engaging
in activities like walking, riding bicycles, reading, or gardening.* Thus, the
forces defining fast urbanism are not merely low density urban form and
technological dependence on automobiles, but also the greater degree to
which work has come to define the lives of so many suburban dwellers,
rushing around to use the diminished time they do have, while enjoying
less leisure time to pursue slower lifestyle activities.

The contemporary pattern of increasing the length of the workday
in the United States goes against the grain of American labor history.
Early in the nineteenth century, as the industrial revolution gained a
toothold in the U.S., labor unions were fighting for shorter workweeks,
since many factories had long been operating under twelve-hour work-
days. This battle continued for a century. In 1914, industrial giant Henry
Ford implemented a permanent decrease from nine-hour to eight-hour
days, because he was convinced that satisfied workers were more pro-
ductive. This philosophy caught on, and by 1937 President Franklin D.
Roosevelt crafted the New Deal, which enshrined the forty-hour work-
week, which became an iconic symbol of modern American culture. The
forty-hour workweek was based on scientific evidence that showed that
it maximized productivity and maintained high morale in the workforce.

But, beginning in the 1970s, a dramatic change unfolded—millions
of Americans suddenly began putting in ten and twelve-hour workdays.
Even though the U.S. Fair Labor Standards Actlegally obligates employ-
ers to maintain a regular forty-hour workweek, some have argued there
are too many exceptions to this law. For example, the generic category of
“professionals”is being used for a wide array of workers to skirt the forty-
hour workweek rule.* Explanations for the demise of the forty-hour
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workweek vary, but many social researchers agree that the trend started
with the emergence of “knowledge workers,” white collar jobs that were
viewed by employers as potentially less physically demanding than fac-
tory work, and therefore it was open to interpretation as to whether the
forty-hour workweek rule needed to be followed.*®

Some trace the change more directly to the evolution of a new class of
science/technology workers in California’s Silicon Valley in the 1970s.
‘These workers became legendary for their passion and quirky lifestyles,
showing up to work in blue jeans and sneakers at noon, but working
through to midnight on a daily basis. They developed a reputation for
their total commitment and enjoyment of their work as a way of life.
The lines between work and the rest of their lives blurred. These new tal-
ented programmers and engineering types were sometimes stereotyped
as “gecks,” but they made it clear that they considered the forty-hour
workweek and other protocols (like dress codes) as old fashioned, dull,
and out of touch with cutting edge changes in the emerging economy.*’
As a new cultural prototype began to form, it was celebrated in the
media and by best-selling authors.*®

During the 1980s the momentum continued to grow in favor of the
new work ethic and against labor unions. That decade overlapped with
the two-term presidency of Ronald Reagan (1981-9), an era in which
the new conservative political power bloc celebrated what might be
termed the “cult of the entrepreneur.” Work culture was shifting: where
in the past workers were unionized and usually loyal to one company for
life, with pensions, vacations, and so forth, the new cultural model was
that workers were being told to expect to change jobs every three to five
years.* In the new fast world, nothing stayed the same. A contemporary
corporate work ethic was taking hold, while the forty-hour workweek
was disappearing. In its place was a mandatory, exhausting, and possibly
illegal sixty-hour workweek. One observer said of this new develop-
ment that “the only inducement employers currently offer in exchange
for submitting yourself to this abuse is that you get to keep your job.”°

Today, nearly 86 percent of male workers and 66 percent of females
work more than forty hours per week in the United States. Every year
now, on the average, Americans work 137 hours more than the Japanese,
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260 hours more than the British, and an incredible 499 hours per year
more than the French!®! America is the only industrialized nation on the
planet that has no legally mandated annual leave. Most studies suggest
the U.S. still lags behind most affluent nations on granting paid vacation
leave. The United States averages a mere ten days of paid vacation annu-
ally, whereas the French get thirty days, Scandinavian countries receive
an average of twenty-five days, and most other nations, e.g. the United
Kingdom, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Australia and New Zealand,
average twenty days, more than twice the U.S.%?

'The effects of this combination of too many weekly work hours and
minimal vacations for Americans are quite clear. Americans simply have
less free time to enjoy leisure activity. What time they do have is so pre-
cious that they end up rushing around to accomplish all their errands,
and look for short cuts to speed up time to get to the cherished “lei-
sure time” that other “slow urbanist” cultures take for granted—walking,
engaging with neighbors, hiking, reading, and participating in local/
community activities.”> This development has been termed a “loss of
social capital,” because it signifies time lost that could be used to be part
of one’s community and contribute to it.

'The changing nature of work in the U.S. is on a collision course with
the urban built environment. On the one hand, there are documented
increases in workdays and workweeks. On the other hand, traffic con-
gestion for millions of commuters who travel back and forth to distant
suburbs has intensified over the last few decades.’* As a result, some
writers predict that more Americans will either move back to the inner
city or live in mixed use, pedestrian friendly new “smart growth” devel-
opments.” It’s too early to know if this trend will permanently change
the current suburban pattern, but for now American home sizes con-
tinue to grow, and recent studies show that four out of five prospective
home buyers still want a single family house in the suburbs.>®

Consumerism, Homogeneity and Urban Space

Fast urbanism is linked to the gradual homogenization of the urban built
environment. While most people accept the existence of corporate name
brands on individual consumer goods, it has perhaps been less obvious to



THE GLOBALIZATION OF URBAN SPRAWL 19

many observers that, like the products on the shelves in big box stores, the
landscapes of America’s metropolitan regions have themselves become
packaged and homogenized. From master planned lifestyle communities,
condo complexes, and strip malls, to mega-shopping centers, or down-
town festival marketplaces, we have become a nation of homogenized
places. Most of these places are located in the suburbs, which are them-
selves homogeneous entities. Seen from the air, the cookie cutter suburbs
of New Jersey look like those in Iowa, which in turn resemble those in
southern California.

During the second half of the twentieth century, transnational
companies like Coca Cola and McDonald’s sought to homogenize con-
sumer tastes, so they could then be controlled through advertising.’”
'The ideal consumer was the consumer who learned to behave in ritual
ways—eating, drinking, or staying in hotels, for example. This drive to
create uniform consumer taste, over the last three decades, has now been
transferred beyond consumer products to the larger built environment.
'The world is witnessing a gradual shift toward homogenization of built
landscapes—housing developments, retail centers, malls, hotels, and
streets.

Homogenized spaces often foster fast urbanism. Fast food (McDon-
ald’s), fast coffee (Starbucks) and fast purchasing (strip malls) are
examples. The process of packaging spaces is built around efficiency—
mass marketing of consumer spaces that can quickly absorb as many
buyers as possible, and give them the same product and service each
time. Further, many of these homogenized spaces are set up with the
premise that people in the modern world are busy, so they need their
consumer products quickly. Also, strip malls, shopping malls, drive-in
establishments, big box stores, and super-centers are designed for that
fast machine that moves people around cities—the automobile.

A guiding principle of global marketing has been termed the “culture-
ideology of consumerism.” “Consumerism” is roughly defined in this
context as a set of ideas aimed at making people believe that human
worth is best ensured and happiness best achieved through consumption
and acquisition of material wealth.’® Proponents of this point of view
argue that global corporations use advertising and transnational media
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Figure 1.4 Globalization and Homogeneity: McDonald'’s in Tijuana, Mexico
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

not merely to sell their products across the globe, but also to promote
a style of consumerism that becomes part of a standardized global cul-
ture.”’ Examples of globalized consumerism include soft drinks (such
as Coca Cola, Pepsi, and Sprite), fast food (McDonald’s, Burger King),
coffee (Starbucks), and cellular telephones (iPhone, android phones).
There are over seven thousand Starbucks stores outside the United
States. Some of the success in marketing these kinds of commodi-
ties globally is traced to corporate strategies to homogenize consumer
tastes. By engineering globally uniform consumer behavior (through
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advertising and the construction of recognizable images) multinational
corporations can better control the marketing of their products.®

But the global homogenization of consumer taste has shifted beyond
consumer products to the larger mainly suburban “built environment”™—
the malls and big box super-centers where we spend most of the time
away from our homes. For example, by the 1990s it was reported that
in the U.S. shopping had become the second most important leisure
time activity after watching T'V. Shopping was the new dominant mode
of public life. We have slowly shifted in our everyday lifestyles from
being public citizens to private consumers. The design and organization
of our city spaces reflect this transformation.

How did these packaged and highly controlled commercial land-
scapes evolve? One answer lies with the evolution of the late nineteenth
century time management theories mentioned earlier, including
“Taylorism.” Taylorism, a by-product of the modern industrial era, engi-
neered the crisp, orderly assembly-line approach to manufacturing. But
its principles were also to be applied to urban built environments. The
idea of exerting rational and bureaucratic control to mass-produce prod-
ucts within a factory was directed toward the task of mass-producing
houses after World War II. In the early 1950s, the company Levitt and
Sons began building the first mass-produced single family residential
subdivisions in the U.S. The first development was Levittown, built on
former potato fields in the Long Island suburbs of New York City (later
repeated in Pennsylvania). Levittown was notable for the standardized,
assembly-line approach to house construction, lot layouts, streets, and
communities.®?

'The Levitts built warehouses, woodworking shops, sand and gravel
plants, and plumbing services on site to control every aspect of Levit-
town’s construction. They created a template that would then be used
across the United States in the mass-produced residential suburbs built
over the next three decades. The Levittown model included systematic
control of every phase of production, even marketing and advertising.
Marketing professionals were trained to use a standardized sales pitch,
which emphasized catchy strategies aimed at convincing skeptical buyers—
they included emphasis on low down payments and low monthly costs
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(rather than the actual cost of the house, or the number of years it might
take to pay it off).%3

Levittown became the precursor for a massive wave of “cookie cut-
ter” suburban development in the U.S. Even though later suburbs would
become socially more diverse, the physical layouts and architectural
teatures of American suburbs remained furiously static and predict-
able, some might even say monotonous, and certainly gave a feeling of
being the quintessential packaged landscapes. One critic calls America’s
suburban residential developments “jive-plastic, commuter track home

764 QOthers refer to “cookie cutter houses, wide, treeless

waste lands.
sidewalk-free roadways, mindless, curving cul-de-sacs, a streetscape of
garage doors, a beige vinyl parody of Leave it to Beaver . . . not that you
would ever have reason to visit its monotonous moonscape.”®

These large scale suburban communities began as a kind of experi-
ment, a novel idea by Levitt and Company. But this approach to urban
development soon took off and became the defining business and design
approach to the development of urban land on America’s periphery.
Eventually, mass-produced and, later, master planned suburbs swept
across the nation and would define American cities for more than a half
century, and continue to do so today.®® Some critics believe this Taylor
model contributed to an emerging American indifference toward aes-
thetic and architectural beauty and uniqueness for individual houses, a
kind of numbness that has been part of a changing culture that persists

today. As one writer notes:

Architectural structure, surface, detail, are no longer communica-
tors of popular messages . . . our eyes are conditioned by film, video
and computers to see objects in states of representation, dramatiza-
tion, animation, and, of course, commodification. By comparison,
most buildings appear lethargic, devoid of life.®”

'The standardization of housing production mainly in suburban loca-
tions was introduced at about the same time as a system of rational
and uniform shopping mall development was being invented. Shopping
malls as predictable, sanitized, enclosed spaces of consumption became
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another anchor of the new suburban model. Even before the shopping
malls of American suburban development of the half century beginning
around 1960, however, there were earlier attempts to create large scale,
standardized spaces for consumption in cities. European cities began
experimenting with the construction of grandiose spaces for consump-
tion that would go beyond the individual shops that already existed on
the streets or in interior markets. The new approach in the late nine-
teenth century was to create spaces for many stores inside one grand
building, or what became known (in French) as magasin des nouveautés.
'These grand buildings had central halls, galleries, and a monumental
staircase. They were the first great department stores of cities; one of
the most famous in Paris was the Bon Marché, built 1869-72, an iron
and glass structure that included cafes, bars, and a reading room, as well
as the cutting edge interior elements of Art Nouveau—iron staircases,
domes and balustrades.®® Before the department stores, there had been
an earlier attempt to collect stores in a single space—covered iron and
glass arcades or “passages” in Paris and other European cities. Around
this time in Italy and elsewhere in Europe, entrepreneurs actually created
the first precursors to the modern shopping mall—palatial and elegant
glass and steel interior spaces referred to as “galleria” (or galleries)—one
in Milan and another in Naples.®’

Importantly, the early department stores are the first example of
modern city-builders and designers trying to invent predictable spaces
for the consumer culture of booming industrial cities of the era. As
industrial workers earned a good wage, more people had surplus income
and leisure time, so shopping spaces were emerging as important ele-
ments in the design of modern cities. But unlike the shopping malls of
the second half of the twentieth century, these earlier spaces were really
designed more for the upper classes, and tended to be mainly used by
them, although the working classes enjoyed visiting them and allow-
ing them to embody their hopes. The celebrated French novelist of that
era, Emile Zola, wrote an emblematic book in 1883 called Au Bonbeur
des Dames (The Ladies’ Delight) which was set in one of the Parisian
grand department stores of the era. It described the life of a twenty-
year-old sales woman who had migrated to Paris to find work. The main



24 THE GLOBALIZATION OF URBAN SPRAWL

character suffers thirteen-hour workdays, poor food and living condi-
tions, and works in a place that Zola characterizes as being destructive
of the neighborhood scale shops. Zola goes on to suggest that these
grand department stores for the rich, like the famous Bon Marché, were
symbols of capitalism, and the elevation of fashion and shopping to rec-
reational pastimes for the upper classes. In fact, some would say that this
first generation of mass stores created the women’s modern equivalent of
a downtown men’s club.”

Department stores represented the first large scale generic spaces
of consumerism in modern cities. Once the department store became
successful, its prototype was recreated in most Western cultures. It
became a sound investment for wealthy investors and property owners
in the twentieth century. During the 1920s, a developer in Kansas City,
Missouri, came up with the idea of building a “modern shopping center”
away from downtown. In 1922, J.C. Nichols built the first one, named
Country Club Plaza, as part of a larger plan for a mixed use/residential
development. During the 1940s and 1950s, the first suburbs in the U.S.
acquired large scale stores like Sears Roebuck and Montgomery Ward’s.

But the real explosion in the scale of uniform consumer spaces came
with the proliferation of regional shopping malls in the suburbs of cit-
ies across the United States. The first indoor shopping mall was built in
Edina, Minnesota, in 1956, not coincidentally around the same time the
McDonald’s franchise was launched in California, and later in Arizona
and Illinois.”* Fast food and shopping malls were both symbols of a new
age of car-oriented consumerism that would explode onto the scene
in the post-1950 era. The first mall was designed by Austrian architect
Victor Gruen, who would later go on to design fifty shopping malls in
the U.S. over the next twenty years. The mall in Edina was the first fully
enclosed, climate controlled shopping space.” It had a garden courtyard,
theater, goldfish pond, aviary, hanging plants, and an orchestra. Shop-
ping malls would soon become part of the daily culture of suburban
communities. By the year 2000, there were more than 45,000 shopping
malls in the U.S., occupying some 5.47 billion square feet of space.”

If shopping malls represented one important form of homogenized and
mass-produced commercial space that dominated the urban periphery of
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American cities, certainly the other important post-war prototype that
came a bit later was the big box store, also known as the “mega-store” or
superstore. The big box phenomenon is epitomized by Walmart. In 1962,
Sam Walton and his brother opened the first Walmart in Rogers, Arkan-
sas. Two other future superstores—Target and K-mart—opened their first
stores around the same time. By the 1970s and 1980s, another type of
mega-store, the retail warehouse, also was introduced; the two successful
companies were Price Club (which later became Costco) and Sam’s Club.
These various enterprises spread across the U.S., and by the 1990s the
big box era was at full tilt. By far the main geographic location for these
mega-stores was in U.S. suburban regions, where land was available, and
where economic expansion was ripe for these kinds of businesses. Indeed,
the proliferation of superstores and big box projects was aided by the stock
market and housing booms of the 1990s and 2000s, as well as by loose
credit. As more Americans moved to suburbs, and into ever larger homes,
there was a greater demand for more home consumer goods to fill their
expanding residences, and thus a demand for big box retail outfits near
where the expanding peripheral populations were moving.

In fact, research has shown that companies like Walmart and Target
used an aggressive strategy to market the location of new stores: they
would tell the town government that if it refused them a permit for con-
struction, they would simply get one from a neighboring town—the traffic
and other negative impacts would still be there, but now that town would
lose the tax revenues that might help them mitigate those problems. This
proved to be a winning strategy. By 1990, Walmart had 1,700 stores in
the U.S. and was the largest retailer in the nation. It soon began to look to
expand in others parts of the world, beginning in Latin America. A wave
of stores opened in Mexico, Puerto Rico, Brazil, Argentina, and Canada,
and later a second wave in China, South Korea, Germany, and the United
Kingdom. By the year 2000, Walmart had nearly one million employees
in the U.S,, the second largest employer in the nation after the Federal
government. By 2004, it had over 1.4 million employees worldwide, with
3,600 U.S. stores, 1,600 super-centers, and over 1,000 stores in Europe,
Asia, and South America.”* In 2012, Walmart had 4,200 stores in the
U.S. and over 6,000 in other parts of the world.”
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Big box, mega-stores, and super-centers have become the standard
in US suburban design, and part of the everyday lives of suburban
dwellers. These symbols of mass consumerism and super-sizing have
also witnessed a counter-movement. Citizen groups have formed to
fight back, books are being published and studies of the destructive
impacts of big box developments on community life and traditional
business districts are being carried out. The biggest environmen-
tal concerns are massive increases in traffic, air pollution, and noise
around super-centers, and the loss of neighborhood scale shops and a
sense of community when people only travel long distances to shop.
One survey, for example, in the state of Iowa found that since 1983
the arrival of Walmarts has led to the shutting down of 50 percent of
other clothing stores, 30 percent of hardware stores, 29 percent of shoe
stores, and 26 percent of other department stores, as well as a decrease
in tourism, less historic preservation, and a decline in the vitality of

downtown business districts.”®

Figure 1.5 Big Box Stores and the American Mania for “Stuff”
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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Despite all the consumerism in the United States, one could ask the
question: does more consumption indicate a better quality of life? While
“quality of life” is a somewhat abstract construct, one can argue that
whether people are consuming more household goods is not necessarily
a measure of their well-being. Such critical matters as health care, edu-
cation, and psychological contentment, for example, are distinct from
the consumption of everyday goods and services. According to some
sources, since the 1970s, while economic activity and consumption may
have increased, levels of social welfare have, in fact, declined.””

'The standardization of consumer spaces has not been confined within
the U.S. There has been a massive globalization of shopping malls, fast
food restaurants, hotels, resorts, and other urban spaces. Shopping mall
designs have become generic—these enclosed spaces look strikingly
similar in China, Ireland, Mexico, or Brazil. Malls have a standardized
site plan and design concept—it includes the use of anchor stores, public
areas for walking and sitting, food courts, movie theaters, and restau-
rants. Malls are designed to look like any one of various international
architectural styles that are promoted by the mass media. The idea is to
promote the notion that it is good to consume wherever one is, and that
what is important is what you consume, and not where you are. In the
words of one writer, “consumerism provides the defining set of prac-
tices and beliefs—in a word, shopping—that aspires to transcend the
very real differences that exist between geographical, ethnic and cultural
communities, at ‘home’ and ‘abroad’.””8

The twenty-first century is witnessing the evolution of more pre-
dictable commodified spaces in cities—privatized streets, festival
marketplaces, airports, and giant mall complexes. It is believed that
these consumer spaces, in part, replace the traditional downtown as the
primary pedestrian scale gathering place for post-modern city dwell-
ers.”” Consider the example of a futuristic street such as “City Walk” on
the west side of Los Angeles. The architects successfully re-created the
scale and the feel of a pedestrian street in a privatized, closed mall; each
store is visually presented as a separate facade, giving the impression of
a street lined with individual buildings. City Walk promotes itself as a
network of city streets where people can walk and interact. In fact, it is
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a large private shopping center disguised as a small village of pedestrian
spaces, lined with restaurants, clothing boutiques, specialty stores, and
movie theaters. This kind of new urban space reflects the evolution of
entertainment-oriented public consumerist spaces, dubbed “architain-
ment.”®® City Walk-type developments are being planned and built in
other parts of the world, including China, Japan, and South Korea.?!

Globalization of the American Suburb: from
the Southwest Border to Latin America

American suburbs, with all their environmental challenges, have not
been confined to our continent; the suburban model has spread across
our southern borders, over the last three decades, to Mexico, then to
Central and South America, and finally to other continents across the
planet.®? It’s important to remember that the building of suburbs was
one plank in the larger project of American modernity. Marshall Berman
has defined modernism as “any attempt by modern men and women
to become subjects as well as objects of modernization, to get a grip
on the modern world and make themselves at home in it.”%? Thus, one
must remember that as American cities grew after World War 11, and as
freeways and suburban communities were being laid out, the world was
watching. In Brazil, architects Lucio Costa and Oscar Neimeyer were so
enamored of the modernist project that they designed an entire city, the
new national capital of Brasilia, using the principles of modern urban
design. That city, constructed in only three years, quickly revealed the
dangers of designing with a limited palette of modernist ideals. In Ber-
man’s words, Brasilia quickly became “immense empty spaces in which
the individual feels lost, as alone as a man on the moon.”%*

The important point here is that America’s suburb was part of what
one scholar has termed a “global project.”® Following World War II,
the U.S. became the center of a global economy based on free trade.
However, that global dominance was not only economic; it was also
cultural. The U.S. made a conscious effort to build more spread out cit-
ies, in part because the Federal government saw the marketing value of
projecting America as prosperous and the image of a family living in
safe suburbs as the American dream, which nations all over the world
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might aspire to. So the suburb became a place that exemplified Ameri-
can freedom, security, and the promise of prosperity. At the same time,
it has been argued that homeownership, mainly in the new suburbs,
would be yet one more way to protect the values of capitalism against
the tide of socialism. Suburban developer Levitt, who built the iconic
Levittowns on the east coast, was quoted as saying: “No man who owns
his own house and lot can be a communist.”%

Across the planet, after World War II, America’s image as a democ-
racy and as world economic leader also became a cultural model for
consumerism and community-building. American images and ideas
central to the lifestyle of its new suburbs—supermarkets, automobiles,
super-highways, and motels—were exported to other nations. The
American post-war dream was concretized in the form of the single
tamily suburban home, the cul-de-sac community, the local shopping
center, and the family car, as opposed to the crowded, high crime, indus-
trial cities.

The post-war suburb did not entirely live up to the idyllic marketing
images of the 1950s and 1960s. Three important examples of colossal
urban sprawl—San Diego, Las Vegas, and Phoenix—spread across the
deserts and fragile ecosystems along the southwest border of the U.S.
Suburbanization in Mexico, moving from the national capital Mexico
City where the first experiments in building “suburbs” began in the
1940s and 1950s, to the border city of Tijuana, where American style
suburbs burst on the scene in the 1990s, speaks to a larger phenomenon
sweeping across that nation. After less than twenty years, new Ameri-
can style suburbs, which sought to copy U.S. trends in the construction
of automobile-based, gated communities, are in trouble. Many of these
new suburbs were poorly designed, isolated, and lacking services. In a
tew cases, entire subdivisions are either sparsely occupied or even aban-
doned. In Brazil, similar problems can be seen in the mega-coastal
suburbs south and west of Rio de Janeiro.

It is important to point out that the periphery of most Latin Ameri-
can cities has been occupied by what anthropologists, development
experts, planners, urbanists, and other social science researchers began
calling “squatter settlements” or “shantytowns” as early as the 1950s.
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When Latin America entered the modern era, experimenting with
strategies of import substitution, as well as seeking giant international
development loans to promote urban/industrial development during
that period, massive waves of rural migrants flowed toward the cities
in search of work. As we now know from more than five decades of
research, these migrants arrived with virtually no liquid capital and no
permanent source of employment. They soon became part of a boom-
ing “informal” street economy, which only provided temporary sources
of wealth. Faced with no real prospect of renting or purchasing homes
in the “formal” housing market, millions of city-ward migrants chose
to squat on, or occupy, land, usually on the outskirts of cities and often
in floodplains or canyons, on steep sloping hillsides, or other less desir-
able land isolated from the “formal city.” Over time, these temporary
encampments of shacks and cardboard or wooden homes morphed
into permanent slums, which now crowd across the periphery of Latin
America’s urban areas, with few signs of going away.®” What is new,
however, is that the periphery has also begun to attract elite enclaves of
upper and upper middle class residents seeking the typical lifestyle of
the post-war U.S. suburb.

Is there an alternative to the fast world of mass-produced suburbs? In
the end, I am arguing for the foundation of “slow urbanism,”at the scale of
city, community, and individuals. I stitch together several of the important
rationales and movements for an alternative urbanism, one that moves
away from the modern suburban design prototype. I argue that citizens
want to be both actively and passively engaged with their living spaces.®
Cities need to recapture a more human scale,? as reflected in the design
of buildings and spaces. As a simple example, in France the arrangement
of tables in cafes is permanently designed so chairs face outward toward
the street. More generally, across the United States citizens are rising up
to take back their streets and communities, whether it is women “taking
back the night” by promoting safety in cities, or neighborhoods making
streets more livable and promoting “placemaking.” The importance of
public life and community is illustrated by the growing global movement
to revitalize older public spaces in cities like New York, Chicago, Paris,
Rome, London, Mexico City, and Rio de Janeiro, or to create vibrant new
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Figure 1.6 The Parisian Cafe Is a Form of Slow Urbanism
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

public places in cities like Barcelona, Portland, San Diego, and Denver.”!

These social movements to take back streets and other public places, or
to become more engaged with local spaces and communities, represent
the kind of “slow urbanism” we need to offset the mistakes of the late
twentieth century legacy of fast, mass-produced suburbs.
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EcoLoGICAL CRISIS ON
THE URBAN PERIPHERY

The second half of the twentieth century can be called the era of the
American suburb.! The urban form that preceded it, the late nineteenth
and early twentieth century American city, was far more compact, a city
of “streetcar suburbs” where people walked or used mass transit to move
around. The image of those “mass transit” cities where formally dressed
men and women walked everywhere or rode the trolley, while living
at close quarters in brownstones or masonry apartment buildings, may
seem old fashioned. Yet, the higher density design forms from these
earlier periods deserve our attention when juxtaposed against the unsus-
tainable ecologies of ill health, traffic fatalities, air pollution, and fast
living that our late twentieth century urban sprawl produced.

Urban sprawl kills. The built environment of fast urbanism and suburbs
has spawned traffic fatalities, road rage, air pollution, and documented
threats to public health. Its auto-centric design causes us to walk less
and has sparked an epidemic of obesity and higher rates of hyperten-
sion, heart disease, diabetes, and early death. Its wide open spaces have
given us large yards and big front lawns, but that same luxury of space
has mesmerized us into assuming we can just keep building further out,
live in bigger houses, drive larger cars, and shop in bigger box stores,
even as we deplete the earth’s supply of precious fossil fuels. Its design
emphasizes our individuality and encourages us to consume more and
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think less about our civic obligations. It saps our social capital, leaving
us with less time and less ability to build communities of like-minded
citizens who care about public health and ecology.

The construction of an automobile-oriented, decentralized metro-
polis, filled with low density single family developments in uniformly
designed subdivisions with cul-de-sacs and curvilinear streets, was one
of the pillars of the American modernist city-building project. Modernists
in Europe celebrated the “machine age” city by focusing on mass pro-
duced high rise office buildings and apartment complexes at relatively
high densities. America embraced the high rise architecture identified
with Swiss architect Le Corbusier, and this shaped the central busi-
ness districts of New York City, Chicago, and other large cities. But
America also developed its own cultural agenda for a rational, orderly,
auto-centric urbanism aimed at the open lands that lie beyond cities: the
low rise suburbs. If the design pinnacle of rationalist, high rise moder-
nity was the glass and steel skyscraper, then its counterpart for low rise
modernity was the planned suburb, facilitated by the favored tool of
post-war modernist planners—single use zoning.

The “machine” that anchored the urbanism of single family subdi-
visions, strip malls, and post-1950s suburbia was the automobile, not
the skyscraper. Of one of the icons of utopian modern architecture, the
planned city of Brasilia, critic Robert Hughes wrote: “In the future,
everyone would have a car and so the car, as in Corbusier’s dreams,
would abolish the street.”?

Historian Kenneth Jackson posits four key factors that shaped the evo-
lution of America’s suburbs: transportation technology, changing cultural
values, a romantic connection to nature, and Jeffersonian anti-urbanism.3
Taken together, these elements would reconfigure the geography of
American cities over the next century and half, with the United States
shifting from being a nation of relatively compact cities to one of decen-
tralized metropolitan form. As a result, the post-1950 spatial trends are
quite startling: from one-fourth of the total population living in the sub-
urbs in 1950, to two-thirds of Americans in suburbs after 2010.*

'Think back to the 1800s. American cities were still densely populated
and pedestrian in scale. People of all social classes and backgrounds
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often lived alongside each other. But, over the next half century, the
introduction of new forms of transportation technology—the steam
terry, horse car, cable car, and elevated rail—forever altered the spa-
tial form of American cities. Each technological innovation built the
momentum for a wholesale exodus of city dwellers from the original
urban core. In the 1870s and 1880s, the first “streetcar suburbs” of
America, from Boston to San Francisco, allowed people to move away
from increasingly crowded downtowns, with their congested warehouse
and financial zones, factories, and densely occupied immigrant tene-
ment districts. Rail suburbs initiated what became the driving theme for
modern American city-building: escape from the congestion, noise, and
pollution of the traditional urban core. Ironically, that original desire to
escape the impending environmental crisis of rapid industrial growth
in the central city—air pollution, traffic, and noise—would eventually
reproduce another version of those problems on the urban periphery.
Developing technology also inspired a longing to reconnect with nature.
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, utopian thinkers like
Ebenezer Howard, Lewis Mumford, and others advocated the creation of
“garden suburbs” or “rail suburbs”; these early utopian villages on the urban
periphery included what would now be considered sustainable design
practices—growing local food, encouraging mixed land use development,
and locating residential and work locations in the same place. Unfortu-
nately, most of these utopian suburbs were never realized at any large scale.
Another force historians believe fed the demand for suburban growth
was a growing American cultural emphasis on domesticity and privacy.
Following the massive densification of downtowns from the middle to
late nineteenth century, American city dwellers yearned for both more
aesthetic beauty and the introduction of nature back into urban life.’
'These forces continued to feed the nation’s fervor to get away from
the increasing chaos and overcrowding of late nineteenth century
industrial cities. Historians argue that the nineteenth century was also
defined by the expansion of the American frontier, the move westward
toward the wilderness, the opening of new lands, and the discovery of
vast resources—mineral wealth, forests, fishing, and new fertile lands
for agriculture. This “frontier spirit” and what was essentially a rural
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economy in colonial America led some American leaders to argue for
a nation built around its rural, rather than its urban, heritage. In this
Jeffersonian “anti-urban” view, cities were seen as mere necessities for
housing government or trade operations or for the building of military
bases. But most Americans, argued the “anti-urbanists,” should strive for
a family life close to the land in small rural villages or in the countryside.®

Rail and streetcar suburbs dominated the first waves of urban growth
toward the periphery. This phase lasted about a half century. But by the
early decades of the twentieth century, the invention of the automobile
would slowly begin a second dramatic transformation in the outward
growth of the American metropolis.

In the first phase of automobile urbanism, “elite auto suburbs” were
built for the minority of wealthy people who could drive the early versions
of cars from their new homes back into the city for work or recreation.
'The second phase, which started after World War 11, was the one that
has defined American cities ever since. This phase of “freeway automo-
biles” was ignited when the U.S. federal government passed the Interstate
Highway Act in 1956, unleashing the construction of a national inter-
and intra-city highway infrastructure; it also created the Federal Housing
Administration, which organized a national financing program to grant
low interest mortgages to working class and other war veterans. Millions
of Americans flocked to the waves of mass produced suburbs, beginning
in the 1950s and 1960s and continuing well up to the present day.’”

One of the less obvious but critical shifts that occurred with this
massive exodus was the dramatic separation of workplace and residence
that became permanently ingrained by the suburbanization of the U.S.
When cities were more compact, as factories were built during the early
industrial revolution, it was possible for workers to live in close proxim-
ity to their place of employment. From a labor politics point of view, this
helped empower workers, as they saw a connection between their job
and their overall quality of life. Indeed, early industrialists actually built
company towns to house their workers. However, once they realized
that when workers lived near the factory, their discontent with indus-
trial capitalism was intensified (for example by living close to industrial
pollution), very quickly the phase of building company towns began to



SPRAWL KILLS 41

disappear.® Some large companies actually left downtown and moved
outside the city to get away from the union politics of downtown.

Eventually, industrial capital found it more advantageous for workers
to be dispersed, and not live in a single community close to the work-
place. Of course, this job/housing imbalance would become one of the
defining ecological dilemmas of urban sprawl, since highly dispersed
workers require enormous supplies of energy to travel to equally dis-
persed work locations. Further, the only way to get to those locations is
by car, the very machine that may not be sustainable in the future.

The Age of Sprawl Begins

With the dawn of the new millennium, there was a notable flurry of
books and studies of suburbanization by scientists, architects, planners,
urban scholars, journalists, and ecologists. The buzzword underlying the
critiques of suburbs can be captured in a single word: “sprawl.” “Sprawl”
was defined in one study as “a process of large-scale real estate develop-
ment resulting in low density, scattered, discontinuous, car-dependent
construction, usually on the periphery of declining older suburbs and
shrinking city centers.” The ecological problems of suburbs became the
catalysts for new paradigms of thinking and for the creation of coali-
tions of architects, planners, and environmentalists to promote “new
urbanism” or “smart growth.” These terms have gradually become part of
the mainstream of discourse within the city planning, architecture, and
urban design professions.

Before we consider the various environmental and public health
problems of urban sprawl, it’s fair to recognize that not everyone
believes America’s suburbs are dysfunctional. Real estate consultants,
conservative media, and what one author has labeled as “populist” aca-
demics represent what we might call a loose coalition of defenders of
late twentieth and early twenty-first century suburban sprawl.’® One
simple argument used to defend this prototype of urban design is that if
Americans want to live in sprawling communities, a free enterprise sys-
tem should allow them to do just that. In the words of one advocate for
traditional U.S. suburbs: “It is my view that people should be generally
free to do whatever they want unless they inflict harm on their fellow
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citizens.”!! A variation on this theme is that, in a democracy, living in a
sprawling community is a basic constitutional right or “freedom.”

Another common pro-suburbia rationale might be termed the “real
estate thesis,” or the argument that, whether or not they are environ-
mentally perfect, suburbs create value.!? This view generally holds that
suburbs are good because a larger share of American wealth is located
there. An example of this optimism is found in a mid-2005 statement
by a well known urban economist from southern California: “Instead of
clustering in large, crowded cities, Americans are building bigger and
bigger houses.”?® There have not been very many social scientific studies
that defend suburban development. But in one of them urban sprawl is
argued to be healthy for Americans because it allows privacy, mobility,
and choice, and because a version of sprawl did, in fact, exist throughout
history in some form or other.'* On the latter point, however, the urban
sprawl found during the Roman Empire, or in other ancient cities, is
significantly dwarfed by the scale of twenty-first century sprawl, lead-
ing some to consider the contemporary version as an entirely distinct
ecological phenomenon. As one Harvard urban design scholar wrote, “a
billion sprawlers is a cause for worry.”'®

Beyond this small group of urban sprawl defenders, more overwhelm-
ing has been the early twenty-first century outpouring of books and
scientific studies that address the environmental and design problems
of the American suburbia-building project. In one key work of the era,
the authors speak of five critical built components of sprawl: housing
subdivisions, shopping centers, office parks, disconnected public build-
ings surrounded by parking lots, and roadways. They go on to say that
“the problem with suburbia is that, in spite of all its regulatory controls,
it is not functional; it simply does not efficiently serve society or pre-
serve the environment.”'® Many of the scientific studies make another
critical point about suburban sprawl—that you can debate whether it
is culturally, aesthetically, or ideologically the right solution for urban
living, but there is no doubt that the principal problem of suburban
sprawl lies in its hidden public health costs: traffic congestion and air
pollution, highway fatalities, obesity and diseases that result from lack
of physical activity, overemphasis on private space, and the resulting lost
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social capital combined with greater socio-psychological stress. These

five issues represent the public health ecologies of fast urbanism.!

Urban Sprawl and Air Pollution

'The way suburbs are deliberately shaped forces people to drive more. The
design of most suburbs has been termed a “loop and lollipop” configu-
ration,'® where residential, commercial, and office clusters or “pods” of
housing subdivisions are isolated from one another, requiring separate
automobile trips for every errand and every destination. Thus, the typical
suburban resident makes numerous daily trips by car to work, shop, attend
school, pick up a package at the post office, visit a friend, or eat dinner in
a restaurant. Moreover, as new housing subdivisions have migrated fur-
ther and further out, and with no attempt to match the workplace with
the location of residences, Americans are driving even more miles, and
the pattern of sprawl has become even more problematic. All of these
trips and additional driving in stop-and-go traffic mean more auto emis-
sions are being deposited across suburban regions of the U.S.

For example, in Atlanta, between 1982 and 1997, 571,000 acres of
land were added to the urbanized region through the construction of new
suburbs. During this period, 1.3 million new inhabitants moved into the
urban region, and the total number of miles driven more than doubled. By
2001, the average Atlanta resident drove 34 miles/day, yet those numbers
were even more skewed in the suburbs, where residents drove as many as
44 miles/day; meanwhile, the average number of miles driven by residents
who lived in and near the inner city averaged 0-12 miles/day.’ In another
study of thirteen neighborhoods in Los Angeles and San Francisco, sci-
entists found much lower rates of automobile commuting in high density,
transit-oriented urban neighborhoods, as opposed to suburbs.?’ Further,
in a national analysis of forty-four metropolitan counties with over one
million population, the data shows that higher densities and higher inci-
dence of mixed land uses generate lower rates of automobile commuting.?!

When people drive more, there is a corresponding increase in auto
emissions and air pollution. This produces measurable negative public
health outcomes in the high commuting zones (the suburbs), including
asthma and other respiratory diseases, cancer, and premature mortality.
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Cars and trucks generate 77 percent of all the carbon monoxide pollu-
tion in cities, 56 percent of nitrous oxides, 30 percent of carbon dioxide,
and 47 percent of volatile organic compounds.?? A study of the Seat-
tle metropolitan area demonstrated that neighborhoods with “sprawl
characteristics” (low density, separated land uses, disconnected street
networks) consistently tested out with higher levels of air pollution than
neighborhoods not having sprawl elements.?* A comprehensive analysis
of air quality in forty-five major U.S. metropolitan areas used a sprawl
index defined around four elements: centeredness, connectivity, density,
and land use mix. Based on this index, the analysis found that sprawling
regions of the U.S. have higher ozone levels than do compact regions.?*

Exposure to toxic levels of air pollution produces respiratory health
problems like asthma, especially among children. Air pollution can lead
to early mortality, particularly exposure to particulate matters (PM);
again, this is especially true for young children whose lung tissue is more
vulnerable.?> In general, polluted air from automobiles carries known
carcinogens from volatile organic compounds such as benzene, styrene,
and toluene. These chemicals evaporate from gasoline and are present in
exhaust fumes that can be breathed in by those living near roads, and
also by commuters sitting inside their cars in traffic. In fact, these car-
cinogen exposures are associated with higher rates of lung cancer, and
studies show that people living near freeways are especially vulnerable.?®

Automobile emissions are scientifically linked with several major air
pollutants—ozone, PM, and nitrous oxides—all of which are associated
with lung related health problems for people living in urbanized regions.
Studies point to higher levels of acute or chronic respiratory illnesses
for residents living near roads with heavy traffic. In Los Angeles, for
example, scientists have shown that children living closer to air pollu-
tion sources have lower levels of lung growth than those living in less
polluted neighborhoods.?’

By consolidating growth in the future, new urbanist, higher density,
mixed use communities would hopefully cut down on the need to drive.
As people walk more to shops, schools, and even jobs, there would be
some limited decrease in miles driven, and thus in air pollution levels.
However, the higher density centers, for those using cars, might also
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cause some increases in traffic, and thus higher localized levels of air
pollution. This would mean that any future planning in the outer sub-
urbs would need to take greater steps to discourage automobile use and
provide efficient alternative transportation (bicycle paths, jitneys, bus
rapid transit, or well designed pedestrian zones).

Traffic Accidents and Road Rage

Another public health concern associated with urban sprawl lies in the
statistical pattern of fatal and near fatal accidents that occur in suburbia.
Automobiles cause an average of 40,000 deaths per year in the U.S. and
3.4 million injuries, and impose a cost of $200 billion dollars annually.?®
Not all of those deaths, injuries, and costs are linked to suburban loca-
tions. However, it’s been suggested that one can use the epidemiological
concept of “time at risk” to argue that, in sprawling suburbs, people are
spending more and more time in their cars, due to increased congestion
and the location of developments further and further out. Driving more
means suburban dwellers are putting themselves at greater risk.” When
people need to drive longer distances, and spend long hours in their cars,
they become either fatigued or irritable, both of which can increase their
risk of getting into an accident, not to mention other negative health
impacts related to stress. With the addition of cell phones and the distrac-
tion of talking or texting while driving, there is even more risk today for
those drivers who are spending longer amounts of time in their cars.®
For example, in 2010, the National Safety Council released estimates that
showed that about 28 percent of all traffic crashes—or at least 1.6 million
crashes each year—involve drivers using cell phones and texting.3! The
National Highway Traffic Safety Administration says that the percentage
of traffic deaths associated with “driver distraction”is on the rise. Between
2005 and 2010, the percentage of fatalities due to distraction, as a propor-
tion of total traffic accident deaths, increased from 10 to 16 percent.*?
'The nature of highway and road design in sprawling communities often
adds to the probability of traffic accidents. Cul-de-sac designs funnel resi-
dential loop and curvilinear roads into wider “feeder” roads that encourage
faster speeds and higher volumes of traffic. Yet those feeder roads also
teature design elements like excessive width, curb cuts, and driveways that
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allow quick access in and out of shopping centers, office parks, and other
destinations. Many accidents tend to concentrate along these feeder roads
due to high speed, congestion, and the aforementioned design elements.
For example, a study of street widths in Colorado showed that, out of all
the design elements on those streets—width, trees, building height, curb
cuts—width was the highest predictor of risk of collision.>3

Studies demonstrate that sprawl increases car-related deaths. The
most comprehensive study of 448 metropolitan counties in 101 urban
areas of the U.S. ranked all counties using a sprawl index. Controlling for
age, income, and household size, it found a strong correlation between
sprawl and traffic fatalities. In the most spread out,low density suburban
counties of the U.S., the study found traffic fatalities ten times higher
than in more compact counties.>*

Aside from motorists being injured or killed by other motorists,

pedestrians walking in urban sprawl communities are more likely to be

Figure 2.1 Freeway and Feeder Road Designs Contribute to Higher Traffic Accident Rates
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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hurt or to die in car accidents than in non-sprawl communities. The
higher accident rates in suburbs are attributed to road design features
that apparently increase the risk of motorist accidents. Those features
include: multiple lanes at high speeds, no sidewalks, long distances
between intersections (which allow drivers in cars to speed up too much),
and roadways lined with multiple large scale commercial facilities or
residential complexes.> As an example, the rates of auto-induced deaths
to pedestrians are far lower in New York City (2.2/100,000 inhabitants),
Chicago (2.5), and Philadelphia (2.5) than they are in more sprawling
urban regions like Dallas (3.0), Phoenix (4.), and Tampa (6.6).3
Interestingly, most families who move to suburbs do so because they
view them as safer for their children. Parents especially fear that inner
city neighborhoods have higher crime rates, including homicides. This
idea was challenged in a study done by the University of Virginia. The
study looked at the risk of dying in fifteen metropolitan areas over a
fifteen year period, focusing on two causes of death: traffic accidents and
being murdered by a stranger. It found that the risk of traffic fatality was
highest in the counties in the U.S. with the greatest sprawl (using popu-
lation density as an indicator). For each metropolitan area in the study,
the risk of dying in a traffic accident in the suburbs was far greater than
the risk of being murdered by a stranger in the central city.?’
Americans now spend, on average, about fifteen hours per week in
their cars (over two hours per day). One might suggest that driving mostly
alone in an automobile makes people more self-absorbed and less civic.
Marshall McLuhan once wrote that: “The car has become . . . an article
of dress without which we feel uncertain, unclad, and incomplete.”®
People not only spend time driving in their cars; they have also begun
to live out many functions of their lives within the space of their cars.
According to John Nihoff, a professor of gastronomy at the Culinary
Institute of America, in the U.S. people are eating, on average, 19 percent
of their daily meals in their cars, if you include snacks such as dough-
nuts. In fact, food-related auto accidents have become so commonplace
that one Michigan-based insurance company compiled a list of the ten
most dangerous foods to eat while driving. Drivers are distracted eating
items that spill all over their clothes or car. These include fried chicken or



48 SPRAWL KILLS

barbecued foods, which drip, and jelly and cream filled doughnuts, which
squirt.* The automobile can be like a “second home.” Activities like eat-
ing, entertainment, putting on makeup, or doing office work are now
considered part of life inside the automobile. Observing that texting, lis-
tening to expensive sound systems, and even watching TV are done in the
car, one writer commented that “the car of the future is not so much a car
as a mobile pleasure dome. And the driver of the future, with both hands
free to ensure minimal cappuccino spillage, is hardly a driver at all.”*

If the automobile is a self-enclosed extension of the home, social and
environmental psychologists hypothesize that it may also be an exten-
sion of the self, and the ego. With city dwellers spending more and more
time in their cars, especially those who live in suburbs, there is more time
than ever for stress and other psychological illnesses to impact automobile
driver behaviors. This has come to light in studies of “road rage.” Experts
on the psychology of rage have identified a continuum of behaviors.
These range from simple frustration to expressions of rage that gradu-
ally become more violent. “Road annoyance”is defined as having negative
thoughts towards another driver or verbalizing the negativity, for example
by muttering, in a manner that is not communicated to the other driver.
'These actions are considered within the bounds of normal behavior by
experts. “Aggressive driving”—speeding, weaving in and out of traffic, and
deliberately disregarding traffic control signals such as red lights—crosses
the line into unhealthy behavior. The aggressive driver may or may not be
angry at others, but this conduct is obviously selfish, because it potentially
endangers the safety of others. “Road rage” unfolds when someone acts in
a way that triggers a highly dangerous response from another driver, for
example pulling up alongside another motorist and making an obscene
gesture. These more extreme behaviors—hostile stares, yelling, obscene
gestures, pressing the horn, flicking headlights up and down, spitting,
throwing objects, or retaliation by cutting off or tailgating—have even
come to include felonious acts such as brandishing or actually firing a
gun, ramming a vehicle as a weapon, and stalking with the intention of
causing physical harm. One of the definitive national studies on road rage
found that in more than half of a sample of over 500 road rage incidents

the behaviors approached that of a psychological disorder.!
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In the end, road rage may be one unfortunately unhealthy mecha-
nism for acting out the anxieties and stress of driving in increasingly
congested urban settings. It is known, for example, that some drivers
develop a competitive attitude toward other drivers’ performances, and
then act out feelings of either superiority or insecurity. Drivers may use
motoring in their car as a way to enhance their self-esteem—where they
act out their need to take more risks than others or to criticize or harass

those they consider to be inferior drivers.*

Sprawl and Obesity

One of the critical public health crises of our time is obesity. Over one-
third of all adults on the planet, some 1.46 billion people, are reported to
be obese or overweight. These numbers continue to grow steadily, in both
wealthy nations and developing ones. According to one source, between
1980 and 2008, the number of obese or overweight adults in develop-
ing nations (in Africa, Asia, Latin America) rose from 250 million to
904 million, or more than a factor of 3.0; during that same period, the
growth among high income nations increased by a factor of 1.7.% Inter-
national development experts see a direct connection between obesity
and disease: “Obesity, together with excessive consumption of fat and
salt, is linked to rising global incidence of non-communicable disease
including some cancers, diabetes, heart disease and stroke.”**

Obesity is now considered a national health crisis in the United States.
Excess weight and inadequate rates of exercise account for over 300,000
American deaths per year. This is second only to tobacco as a major killer
in the U.S. By 2005, the U.S. government recognized that obesity was
one of the most dangerous diseases in the country. Of nearly 120 million
adults in the U.S., about 64.5 percent are overweight, and almost one-third
(30.5 percent) are obese. The condition and the illnesses it produces are
costing the nation an estimated $117 billion per year in direct medical
costs and lost productivity.* Until very recently, Americans have been slow
to confront the ways in which our culture and built environment are part of
this crisis. While some forms of obesity are genetic, there is evidence that
a significant percentage of obese people have become that way simply due
to a lifestyle of overindulgence combined with a lack of physical activity.
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As more adults and children become overweight, type 2 diabetes has
evolved into one of the fastest growing diseases in the United States.
At its present growth rate, the first quarter of the twenty-first century
will witness a doubling of the number of individuals suffering from
diabetes—to 300 million worldwide. In the United States alone, diabe-
tes is the fifth leading cause of death. Particularly alarming is the rate
of obesity increase among children, and the corresponding astronomical
rise of type 2 diabetes among young children and adolescents, a growth
rate of 5 percent per year since 1990. “It is disconcerting that childhood
type 2 diabetes is a direct result of our society’s long-term disregard
for adequate nutrition, exercise and the problem of childhood obesity,”
comments one medical expert on the subject.*

Across the border in Mexico, diabetes is the leading cause of death.
More than 71 percent of Mexican women and 66 percent of Mexican men
are overweight, according to the latest national surveys. The health conse-
quences of obesity include increased rates of diabetes, high blood pressure,
and heart disease. A recent study showed that a quarter of Mexican chil-
dren aged five to eleven are too heavy, a 40 percent increase since 2000.
'The Mexican Diabetes Federation estimates that 6.5 million to 10 million
Mexicans have diabetes. Experts recognize that obesity and diabetes are
fueled by the rising popularity of soft drinks and fast food restaurants.*’
Mexico, like many developing nations, imports not only U.S. products, but
also the larger consumerist culture that accompanies those products.* It
then imports the public health implications of those consumerist values.

'The dramatic explosion of diabetes is considered to be caused by three
factors—an aging population, a sedentary Western lifestyle, and rising
obesity. A 2006 report by the Surgeon General of the U.S. linked physi-
cal inactivity to many killer diseases in the U.S.—diabetes being one of
the most important (along with hypertension, colon cancer, arthritis,
and coronary heart disease).* Yet, despite this fact, the report stated that
74 percent of adults in the U.S. do not get enough physical activity to
meet public health standards. Further, one out of four adults is entirely
inactive during their leisure time.

After decades of being ignored, however, in the late 1990s the prob-
lem of obesity, physical inactivity, and poor diet finally began to receive
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Figure 2.2 Obesity Is a Global Phenomenon: Advertisement for Weight Reduction Surgery in Brazil
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

more attention. Obesity, poor eating habits, and their projected threats to
public health started to seep into the mainstream discourse in America;
obesity joined such known killers as smoking and drug use. One media
event that gave the public a jolt was Morgan Spurlock’s 2004 film Super-
size Me, which documented the ills of fast food consumption. In the film,
Spurlock subsisted for one month entirely on food and items purchased
only at McDonald’s. He documented the fast food diet impacts on his
physical and psychological well-being, while commenting on the fast
tood industry’s corporate influence. He argued that fast food corpora-
tions essentially encourage poor nutrition for their own profit.

During the filming, Spurlock ate at McDonald’s restaurants three
times per day, sampling every item on the chain’s menu at least once. He
“super-sized” his meal every time he was asked. He consumed an aver-

age of 5,000 keal (the equivalent of 9.26 Big Macs) per day during the
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experiment. After one month of following this extreme fast food diet, the
film’s protagonist (he was also the producer, director, and screen writer)
suffered from serious weight gain, heart palpitations, and depression. His
doctors were shocked at the deterioration in his health and worried that he
may have done, in only thirty days, serious damage to his liver; had he kept
up the diet and lifestyle, he would have been in serious medical danger.

A few years earlier journalist Eric Schlosser’s acclaimed Fuast Food
Nation showed how the evolution of fast food in the U.S. contributed to
a national public health tragedy. While it did not prove scientifically that
there is a relationship between a nation’s fast food consumption and its
rate of obesity, it hinted at the connection. The book shows that regions
in the U.S. where fast food chains experienced the highest rates of expan-
sion are the same regions where rates of obesity have been rising.® Many
of the counties with the highest obesity rates are suburban counties.

Obesity and overconsumption are strongly linked to the character
and form of America’s built environment, to its dispersed suburbs and
exurban communities. Americans use automobiles for 90 percent of all
urban trips, no matter what the distance. We walk or bike in our cities
only 6 percent of the time. By comparison, Italians walk or bike 54 per-
cent of the time, while Swedes do so 40 percent of the time.’! These
striking patterns pointed to a need for an analysis of the possible cor-
relation between obesity, public health, and the quality of life in cities. In
2003, a team of doctors, scientists, and public health officials carried out
the most comprehensive study to date on the public health impacts of
automobile-dependent urban sprawl. Studying a sample of over 200,000
adults in 448 U.S. counties and 83 metropolitan areas, the research team
put together a “metropolitan sprawl index,” based on twenty-two land
use and street variables including residential density, land use mix, and
centrality. This index was then statistically co-mingled with the adult
sample data sets on obesity and physical exercise. The results showed
a clear pattern of excess weight, lack of physical exercise, and higher
levels of hypertension and obesity skewed significantly toward the high-
est “sprawl counties” in the nation.’? Conversely, higher density, “low
sprawl” zones in inner city communities had significantly lower mea-
sures of obesity and poor health. The authors concluded that urban form
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(sprawl) has a critical impact on physical activity, and thus on health out-
comes.” As an illustration of this pattern, the “Inland Empire” region
of southern California, one of the fastest growing suburbs in America
during the 1990s and early 2000s, has one of the highest obesity rates
in the nation. According to a report by the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention in 2006, 33.1 percent of people in the Greater San
Bernardino Area were overweight, and 30.8 percent were obese. Forbes
Magazine ranked the area as the “fourth fattest”in the country.>*

These urban sprawl findings are supported by national trends. For
example, 70 percent of American adults have reported that they walked
or rode their bicycles to school in their childhood, while only 10 percent
of their children walk to school today. According to children in recent
surveys, the main reasons for not walking or riding the bike to school are:
a) school is too far away (66 percent of surveyed homes listed this as the

number one reason); b) there is too much traffic or it is not safe to walk
(17 percent reported this); ¢) it is not convenient (15 percent); d) children

Figure 2.3 Dependence on Automobiles in the American Suburb Contributes to Less Physical
Activity and Higher Rates of Obesity

Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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don’t want to walk (6 percent). In short, we have created a built environ-
ment that discourages walking.>® In 2005, a Congressional Briefing on
this issue was commissioned by the National Institute of Environmental
Health Sciences. The study begins by observing: “Improvements in land
use and community design could help moderate many of the chronic
diseases of the 21% century—high blood pressure, obesity and asthma—
by providing transportation options that increase physical activity and
reduce air pollution.” The report then states that “those living in the most
sprawling areas are likely to weigh 6 more pounds than those living in
the least sprawling areas.”

The authors of the briefing propose a comprehensive list of policy
changes that could counter the health problems embedded in the mor-
phology of suburban sprawl-—among those are some familiar urban
planning recipes: building at higher densities, encouraging mixed land
use and “transit-oriented” projects, creating stronger city centers and
gathering spaces, making streets safer for walking, adding bicycle lanes,

pedestrian facilities, and safer routes to schools.*®

Figure 2.4 Social Scientists Report a Connection between Urban Sprawl, Obesity, and Poor Health
in the U.S.

Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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Oversized Bodies and Super-sized Urban Space

The obesity pattern in the United States is part of a larger trend that
can be termed “super-sizing.” Americans are known for having a vora-
cious appetite for larger and larger homes on generous parcels of land.
For the last three decades we also began driving bigger vehicles and
shopping in warehouse sized “big box” stores, while our suburbs con-
tinued to spread out into super-sized urban regions. According to the
Global Footprint Network, the average national per capita ecologi-
cal footprint worldwide is 2.6 hectares; the United States, however,
consumes a startling 9.0 hectares per person, giving us the distinction
of having one of the largest footprints on the planet. By comparison,
France averages 4.6 hectares, Japan 4.1, and Mexico 1.9.57 In the U.S.
we no longer reside in “cities”; it would be more accurate to say that we
live in mega-regions whose scale begets a cultural model built around
“bigness.”

Our super-sizing behaviors cover the full range of what we
consume—land, housing, cars, and personal consumer goods. The
average size of a new single family home in the U.S. has doubled since
the 1950s—from 1,100 square feet to 2,340 square feet. One would
assume that family size also grew during that period. Not so. Families
have actually gotten smaller. During the baby boom (1950s to 1970s)
household size was 3.7 members. By the decade of the 2000s, it had
shrunk to 2.6.%

Meanwhile, we have been driving larger and larger vehicles. In 1985,
only 2 percent of new vehicles were classified in the SUV category;
fifteen years later, one in four new vehicles purchased were SUVs.>? Sta-
tistically, the number of U.S. private vehicles considered to be “light
trucks” (SUVs, pick ups, mini-vans) represents nearly 50 percent of all
passenger vehicles.®

Over the last quarter century, we also began super-sizing the places
where we buy our consumer goods. In 1980, the U.S. had 5 square feet
of retail space per person; today the average is 20 square feet per per-
son. When one compares the U.S. to other nations of the world, the
next largest country to the U.S. is Sweden (3.3 st/person), followed by
the United Kingdom (2.5 sf/person), France (2.3 sf/person), and Italy
(1.1 sf/person).t!
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Despite the recognition in the last two decades of the ill effects
of obesity, poor diet, and lack of exercise, there is a countervailing
problem in the U.S. of what might be termed the cultural acceptance
of super-sized bodies. America finds itself in an era of abundance and
consumerism. The nation has long celebrated its successes in the form
of materialism, with advertising slogans such as “big is beautiful” or
“more is better.” Whether intentional or indirect, such thinking, over
time, has been transferred to the American body. Marketing com-
panies and the food industry itself have taken steps to minimize or
divert attention, where possible, away from the reality of the obesity
epidemic and its connection to the corporate food industry, fast food,
and other forms of super-sizing behavior related to our American
consumerism.

Simply put, corporate strategy, over the last few decades, evolved
toward a goal of getting Americans to eat more.”? A McDonald’s
executive introduced the culinary “super-sizing” concept to America.
The executive reputedly learned from the experience of movie the-
aters, where owners in the 1960s faced the challenge of how to get
movie-goers to consume more food at their concession stands. Over
time, they discovered that most people would not return for “seconds”
from the popcorn stands, because psychologically it made them feel
like gluttons. However, in their initial purchase, people were willing
to buy more popcorn and soda, as long as it came in a single serving.
Thus was born the Big Mac, Jumbo Fries, and the Big Gulp. From
a marketing perspective, McDonald’s found the right approach when
they concluded that social taboos against gluttony were holding people
back. Fast food corporations needed to disguise the gluttony. They thus
devised a marketing campaign to “super-size it.” The ingenious market-
ing of the super-sizing idea turned a potential negative into something
positive—super-sizing was reinvented as normal, even hip, as an Amer-
ican way of life.

Once this happened, it set off a chain effect. In the last decades of
the twentieth century, cheap, abundant, and large food portions began
appearing across the nation, in fast food hamburger stands, fried
chicken outlets, diners, and chain restaurants. The corporatization and
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transformation of “super-sizing” into an iconic symbol of the good life
in America (and then across the planet) no doubt have contributed to
America’s metamorphosis into a nation of overweight and obese people.
Also, back in the 1970s, federal policy toward food changed. The Nixon
administration of that period sought to keep the cost of food down, but
it did so by loosening regulations on the food and agriculture industries,
and subsidizing farmers. This ended up energizing the emerging fast
food industry.%3

It is striking how our culture has adapted to obesity rather than tak-
ing steps to wipe it out. As a nation, we have been slow to come to terms
with our obese character, partly because our corporations and giant media
outlets have, whether consciously or not, jumped on the super-sizing
bandwagon, or else refused to challenge it. For example, at California’s
Disneyland, the signature “It’s a Small World” ride began to break down
regularly during the 1990s. In 2007, the Disney Corporation announced
that it was temporarily shutting down the ride for a facelift. It reopened
the ride in 2009. What it did not publicly acknowledge was that a pos-
sible reason the ride had been malfunctioning is that the channel depth,
built to manage the average weight of boats in the 1960s, was no longer
able to handle the average weights of Americans five decades later. In
two places where the boat channel turned sharply, overweight people in
the boat would cause it to get stuck, thus forcing operators to temporar-
ily shut down the entire ride. While Disney employees were trained to
guide people toward boats to distribute weight, they simply could not
keep the burgeoning masses of overweight people out of enough boats
to ensure their normal flow.** The average weight of an American in
1960, when the ride was built, was 166 Ibs; in 2002, the average weight
was 191 Ibs. While it’s true the ride needed to be renovated anyway, Dis-
ney apparently refused to admit publicly that overweight visitors were a
major cause of the ride breakdowns. Ironically, even its own employees
are now overweight; it has been reported that Disney has redesigned its
costumes for more obese workers.®

This corporate refusal to admit to the culture’s obese and overweight
patterns shows up across many sectors of the U.S. economy. In the cloth-
ing industry, it is a well known fact that companies have changed sizes to
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Figure 2.5 Overweight Americans Reportedly Caused Ongoing Malfunctions of the “It's a Small
World” Ride at Disneyland; It Was Remodeled in 2009

Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

make heavy people appear smaller. For example, a woman’s size 14 in the
1950s is a size 10 today. Airlines have quietly rebuilt interiors to include
larger seats for overweight passengers. They have also had to increase
weight allowances to carry the overall heavier passenger load on each
flight. For example, the average passenger in 2007 weighed 21 lbs more
than the average passenger in 1995. Airlines spend some $275 million/
year on burning 350 million more gallons of fuel to move increasingly
large Americans and others around the globe. The environmental impact
is such that an additional 38 million tons of carbon dioxide are now
released into the air every year, just to provide the additional energy to
move planes through the skies with larger people, according to the U.S.
Center for Disease Control and Prevention.®

'The cultural acceptance of being overweight, combined with its cor-
porate management, are striking features of the obesity crisis in America.
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They suggest a nation in denial, and a private sector willing to go to any
length to construct a denial disguised in an acceptable and attractive
form. Indeed, the food industry must also be singled out for its role in
creating larger and larger portions for consumers in restaurants, super-
markets, and take-out food outlets. Muffins, to cite just one example, are
now 33 percent larger than recommended by the USDA. Pasta portions
served in restaurants are 48 percent larger than recommended.®’

The list goes on. A “medium” sized popcorn today consists of 16 cups
of popcorn, or over 1,000 calories. Package size has an impact on what
we consume. Clearly, we are being given too many oversized packages.
When continually bombarded with oversizing, many people simply
become accustomed to that kind of packaging and soon consider it
the norm, even if, in reality, super-sizing and overeating are profoundly
unhealthy and can lead to deadly disease. In one scientific study on eat-
ing, it was shown that physiological “satiety cues” (how much human
bodies really need food) are often overridden by “food cues” (larger por-
tions and ready availability). We are thus fooled into super-sizing, fooled
into overconsuming, and possibly even fooled into believing there may
be healthy qualities to what is essentially unhealthy food.®®

While portion sizes have been inflated, there has also been a steady
explosion of places where one can find food in American cities today—
shopping malls, movie theaters, airports, gas stations, big box stores,
sports arenas, stadia, and amusement parks. We are a nation well stocked
with oversized candy bars, all you can eat buffets, and super-sized fast
tood outlets. Government and private firms should be working together
on a larger scale to craft policies to overcome obesity and diabetes. This
could include taxes on junk food, regulating portion sizes, better label-
ing, and controlling what is sold in public schools. Yet, in 2012, when
New York City Mayor Bloomberg’s administration floated the idea
of banning giant soft drinks in restaurants, movie theaters, and street
vendor carts, critics accused the city government of infringing on per-
sonal freedoms, and a media frenzy ensued.®” While policy changes end
up being very slow to evolve, marketing firms selling items to obese
people continue to take steps to disguise the physical condition of the
very people they are marketing to. For example, in 2007, the nation’s
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largest chain of men’s plus-sized clothing—Casual Male Big and
Tall—changed its name to Casual Male XL. According to sources, the
company decided to drop the use of the word “big”because they thought
it was seen as a code word for “fat.” Casual Male also reportedly pur-
chased a Vancouver-based catalogue called “Supersize World.com,” and
launched an online catalogue that celebrates products for the growing
population of oversized people. The catalogue includes giant lawn chairs
that claim to “support 800 lbs” (they sell for $139.95) and a Big John
toilet seat with a 1,200 Ib capacity that sells for $124.95.7

Mental Health and the Decline of “Social Capital”

in American Suburbs

There are a number of ways in which suburban sprawl negatively impacts
mental health, and contributes to depression, anxiety, and attention defi-
cit disorder. For example, as discussed above, sprawl typically leads to a
lack of physical activity. A sedentary lifestyle can, in turn, be a trigger
for depression. Suburbs spread people out and sometimes contribute to
teelings of social isolation, and to lost opportunities for social interac-
tion.”! Arguments are also made that the increasingly private worlds of
suburbs lead to a loss of the advantages of traditional community life.”?

Mental health problems and loss of social capital are one of the
more difficult ecological problems to document, since their patterns are
more subtle and indirect. Author Robert Putnam’s work has provided
some important insights on this issue. Putnam described an America
where we are “bowling alone,” where we belong to fewer social organi-
zations, know our neighbors less than ever before in U.S. history, and
socialize with friends less often.”> His work distinguishes between two
levels of trust: “thick” trust and “thin” trust. “Thick” trust refers to personal
relations and strong connections to one’s community and extended net-
works of friends. “Thin” trust speaks more to politeness and the general
sense of trust one experiences among strangers. Putnam sees a loosening
of both forms of trust, leading to a decline in the benefits that traditionally
accrued from social interaction in U.S. cities. This loss is further exacer-
bated by changing technology (computer, TV, smart phone, social media),
which replaces face-to-face encounters. As one observer notes: “Sprawl
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has sliced through the moorings that traditionally connected Americans
to each other, and has set adrift those values that extend beyond the self.””*

Researchers point out that suburbia’s overall lack of a sense of place
may also contribute to inhabitants’ isolation.”” Suburbs are not even the
safe refuges they were once thought to be. As suburbs grew, the social
problems of inner cities began to migrate outward into the inner belt of
sprawl. This has caused suburbs to become even more inward looking and
isolated from each other, and in some cases engaged in political battles.
For example, in suburbs north of New York City and Los Angeles, there
have been battles fought over big box stores: where to locate them, who
absorbs their environmental costs, and who benefits from the tax revenues.

Are the social costs limited to loss of interaction, or do they extend
further to the damage inflicted on children by being raised in places
that foster isolation and social alienation? In the words of one journalist:
“Increasingly, the newest, largest suburbs are being criticized as landscapes
scorched by unthoughtful, repetitious building, where . . . the isolations of
larger lots and a car-based culture may lead to disassociation from the real-
ity of contact with other people.””® Describing a setting like Columbine,
the suburban high school and site of the 1999 mass shooting tragedy, out-
side of Denver, Colorado, Charles Blosten, community services director
for nearby Littleton’s city planning division commented that:

Typical of the Denver metro area are the new suburbs, where
“downtown” is a four-way intersection with three shopping centers
and a condo development . . . Highlands Ranch, Denver’s largest
suburban development, has its own ZIP code, nothing but roof-
tops and miles and miles of nothing, it’s got to affect people.””

A Gallup Poll taken in 1999 showed that 46 percent of suburban teen-
agers could see a fellow teen turning violent. Just 29 percent of city teens
said the same. Child psychologists report that the design of suburban
life makes young people feel “left out, ignored and alienated.””8

A psychologist from a suburb near the Columbine tragedy, Dr. Brian
Brody, was reported to have been warning about the hidden dangers in
the suburbs for a decade prior to the massacre. His office in Littleton,
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Colorado, looks out onto Columbine High. He cited the lack of outlets
for teenage energy, coupled with the absence of supervision by too busy
adults, as a bad combination. “I think in the suburbs we have tried to
give our children everything,” Brody reported.

We've moved further away from the cities trying to get bigger
houses, more material things—a safer environment for our kids.
And I think parents are running themselves ragged. If it’s all struc-
ture and buildings without the connection and the teaching kids
of self-discipline and the coping skills they need—without that,
this all crumbles. The great suburban dream has been shattered.”

Teenagers too young to drive feel trapped. What they want are places
to gather, to call their own—somewhere other than the mall or school.
One mom from outside Atlanta, Georgia, thought she had found the
perfect living environment for her children. But, she says: “They became

depressed—they were isolated, and basically surrounded by their
»80

loneliness.

Figure 2.6 American Suburbs: Could Isolation Contribute to Social Dysfunction?
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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Another observer notes that: “In most suburbs, there’s not even a
decent park, because everyone has a backyard. But older kids never
play in the backyard. They’ll find even the crummiest piece of park.”®!
Typically, the students at Columbine High School went to Southwest
Plaza, a two level mall that has video arcades, food courts, and stores,
supervised by security guards and closed by 9 P.M. “Like any suburban
community, there’s not a lot of places to go and hang out,”said a resident
of Littleton.®? Of course, not having social outlets cannot be the sole
explanation for the decline in social opportunity in suburbs, but it is a
contributing factor. Many believe that places like malls are not adequate
gathering spaces for teenagers. They typify most suburban communal
nodes—commercially and environmentally “controlled spaces.” As one
architects points out: “They are not places for free expression or hang-
ing out.” Shopping malls are, in the end, spaces that are “intensive
landscapes of control, privately owned spaces where freedom of speech
barely exists, where young people grow up as consumers in a mall instead
of as citizens in a democracy.”%*

Psychologists have studied the mental health implications of sub-
urbia and the values of its residents. UCLA professor Peter Whybrow
describes the emerging behavioral condition of U.S. consumers as
a “mania,” where Americans have grown addicted to “acquisitive
pleasure-seeking behaviors,” a pattern of self-indulgence that is
unsatisfying and leads to irritability, confusion and depression.® “In
our relentless pursuit of happiness,” he writes, “we have overshot the
target and spawned a manic society with an insatiable appetite for
more.”%¢ Citing troubling increases in the rates of obesity, drug use,
and diseases and ailments related to high blood pressure, Whybrow
argues that self-restraint is disappearing, replaced by what he calls “a
new demand driven environment for ourselves, a Fast New World.”#”
Further, he points out, the America of neighborliness, empathy, and
social mores that was part of Adam Smith’s checks and balances
on a society with an open marketplace is disappearing. In its place
a different America has evolved, a place where self-interest reigns
supreme, corporate greed is the norm, and anxiety-related illnesses

continue to grow.58
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Figure 2.7 Building Spaces to House Consumerism in a Fast World
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

'The Privatization of the Built Environment

Contemporary American urban culture feeds individuality and a greater
emphasis on private space, while de-emphasizing city dwellers’ sense of
community and civic responsibility. Writer Richard Sennett’s seminal
work 7he Fall of Public Man (1978) traced the origins of America’s shift
away from a public culture, showing how the civic model of urban life
began to lose its sway. He interprets the decline of “public” or civic man
as rooted in the cultural definition of what public and private means to
citizens. Ancient Romans had a specific higher social purpose in their
privacy—to seek religious transcendence beyond the everyday (public)
world. By contrast, Sennett observes, in the contemporary U.S. our pri-
vacy merely serves as a time to reflect and search for authentic meaning
in our feelings: “We have tried to make the fact of being in private,
alone with ourselves and with the family and intimate friends, an end
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in itself.”®? Yet Sennett, too, concludes that this shift toward individual
space has left people feeling empty and unfulfilled.

'The social organization and physical layout of the earliest cities were
built around civic life. In ancient Rome and Greece, cities were designed
with a grand civic space at the epicenter—the agora (square) in Greece
and the forum in Rome. Greeks believed that, in an ideal democratic city-
state, the town square (agora) was a place accessible to all, where strangers
could mingle, and where politics could unfold in an open manner. “Agora”
means assembly in Greek, and is said to derive from the practice of Greek
warriors gathering in a circle to express feelings of common concern.
Town squares epitomized public life for many centuries after the Greeks
and Romans, through the Middle Ages and Renaissance—where they
continued to house a variety of civic functions, from the gathering of
water to public markets, civil tribunals, intellectual debate, and political
speech-making. Being in public was essential to citizens’ sense of their
own identity; for example, eighteenth century Parisians used the very
public “promenade” and modes of dress to act out their social class iden-
tity and to negotiate their position in society.”

The decline of public life can be traced, in part, to changes in the
design of our cities. In the late eighteenth century, public places became
more privatized and were designed for privileged groups. For example,
elite squares for the rich were often gated. Plazas were built to celebrate
royal families or powerful church hierarchies. Public life also moved
indoors, to privately owned cafes and pubs, or to more isolated parks
that did not foster civic spirit or political gatherings. This gave way to
even more privatizing trends later in the nineteenth century; as indus-
trial development increased, people began to reorient their lives toward
family and home, moving further away from their civic duties and
responsibilities. Physically this can be viewed in the new cafe lifestyle
where people became passive observers of the street, rather than active
participants in town square politics.

In the twentieth century, the shift from public to private reached its
peak—urban citizens had moved out of squares and cafes into the pri-
vate world of their homes and family spaces. Bolstered by electronic
media and printed news publications, the need for oral exchange and
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information gathering in public places gradually disappeared, along
with the sense of defining one’s life in both civic and private fashion.
“Public man”fell into permanent decline. The physical expression of that
decline could be seen in cities with empty plazas and gardens, replaced in
America by a new culture of cars, suburbs, and private shopping malls.”!

Indeed, the quintessential public place of cities—the “street”—took
on a pejorative meaning in post-World War II America. Although in
Latin America public places were viewed as the “rivers of life” in a city,
in America they were called “mean streets.” From the 1960s, it became
trendy for city governments to look for ways to defend public places,
while citizens were busy fortifying their private domains.”” Americans
were losing their hold on the very thing the ancient Greeks had cel-
ebrated about the city—the democratic enjoyment of sharing a public
square with other strangers. As Sennett laments about contemporary
U.S. culture: “The stranger himself is a threatening figure, and few people
take great pleasure in that world of strangers, the cosmopolitan city.”*

'The growing shift from the public arena to ourselves, our personal and
family identity, along with the increasing importance of therapy, self-help,
anti-depressants, and personal consumption, have been accompanied by
a host of new personal technologies—smart phones, Blackberries, and
iPads—that keep us in our individual cocoons.” The American retreat
into personal space runs parallel to the growing sense of fear of public
places—crime, terrorism, and fear of “mean streets.”> That fear drove
citizens toward privatized and non-public realms such as gated communi-
ties, luxury condominiums, and walled spaces. This has been documented
in the United States and in other parts of the world.”® Some 30 percent
of all new suburban homes are now gated. The master planned/gated
community has become an icon of American cities; it was featured in a
1998 Hollywood film, 7he Truman Show, starring Jim Carrey.

One might argue, however, that Americans still find ways to live public
lives in public places; they have just shifted to different venues in suburban
communities. The huge role of shopping malls as public spaces has already
been mentioned. But, in addition, thousands of American families gather
at Little League sports events across America, especially in the suburbs.
Even larger crowds regularly attend high school and college sports events
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in their communities. There are many indoor public spaces that continue
to attract Americans—from mega-churches to bars and saloons, although
it has been pointed out that the number of neighborhood taverns in the
U.S.dropped from about 90 percent of the total that existed in the 1940s to
about 30 percent forty years later.”” Some of this decline has more recently
been oftset by a surge in new kinds of neighborhood nighttime gather-
ing places, such as wine bars, and taverns and breweries that serve locally
made “craft” beers. However, the majority of these are located in urban,
rather than suburban, areas.”® Oldenburg’s work in the 1980s argued that
the shift to the suburbs had left Americans lacking an informal public life,
beyond family, job, and what he called “passive consumerism.” He believes
the nation’s shift toward suburbs has not been accompanied by an evolu-
tion of viable “third places,” informal locales for “hanging out” such as the
cafe in France or the pub in the United Kingdom.”

_ NOSMOKING
SE PROHIBE FUMAR.
.

Figure 2.8 Public Space and Local Government Regulations
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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The Rise of Gated Communities

Meanwhile, studies show that Americans are retreating further into pri-
vate space. The startling proliferation of gated communities in America,
according to one study, is exacerbating segregation. Gated neighborhoods
exude an illusion of security but may not actually enhance real security,
since gated communities are only as good as the security personnel or
companies that operate them. In the end, what gated communities really
seem to do is serve as “symbols of exclusion”in an increasingly privatized
and exclusive American metropolis.'®’ By walling themselves off, parents
with children, young married couples, “empty nesters,” and retirees col-
lectively express a larger national phobia about safety, driven by a subtle
fear of a more ethnically diverse America; the gated community rein-
forces a desire to recapture the close knit, picket-fenced communities of
childhoods past. But studies are showing that these communities are no
safer than other suburbs, and many who move to gated developments
report feeling disheartened by their insularity and restrictive rules.!%!

By the late 1990s, over eight million Americans (6 percent of national
total of housing) had sought refuge from perceived crime and other
problems of urban living by installing gates and fences to limit access to
their communities. A decade later these numbers continue to rise. Some
40 percent of all new homes built in California are inside gated com-
plexes.’® New towns built on the urban periphery are increasingly gated;
in some places entire incorporated cities feature guarded entrances. Not
only have new residential developments been putting up walls, but many
existing neighborhoods have been installing barricades and gates to seal
themselves off. Gated communities physically restrict access so that
everyday public spaces are privatized. They differ from apartment build-
ings with guards or doormen, which exclude public access to the private
space of lobbies and hallways. Instead, gated communities exclude peo-
ple from traditionally public areas like sidewalks and streets. They give
the illusion of being a small, independent city, but in reality there are not
enough services or activities to keep people inside.

What does gating tell us about American cities?> Moving behind
walls is yet another illustration of Americans rejecting a more civic life



SPRAWL KILLS 69

over a neighborhood life that favors the self (or the family). It is also a
reaction to the “ecology of fear” that is instilled in Americans both at
the urban level, through fear of crime and the streets, and at the national
and global level, through the post-9/11 focus on homeland security.
There is in addition a sense of wanting to recover control over one’s
destiny, when confronted with the many layers of real and imagined
global threats. The world seems a riskier place to some. As one author
notes, commenting on the trend toward working at home: “There’s a
great deal of retreating into ourselves . . . The only environment I can
control completely is my living room.”1% Writer Mike Davis argues that
much of Los Angeles’ built environment and people’s relation to it is
defined by fear—fear of difference (a real estate machine that encour-
ages segregation), fear of ecological disaster or dangerous animals, and
ultimately fear of each other. Davis goes so far as to envision a future LA
he describes as “beyond Blade Runner,” where neighborhood geography
is defined by a series of concentric rings: a homeless inner core, blue col-
lar crime watch suburbs, affluent gated communities, and, just beyond
the urban edge, a gulag of prisons.!*

Today, technologies increasingly enhance Americans’ ability to stay
in their homes, away from the public realm, thus reinforcing the idea
of a “fortress America.” Online supermarkets allow customers to order
goods that are then delivered to the home. Online or on-demand movie
companies, as well as cable TV firms, allow films to be delivered or sent
electronically to the home, thus eclipsing the once public act of going
out to the movies. Online chat rooms and social media allow city dwell-
ers to remain at home instead of meeting face-to-face. Many other
publicly consumed goods can also be ordered online and delivered—dry
cleaning, gourmet food, or books. People seem to want more inside the
house what they used to get on the outside. This, in turn, reinforces the
increasing privatization of the American city, especially in the periphery.

The patterns I have documented in this chapter—obesity, diabetes,
sprawl—not only damage public health; they are tied to a larger problem
of eco-disaster in our urban regions. Urban sprawl can make wildfires
worse, increase the toxicity of the air, and use up scarce water.!%® This
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problem is central to my critique in this book. In the next chapter, I
focus this critique on three specific examples of metropolitan areas at
the interface between the U.S. and Latin America—the southwest U.S.
border region—to illustrate some of the specific ecological problems of
urban sprawl today.
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3

FAST SUBURBS IN THE
SOUTHWEST BORDERLANDS

In late October of 2007, the San Diego, California, metropolitan region
was nearly wiped out by one of the most devastating urban fires in mod-
ern U.S. history. Hot, dry “Santa Ana” winds,! combined with seasonal
drought conditions across southern California, led to the outbreak of
two mega-scale wildfires. One fire broke out in the suburban hills of
northern San Diego County, the other at the southern edge of the
county, near the town of Potrero, just north of the U.S.-Mexico border
town of Tecate.

Over the next four days, like two pincers moving closer from each
corner of the region, these wildfires roared across San Diego County,
scorching a combined 300,000 acres of land and prompting the larg-
est mandatory evacuation in the region’s history. One-half million men,
women, and children had to pack up and leave. More than a thousand
homes were destroyed, and hundreds more damaged. Twelve thousand
people were rendered homeless; some ended up sleeping in cots at Qual-
comm Stadium, home to the San Diego Chargers football team, which
was set up as a temporary evacuation center. Then California Governor
Arnold Schwarzenegger flew in and quickly declared a state of emer-
gency. In Washington, D.C., then President George W. Bush ordered
tederal emergency funds to supplement state and local response efforts.
Over 6,000 firefighters came to San Diego and other parts of southern

75
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California to fight the blazes; they were aided by units of the United
States Armed Forces, United States National Guard, as well as sixty
firefighters from the Mexican cities of Tijuana and Tecate.

Like the rest of California, San Diego had experienced wildfires
before, including a huge one only four years earlier. But the 2007 event
was different—it was poised to become an ecological catastrophe on
a much larger scale, one that might have deeply wounded one of the
nation’s largest cities. Powerful winds were thrusting the firestorm
directly toward the most heavily populated center of the metropolitan
area. Thick smoke and ash made it difficult to breathe; residents across a
region with over three million inhabitants were advised to stay indoors.
At this point, city and county officials began evacuating thousands of
citizens in suburban communities along the region’s major freeway cor-
ridors, mainly to the northeast but also in the southeast suburbs. Of the
remaining population spared evacuation, tens of thousands had their
bags packed, or valuables stored in their cars, and were ready to flee the
region at a moment’s notice.

On the Mexican side of the border, more than 15,000 acres of land
was burning near the cities of Tecate, Tijuana, and Ensenada. This wild-
fire was now both a regional and an international emergency, and was
spreading south of the border. What most San Diegans and others
probably never realized, even to this day, was how close the 2007 wildfire
event came to literally destroying a significant portion of the urban-
ized core of the region. Tens of thousands of homes could easily have
been damaged, and many residents might have perished if the winds
had continued blowing from the eastern desert back toward the heart of
the urban region. But, by chance, on the third day the winds shifted to
the south, and later toward the east (a more normal flow, except during
fall Santa Ana conditions), slowing the wildfire’s path toward the urban
core. Once the wind direction changed, it carried more humidity from
the Pacific Ocean, giving firefighters a chance to control the crisis.

'The wildfire should have been a huge wake-up call about the dangers
of San Diego’s emerging peripheral settlement pattern, its connection
to the natural ecosystem and to the ecology of wildfire. But, to this day,
the wake-up call has been largely ignored. This is a region blessed with
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a Mediterranean climate and physical beauty on the southern end of
California’s coastline; it has been one of the fastest growing metropoli-
tan areas in the U.S. since the 1970s. Even though land shortages and
housing costs have slowed growth considerably in the new millennium,
San Diego’s population of 3.2 million is expected to increase to 3.5 mil-
lion by 2020. By 2030, its population will have grown by one million
inhabitants since 2000.

Most of this growth will occur in the eastern fringes of the region, in
an arc of suburban growth of inland cities and towns—in what San Die-
gans used to call the “backcountry,” and what ecologists now term the
“wildland—urban interface” (WUI). This suburban growth pattern has
unfolded with far too little attention to the dangerous implications of
poorly managed, low density, sprawl type growth in a semi-arid region
where wildfires are part of the natural ecological cycle. But the pattern of
ignoring nature is symptomatic of a larger growth culture where super-
sized metropolitan regions are being constructed over desert terrain and
semi-arid regions along the southwestern U.S. border with Mexico. This
is the fast urbanism that must be halted.

Disastrous Sprawl

Three salient examples of disastrous “southwest sprawl” are San Diego,
Las Vegas, and Phoenix. Between 2000 and 2006, the ten fastest grow-
ing metropolitan areas in the U.S. included Las Vegas (29.2 percent
increase) and Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale (24.2 percent),® and San Diego
was not far behind, especially if one measured only the growth of its
inland fast suburbs, which expanded at rates similar to Las Vegas and
Phoenix.* These mega-urban regions typify the boom of cities in the
warmer latitude “sunbelt” states within the southwest border region—
Texas, Arizona, California, Nevada, and New Mexico. Vast metropolitan
regions have spread across these open lands in states on or near the
border with Mexico.

What these regions have in common is rapid growth that occurred
in the last four decades of the twentieth century and in a distinctly dis-
persed suburban pattern. That growth continues. More than cities on
the east coast, the “sunbelt” cities of the southwest grew much later, and
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thus a greater proportion of their total metropolitan population resides
in the low density spaces on the urban periphery, with auto-dependent,
isolated, mostly single family or semi-attached condominium housing
developments and master planned communities. All three cities also
share the common attribute of limited public transit or other alternative
forms of circulation.’ Until very recently, most of the peripheral urban
growth in these three cities lacked the kind of higher density, mixed use
development with dynamic activity centers and walkable public places
that is the hallmark of “new urbanism.”

Las Vegas grew so fast that it now covers 39,719 square miles, ren-
dering it nearly three times as large physically as the New York-New
Jersey-Long Island metropolitan area, and about the same size as one of
the first U.S. sprawl regions—Los Angeles-Riverside-San Bernardino.
'The Phoenix region covers almost half of the land area of Los Angeles,
while its population is only one-fourth the size of L.A. These regions
also share a common physical geography: scarce and expensive access to
water due to arid and semi-arid ecosystems that are increasingly vulner-
able to the ecology of wildfires.

Wildfires, Suburbs and the San Diego Region

Wildfire ecology is no longer an occasional natural hazard in America’s
largest U.S.—Mexico border metropolis, San Diego, California. It is a
permanent part of the regional landscape, as the mega-scale wildfires
of 2003 and 2007 made clear. In an era of global warming and climate
change, attention to inland suburban ecology in semi-arid lands must
become a priority, especially given the acceleration of urban growth
here. The inland region of this part of North America sits in a shifting
ecosystem of “chaparral” draping the hilly topography, leading toward
the mountains, a warm semi-arid climate between the cool foggy coast
and the hot desert. The very limited supply of land along the coast for
development, especially within the city of San Diego, has added to the
pressure to build inland. This trend has been further exacerbated by
greater home buyer interest in larger homes on larger lots, only afford-
able in southern California by moving away from the coast. Many of the
towns that are booming in the WUI were once rural villages.
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'The wildland—urban interface (WUI) is where most of the new growth
in the San Diego region has unfolded—suburbanization literally within
the zone of cyclical, but predictable wildfire. Between 2010 and 2030, the
cities projected to experience the largest amount of growth in San Diego
County mainly fall within this region.® Most of the predicted growth of
the last vacant parcels of land within the city of San Diego will be also
along the edges of the wildland—urban interface zone.” And it must not be
forgotten that the stakes for protecting this zone are high, since it is here
that an estimated three million acres of land were scorched by fire and
nearly 10,000 homes were destroyed in 2003 and 2007.3

Wildfires in both 2003 and 2007 swept through rural towns, burned
semi-rural inland suburbs, and then spread across inland master planned
communities. The wildfire pattern was almost as unpredictable as the
tragmented layout of suburban development across San Diego’s periph-
ery, which has continued to expand toward the east and north. Three out
of four homes built in San Diego since 1990 lie in the wildland danger
zone that lies between the coastal foothills and the mountains further
inland. As one writer has commented: “through the foothills, free range
McMansions often castellated in unconscious self-caricature occupy
rugged ocean view decks surrounded by what foresters grimly refer to as
‘diesel stands’ of dying pine and old brush.”

The loss of agricultural foliage has been put forward as a partial
ecological explanation of the sudden wildfire crisis in San Diego and
southern California in the last decade. In the past, orange, lemon, and
avocado groves served as firebreaks for the seasonal wild conflagrations.
But even more critically, global warming poses greater problems: rising
temperatures and decreasing rainfall create the perfect conditions for
larger scale wildfires than normal. The natural ecology of wildfires has
been disturbed; as a result, wildfires in a globally warmer San Diego
interior burn hotter and spread faster. Higher and higher temperatures
combined with the dry, hot winds of seasonal Santa Ana conditions are
producing a landscape that is riper than ever before for more devastating
wildfire conflagrations.

Yet perhaps the least noted element of changing wildfire ecology lies
in the flammable nature of fast urbanism in the southwestern United
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States. Sprawling, mass produced suburban developments have been
built quickly and are poorly adapted to the dry ecology and wildfire
tendencies of the U.S. southwest. Both the scale and form of cookie
cutter suburbs work against wildfire safety. Wildfires burn intensely and
are driven by high winds that make them spread in unpredictable ways.
When you build tens of thousands of homes and disperse them at con-
sistent densities along the edges of cliffs precisely where the fires arrive
when winds blow from the east, you are creating the ingredients and fuel
for much larger scale wildfires, and much more extensive damage.

Politics, Lifestyles and Inland Wildfires

Natural disasters like wildfires challenge us to rethink our lifestyles.
'They remind us of the boundless power of the earth, the heavens, the
wind and rain. They renew our connection to the ecological cycles of
this planet. But we live mostly cocooned from nature. Our automobiles
cushion us from the spaces we pass through as we zoom from one part
of the region to another. Our homes block out nature. Inside them we
make a beeline for our machines—television, DVD player, computer—
and blast off into channel surfing, cyberspace utopia. The natural world
outside disappears. We take all this for granted.

'The reactions of many San Diegans to the October 2003 firestorm
exposed some of the contradictions in what writer Mike Davis later
called “stupid urbanization that conspired to create the ingredients for
one of the most perfect firestorms in California history.”? In 2002, the
year before this wildfire, election data showed that most residents of
the inland suburbs hit hardest by the fire voted for the recall of then-
California governor Gray Davis,a Democrat, because they stood “against
the oppression of an out-of-control public sector.” In general, the big-
gest supporters of Proposition 13 and every other attempt to downsize
California government have been upper middle class suburbanites in
southern California. And yet, on the day the Crest fire roared down the
canyons toward the bastions of suburban sprawl in east and north San
Diego County, these same citizens were calling for more helicopters,
more firefighting planes, more fire engines. Suddenly, they wanted gov-
ernment to help them.
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In Alpine, an inland San Diego suburb hit by the 2003 wildfire, dur-
ing the second day of the fires a woman called into a local radio talk
show complaining that “it was criminal” that her electricity was out and
her water pressure low. This same woman also wanted “less government
intervention and less taxes.” But she expected that firefighters and util-
ity workers would be there immediately when she needed them during
a crisis. With huge budget deficits driven by twenty-five years of voting
out new taxes, how can inland residents expect California to provide the
colossal fire protection it now appears will be needed to protect millions
of inland residents from the inevitable Santa Ana-induced fires that
come each fall?

An irate resident near the inland suburb of Ramona told a reporter:
“Screw the tree huggers. They’re a bunch of city people telling us what
we can do with the land we pay taxes on.”"! But does paying prop-
erty taxes actually give landowners the right to do anything they want
with their parcels? In fact, the private right to build on land or improve
existing structures, whether in the backcountry or in exurban spaces, is
not constitutionally guaranteed. For more than a century of decision-
making in land use, environment, and property law in the U.S., the
courts have sought to provide a balance between the private property
rights of individuals and the larger “public interest.”'? For example, the
federal government restricts urban development in the floodplains of
some regions of the U.S. because, during rainy seasons, it is not in the
public interest to endanger the lives of hundreds of thousands of city
dwellers who reside in low-lying river valleys. The arid hills and canyons
of southern California’s backcountry encompass what is now under-
stood to be a fire danger zone; this danger must then be weighed against
the rights of developers to build sprawling cul-de-sac suburbs.'®

To put this in legal terms, the threat of massive wildfires may pose
greater harm to the public interest than the private right to build master
planned suburban communities. This simple notion of public interest
was forgotten during the public debates in the aftermath of the worst
fire disasters in San Diego and California history. The loss of more
than 2,400 homes and 375,000 acres of natural landscape in San Diego
County in 2003 alone should have jolted public officials to reconsider
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allowing unregulated suburban growth in fire-prone, semi-arid danger
areas. Yet by 2007, aside from new brush clearing requirements and the
purchase of a few more fire engines or helicopters, the San Diego region
did little to craft new design approaches or controls on its land use pat-
terns in the most fire-prone suburbs; nor did it significantly expand
local firefighting capabilities. As a result, the damages caused by the 2007
wildfires was even worse than in 2003.

Meanwhile, residents are quick to defend their suburban lifestyle,
with little thought to the larger public interest it may compromise. They
express outrage at the idea of building at higher densities in existing
towns, both back in the urbanized core as well as in the traditional cen-
ters in the rural county. In the words of the “tree hugger” critic from
the suburb of Ramona: “There are people like me who don't like city
life. I say leave people alone, let them live their life without government
intervention.”™* It’s one thing to reject city life and go live in the wilder-
ness of Alaska. It’s another to live in Ramona, a suburban community
that lies solidly inside the urbanized region of San Diego. One of the
fallacies held by exurban residents is that they should be able to enjoy
the benefits of proximity to the city without taking responsibility for
being part of its ecological area of influence. They want to exist apart
from the public interest. The Ramona resident’s response: “We have to
live somewhere, and I'm not going to live like a bunch of animals in the
high-rises downtown.” Instead, residents like this one prefer twenty-
first century sprawl.

Geography vs. Architecture

Fire ecologists believe an important factor in the proliferation of wild-
fires in the San Diego region is the way houses are sited, designed,
and built. Most homes lack what is called “defensible space,” cleared
swaths of land free of flammable vegetation. Not only are too many
homes being built in the arc of wildfire country, but developers often
completely ignore the natural landscape in creating site plans and com-
munity designs. For more than three decades, there has been almost no
recognition within the developer community, or even in government,
of the risks of wildfires and the fragility of inland southern California’s
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Do You Have Enough
Defensible Space?

Call 546-4347

Figure 3.1 Wildfire Prevention Sign, California
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

arid ecosystem. Developers purchase blocks of land, then bring in giant
soil moving machines to level off the topography. They then plunk down
cul-de-sac type subdivisions on top of the leveled off hills and mesas,
whose layout seeks to maximize views of the wilderness, while ignor-
ing ecological design errors such as building on steep slopes or on the
eastern facing ridges that directly face into the path of periodic wildfires.
The Spanish and Mediterranean style homes look innocent enough,
until they lie in the path of a roaring wildfire.

Developers also pay too little attention to the effects of canyons
on the spread of wildfires. Canyons are generally regarded as an open
space amenity that attracts suburban residential development; the gen-
eral strategy is to build houses alongside canyons. But when located
too close to canyons suburban housing is endangered—because canyons
can become wildfire heat funnels during fall “Santa Ana” conditions,
when fires start and burn out of control. When housing is constructed
up against natural canyons and, even worse, along the edges of cliffs
overlooking steep sloping hillsides below, the danger is even more
pronounced.
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The reason is that the movement of wildfires typically advances up
hillsides and is fed by flames that grow stronger as they reach the tops
of hills. When houses are sited at the very top of sloped hills (as they
often are in southern California suburbs), they become fuel for the fires,
are immediately engulfed, and end up feeding the wildfires, and increas-
ing their heat level. This causes them to spread with more power and
volume. From a site planning perspective, homes in suburban develop-
ments should be located to avoid natural “fire chimneys” like canyons,
saddles, and slopes.’

Suburban building designs have often fed the wildfires, too. For
many decades, suburban homes were built with wooden shingle roofs—
these easily ignite when wildfires shoot sparks into the air—and many
homes were destroyed because of this. Studies have shown that homes
with wooden roofs have a twenty-one times greater chance of burning
than a home with a non-wood roof.'* Homes made of less lammable
material—like stone, brick, or concrete block—always withstand wild-
fires better. Some fire experts note that in nearby Baja California, just
south of the Mexican border from southern California, a region with
exactly the same ecosystem, considerably less damage has occurred from
wildfires. They believe this is attributable to a culture that allows more
natural burns than north of the border. But it may also be the case that
when wildfires enter urbanized areas, the Mexican homes are generally
built from reinforced concrete or prefabricated stone and tile. This slows
down the spread of the fires, and limits the extent of destruction.

Rooflines, eave vent reduced overhangs, double-pane windows, non-
flammable shutters, and even swimming pools are construction details
that can further limit the spread of wildfires in urbanized zones. Even
more helpful, as noted above, is the creation of “defensible space” around
homes—a green belt of 100 feet where fuel sources (shrubs, trees, grasses)
are thinned out around the home to keep the fire from burning hotter,
and from entering the home itself, or spreading faster to surrounding
homes. However, developers sometimes refer to “defensible space” as
the “magic bullet” solution, which they wrongly conclude frees them to
build unlimited low density suburbs anywhere. In fact, defensible space
designs will only work if combined with better site planning, zoning



FAST SUBURBS IN THE SOUTHWEST BORDERLANDS 85

that prevents precarious and ecologically dangerous developments along
canyons and near east facing slopes, and better coordination of local fire-
fighting capability with land use and traffic circulation plans.

The Media Miss the Story

Generally in the suburban, fire-prone regions of San Diego’s inland sub-
urbs, politicians, developers, local government officials, and the media have
responded to the wildfire problem in a surprisingly limited fashion—by
focusing mainly on firefighting equipment, tactics of fire fighting such
as water drops from airplanes or helicopters, or emergency preparedness.
If one examines the media coverage of the southern California wildfires
in 2003 and 2007, one theme that dominated media attention was the
fact that water drops were limited by visibility or jurisdictional difficulties.
Some military planes did not take to the air until trained “spotters” were
brought in to accompany them. This issue was continually discussed by
local politicians and covered by local newspapers and TV stations.

In 2007, elected officials took pride in making a football stadium the
symbol of their overall policy response to the wildfire event. In the midst
of the 2007 crisis, politicians gathered at the local football stadium—
Qualcomm—in San Diego’s Mission Valley. The atmosphere was tense
due to the fear that the fire was spreading toward downtown and the
coast. High winds and low visibility were hampering air drops on the
fire, and damage was said to be worse than in 2003. The public needed
to be reassured. Mayors, county supervisors, the governor, and firefight-
ers collectively presented a “military style” policy approach. The wildfire
was portrayed as if it were an enemy that needed to be conquered. The
language of policy decisions was principally couched in terms of how
soon helicopters and air tankers could take to the skies, and where
the “wounded” would be evacuated to. The football stadium served to
sustain the metaphor of firefighting as a battle between two “teams,”
government/communities on one side and nature (wildfire) on the other.
'This inaccurate metaphor allowed government to avoid addressing the
larger ecological problem.

As important as it was to manage evacuations and firefighting strat-
egy, local and state officials avoided the theme of wildfire ecology and
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prevention, both during and in the aftermath of the crisis. Meanwhile,
there was non-stop discussion of aerial water drops as a critical need.
But, in fact, local fire experts say the importance of aerial drops of water
on firefighting is exaggerated.’” Yet, on the third day of the wildfires,
when the helicopters got off the ground, the city’s principal newspaper,
the San Diego Union Tribune, carried the headline “Help from Above:
Air Fleet Grows.”® This was a hopeful message coming after the first
two days’ headlines that read “Wildfires Rage” and “300,000 Flee Fires.”

If elected officials missed the opportunity to address the ecology of
wildfires, the media largely failed too. One would think that local journal-
ists would cover other stories and all points of view. But, in San Diego,
a media industry strongly oriented toward protecting the regional fast
urbanism “growth machine”—developers, politicians, real estate, construc-
tion, and other businesses that rely on growth—glossed over the causes of
the wildfires, and subsequent long-term policies needed to address them.

Another striking example of the media missing the larger story occurred
at the national level. When CNN first reported on the 2007 southern
California wildfire story, at one point its lead story spoke of a rumored
arsonist who may have set a fire in eastern Orange County, California.
'This fire destroyed only fourteen homes. It was one of the least important
fires going on at that point—a minor conflagration that was but a tiny
fraction of the dozens of communities and thousands of homes on fire in
San Diego County. Yet the tag line “Arson in Southern California” desig-
nated the headline story at a critical juncture in the reporting of this event.

A second distortion of media understanding of the ecology of wild-
fires, and one that is sometimes echoed by policy-makers, is what might
be termed the “demonization of chaparral.” Chaparral is natural veg-
etation that grows wildly in the eastern hills at the edge of southern
California’s urbanized regions. “Fuel centrists” like to claim that by
eliminating vegetation (chaparral, brush, shrubs) wildfires will diminish.
This plays well with public fear of wildfire and offers an oversimpli-
fied solution to a more complicated problem. As it turns out, it is a
somewhat misguided notion. In fact, fire ecologists say the two most
important factors in determining whether a wildfire becomes dangerous
are fuel moistures (humidity) and wind. Vegetation will not carry the
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flames unless other conditions are in place.!? Further, a more powerful
fuel than vegetation is buildings—especially houses built from wood.
'The media tends to underplay the role of housing and suburban devel-
opment, while it overplays the role of vegetation.

Thus media sources and elected officials basically ended up echoing
the views of pro-development politicians, the developer lobby that gets
them into office, and the myriad businesses that benefit from uncon-
trolled growth. Every attempt is made to steer the narrative away from
the growth itself—its form, scale, location, and design. This is the real
story behind the wildfires. The escalation of wildfire events in the south-
western U.S. must also be understood in the context of global warming,
and the degree to which the increase in temperatures, as well as in
extreme weather conditions, may also exacerbate the scale and frequency
of the more dangerous wildfires.

Ry

Figure 3.2 Lack of Planning for Wildfires: Home Burned in the Rancho Bernardo Community of
San Diego
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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Local and regional government officials are not immune to echoing
these same misconceptions. For example, during the 2007 wildfires,
in a New York Times interview, the Interim Deputy Director of the
San Diego County Department of Planning and Land Use was asked
about the wisdom of building in suburban subdivisions in the wild-
land urban interface area. He responded that “the idea is not that we
create goals and policies to slow growth, that’s not the intent. It’s to

7”20 Here, one

make sure that people are safe during a wildland fire.
of the highest ranking planning officials in regional government was
unwilling to address the wildfire problem with the basic tools of urban
planning—Iland use regulation or site plan restrictions—nor willing
to question the pattern of unsustainable development in the unincor-
porated regions of San Diego where fires were burning the hottest. A
second example of this comes from another county official, one of the
members of County Board of Supervisors. When questioned by critics
about building patterns in the path of Santa Ana winds, too close to
canyons or on the edges of cliffs, being part of the wildfire problem,
the Supervisor refused to accept this point, stating that “there will
always be some kind of threat. All of San Diego is fire-prone.”*! The
“all of San Diego” reference is a convenient way to avoid land regula-
tion in designated fire safety zones.

Another example of the media avoiding stories that address suburban
growth came during the 2003 wildfires in the San Diego region, when a
local radio host, covering the “Cedar fire” that was spreading west from
the hills toward the city of San Diego, created a stir with what was
presented as a late breaking story. The talk show host claimed that the
Cedar fire was halted from spreading further toward the city because its
movement was pointing toward a military base—Miramar Airfield, the
place where the nationally popular film 7bp Gun starring Tom Cruise
was filmed in 1986. According to this radio host, U.S. Marines went out
with shovels and bulldozers to stop the fire, while “corrupt and feather-
bedding firefighters from the San Diego Fire Department did nothing.”
Sources later revealed that this story was a complete fabrication.?? But
it illustrates the degree to which the media will pursue a sensationalized
story and miss the deeper truths about wildfires.
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Underlying these misdirected narratives from the media, the ideology
espoused by politicians and government officials is that “growth in any
form is good.” By sticking with this point of view, its logic leads to the
idea that the way to solve the wildfire problem is not by slowing down or
changing the way the region grows, but rather by allocating bigger and
better technology toward firefighting—armies of helicopters, air tank-
ers, modern trucks, more fire personnel, and high tech equipment. This
is an extension of the twentieth century ideology of “modernity”—that
better technology and science can solve all problems.

These narratives tend to underplay or ignore the role of nature in the
suburban periphery—the natural cycles and ecologies of fire, the impor-
tance of wind, topography, climate, and seasonal drought which create the
environment in which fire occurs, and which should be the factors that
drive alternative growth policies in light of the now critical importance
of wildfires and residential survival in suburban settings like southern
California. One rarely heard “nature” mentioned as a factor in regulat-
ing growth as a form of fire prevention during the public discussions and
debates that unfolded during both the 2003 and 2007 eastern San Diego
wildlife disasters. As one writer surmised during the 2007 wildfire event
in San Diego County: “The question is never—why am I building here on
this hillside, that predictably catches fire every few years . . . it is instead,
how can technology and new materials—how can progress—protect me
from the dangers inherent in living where I have chosen to live?”?

In short, public policy makers and the media have constructed a knee-
jerk approach to wildfires in the suburbs. As the wildfire phenomenon
grows in scope, instead of looking at the deeper reasons for wildfires,
they have tended to simply lump them into a category—“natural disas-
ters that are inevitable”—like hurricanes or earthquakes, and therefore
must be addressed with better equipment, coordination between dif-
terent government agencies, and efficient evacuation plans. Meanwhile,
there is a distinct sense of denial about the broader picture. It is easier
and safer to blame the problem on vegetation or equipment or even on
the firefighters themselves, than it is to step back and question the pat-
tern and scale of the growth itself. I's the forest burning our homes or are
our homes burning the forest?
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Urban Planning and Wildfires

Too often “fire plans” do not link up with local comprehensive plans.
Indeed, two of the most comprehensive studies of fires within the U.S.
reached this conclusion. An American Planning Association’s 2005
technical report is the most comprehensive recent study of the subject.
It argues that wildfires tend to be “very much a people-triggered haz-
ard,” since 80 percent of fires are ignited in some way by humans. It
turther suggests that the extent of wildfire destruction depends heav-
ily on development decisions—including building design, subdivision
design, land use regulations, landscaping, and management of biological
tuel loads. It goes on to state that development in the wildland urban
interface is a direct consequence of land use policy. The problem is that,
under current practices, wildfire plans “attempt to mitigate the outcomes
of land use planning without trying to change its direction.” What is
lacking, the study concludes, is a more direct connection between fire
planning and comprehensive planning.?*

That study later cites the city of Santa Barbara for having one of
the most comprehensive wildfire plans in the nation, because the city
went beyond suppressing and preventing wildfires to understanding the
ecological conditions that create risk—such as flammable vegetation.
However, that study also went on to observe a main weakness of the
Santa Barbara wildfire plan: “An omission in this plan is its lack of rela-
tionship to the city’s comprehensive plan.”?

A second seminal work on the subject is a technical report commis-
sioned by the U.S. Forestry Service back in 1991.That project concluded
that local governments needed to increase the role of fire protection in
the planning process; it further suggested that the costs of fire planning
and fire-sensitive urban planning needed to be born equally by develop-
ers, local government, and fire protection agencies—under the watchful
management of state legislatures.?®

One of the major unresolved issues lies in the question of who should
pay for wildfire protection. When CALFIRE, the State of Califor-
nia Department of Forestry and Fire Protection, responds to a serious
wildfire in the backcountry of San Diego County, along with local and
regional firefighting units, as well as supplementary helpers, including
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military personnel, police, and federal emergency management teams,
the costs of all this emergency assistance have traditionally been passed
on to all taxpayers. But, in the wake of the 2007 catastrophe, state and
local officials have begun talking about charging rural and fire-prone
“wildland” backcountry residents a special “fire protection” fee that
would create a permanent fund to pay for the expenses of fire protection
in the most vulnerable subregions. State officials have proposed a fee
of between $100 and $200 per year, plus a sliding scale for properties
either more or less vulnerable, based on a variety of factors including
location, whether any steps have been taken to make the home more
fire-resistant, and so forth. The point is that rural and inland owners of
McMansions who live in sprawl and fire-prone developments must fully
fund their own fire protection, rather than shifting the costs to taxpayers
who live in the city or along the coast.?’”

Fast Suburbs in the Mojave Desert

It has been said that the Las Vegas strip is so lit up at night that it can
be seen from outer space.?® Las Vegas is a city best known for a lifestyle
of excess, gambling, and the celebration of materialism. Its identity is
symbolized by the corridor of casinos and hotels that define the tour-
ism, entertainment, and gambling business center, known as “the Strip.”
'The urban cultural landscape here is one of profoundly gaudy signage,
dependence on automobiles, and a general buzz of consumerism and
worship of money. Where once Las Vegas was merely a gambling des-
tination, by the late twentieth century it began to urbanize dramatically.
It became a magnet for Americans seeking the lifestyle of fast urbanism,
and businesses willing to relocate to a place that symbolized these values.
Designers struggled to make sense of this new kind of urban place—the
electronics and fluidity, the buzz, sense of movement, and automobile-
oriented lifestyle—and asked whether architecture could adapt to a new,
fast urbanist, sprawl-like growth pattern in the Mojave Desert.?’ The
biggest challenge to Las Vegas is that the business side of fast urbanism
is now on a collision course with the physical environment.

Las Vegas began as a 1920s transshipment town and railroad repair
center. It benefited from 1930s New Deal monies for reclamation of the
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Hoover Dam. The dam and subsequent investment in military facilities
tueled the beginning of a speculative growth strategy for what would
become one of the centers of fast urbanism in the nation. In this regard,
1931 was an important date for Las Vegas—the year gambling was
made legal in Nevada. During the 1930s and 1940s, crusades to limit
prostitution and gambling were prevalent in California; meanwhile a
different cultural norm was emerging for Las Vegas. It would become
the city where “anything goes,” and thus a magnet for investors from
outside the state. Not only was gambling legalized in 1931, but in that
same year divorce laws were liberalized in Nevada, making Las Vegas
the place to obtain a divorce after only six weeks of residency. Just after
World War II ended, resort hotels and gambling casinos opened, and by
the early 1950s tourism and entertainment were the largest employers
in the valley.

When the Federal Highway Administration began building inter-
state highways in the 1950s, the connection between Las Vegas and
Los Angeles was strengthened. This link would become a catalyst for
the post-1960 boom in Las Vegas. The development of air conditioning
technology, the siting of an air base and nuclear testing ground nearby,
and the location of new industrial activity all contributed to this process.
By the 1960s, Las Vegas was a “divorce town” and an entertainment city
for southern Californians.*

From the 1950s to the 1980s, casino and hotel development was still
largely in the hands of underworld (mob) financing, and thus other
mainstream investors and companies shied away from doing busi-
ness there.’! Even when huge corporations began to invest in the Las
Vegas region, they did everything they could to disguise their location
there. For example, Citibank’s giant service center was given a fictitious
address—“The Lakes, Nevada”™—to avoid alienating customers.

The late 1980s marked a transformation of Las Vegas, as external
capital discovered a huge asset of the region—its glitter and poten-
tial could make it a global entertainment center in tune with the late
twentieth century “fast world” of electronics, media, and fantasy.3? Steve
Wynn, a developer and former liquor distributor, opened a mega-hotel,
the Mirage, using financing from the most important global investment
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center in the world—Wiall Street (he financed with junk bonds). The
Mirage Resort was opened in 1989 with 3,000 rooms, at a cost of
$630 million, the most expensive hotel in history up to that moment,
and also the largest casino in the world. It featured a fifty-four foot
volcano, which erupted every half hour after dark. This revealed the
new power of “spectacle”in the invention of global entertainment cities.
'The Mirage Resort became a landmark that soon exceeded the Hoover
Dam as Nevada’s most visited attraction. The “mega-hotel/resort” ush-
ered in a new corporate era for Las Vegas in the 1990s. Many of the
older iconic resorts from the 1950s and 1960s, including the Dunes and
the Sands, were demolished. The mob was replaced by corporate capital
from Wall Street, and a reinvented city began to attract a global market
of consumers.

'The success of the Mirage unleashed a fervent boom of mega-hotels,
resorts, and casinos in the 1990s. Las Vegas’ gambling base was mainly
concentrated along the aforementioned 4.1 mile section of Las Vegas
Boulevard—*“The Strip.” The parade of glamorous, giant hotels included
Excalibur, Luxor, Treasure Island, New York-New York, Bellagio, Man-
dalay Bay, Paris, and the Venetian. Over eight billion dollars was invested
in the Strip, and by the late 1990s Las Vegas became the world’s most
visited tourist site, outdistancing Mecca in Saudi Arabia. When the dust
from all these investments had cleared, eighteen of the world’s twenty-
five largest hotels by room count were now on the Strip, with a total of
over 67,000 rooms.

The post-1980 Las Vegas boom coincided with the emergence of
new forms of global cities built around creating giant high tech urban
centers of consumption, in an age of advertising, electronics, and fast
paced spectacle. After 1980, developers in Las Vegas were able to blend
gambling with entertainment, allowing the city to cash in on a spe-
cialized form of fast urbanism—the co-mingling of entertainment and
culture. The creation of a global electronic city of gambling, night clubs,
and a sense of the fantastic points to the emergence of a new iconic
model that celebrates fast urbanism.

An extreme illustration of this trend is the mega-hotel-casino com-
plex “City Center,” a sixty-seven acre $9 billion multi-use resort. The
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Figure 3.3 The Las Vegas Strip: Architecture of Spectacle and Consumption in a Global Era
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

first phase was completed in 2009. It was advertised as the largest hotel
in the world with nearly 5,000 rooms and 2,500 luxury condominium
units. Also promoted as “a city within a city,” estimates of the total
square footage range as high as seventeen million square feet, including
some 500,000 square feet of retail space, and another 300,000 square
feet of convention center space.®* In effect, Las Vegas became a twenty-
first century “media-metropolis,” a place of glitz and glitter used by the
media, and which used the media to grow. It had transitioned smoothly
out of the mob era into a world of entertainment driven fast urbanism.
What this “architainment” facilitated most of all was growth.

'The Mega-suburbs Boom

As billions of dollars poured into Las Vegas, another important story
was emerging behind the hype and the glitz and glitter: the making of
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a booming, massively spread out, cosmopolitan region, the twenty-first
century’s fastest growing American metropolis. The Las Vegas region
virtually doubled its population in every decade since 1960. In that year,
its population was 139,126, but by 1970 it was up to 304,744; it reached
over a half million in 1980, 852,732 in 1990, and 1.56 million in 2000.
By 2007, its population had reached 1.8 million, then climbing to an
estimated 2.2 million by 2010.34

What accounts for the massive population influx in a city that was once
merely a holiday escape in the middle of the desert, but hardly a place
people would want to live in year round? The answer is: jobs, affordable
housing, and changing cultural values. The multi-billion dollar tourism
and entertainment industry turned Las Vegas into a magnet for service
industry investors, retired people searching for an affordable paradise in
the sun, and wealthy entrepreneurs looking for second homes. The City
Center complex alone was projected to create 12,000 new jobs. All of this
new development was a catalyst for an explosion of the construction sector.
The “legitimizing” of Las Vegas by Wall Street also meant that respect-
able corporations could now relocate activities here. Las Vegas gradually
became its own glitzy advertisement for new residents and investors. It
offered a sense of the exotic and cheap housing that attracted migrants
fleeing expensive southern California. Some forty million people visit Las
Vegas each year, and many are now returning to live there permanently.
During its peak growth period in the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s,
Las Vegas was building a new house every twenty minutes, and 5,000 new
residents were arriving every month.3> But this housing boom later led to
bust. By the end of the first decade of the 2000s, Clark County (the Las
Vegas metropolitan area) was either number one or in the top five in the
list of U.S. cities with the highest foreclosure rates.*®

Las Vegas became the new national symbol of an emerging Ameri-
can urban prototype—the iconic “fast city”—no longer just a gambling
and casino town, but a place of entrepreneurial spirit, innovation,
economic opportunity, and change sustained by electronics and digi-
tal media. Growth occurred relatively quickly in a state (Nevada) not
accustomed to giant cities and the problems of rapid expansion, a state
known to defend the rights of landowners, and a state not known for its
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progressive politics, with the exception of organized labor in the visitor
industry sector.’” Las Vegas, already tied to Los Angeles culturally and
demographically, may have also borrowed from southern California’s
“growth machine” politics—where land investors, real estate companies,
and builders are courted and protected by local elected officials, all in
the interest of maximizing growth and profit, and driving the regional
economy upward.3® At the same time, “growth machines” are notori-
ously unwilling to prioritize environmental protection, socio-economic
equity, and affordable housing.

Could the real significance of Las Vegas be that, in the end, it sim-
ply offered a place for southern Californians to continue their already
less-than-sustainable lifestyle (consumption of large automobiles and
pattern of suburban dispersal) at a lower cost? As one L.A. observer
wrote a decade ago: “As LA becomes increasingly crowded and expen-
sive, Las Vegas is holding itself out as the last frontier of the California
dream.”’ Las Vegas, like L.A., believes in its “Manifest Destiny”—the
destiny to build a great city in the remote and forebidding desert.

As Las Vegas mushroomed beyond two million people, it has taken
on the form of a giant amorphous suburbanizing blob of low and
medium density condo complexes, townhomes, and single family cul-
de-sac developments that stretch across hundreds of squares miles of
Nevada desert, from Boulder City and the Hoover Dam in the south-
east to North Las Vegas and Summerlin in the northwest. The sprawling
region touches the foothills of mountains and the edges of desert wil-
derness. Much of the scattered, diffuse development takes the form of
master planned or gated communities, fragmented and separate from
each other, and placed in exurban “pods” spread around the core of the
city of Las Vegas, the Strip and along the freeways (I-15 and 1-95)
that facilitate mobility in the region. Two of the biggest “pods” of exur-
ban development in the northwest and southeast are anchored by two
mega-projects, Summerlin and Green Valley. These mega-scale master
planned communities are largely copied from earlier models like the
Irvine Ranch in southern California.

Irvine Ranch was one of the largest and most spread out suburban
master planned subregions in the U.S. in its time, and set the cultural
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and economic standard for all those that followed, especially in the
western United States. The Irvine Ranch is 94,000 acres in size and
encompasses almost one-fifth of Orange County, California. Its prop-
erties overlap six cities including Laguna Beach, Anaheim (Anaheim
Hills), Irvine, Tustin (Tustin Ranch), Orange, and Newport Beach. It
was originally a Mexican land grant (owned by James Irvine and others)
of 185 square miles.

In Las Vegas, the sprawl of Summerlin approached that of Irvine
Ranch, with some forty square miles of area and a projected population
of nearly 200,000. So large was Summerlin that, like Irvine Ranch, it
is divided into numerous “villages,” many with artificial lakes. While
the subdivided sections are called “villages,” there are few community
centers that can be reached on foot, and few activities that residents
can walk to. One planner describes Summerlin as creating a “suburban-
style quality of life not by accentuating the environment, but by nearly
obliterating it.”*

'There are signs, however, that these planned communities have taken
steps to become more sustainable. Many include trails, open space, and
access to nature for residents. Newer master planned communities are
being held to environmentally higher standards,*! but those standards
cannot be retroactively imposed on the multitude of existing planned
communities and their hundreds of thousands of residents. Also, crit-
ics question the extent to which these features are fully embraced by
a majority of residents. In many communities, trails and open spaces
are neglected. Older communities display ecologically insensitive design
elements, including concrete block walls between homes for privacy,
which make people feel isolated and not part of a community; lack of
neighborhood centers; and over-reliance on the CC & Rs (Commu-
nity Codes and Regulations), which give too much power to only a few
decision-makers (the Homeowners Association officers).*? Many of
the older master planned communities are gated, and some have walls
built around their perimeters, which adds to their sense of isolation.
Las Vegas does not have a regional transit system that links suburban
planned communities with activity centers. This makes residents com-
pletely dependent upon their automobiles.
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A critical flaw in the development of Las Vegas’ master planned
communities is that they were built on a piecemeal basis; this leads to
tfragmented land management, where separate communities are dropped
into different locations within existing floodplains, forest zones, and
wildlife habitats. This haphazard imposition of privately owned commu-
nities makes it difficult to preserve ecosystems that require coordinated
efforts across space.* Native plants are disturbed, water quality is com-
promised, and noxious plants and weeds from residential subdivisions
are introduced and can invade local ecosystems. Localized septic sys-
tems threaten groundwater.

Figure 3.4 City of Summerlin, Las Vegas, along the I-215
Source: Photo by permission of Landiscor Aerial Information, Phoenix, Arizona, www.landiscor.com
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By the 1990s, Las Vegas sprawl stretched farther and farther into the
desert wilderness in a series of master planned housing developments,
many lacking an identity, or a sense of community, or a connection to
their surrounding ecology. In the late 1990s, some of the new devel-
opments were gated. A trend toward building enormous single family
homes also started; these homes were referred to in some circles as “pal-
aces of nineteenth century barons.” At one million dollars and upward,
they suggested a new kind of Las Vegas migrant: billionaires who sim-
ply built homes because they could afford them and, in some cases, did
not necessarily expect to live there full time. Thus, the landscape would
be dotted with 5,000 to 10,000 square foot homes that would lie vacant
tor much of the year. “I probably won't live there at all,” one wealthy Cal-
ifornian reported, after he had purchased a three million dollar condo.
“I thought Las Vegas would be a good place to go on occasion—to see

a show, dine in elegant restaurants, or play a little golf.”** This same

Figure 3.5 Sprawling Suburb of North Las Vegas along the US 93/I-15
Source: Photo by permission of Landiscor Aerial Information, Phoenix, Arizona, www.landiscor.com
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Californian also admitted he already owned homes in Tiburon and Peb-
ble Beach, California.

Such high end residential development speaks of the larger cultural
values that allow someone to feel entitled to build a three million dollar
condo they will only use for an occasional golf weekend. It enhances the
idea of Las Vegas as a place where people can flaunt wealth and luxury
independently of place or ecology. Both Green Valley and Summerlin are
self-contained living spaces—giving residents a feeling of being in a pro-
tected cocoon, insulated from both the city of Las Vegas and the harsh
desert environment that engulfs them. As we saw in the San Diego region,
sprawl is destroying the very human society that created it.

Unsustainable Las Vegas

I've heard Las Vegas touted as the American City of the Future . . .
the prototype habitat for a society in which the old boundaries
between work, leisure, entertainment, information, production,
service and acquisition dissolve, and a new colorful, pleasure-laden
home emerges. But the trouble with Las Vegas is not just that it is
ridiculous and dysfunctional, but that anybody might take it seri-
ously as a model for human ecology.*

While the development community markets Las Vegas by selling the
image of playful, leisure-oriented cityscapes, these same ingredients
impose a heavy footprint on southern Nevada. The Las Vegas valley
grew so quickly that it took urban planning observers by surprise. The
problems of urban growth were hidden behind the larger social dis-
course of Las Vegas as a center of gambling, casinos, night life. As one
observer notes: “Like Disneyland, Las Vegas encapsulates what we are.
Every year, millions come to bask in its reflection. No one thinks Las
Vegas is real; it is an illusion, but visitors willingly suspend belief and
pretend.”® It is as if the dazzle of the Strip is sacred; no one wanted to
give up the fantasy; no one was willing to step in and impose regulations
on Oz. So citizens simply allowed Las Vegas to grow without bounds
and without regard to the environment.
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Recently, however, Las Vegas has been forced to confront its ecologi-
cal challenges. While the region’s ozone air pollution has improved since
it ranked fifth worst in the U.S. in the 1980s, it remains a concern in a
metropolis that is growing so rapidly. Clark County created an Office
of Sustainability in 2009. One of its missions is better monitoring of air
quality. It is also enforcing permits and land use regulations, including
the promotion of “transit-oriented development,” where future resi-
dential projects would need to be linked to alternative transit. This is a
relatively new idea for the Las Vegas region, and has not been seriously
put into play yet.

The consumption of water per resident in Las Vegas exceeded most
other cities in the southwestern U.S. during its boom growth years in the
1990s and early 2000s: the per capita rate of consumption in Las Vegas
during that period was 300 gallons/day; in Los Angeles it was only 22 g/
day, and in Oakland, California, 110 g/day. In another desert city similar
in size to Las Vegas, Tucson, Arizona, residents only used 160 g/day.*’ To
its credit, Las Vegas has begun to address the water issue. Between 2000
and 2009, the metropolitan area decreased its water use by over 20 percent,
and now uses less water per capita than the Phoenix, Arizona, region.*®
Average per capita water use dropped from 347 gallons per day to 248 gal-
lons per day. This was achieved through better management of water in
government facilities, by public bans on front lawns, assigned watering
days, and citizen education, especially in the use of smart landscapes, turf
replacements for grass, and low water household fixtures. However, it is
also true that the recession of that period may have lowered water con-
sumption, as thousands of foreclosed families moved away.*’

Wiater remains the biggest challenge to urbanization in the Las Vegas
valley. Landowners with artesian wells draw water from the giant aquifer
that sits under the Las Vegas region; that aquifer siphons water out of
Lake Mead, which, in turn, draws down the Colorado River. This chain
of water loss threatens to turn the Colorado River into a “deficit river,”
where more water is allotted to users than is replenished through the
natural cycles. The regional water agency, the Southern Nevada Water
Authority (SNWA), claims that it will address the water deficit by tap-

ping regional groundwater supplies in alternative sources, including
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neighboring watersheds like the Virgin and Muddy Rivers, or Three
Lakes Valley. However, environmentalists say that tapping these water-
sheds will negatively impact agriculture, wetland habitats, wildlife, and
endangered species.*”

Global warming and continuous drought have significantly depleted
the main source of water to the region—Lake Mead, which is fed by the
Colorado River. The lake needs a high enough level of water to produce
power at the Hoover Dam, and to supply the growing population of
the Las Vegas urban region. Despite the aggressive water conservation
efforts in the Las Vegas metropolitan region, hydrologists still estimate
that there is a 50 percent chance Lake Mead will run dry by 2020, if the
current drought patterns from the last decade persist.’! It is a very deli-
cate balance, and as the general manager of the Southern Nevada Water
Authority said back in 2010: “If the river flow continues downward and
we can’t build back up supply, Las Vegas is in big trouble.”>?

Still, the city of Las Vegas is not ignoring the warning signs of cli-
mate change. For example, it initiated a program called “Sustainable Las
Vegas” that seeks to promote programs like recycling, solar energy, green
building, and water stewardship.’> Most of what is done falls into one
of two categories: educating and encouraging (though not requiring)
homeowners to lower their water consumption, and greening the gov-
ernment’s buildings and facilities (installing solar panels on city-owned
parking garage roofs, for example). Beyond this, city government is also
seeking to encourage water reclamation on golf courses, turf conversion
on public properties, and enforcement of a drought ordinance. It has
converted its fleet to fuel efficient vehicles and is proposing a “complete
streets” program to pedestrianize more streets in the city. There are plans
for a Bus Rapid Transit system in the future.

The “Sustainable Las Vegas” program was officially established by
the City Manager in 2007. A website was built,’* and the Las Vegas
2020 Plan created. The plan is a serious policy commitment to make
the urban region more sustainable. It calls for long-term commitments
to transit-oriented development, the use of “form based codes,”™ and
new guidelines for infill and new developments. This latter point was
strengthened by the signing in 2007 of an environmentally progressive
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Development Agreement for Kyle Canyon, a 1,700 acre future develop-
ment area. That agreement sets new standards for future master planned
communities, including: requiring mixed-use development, pedestrian
triendly streets, and extensive trail systems. It limits gated communities
to 25 percent of all residential development. As mentioned, however,
the policies and guidelines for new master planned communities are not
necessarily being applied to existing ones.

Meanwhile, Clark County has also taken steps to match the City of
Las Vegas. In 2008, the region started the first Eco-Initiative, whose
goals included improving the county’s air quality, water, land manage-
ment, waste recycling, transport design, green building, and renewable
energy. The county’s approach follows the city’s lead: to provide infor-
mation for residential greening, while improving its own facilities. One
of its goals is to improve citizen recycling rates from the current rate of
8 percent to 25 percent. Clark County does have one of the world’s larg-
est private solar energy production companies, Solar One, which creates
incentives for the region to move toward solar energy.

There is, however, a feeling of institutional “window dressing” in
these well articulated but limited programs at the city and county
level. The initiatives are long on providing information, but short on
hard-hitting regulations that will institutionalize larger changes. Most
of the projects are voluntary, rather than enforced. The vast majority
of large scale green projects are on government-owned properties, and
not in the privately owned communities, where most of Las Vegas’ two
million residents live. Indeed, the only other notable green building
outside of government-owned properties has occurred on the Strip, in
the form of hotel and casino complexes seeking to lower their carbon
tootprint. Caesar’s Hotel invested in low flush toilets and low water
showerheads, while also improving its outdoor irrigation system. In a
promotional slide show by a university research center, Las Vegas is
praised for having “radical new urban design.” That design, however, is
limited to the new high rise hotels on the Strip. Some of these LEED-
certified buildings, particularly in the new City Center complex, are
owned by MGM Mirage, which has a natural gas fired power plant,
and low energy air conditioning in the casinos. Sources report that
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Figure 3.6 Unsustainable Growth Spreads across the Fragile Desert Landscape: City of Henderson
along the US93/US95/1-515

Source: Photo by permission of Landiscor Aerial Information, Phoenix, Arizona, www.landiscor.com

the construction of so many green buildings on the Strip was inspired
by millions of dollars in tax breaks available after the state of Nevada
passed green building legislation in 2005.%

'The well-meaning government programs to make Las Vegas sustain-
able are a reaction to what happened during the region’s three decade
boom period, from 1980 to 2010. During that era, Las Vegas grew in a
dispersed, low density manner that was not coordinated at the regional
level. Over the last decade, environmental planning efforts to address
the ecologies of sprawl created here have been limited.>’
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Las Vegas’ urban development in those boom years was built around
privatized mega-resorts and master planned “lifestyle communities”™—
giant, sprawling developments that marketed themselves as luxury
homes set in the perfect setting of sun, desert, and palm trees. Most of
the palm trees one sees in Las Vegas are not native to the southwest-
ern deserts; nor are the artificial lakes. Las Vegas has been called many
things—a frontier city, a place where people go to reinvent themselves,
a place where a laissez faire spirit thrives. It is often celebrated for its
adaptability, for being a shining example of the shift in America toward
global trade, and non-natural resource, non-place-oriented economies.
Las Vegas is seen as the city of the future—an economy built around
information, entertainment, and even the internet, the true “quaternary”
information economy capital of the western United States.

Yet one can argue that this vision of Las Vegas lacks an ecological
conscience. It fails to consider the long-term costs of pollution. “Brown
haze” is the local name for the air pollution that sits over southern
Nevada. Once thought to be seasonal, over time it became a year round
phenomenon, made worse by the over-reliance on automobiles and lim-
ited government intervention in land use or zoning to prevent or slow
down sprawl. In 2010, the American Lung Association gave the region
an “F” for the number of days with dangerous ozone levels (sixty-six per
year), ranking it number twenty-one in the nation for ozone pollution.>
Since 2010, the ozone levels have improved, but, without an alternative
transit plan, the continued dependence on the automobile remains a
concern, as does the problem of particulate (dust) pollution.*

Las Vegas is one of the last major metropolitan areas in the West that
has virtually no mass transit, with the exception of two limited tram lines
that move people between hotels along the Strip, and a limited bus sys-
tem. Meanwhile the number of cars flowing through the Las Vegas valley
has skyrocketed over the past decade, from 298,000 in 1980 to nearly a
million by 2000. In 2007, Forbes Magazine rated Las Vegas as America’s
third most sedentary city (after Memphis and New Orleans)—that is,
cities where people are least likely to walk. It also claimed 64 percent of
Las Vegas residents are overweight or obese (this is slightly higher than
the national average) and watch thirty-eight hours of TV per week.®
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Las Vegas is not a pedestrian scale place, except perhaps for tourists
strolling along the Strip, although residents do not consider the Strip
a public space they use regularly. In fact, legally, the city of Las Vegas
considers the only public spaces along the commercial Strip to be the
overpasses. For a metropolis with almost two million people, Las Vegas
has a striking scarcity of parks and open spaces. Many of the master
planned communities are devoid of activity nodes that people can walk
to. There may be paths or trails, but there are no centers, and no gardens
or parks to walk to. Even the famed Strip discourages active public lives
outside the casinos, since, in truth, the goal of the Strip is to get people
inside the casinos, “along scripted, glassed in corridors where you can
feel the cybernetic hum of slot machines,”! and not out on the streets.

Reality lies inside the casinos, and street life is discouraged.

Figure 3.7 Public Life Is Discouraged Even on the Las Vegas Strip: The Idea Is to Get People inside
the Casinos

Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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An anecdote about life on the Strip is illustrative of the disdain for
vibrant civic spaces along a corridor dominated by privatized, consum-
erist casinos. A college professor was assembling his video crew to film
a segment about one of the Strip’s hotels—Ireasure Island. He set up
on what he thought was a public space—the sidewalk facing the casino
from the main avenue. Wrong. He was ordered by hotel management
to leave—and informed he was on private property! When he protested
and asked, “Isn’t this street right in front of your hotel a public space
for pedestrians?” he was told that the “public” sidewalk was actually a
narrow strip of concrete virtually below ground and with no view of
the casino. Meanwhile, inside the casinos, people sit at slot machines.
“The new Vegas Strip enhances the interior narrative, not the communal
process.”®?

If Las Vegas emphasizes a narrative of gambling casino interiors,
rather than the public space outdoors, this tends to diminish awareness
of the natural environment. Indeed, the hotel-casino culture speaks to
an architecture of fantasy—it negates natural light, nature, and the out-
doors. Instead it uses artificial light to mask the time of day and create a
timeless world where people can gamble. Interior spaces are defined by
artificiality and techno-noise—bells ringing, slot machines buzzing, a
tever pitch atmosphere to make people feel excited, so they will gamble
more. The immediate spaces outside are also part of the Las Vegas stage
set of “architainment.” The “eye candy” facades of the mega-hotels along
the Strip give the impression of grandeur, wealth, and total pleasure, a
Disneyland-like eftect. Of course, as in a theme park, the fantasy runs
out at some point—and beyond the stage sets lie the trailer parks, aban-
doned lots, parking garages, and cheap apartments. And beyond that lie
the vast suburbs. But back inside the casinos fantasy is alive and well,
not on real city streets but in fake, miniaturized movie sets that produce
a “happy imprisonment,” as one writer terms it.%

The sense of artificiality that pervades Las Vegas also spills into the
outdoors and the use of nature. At the Bellagio hotel, people jet ski on
an artificial lake; nearby at The Venetian they ride gondolas along fake
canals in a theatrically lit city. These fake uses of water belie the fact
that water supply and water quality are grave environmental problems
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Figure 3.8 Artificiality Defines Las Vegas Architecture
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

in the southern Nevada valley. The nearest giant reservoir, Lake Mead, is
contaminated by toxic waste from pesticides and industrial runoff. And,
as mentioned, the Southern Nevada Water Authority is immersed in a
political struggle to siphon away more than its legal share of Colorado
River water, or other adjacent watershed sources.

'The Las Vegas region also faces other pollution problems. A proposal
to build a nuclear waste storage facility at Yucca Mountain, only one
hundred miles from Las Vegas, came close to being seriously considered,
until it was rejected by the incoming administration of President Barack
Obama in 2008; but there are still political and economic interests that
want to resurrect it.** There are reports of groundwater contamination
from a former magnesium-titanium processing plant in nearby Hen-
derson. Most of Las Vegas’ electric power is still generated by coal-fired
plants, especially on the Moapa Indian reservation northeast of the city.
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One prominent writer has called Las Vegas “an environmentally and
p g y

socially bankrupt system of human settlement.”®

A Troubled Metropolis in the Valley of the Sun

'The Phoenix urban region, known locally as the Valley of the Sun, is the
fastest growing desert metropolis in the United States, and one of the
fastest growing urban regions in the nation. Maricopa County encloses
most of metropolitan Phoenix—its population climbed from 120,000
in 1940 to 331,770 in 1950, then over two decades ballooned to 2.1 mil-
lion (1990), and to over 3 million in early 2012. Phoenix is projected to
expand to 4.5 million by 2020, and as high as 7 million by 2050.% The
Phoenix Metropolitan Statistical Area, as defined by the U.S. Census (it
is officially called Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale MSA)®’, is the thirteenth
largest in the U.S. with 4.0 million. Like Las Vegas, Phoenix was at the
peak of its demographic and economic boom before the recession hit in
2008. From 2000 to 2006, it grew by 24.2 percent, placing it in the top
ten in the U.S.%8

How does a city in the middle of the Mojave Desert, far from either
coast and distant from major natural resource concentrations, become
one of the largest metropolitan regions in America? Like Las Vegas,
Phoenix does not owe its growth to traditional resource-based or
heavy manufacturing. Nor has it relied on having a regional pool of
resources (energy, water, minerals) to sustain it. Typical of sunbelt cit-
ies, Phoenix grew in spite of its physical environment. The relocation
of aircraft companies and technology firms jump-started the Phoenix
economy in the 1960s and 1970s. Then, as momentum started to build,
Phoenix took advantage of the growing information economy, as well as
tourism, retirement, and real estate. It is also the state capital of Arizona,
home to seven Fortune 1,000 companies, and the major headquarters
of national corporations like U.S. Airways, U-Haul, and Best Western.

But what distinguishes this desert metropolis is its spatial growth
pattern—massive, horizontal sprawl that stretches over endless flat des-
ert valleys, canyons, and mesas sitting within the Salt River basin and
its hinterland. The physical scale of Phoenix is extraordinary. Maricopa
County alone has an area of 1,226 square miles, the size of the state
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of New Jersey! The city of Phoenix covers some 470 square miles; the
larger metropolitan area encompasses 800 square miles.®” It has been
said that until the recession slowed its growth, Phoenix was expanding
outward at the rate of 1 acre per hour.”? The U.S. Census’ Metropolitan
Statistical Area of Phoenix, mentioned earlier, measures 14,598 square
miles, making it the third largest metropolis in physical area after Las
Vegas and L.A.-Riverside-Orange County.

Metropolitan Phoenix is a textbook example of post-1970 “leapfrog”
growth. “Leapfrogging” describes the condition of discontinuous urban
growth toward the fringes of urban areas. Typical growth would break
out all over in unconnected locales on the outer edge of the city, without
any significant linkage either between new growth zones or between
those young suburban enclaves and the existing city. Growth would
erupt wherever developers could induce it, and the question of how to
tie it all together was left for another time.

This irregular pattern of growth unfolded in the Phoenix area for at
least two important reasons. First, the city of Phoenix’s aggressive annexa-
tion policy increased city size from 17 square miles in 1950 to 331 square
miles in 1980. It also left 40 percent of the land inside the city vacant
by 1980. Second, for many years Maricopa County government allowed
developers to build master planned communities on the urban fringe with
minimal guidelines or regulations. This has changed in the last decade.
Some of the peripheral developments eventually were annexed into what
have become the booming suburbs—Scottsdale, Tempe, Peoria, Mesa,
and Glendale. These suburbs have, in fact, become cities unto themselves,
yet another example of the sprawl ecology of fast urbanism.

As Phoenix grew between 1950 and 1960, its population increased
and its density decreased—from 6,000 people per square mile in 1950
to 2,000 people per square mile in 1962.”1 Much of that decreasing
density was the harbinger of the next forty years of suburban expansion
with almost no regional coordination of growth, land use allocations,
transportation, employment, walkability, or sustainability. Phoenix’s
sprawl was part of an urban culture where land development was the
holy grail of the city’s economy. The mantra of the land development

industry was “you can never get hurt in dirt.””?
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Figure 3.9 Aerial View of Master Planned Suburbs, City of Glendale, Northwest Phoenix
Source: Photo by permission of Landiscor Aerial Information, Phoenix, Arizona, www.landiscor.com

By 1972, greater Phoenix already had sixteen mega-planned commu-
nities arising on its outskirts, some as far as twenty or twenty-five miles
beyond older suburbs like Scottsdale. These included Fountain Hills,
Rio Verde, and Sunlakes, among others. Land on the periphery was
quite cheap in the 1980s and 1990s (especially compared with growth
areas in California). Developers thus employed a well-worn land invest-
ment strategy—buying fringe property (flat desert land in this case)
cheap, and then convincing masses of home buyers to purchase homes
in their new “paradise,” even if it happened to be located in the middle
of nowhere. Like Las Vegas, the primary marketing tool for Phoenix is
the climate—and all of its allusions to “sun drenched paradise,” swim-
ming pools in the winter, palm trees, mountains, desert, and open space.

Mega-land deals were easier to put together in fringe locations; more
centrally located infill sites might entail complex politics or even local
opposition to growth. Even as early as the 1950s and 1960s, Phoenix
was cited favorably as a prime example of discontinuous urban growth.
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This became a driving theme in the city’s expansion, especially in the
1970s and after, when booming master planned developments, rang-
ing from 640 to 10,000 acres, were built in the remote outskirts. Of
some sixteen major new projects between 1970 and 1990, only four were
within five miles of Phoenix.”

While the planned communities were promoted as new centers that
would combine jobs and housing, in fact, most of them never really
became self-contained. Indeed, they are essentially giant bedroom
communities, whose citizens, each morning, join the growing army of
commuters who fill the freeways and roads in the congested regional
journey-to-work marathon. In one example, a development called “Bel-
mont” projected building homes for a population of 150,000 people
thirty-five miles west of the incorporated boundary of the city of Phoe-
nix. Developers claimed there would be on-site employment nodes.
However, one county supervisor saw that very few communities on the
urban fringe were actually building job locations in these planned devel-
opments, and thus voted against approving the Belmont project. He was
quoted as saying: “This is not leap frog development . . . it’s leap frog
Olympics.””*

Another egregious example of peripheral development skirting land
use law is the community of Anthem, thirty-five miles north of Phoenix
along I-17. Anthem’s master plan was approved by Maricopa County
in 1995, despite strong opposition. The developer, Del Webb, claimed
Anthem would create local jobs—with its own retail stores, offices, and
a hospital. But by 2000, nearly all of Anthem’s residents commuted to
other parts of Phoenix, thus adding to the already heavy rush hour traffic
pouring into the city from the north. Anthem typified the clever, unsa-
vory tactics of developers. It was marketed as a “community” with a long
tradition of local family history, which local experts say never existed.”
Instead, what was built was a “designer desert” look—artificial landscap-
ing using high tech engineering and intensive irrigation to “green” the
flat, sandy, arid desert environment.

Further, it turns out that Anthem should not have been built for
another reason—the Arizona Groundwater Management Act of 1980
requires that any new development must demonstrate one-hundred-year
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water supplies without depleting existing water tables. This law was put
in place to keep developers from sinking wells into regional groundwa-
ter networks, and then depleting existing supplies. Instead, developers
were supposed to negotiate new municipal water infrastructure to sup-
ply projected new residents. The mega-developer Del Webb got around
this requirement by arranging to lease water rights from a local indige-
nous community—which had separate water rights through the Central
Arizona project.”®

By 1997, twenty-one large scale exurban projects (over 1,000 acres)
were under construction in the Phoenix region, and another ten were
proposed. One new suburb, Buckeye, is projected to grow from 18,000
to 430,000 residents by 2050.7” Future peripheral developments include
Foothills, Estrella, Sun City, and Desert Ridge. The market for these
projects was not only external—some 60 percent of new fringe residents
came from the Valley of the Sun itself. Apparently, people in Phoenix
wanted more land and more space, and they were willing to drive hun-
dreds of miles more per week to get it. As we move forward, however,
energy costs will no doubt begin to transform people’s perception of
housing location, car consumption, and daily commutes.”®

'The Phoenix metropolitan area leaves a huge footprint on the central
Arizona desert. It grew physically from 273 square miles in 1975 to 732
square miles by 1995. The urban region is projected to add 3.3 million
inhabitants by 2040, creating a metropolitan area with some 6.5 million
people. Based on current land occupancy data, one study argues it will
take about 367 square miles more land to accommodate just the resi-
dential space needed to house the new population. That figure does not
include land needed for streets, schools, parks, shopping, and employ-
ment. Adding that land means about 700 square miles of new land will
be consumed by the projected population for the region. This would
make the Phoenix region some 1,500 square miles in land area, larger
than the Los Angeles metropolitan area with far less than half L.A’s
population.”

One scholar has defined sprawl as “to cause to spread out carelessly
and awkwardly.”®® Clearly, Phoenix fits this definition. Infrastructure
for alternative transit (bikeways, bus rapid transit, light rail) has been
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slow to catch up with the sprawl pattern. However, some changes have
begun to address this problem. Valley Metro is the regional transporta-
tion agency that has taken on the task of redefining mobility for the
twenty-first century. It built a $1.4 billion light rail transit system that
opened in 2008 and now serves the central area of Phoenix, including
downtown, the airport, and the cities of Tempe and Mesa. By 2013,
the system covered twenty linear miles, had twenty-eight stations, and
served about 40,000 daily riders. The agency projects that it will build
thirty-seven more miles of rail line by 2032, expanding its reach further
to dispersed areas of the region.®!

Yet, even with its expansion, the number of users of the light rail
system remains small (40,000), considering that more than one mil-
lion laborers travel to work every day in the Phoenix region. Although
the regional planning agency has supported transit-oriented projects
recently, and proposes to continue to do so in the future,® the fact is
that the region remains so massively spread out that it will be chal-
lenging and expensive to service residents with intra-regional transit. At
the same time, the continual peripheral growth has channeled residents,
more and more, into socially isolated enclaves, creating an urban archi-
pelago that further strains regional sustainability.

To take just one example of the massive social fragmentation, in
some fringe retirement developments, such as Sun West, zoning ordi-
nances were actually created to keep younger people out. The Senior
Citizen Overlay District (SCOD) ordinance sets rules such as: a) every
dwelling unit must have at least one person over fifty; and b) children
under the age of eighteen are not allowed to reside in a residential unit
for more than ninety days. Sun West is reportedly one of five retirement
communities where the SCOD ordinance is in effect. Local observers
report that this trend toward “age zoning” and age-restrictive codes in

Phoenix’s suburbs is on the rise.%3

Eco-disaster in the Central Arizona Desert

The irony of contemporary Phoenix is that it was once a major des-
tination for people suffering respiratory ailments—from allergies
and asthma to tuberculosis. But beginning in the 1990s, air pollution
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became a major concern to residents. The American Lung Association
gave Maricopa County its lowest grade for air quality—in the categories
of both ozone and particulates. According to a 2005 “State of the Air”
report, 79 percent of Maricopa County residents (2.6 million people)
are at high risk for respiratory complications due to air quality—this
includes people with asthma, bronchitis, cardiovascular disease, and
diabetes.3* The Phoenix region has an estimated 260 miles of freeway,
with over 300,000 inhabitants who live too close, according to planning
studies. They are subjected to toxic air poisoning from ozone and dust
particles. While carbon monoxide levels have been reduced through
monitoring and intervention, experts point out that the main agency
designated to plan for air pollution regulation, the Maricopa Associa-
tion of Governments (MAG), actually has a conflict of interest. MAG
is the principal transportation planning agency as well, and builds a lot
of highways, which may compromise its ability to plan for land uses
away from densely used freeways. Further, there is a tendency for agen-
cies to simply meet minimum federal standards for air quality, without
addressing whether only meeting minimum standards will be sufficient

to protect citizens in the long term.%

The “Brown Cloud” that descends over the Valley of the Sun is
caused by nitrogen dioxide gas and small particles of carbon. All large
urbanized regions create pollution—it is formed through auto emis-
sions from millions of vehicle trips, construction-related dust, power
plants, lawn mowers, and factories spewing chemical and other waste
into the air. When you put these ingredients into a setting like that
in Phoenix—the basin of the Salt River with its pattern of hot, dry
weather—and you keep funneling more toxic inputs through urban
growth, the result is a lethal brew. Local geography creates and
enhances the conditions that lead to danger: inversions of cool air at
night cause the ground to cool, but a second layer of cool air hovers
over the valley and traps the warm, polluted air in the middle, right
over the valley where millions of people live. Each morning, as air
warms over the valley, particulates swirl and rise, forming a brown
cloud over the entire metropolitan region. One local illness that has
emerged is termed “Valley Fever,” a lung infection caused by a fungus
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that becomes airborne when dust near construction sites or agricul-
tural zones is blown about by desert winds. When these fungal spores
are imbibed, Valley fever results. Another phenomenon is called a
“haboob,” a windstorm of dust and sand that is usually caused by the
collapse of a thunderstorm cell. These storms threaten public safety for
anyone on the road or in the air when they occur.

The Phoenix region draws 60 percent of its water supply from the
Colorado River, through the Central Arizona project, whose canals and
pipelines have been operating since 1984. About 35 percent of the water
supply comes from the Salt River project, which draws from the Salt
River and Verde River watersheds. Drought, however, could sharply
reduce the amount of low altitude water from the Salt and Verde rivers.
Moreover, under severe drought, Arizona’s rights to 2.8 million acre-feet
of water flow from the Colorado River (according to the 1922 Colo-
rado River compact) are what is legally termed “junior” to the rights
of adjacent states, Nevada and California. Under current law, 1.7 mil-
lion acre-feet (out of Arizona’s 2.8 million allocation) have this “junior”
standing, meaning droughts and cutbacks could take away 1.7 million
acre-feet of Arizona’s total allocation, in favor of Nevada or California.8
In short, Arizona’s water supply is highly likely to dry up.

A desert city like Phoenix relies on dams and groundwater to sup-
ply water to nearly four million people. Surface water is limited, due to
heat and evaporation and limited rainfall. Thus groundwater is essential
in central Arizona. But groundwater can only be extracted in propor-
tion to its replenishment through natural processes. Unfortunately, as
in the Las Vegas example, what is happening in the urbanized valleys
of Arizona, around Phoenix and Tucson, is that groundwater has been
overpumped for decades. More water is taken out than is replenished
by natural processes. The result is that there are now well documented,
long-term declines in underground water levels; there is also a pattern
of land subsidence. This puts even more pressure on importing Colorado
River water—which is expensive because it must be transported long
distances. But, given cost issues and the threat to the Colorado River
supply from Arizona’s legal “junior” status, groundwater remains the
most important, but troubled, future source.
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Like so many major cities in the U.S., Phoenix has also had a ten-
dency to dump its toxic waste problem on those least able to defend
themselves from such land use policies—low income minorities in
south Phoenix.?” South Phoenix already has a high proportion of heavy
industry. Out of seven hazardous waste storage facilities in the Phoenix
region, six are located in south Phoenix, and one on an Indian reserva-
tion. Over the last decade, a noxious new waste storage complex was
located in south Phoenix and has announced plans to expand. Waste is
brought into the neighborhood by trucks, and then dumped in the south
Phoenix facility. In 1992, a toxic chemical fire in south Phoenix burned
for twelve hours, irritating the eyes and lungs of many residents. Tests
after the incident revealed high levels of zinc in many homes. In 1994,
the Arizona Department of Environmental Quality (ADEQ) began
allowing California to send hazardous waste (including DDT and lead)
to be dumped in south Phoenix facilities.

One other measure of Phoenix’s impact on the natural landscape is
offered in a recent study of growth in twenty-five global cities in differ-
ent parts of the world. Out of these twenty-five cities, Phoenix had the
second highest consumption of land for new growth, and yet it also had
the lowest density. It was classified at the upper end of a scale on spatial
sprawl, and labeled an “expansive growth city” that was found to be three
times as dispersed as most cities in the world. The authors argued, in
general, that “sprawl”is a condition peculiarly unique to Canada and the
U.S., and not replicated to the same degree in other parts of the world.®

A window into the quality of life and culture in Phoenix’s new mega-
suburbs is found in a new suburb called Surprise, Arizona, forty-five
miles northwest of downtown Phoenix. Along with several other satel-
lite towns in the central Arizona urban region, Surprise is one of the
fastest growing suburbs in the U.S. Its population soared from 32,342
in 2000 to over 100,000 by 2008, a 300 percent increase! At build out,
Surprise is projected to have as many as 650,000 people by 2040.%°

Surprise can best be described as a landscape of non-descript cul-
de-sac suburban tract complexes sitting under the hot desert sun. It has
one main avenue of “strip malls” filled with all of the usual suspects—
Target, Home Depot, and Walmart. The culture of place in Surprise
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Figure 3.10 Mega Land Deals and Sprawl: City of Surprise, Arizona, in Northwest Phoenix
Source: Photo by permission of Landiscor Aerial Information, Phoenix, Arizona, www.landiscor.com

is perhaps typified by one phenomenon that has been observed—the
evolution of mega-churches that appeal to those who want a limited
religious experience in between trips to Starbucks and the shopping
malls. The new mega-churches are built to look almost more like malls
than spiritual spaces.”’ One such example is a church called Radiant.
Radiant started small but grew to a congregation approaching 10,000
people. It built a 55,000 square foot church building which is said
to have fifty plasma screen TVs in the foyer, a cafe with Starbucks-
trained staff, and a drive-through latte stand. Krispy Kreme doughnuts
are for sale, as well as Xboxes for kids while parents are in the church
sanctuary. The leader of Radiant told a writer: “We want the church to
look like a mall. We want you to come in here and say, Dude, where’s
the cinema?”?

Can the Phoenix Region Become Sustainable?

Leading Arizona climatologists believe the central part of their state (the
urbanized Phoenix valley region) lies at the epicenter of global warming
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shock. They argue that, with climate change, the region is growing hot-
ter, while its water sources are drying up, due to both warming and
overuse as a result of the growing demand from a larger population. In
addition, urbanization creates a heat island effect from buildings, roads,
asphalt, and concrete, all of which absorb heat and transfer it to the land.
In the words of one writer: “In a sense the whole city is a thermal bat-
tery, soaking up energy by day, and releasing it at night.””3

Andrew Ross’s ethnographic study of Phoenix argues that the city’s
culture and politics have been driven by the “growth machine,” even
when there was clearly not enough water to sustain its incessant growth.
He found that city leaders were unwilling to make the big changes that
could shift the development away from its emphasis on single family
housing and sprawl, and toward a different model.

There have been a few success stories, however. One is the downtown
area, where activists, artists, and others have energized neighborhood
revitalization, including new transit lines, which has gotten thousands
of residents out of their cars. There is also the case of Native American
groups, like the Gila River community, who are fighting to take back
their water rights and return to traditional agriculture. This would offer
the hopeful model of local food production and indigenous land rights
as a future way of life in the region.

To their credit, both the city of Phoenix and the surrounding Mari-
copa County have launched efforts to promote sustainable development
over the last decade. The City of Phoenix produced a Climate Action
Plan for Government Operations in 2009, and an accompanying web-
site for its Sustainability Program.?* The latter is aimed at improving air
quality through dust control, managing landfills, and promoting biking
and water conservation. Most of the programs are voluntary. Maricopa
County initiated the “Green Government” program, which focuses
mainly on making government facilities more sustainable, including
installation of solar panels, waste recycling, and use of hybrid vehicles
for its fleet. It also has a partnership with Arizona State University’s
Global Institute of Sustainability to establish what is called the Sustain-
able Cities Network to enhance dialogue between city governments in
the region.” Better regional transit planning might begin to craft alter-
natives to the severe auto-dependence here.”
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There are powerful forces working against the growth of a greener
economy in the Valley of the Sun. Arizona is a state dominated by
Republican legislators who not only don't believe in global warming,
but also display what has been termed “a grade school misunderstanding
of basic environmental science.”’” Anxious to take back political control
after their homegrown candidate John McCain lost to President Obama
in 2008, Arizona legislators lashed out and voted to disallow their own
state environmental agency from regulating greenhouse gases, withdrew
trom the Western Climate Initiative, a multi-state pact to lower carbon
emissions, and passed SB 1070, one of the harshest anti-immigrant laws
in the U.S.%®

So, although then Phoenix Mayor Phil Gordon claimed in 2009 that
his goal was to make Phoenix “the greenest city in the U.S.,” the facts
about Phoenix begin to sound more and more like Andrew Ross’s 2011
book title: “the world’s least sustainable city.” As we saw in Las Vegas,
the recent changes in government have thus far been more cosmetic than
substantial. At the same time, as Ross writes, “across that valley lies one
thousand square miles of low density tract housing, where few signs of
greening are evident.”” While there may be a few pockets of “ecotopia,”
communities that can afford solar roofing or xeriscaped yards in places
like north Phoenix, the larger reality is a region of middle and lower
class residents living in tract housing and car-dependent suburbs. Water
remains a scarce resource that larger populations continue to deplete. The
region grows hotter, while the violent winds and desert ecology are mixing
a brew of toxic dust pollution. So far, stakeholders in the region have not
demonstrated the political will to profoundly interrupt the pattern.

In this chapter, we've seen that three of the fastest growing regions in
the southwestern U.S. sunbelt—San Diego, Las Vegas,and Phoenix—are
becoming victims of the very feature that helped create their growth—
the physical environment, the sun, canyons, mesas, and spectacular
desert landscapes. Sunbelt cities grew because people and jobs relocated
for the climate and physical setting. This has pushed growth farther into
the fringes, causing greater automobile dependency and subsequent
environmental stress. Yet, it will be these places where we ultimately will
determine if we can change our political and cultural behaviors enough
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to live there sustainably: to quote Ross’s study of the Phoenix region: “If

there is any hope of reversing the pattern of desertification, species loss,

and ice-cap melt in the more remote locations, then the culture that

produced ‘Phoenix Man'will have to be transformed.”% But, as the next

two chapters demonstrate, even as we struggle to cope with the environ-

mental problems of our fast suburbs in the southern U.S. borderlands,

the basic model of urban sprawl has spread across the Americas.
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SPRAWL SOUTH OF THE BORDER
FrROM MEXICO CITY TO TIJUANA

By the beginning of the twenty-first century, while US suburbs were
struggling environmentally, their basic lifestyle and flawed design
features were spreading across the planet. Today, one can speak of a glo-
balization of suburbs, and the formation of what I am calling a “global
suburb,” an elite or middle class community on the periphery of cities
across the Americas, as well as on other continents. These developments
were partially influenced by the American suburb of the 1950s, though
they took on different forms and evolved in different contexts in Latin
America. The profile of the American suburb, as we see it in Los Ange-
les, San Diego, Las Vegas, or Phoenix, consists of low density, single
family, detached housing, often on the outskirts of an urban core, and
relies on the automobile to move people around. Similar versions have
been built on the urban periphery in Australia, New Zealand, and South
Africa. And now, for the first time, they are also becoming an important
part of the sprawling urban landscape that stretches from the Mexi-
can border to the southern cone of South America. These new suburbs
blanketing the outskirts of Mexican cities display the same troubling
ecological flaws and public health challenges we find in U.S. suburbs.
Around the world, global suburbs often employ the cultural brand-
ing of United States prototypes, for example through their place names.
One of the most affluent suburbs outside Cairo, Egypt, is called “Beverly
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Hills.” An upper class enclave on the northern edges of Beijing is named
“Orange County.” One of Hong Kong’s wealthy peripheral residential
districts calls itself “Palm Springs.” Similar global suburbs have risen
outside Jakarta, Manila, Lagos, and Johannesburg.?

In South Africa, “security villages” emerged as a way for upper and
upper middle classes to further fence themselves oft during the period of
apartheid or in the uncertainty of the post-apartheird era. The sprawling
suburb of “Somerset West” outside Capetown, South Africa, has a state-
of-the-art electric fence around it. More recently, a new kind of suburb
has emerged in South Africa, the “eco-estate” or “nature estate.” Accord-
ing to observers, it is still a suburb whose underlying motive for existence
is affluent residents’ fear of crime, and it has all the elements of a gated
community—walls, razor wire, and other fortification motifs. However,
these far-flung communities are designed to be closer to nature, as both
a form of marketing as well as a way to give the often criticized idea of
“gating” more social credibility by connecting its existence to nature.?

All of this also reflects a fundamental reorganization of space in
urbanized regions, in which wealthy and poor are ever more separated,
either geographically or via technology, walls, and fences. The term
“global suburb” thus captures the idea of this sprawl, and the socio-
spatial reorganization that has spread across the globe, a new form of
escape within the metropolis of the twenty-first century, a post-modern
expression of evolving personal tastes and identities.* These emerging
social and cultural hybrids are part of the evolution of an evolving social
model of cities. One wonders whether this new world simply reinforces
the conditions of inequality, allowing wealthy classes to further distance
themselves from the realities of urban life.

'The suburban design model, albeit in different forms adapted to each
cultural setting, has diffused globally to other nations over the last four
decades. More importantly, what I would call its “socio-cultural design
narrative” has also spread across the planet, and, I will argue, that nar-
rative is a driving force behind the evolution of global suburbs. I should
make it clear that I am not suggesting it is the only determining factor
shaping gated communities and middle or upper middle class suburbs
in Latin America; however, I am arguing it is a significant one that has
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not received enough attention. This “suburb” narrative is driven by a set
of values that include: social exclusivity, an increasing desire for private
over public space, fear of crime, a preference for predictable, homo-
geneous built environments, and a greater emphasis on consumerism
and shopping within artificially constructed spaces. These values, either
directly or indirectly, underscore the emerging “fast world” that I am also
arguing has come to define urban spaces in the new century.

In this chapter, I explore the nature of the new periphery forming
at the edge of Latin American cities. This new periphery is displaying
many of the same troubling patterns of urban sprawl as in the United
States. It has been shaped by the forces of fast urbanism from the north,
which have diftused into Mexico, and which are producing car-oriented,
highly dispersed, and unsustainable hinterlands south of the border.

As mentioned earlier in this book, since the post-World War II period,
the outskirts of cities south of the border have been mainly occupied
by waves of poor rural migrants seeking cheap temporary shelter away
from the formal rental markets in the urban core. They built shantytown
and squatter settlements that blanketed most urban peripheries. But,
beginning in the 1990s, a new era of peripheral urbanization dawned.

We can call it the era of the global suburbs.

An Overview of Global Suburbs in Latin America

For most of the second half of the last century, the urban periphery of
Latin America was dominated by asentamiento irregulares (irregular
settlements)—squatter settlements and shantytowns that evolved as poor
rural migrants began arriving in cities in the 1950s. Thus, to speak of
suburbs on the outskirts of Latin American cities is to recognize that
most of that terrain is already occupied by the legacy of nearly a half cen-
tury of spontaneous colonization and informal settlement construction
by the most disadvantaged citizens of Latin American nations. Thus the
global suburbs that are locating on the edges of large cities in Mexico
or elsewhere in Latin America are communities wedged into squatter-
dominated spaces of the periphery—along rivers or coasts, on land owned
by the government, or on properties where residents are evicted or other-
wise driven away to make way for more profitable uses of land.
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The rise of global suburbs in Latin American cities must be understood
within the context of cities that evolved under unique circumstances,
ones that were very different from those in the United States. U.S.
cities were historically influenced by the colonial traditions of British
town planning, and also by the anti-urban Jeffersonian philosophy that
favored agrarian life. American cities grew during the industrial age of
the nineteenth century, and quickly evolved under the influence of, first,
land speculators and then a sophisticated growth industry. Eventually
innovation in transport technologies like rail, automobile, and highway
building produced streetcar and later freeway suburbs for the middle
and upper classes. A national housing program with federally backed
mortgages fortified the mass suburbanization of the middle classes after
World War II.

Latin American cities, by contrast, were more profoundly influenced
by their Spanish colonial origins. The Spanish imperial system for
colonizing Latin America was organized around the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth century “Royal Ordinances for the Laying out of New Towns.”
'These ordinances, established by the Spanish royal family, were dictated
to the colonies through the imperial administration of viceroys and
governors. They involved strict urban design and planning codes that
ordained in great detail how all cities across Spanish America would be
laid out. Among the laws and standards, for example, were design strate-
gies requiring the use of a grid-iron plan anchored by a main plaza and
several other secondary plazas which became the critical nodes around
which the functional apparatus of the city would grow. Centrality would
remain as a vital force in defining the socio-spatial structure of Latin
American cities into the late twentieth century.®

Latin American cities evolved through three phases prior to the
twenty-first century. In the first phase, from around 15001800, cities
were compact and residential status defined by proximity to the main
plaza. In the second phase, the nineteenth century, European immi-
gration increased, and linear corridors extending from the downtown
core defined the new zones of high status and upper income residence.
Meanwhile, the poor remained in emerging slum quarters close to the
city center or nearby industrial districts. During the third phase, from
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the 1940s onward, giant waves of rural to urban migration brought
millions of landless peasants to the cities. This eventually produced a
large-scale socio-spatial polarization of rich and poor, with the poor
tunneled into squatter settlements and shantytowns, mainly isolated in
districts on the urban periphery, while the rich lived in a cone shaped
area roughly defined by downtown and an elite corridor that connected
the city center to a second high status zone on the periphery. These two
zones for the wealthy were served by streetcars, and later by automobiles.®

By the late twentieth century, a geographic segregation between rich
and poor defined the spatial form of most Latin American cities. Also,
unlike in the U.S., only a small middle class existed and was not yet
a significant factor in overall urban form. During the fourth phase of
urban evolution, which began in the first decade of the twenty-first cen-
tury, globalization began to reshape the spatial form of cities. The forces
of globalization and the neoliberal model of economic development
brought the elements of “fast urbanism”—heightened consumerism,
the expansion of shopping spaces, advertising, high technology, busi-
ness parks, and other sectors—to the urban periphery. These forces
combined to create metropolitan regions characterized by fragmenta-
tion and by the formation of what has been termed an “archipelago”
of gated spaces and fortified centers, all served by the automobile and
all disconnected from each other. These closed off “islands” of activity
included gated suburbs, malls, private schools, and social and recreation
clubs. The archipelago of increasingly spread out developments, as in the
U.S,, became overwhelmingly dependent on automobiles, and even, in
some cases, on private toll roads that allowed the wealthy to get to work
more quickly.” These patterns have been observed across the Americas,
especially in Argentina, Chile, Mexico, and Brazil ®

‘Two trends are notable in the shifting structure of the Latin Ameri-
can periphery in the twenty-first century. First, gated communities and
tenced suburbs are now spreading into zones that were previously occu-
pied by only squatter communities. The new gated suburbs in Latin
America are called barrios privados (private communities) in Argentina,
condominios in Chile, conjuntos or urbanizaciones cerradas in Ecuador, con-
dominios fechados (closed condominiums) in Brazil, and fraccionamiento
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cerrados in Mexico. In Buenos Aires, middle and upper class suburban
enclaves have been built; they are now surrounded by illegal settlements
and garbage dumps. In general, on the Latin American periphery we
are now seeing luxury residential quarters served by freeways juxtaposed
against squatter communities, literally “islands of wealth in an ocean of
poverty.” This trend alludes to a dramatic shift in the scale of segrega-
tion. In the twentieth century, large scale segregation was the hallmark
of urban form, with rich and poor profoundly separated in space. Today
we are seeing what one scholar terms “small-scale segregation,” in which
wealthy and upper middle class enclaves are spread across the metro-
politan region. The enclaves are fortified with fences and walls, but
localized on plots that become available depending on topography, land
markets, and other factors. And now these enclaves are typically adja-
cent to squatter neighborhoods.?

The second recent trend in the Latin American periphery lies in
the tendency to build “mega-projects” that are not merely gated com-
munities, but, rather, “gated cities,” giant developments of 30,000 and
more inhabitants—in Chile, Brazil, Mexico, and elsewhere. The original
mega-suburb was probably Alphaville, on the edge of Sdo Paulo, Brazil,
where construction was begun in 1974. Many scholars point out that
Alphaville and other projects in Sdo Paulo were influenced by North
American ideas about suburbs and marketing.!* From Mexico to Brazil,
we find evidence of either direct foreign investment in mega-projects
or the influence of foreign design and marketing strategies in build-
ing those projects.!? This is a good reason to consider these “global”
mega-projects.

Both of these early twenty-first century trends in the Latin American
periphery underscore the overwhelming role of exclusion as the emerg-
ing structuring force in the social and geographical construction of urban
space in Latin America. This exclusion is observed not only in the for-
mation of gated elite and upper middle class residential zones, but also
in the rise of highly protected, often fortified privatized business centers,
schools, leisure and recreation spaces, and the ever ubiquitous shopping
malls. Exclusion, isolation, and fragmentation also hint at a correspond-
ing loss of community and public life, which once again speaks to a
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familiar lament in U.S. “fast” suburbs. As one scholarly report points out:
“If modernity . . . meant urban and community life, social interaction
and a common responsibility, then the contemporary or post-modern

Latin American city seems to loosen these urban qualities.”’?

The New Suburbs of Mexico City

There is a well known saying one hears in Mexico and along the border.
It encapsulates both Mexico’s historic pride and its ambivalence toward
the U.S.: “Poor Mexico. So far from God, and so close to the United
States.”!* Despite its geographic proximity to the United States, when
it comes to architecture and city-building, during much of the twenti-
eth century Mexico prided itself on being independent of its giant and
powerful northern neighbor. More generally, it is known that the loss
of the northern territories of the southwestern U.S. following the U.S.—
Mexican War of 1846—8 led to more than a century of tension between
the two nations. Scholars acknowledge that this tension has created, at
the very least, Mexican ambivalence toward the U.S. Mexicans may feel
admiration for American consumer culture and wealth, but resentful of
both the nineteenth century loss of territory and the U.S. position of
economic, cultural, and political power.’® This has led to a tendency for
a “masked” and sometimes seemingly contradictory national psyche.®

Mexico has carved its own place in history, very distinct from its north-
ern neighbor. It prides itself on the 1910 Mexican revolution and its various
legacies, including promotion of the national cultural identity and pres-
ervation of the nation’s history, especially its “cultural patrimony”—from
indigenous archaeological sites and historic colonial districts to modern
works of architecture.!’” Mexico has had a very different urban experi-
ence than the United States, beginning with the extensive indigenous
city-building period highlighted by the ceremonial stone architecture of
the Nahuatl, Aztec, and Mayan cultures, among others, followed by the
three hundred plus years of colonial urban design. No less significant have
been the unique efforts to build modern cities, influenced by European
modernists like Le Corbusier. Also, post-revolutionary Mexico institu-
tionalized the construction of contemporary monuments and physical
representations of the nation’s rich historic past.!®
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Still, despite Mexico’s ambivalence toward the U.S., the painful mem-
ory of lost colonial territory, and a nationalist desire to cling to culturally
unique city-building ideas and traditions, American influence on archi-
tecture and urban development could not help but slip south across the
international border. For more than one hundred and fifty years, millions
of immigrants have flowed north into the United States, creating a gar-
gantuan cross-border family exchange network, unsurpassed anywhere on
the planet. The two nations exchange billions of dollars through inter-
national trade; in 1992 they formalized this reality through the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which also included Can-
ada. In 2011, as an example, the total size of U.S.—Mexico trade was
500 billion dollars.”” These global social (immigration) and economic
(trade) interdependencies inevitably become embedded in vast inter-
changes of culture and media, in film, television, radio, print, and the
internet, which have generated a massive U.S.—Mexican cross-border flow
of information, consumption, and artistic and creative collaboration.

'Thus it should not be surprising that the phenomenon of the Ameri-
can suburb and its sprawl crossed south of the border into Mexico. The
first experiments with suburban developments occurred, not surprisingly,
in the national capital, Mexico City. Many important cultural projects
begin in Mexico City, the nation’s epicenter for cultural expression, eco-
nomic power, and political decision-making. The first two experiments
with the American style suburb unfolded just after World War II—one
in the northwestern part of the capital, in a development called Ciudad
Satelite, the other in the southern part of the city, in the project known
as Jardines de Pedregal. Because both were built in the 1940s and 1950s,
one could argue that if they did not outright physically copy the U.S.
suburban model from that era (which was just then taking form to the
north), they did embody the “suburban American imaginary,” the nar-
rative of the American suburb, of a place where you could escape the
density of the city to a neighborhood closer to nature, and where you
could own your house and travel around with the modern convenience
of the automobile.?’

Jardines de Pedregal was planned and developed in the mid-to-late
1940s, on the Pedregal lava fields south of downtown where a volcano
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had erupted in 5000 B.c. The site was adjacent to an important pre-
Columbian settlement called Cuicuilco, which was the largest city in
the Valley of Mexico in 300 B.c. Luis Barragan, one of Mexico’s most
important modernist architects, proposed to develop the new suburb.
His idea was to promote harmony between architecture and the land-
scape. He designed and built two initial works in 1949—the Plaza de
Las Fuentes, a semi-public gateway that included a sculpture set into
lava rocks, and Lote Muestra, a demonstration house and garden, sur-
rounded by walls made from volcanic stone.

'The Jardines de Pedregal development was advertised as a new town
filled with modernist homes on a lava rock landscape with natural veg-
etation from the region. Unfortunately this utopian suburb was never
completed in the form Barragan had hoped for, and was ultimately
overwhelmed by large scale urbanization projects that encroached on it
as the city boomed after 1960. The Plaza de Las Fuentes was engulfed
by giant glass and concrete office buildings. The original Lote Muestra
gardens were subdivided and sold off for houses after the 1950s, while
many of the original houses were converted to condominiums or schools
or replaced by higher density structures. Not surprisingly, Barragan was
disappointed by the destruction of the original Pedregal plan.

To the north of downtown Mexico City, Ciudad Satelite (literally
translated as “Satellite City”) has its own story, one that echoes the
experience to the south. Satelite was made possible by the development
of major highways, especially the ring road, or periférico, which linked it
to the wealthy districts in the west (Lomas Chapultepec, Santa Fe) and
south, and the wiaducto, which linked it to downtown and the airport.
'The growth of this area may have responded to political pressures. It is
common knowledge that President Miguel Aleman owned land on the
site of Ciudad Satelite, and supported the modernization of cities.?!

Like the Jardines de Pedregal, Ciudad Satelite was planned as a uto-
pian suburb by architects Mario Pani and Luis Barragan. Pani utilized
the English garden city model adapted in early U.S. utopian suburban
designs in places like Radburn, New Jersey, and Columbia, Maryland.
It included residential super-blocks with cul-de-sac designs that sepa-
rated pedestrian flows from automobiles and preserved huge swaths of



136 SPRAWL SOUTH OF THE BORDER

green space. Pani employed a street layout system of wide oval circuits
or circuitos, each named for different professional careers—Scientists,
Engineers, Architects, Sculptors, Economists, and Novelists. The plan
was approved in 1948 and built over the next decade. Its status as a sym-
bolic and functional center of the new modern Mexico was symbolized
by the completion in 1958 of one of Mexico’s iconic public art proj-
ects, the Torres de Satelite (Satelite Towers), designed by Luis Barragan
and Mathias Goerritz. These colorful high rise stone towers were meta-
phors for modern Mexico, a nation of high rises and technology, though
somewhat ironically they were located at the entrance to a mainly low
rise garden suburb!

Ciudad Satelite’s status as a symbol of the future of Mexico was
sealed by the building of the city’s first large scale, luxury shopping mall,
the Plaza Satelite, opened in 1971. At the opening ceremony, develop-
ers, according to one Mexican author, proudly claimed that the Satelite

Figure 4.1 Towers of Satelite: Public Sculpture at Entrance to Mexico City’s First Suburb
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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district was now “distinguished by its culture of consumption, its social
status and its appearance as an American suburb.”??

Marketing was a critical part of the success of early American style
suburbs in Mexico City. There were three important elements to market-
ing these homes. First, there was the dream of having your own home,
and especially of owning a detached or individual house, as opposed to
living in a more collective one. A typical ad back in the 1960s, from the
newspaper Excelsior, reads: “the whole family will be happier if you own
your house; don't think it’s a dream to make this longing a reality: buy a
house.”” A second element was the desire for a connection with nature.
'This is clearly linked to advertising campaigns in the U.S. which empha-
sized the idea of suburban housing as “living in the countryside,” using
names in the developments (gardens, meadows, rolling hills, and farms)
that evoke the feeling of nature. This idea was attractive in Mexico because
it overlapped with the cultural importance of the family—and the idea
that babies would sleep in quiet, peaceful surroundings, children could
play in green areas, and the family would have its own garden.?

In the cases of both Jardines de Pedregal and Ciudad Satelite, the
maps used in advertisements usually distorted the distances between the
new developments and the central city, making them look much closer.
This helped mollify concerns about the lengthy commute to jobs back
in downtown, a ploy frequently used by American suburb developers as
well. A third marketing element in the Satelite suburb was the actual
reference to life in the United States in Mexican advertisements, such
as one that advertised a project where the housing would be “built using
the most modern American design.”? There was also frequent allusion
to the convenience of travel by automobile attached to these new sub-
urbs, and in the 1960s a drive-in movie theater (similar to those built in
U.S. suburbs during this period) was built in the Ciudad Satelite district
of Mexico City.

Mexican architects and urbanists might debate whether suburbs like
Jardines de Pedregal and Ciudad Satelite were Americanized or not. Cer-
tainly, in terms of their initial designs, there was much about them that
was uniquely Mexican—the emphasis on Mexican modernity, for exam-
ple, which combined pre-Columbian ideas about the use of stone and
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nature with modernist building techniques. However, the cultural nar-
rative, and the psychological and symbolic meanings embedded in these
suburbs, were strongly influenced by the imagined idea of the American
suburb. As local experts put it, “Ciudad Satelite is seen, in general and by
its own inhabitants, as an American suburb with American ways of life.”?
As in Jardines de Pedregal, however, the continued growth of Mex-
ico City around and inside the original utopian suburb of Ciudad
Satelite led to the eclipse of the original design plan. For example, a
green belt around the zone was eventually destroyed by property specu-
lation and development. As the neighborhood grew, lots were bought
up and changed, the result of which brought smaller houses, multi-
family blocks, and development that compromised the original flow of
streets. The Mexican architect Mario Pani was so disappointed with the
changes to Satelite that he later claimed it had turned into a “Tinacol-
andia,” a Mexican version of Levittown, with ticky-tack houses massed
in a sprawling, car-oriented suburb with no sense of place or identity.?’
Ciudad Satelite also became increasingly congested as the number of
automobiles and commuters increased, to the point that it has become
one of the many zones with serious gridlock and air pollution in the
Mexico City region today, a textbook example of the negative aspects of
urban sprawl. Development grew out of control in and around Satelite.
One important scandal is illustrative: an outdoor shopping mall was built
here, but later abandoned. The irony is that it was called “Acropolis™—it
never became popular (precisely because the polluted air does not lend
itself to an outdoor mall in Mexico City’s north zone). It remains in
ruins to this day, a living example of the flawed attempt to copy Ameri-
can suburbia in a very different Mexican context. Quite a few squatter
settlements and colonias have also oozed into the spaces between and
around suburban developments, mostly just south of Ciudad Satellite.
While utopian suburbs were being built in the 1950s, another impor-
tant trend facing Mexico City was the boom in informal development
of colonias and squatter neighborhoods on the periphery of Mexico City,
mainly to the east and northeast but also in some locations in the south
and west.”® The magnitude of this peripheral urbanization was enor-
mous and included people living in illegal subdivisions on the dried



SPRAWL SOUTH OF THE BORDER 139

up lakes to the east and on the slopes of volcanoes in the southwest.
The Mexican government has been extracting water from underground
aquifers created by the original lake. Unfortunately, the government is
taking water out more than twice as fast as it is replenished. This renders
the surface of land on the periphery into a spongy clay that is gradually
drying up, and in some cases sinking.

Many of these outer communities suffer extreme ecological
dysfunction—from polluted air and lack of water to toxic industrial
waste spills. This massive explosion of colonias populares (popular colo-
nies) in some parts of the Mexico City metropolitan area added to the
overall polarization between rich and poor, and led to the increasing
search for neighborhoods that would allow upper and upper middle
class citizens to escape the perceived ills of what was becoming the
largest metropolitan region in the Americas, and one of the largest in
the world. It would also lead to the acceleration of new ways for the
government to provide some kind of alternative to the chaotic illegal
occupation of the city’s periphery.

Mega-projects and the New Global Suburbs

Some observers believe the 1982 economic crisis in Mexico, and the
social instability it created, contributed to a new era in which Mexi-
can real estate interests sought to move up to building high end gated
communities and “mega-projects.” The signature example of such a
mega-project is Santa Fe, a high profile corporate and residential devel-
opment planned and built in the 1980s and 1990s. Ten miles to the
west of the historic center, Santa Fe was originally a toxic garbage dump
where about 2,000 poor people lived in illegal cardboard shacks and
earned a small wage recycling garbage. The squatters were eventually
removed from here and later from areas around this part of Mexico
City to make way for “mega-project” building, including giant corpo-
rate, residential, and commercial complexes such as those in Santa Fe.?

The idea was to turn Santa Fe into the new center of an emerging
more global Mexico City economy, more oriented toward service than
industry. Up until the 1990s, Mexico City’s wealth was generated mainly
by industry, especially import substitution, a strategy dating to the first
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half of the twentieth century, but one that had become obsolete. Also,
too many industries were heavy polluters in a city already suftering from
toxic air pollution problems. Santa Fe would now house the free trade
(NAFTA) companies that would be doing business in a globalizing
Mexico by the twenty-first century, as well as all the high tech, financial,
computer, and other emerging post-industrial sectors. Planned and built
in the 1980s and 1990s, Santa Fe became an enclave of multinational
corporate headquarters, the new center for global finance in Mexico.
Santa Fe was both symbolically and functionally the place where Mex-
ico announced that it sought to become a player in the global economy
for the new century. It is said that the developers of Santa Fe were the
same investors and developers who built global resort destinations like
Cancun or Cabo San Lucas.*® Among the transnational companies with
headquarters here are Hewlett Packard, General Electric, IBM, Good-
year, Pepsi, Federal Express, and Kraft. Mexican corporate giants have
also moved their headquarters here—Banamex, Televisa, Bimbo, and two
tequila companies, Cuervo and Sauza. There are five hotels with four-
and five-star ratings, forty restaurants, and seven schools here, including
two universities. One of the city’s largest and most lavish shopping malls,
Centro Comercial Santa Fe, was built in the 1990s; it is the third largest
mall in Latin America, with 300 stores and fourteen movie theaters.
Santa Fe was designed to imitate new high rise business districts like
La Défense, outside Paris, places that are autonomous and help decen-
tralize and take pressure off the city center.3! As in other elite suburbs,
tamous architects like Ricardo Legorreta were brought in to do the mas-
ter plan, while others, such as Teodoro Gonzalez de Leon and Abraham
Zabludovsky, were contracted to design key buildings. But rather than
create an ecologically progressive new town center outside the urban-
ized core, the Mexican government actually built an elite suburb for a
small number of very wealthy residents—about 20,000 by most esti-
mates. Meanwhile nearly a quarter million poor people would end up
adjacent to the new mega-gated suburb living in dilapidated squatter
housing.3? Santa Fe quickly became an environmental problem for the
Mexico City region. Designed entirely for automobiles, Santa Fe is now
one of the more congested places in the metropolitan zone. With only a
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tew roads leading into and out of Santa Fe, and limited public transit, it
is a traffic planner’s worst nightmare come to life.

Inside the district, one finds urban planning problems that mir-
ror those found in U.S. sunbelt suburban areas like Phoenix and Las
Vegas. For example, there are virtually no parks, gardens, streets, or other
vibrant public spaces to walk in. Even within Santa Fe, most destina-
tions can only be reached by car; few people walk from one location to
another within the community. The residential spaces are largely high
rise, luxury condominium complexes. Most of the wealthy residential
zones are gated. They market their exclusivity, as in this sample adver-
tisement for one of the gated complexes, Bosque Santa Fe: “City Santa
Fe: Welcome to Civilization. Exclusivity in the Best Location.”? This
kind of isolation and polarization has not impressed visiting designers.
In the words of a well known Spanish urbanist: “Lacking public space,
Santa Fe is like a walled city for exclusive use of its residents, owners and

F S

Figure 4.2 View of Office Building in the Elite Mega-suburb of Santa Fe, Mexico City
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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cowards. It’s good business for the municipal government, but a poor
urban design model for the private sector.”*

Santa Fe is symptomatic of the new globalized, elite suburbs that
appeared on the outskirts of cities throughout Latin America after the
1980s and 1990s, a kind of barometer of the fast pace of globalization,
and the way in which it is producing a new type of urban region. It mirrors

735 in cities across the Americas—the

the qualities of “fortified enclaves
emphasis on spatial segregation of the wealthy and upper middle class,
the heightened obsession with security, increasing privatization, and the
development of spaces of consumption (shopping malls) as central to
the identity of these suburban places.

Santa Fe is just one of many “mega-projects” found in the emerg-
ing elite suburbs of Mexican cities. These mega-projects are argued
to be attempts to create new centers away from the aging, decaying
downtowns and outmoded industrial zones of cities like Monterrey,
Tijuana, Puebla, and Mexico City. Globalization, it is argued, is feeding
the creation of these new places. For example, outside Puebla, Mexico’s
fourth largest city, developers built a mega-suburb called Angelopolis. It
has middle and upper income gated residential developments, five star
hotels, two private universities, three giant shopping malls, a business
park, and a government complex. What it does not have is people walk-
ing or bicycling slowly from home to work, or from home to commercial
destinations. Ethnographic observations of these spaces make it clear
there is a great deal of U.S. cultural influence, for example young people
living the “fast urbanist lifestyle,” and who are described as “texting furi-
ously and drinking Frappuccinos”in cafes inside malls. Observers report
feeling that the spaces are designed to imitate iconic global places like
Miami, Milan, or London.® More critically, however, there is a sense
of social fragmentation and escalating polarization brought on by these
mega-projects. In the words of one study, “the mega-projects fragment
the city, disembedding spaces from a wider urbanism.”’

While giant shopping malls in the new mega-projects appear to
be elitist and even discriminatory toward the urban poor, one cannot
assume these new globalized shopping malls are routinely rejected by
the underprivileged classes. It’s been shown, for example, that shopping
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is often seen as not merely a transaction, but also a place for the pursuit
of ideals like “beauty, truth and perfection.”® Malls can have a transcen-
dent or theatrical quality for the poor, who have few other comfortable
public spaces within which to dwell.%

'The social ecology of elite suburbs and giant shopping malls raises
larger issues about globalization, politics, and consumerism. This is
clearly illustrated by the example of the “Walmartization of Mexico.”
Walmart owns nearly 1,000 businesses for its franchise in Mexico, not
only Walmart super-stores but also several other national supermarket
franchises (Bodegas Aurrerd, Superamas, Suburbias) as well as the pop-
ular Vips restaurant chain. Nearly a third of all their businesses are in
the Mexico City region. Overall national sales among Walmart owned
establishments in Mexico are estimated to be around $20 billion/year,
with some 150,000 people employed. This makes Walmart Mexico’s
largest private employer. As one of the largest corporations in the world,
Walmart’s gross earnings of $250 billion/year*® make it an important
actor, though not the only one, in the globalization debate.

Walmart has an especially huge impact on small and medium towns,
such as those in the suburbs of mega-cities like Mexico City. While
Wialmart frequently advertises its commitment to “social responsibility,”
its track record on social and environmental issues is mixed. For one,
Walmart employees are essentially prohibited from collective bargain-
ing or the formation of unions. Secondly, the mega-stores and giant
supermarkets often wipe out other retailers, thus consolidating power
in the hands of a foreign-owned corporation, leaving towns, cities, and
regions vulnerable to their corporate policies.*!

Wialmart super-centers are one of the driving forces that perpetuate
urban sprawl by creating one single giant destination that requires large
numbers of automobile trips, while often causing neighborhood scale
commercial enterprises to go out of business. This requires more net fami-
lies to drive further, since they are shopping at the super-centers rather
than in local stores. One estimate suggests that Walmart’s share of the
extra miles driven in the U.S. is resulting in more than 5 million metric
tons of CO, emissions each year. Walmart’s imprint on our landscape,
in the words of Kaid Benfield, director of the Sustainable Communities
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and Smart Growth program at the Natural Resources Defense Council, is
“their most serious legacy for the environment. In terms of global warm-
ing, it’s a huge issue. Our per person emissions are much higher in sprawl
locations than they are in more walkable locations.”*?

In Mexico, Walmart’s ascendancy as a major player in the expansion
of urban regions since 1990 has happened so quickly, in a nation that
has only just begun to build environmental preservation institutions,
that it has not really been given much attention. Citizens in Mexico
generally like the availability of consumer goods at lower prices. As one
author describes, “suddenly in an air conditioned, fluorescent-lit ware-
house, pushing their children in wide-body metal cars, Teotihuacan’s
citizens are confronted with more options than they have ever imag-
ined: umpteen brands of diapers, breakfast cereals, soda pop.”* Yet the
same writer goes on to say: “Still, I wondered how many people who live
in the town could actually afford to fill a grocery cart and pay for the
merchandise.”*

'The debate about Walmart’s environmental impact in Mexico came
to a head in 2004, when the company decided to develop the Bodega
Aurrerd super-store on the edge of the UNESCO World Heritage Site
at Teotihuacdn, the archaeological zone known for its giant ancient pre-
Columbian pyramids. It lies in the suburban municipality of San Juan
Teotihuacin, on the outskirts of Mexico City, about thirty miles north-
west of the city center. Law suits were filed against Walmart by the left
wing Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD) party, while Frente
Civico, a coalition of artists, writers, intellectuals, and others, campaigned
vigorously in the national and global media to stop the development.
'The project was eventually approved by the pro-development govern-
ment of then president Vicente Fox. It rationalized that Teotihuacin
was already growing in a chaotic manner, and that its residents needed
the many jobs created by the new store.

Many local residents in San Juan Teotihuacdn were not opposed to
the Walmart-owned super-store. But they already depend on tourism
employment from the pyramids and the surrounding archaeological site,
and one could surmise that anything that potentially threatens the cul-
tural importance of that site should be kept away by the government. In
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fact, Mexican law under the agency INAH (National Institute of His-
tory and Anthropology) prohibits all construction inside the immediate
archaeological site itself, and in two surrounding zones. But in the outer
perimeter of the surrounding zones (what is called “Perimeter C”) the
regulations are more vague. They state that “new constructions will be
allowed that do not negatively impact the preservation or integrity of
the zone of archaeological monuments.”* One would think that build-
ing a giant mega-store so near archaeological ruins would be deemed
to have a negative impact. However, as observers studying the con-
troversy suggest, the new, pro-business Mexican president, swept into
power in the national election of 2000, appointed an INAH director
sympathetic to allowing Walmart to build on the site.* The government
approved the construction permit and the super-store was built and opened
in 2004.

An ironic cartoon appeared in Mexico City soon after, in the national
newspaper La Jornada. It showed the President of Mexico, Vicente Fox,
standing next to the pyramids at Teotihuacin saying: “If the conquis-
tadors built churches on top of the pyramids, why not let those from
Wal-Mart build a superstore on top of them” This biting cartoon
alludes to the idea of global capital as a new kind of “conquest,” the
potential destruction or trivialization of the past by overdevelopment,
and the degree to which the pro-development philosophy in Mexico
may be environmentally and culturally destructive, following a similar
path to that of the United States.

In fact, labor statistics show that, for every two jobs created by Walmart
in Mexico, three jobs are lost from other sectors.*’ It was also later shown
that the pro-development INAH director appointed by President Fox
may have colluded with Walmart officials to find ways to avoid INAH’s
own laws prohibiting this kind of development. After the inauguration
of the Walmart store in 2004, historic artifacts were uncovered on the
site. Rumor had it that INAH may have known about these artifacts. The
director of INAH resigned shortly thereafter.*® More recently, records
and interviews show that Walmart de Mexico arranged to bribe an offi-
cial to change the zoning map in the municipality before it was sent to the
newspaper. The zoning map would not become law until it was published
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in a government newspaper. Once the bribe had been paid, the map was
published, and the zoning on land that had prohibited commercial devel-

opment was redrawn to allow Walmart’s store.*’

New Suburbs for the Working Class

As Mexico urbanized in the 1950s and 1960s, millions of migrants
arrived in its large cities from small and medium sized towns, and from
the countryside. At first, these mainly poor migrants tried finding rental
housing in older neighborhoods on the edge of the central city, districts
which later became known as wvecindades. Migrants lived in small one- or
two-room units inside apartment blocks. But as the scale of immigration
became too large for vecindades to absorb them, millions of migrants
shifted toward a “self-help” solution by building their own makeshift
homes on land they often invaded or occupied either illegally or with
questionable ownership status. Typically these self-help neighborhoods
were located in the growing periphery of cities.

By the 1970s, having long opposed these settlements, local govern-
ments gradually accepted these self-help communities, which were
called colonias or colonias populares. Over time, faced with its own
inability to provide formal public housing for this massive wave of new
urban dwellers, governments often helped “regularize” these districts.
'This included bringing in electricity, piped water, roads, and schools,
though often not every colonia received the full package of services. Fur-
ther, many residents did not necessarily receive title to their land. This
led to the evolution of a national urban popular movement to protect
these residents from the loss of their homes and neighborhoods, and to
defend their need for services. It is estimated that, during the decades of
the 1970s and 1980s, self-help housing solutions represented the main
form of housing production in large Mexican cities, some two-thirds of
all housing.®

In Mexico City, colonias developed in the north and east of the
metropolitan region. To the east, the government eventually permit-
ted spontaneous construction on the former lake bed in an area called
Nezahualcéyotl, or “Neza,” which had 1.2 million residents by the year
2000. In the 1980s, Neza was the largest self-help colonia district in the
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nation, a massive city of squatter shacks that lacked basic services and
was dominated by substandard, irregular housing. Over the next three
decades, local government gradually incorporated infrastructure, pro-
vided services, and helped improve housing conditions.

'The federal government also tried building subsidized housing for the
poor, mainly through agencies like the National Housing Fund (FOVI)
and the National Institute for the Development of Workers’ Housing
(INFONAVIT). FOVI built over 800,000 units nationally from 1970
to 1992, while INFONAVIT built around one million units during the
same time period. Those houses were built in a modernist style—low,
medium, and sometimes high rise buildings with very basic amenities, in
fairly high density locations, often close to downtown. While these num-
bers are impressive, they were not enough to address the massive demand
(in the millions) for urban housing during this period of urban expansion
in Mexico. Also, these housing units were mainly available to either sala-
ried government employees or middle income city dwellers. Meanwhile,
the housing needs of the poor and the working class remained unmet.

In the 1990s, the Mexican government shifted its housing policy
strategy. The most important change was to switch INFONAVIT from a
producer of housing to a financial institution. INFONAVIT is financed
by a 5 percent salary contribution by employers on behalf of all full time
private sector workers, and thus it has quite a bit of funding. The new
policy approach would be market driven, allowing those eligible to pur-
chase homes with financing through INFONAVIT. Around the same
time as this policy shift, the Mexican government also changed the laws
associated with ¢jidos (communal lands), for the first time allowing ejido
lands to be sold in the free market. This freed up millions of acres of
valuable land on the urban periphery for suburban residential develop-
ment. It also made possible a new era of large scale development in the
periphery with stable financing. These conditions opened the door to
rampant sprawl.

What has unfolded in Mexico over the last two decades is unprec-
edented in the nation’s history—a massive construction boom of master
planned, suburban housing developments, many of which are low and
medium density and aimed toward the middle and working class sectors
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of the nation, and even toward the lower classes in some cases. As one
study observed, “a majority of new houses are now built in large, specu-
lative suburban developments by formal private sector companies . . .
these developments of tract housing are being built at a rapid rate,
sprouting like fields of corn.”™!

This is quite different from the first waves of suburbs in the 1950s
and 1960s, which were built only for the wealthy, and also different from
the gated, high end suburbs built in the 1980s and 1990s (like the elite
development of Santa Fe outside Mexico city or Angelopolis in Puebla).
‘These new suburbs consist of poorly designed homes in subdivisions
that are often quite distant from shopping areas, schools, or other urban
services. The houses tend to be absolutely homogeneous—every single
one is the same. The developments are on the scale of Levittown, with
projects of 5,000 homes or more. They range in price from a low of
$13,000 U.S. to a high of $100,000.52 For the first time, large masses of
working and low income Mexicans are being oftered an alternative to
self-help housing, with its uncertain ownership and poor access to elec-
tricity, piped water, and paved roads. But this opportunity is creating the
same deadly environmental damages of the urban sprawl north of the
border in Phoenix, Las Vegas, San Diego, and other western U.S. cities.

Most of these suburban housing developments sprawling on the
edges of large cities like Mexico City, Guadalajara, Monterrey, Ciudad
Juarez, Mexicali, and Tijuana are being built by a handful of mega-home
builders who have taken advantage of the change in government pol-
icy. They market these giant subdivisions by appealing to working class
desire for security, and a better lifestyle. One observer comments on
the mega-home builders’ marketing strategy: “Iheir sales marketing is
also reminiscent of U.S. suburban developments, with an emphasis on
lifestyle packages and living closer to nature.” It has also been pointed
out that young people in Mexico seek this kind of housing because they
desire freedom and independence from their parents, since traditionally
children have remained with their parents even after they began to have
their own families.*3

Some of the new developments are gated communities, while oth-
ers are semi-closed. Yet, the vast majority of these developments lack
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well planned roads, or any connection to public transit or other public
services. One study in the mid 2000s was highly critical of this kind of
new suburban housing outside Mexico City, noting the poor quality of
the houses themselves, as well as the lack of a sense of community in the
new districts, and the poor access to public transit. The study concluded
that the main impact of these projects has been to enrich a small num-
ber of mega-construction companies. Those mega-building companies
are also the largest landowners in Mexico, in many cases. They include
companies like Casas GEO, Urbi, Homex, Sare, and Hogar. Further, the
new developments tend to segregate income groups, while their lack of
integration to the larger city is excluding these new suburban dwellers
from urban life, creating a kind of “ruralization” of the city.>*

Critiques of these suburban projects have grown both louder and
more detailed. One report from the Guadalajara metropolitan area ofters
a scathing inside look at the kind of developments low income fami-
lies have bought into, and later come to regret. The study claims that,
between 2006 and 2009, of all the housing financed by INFONAVIT
in new suburbs across Mexico, a shocking 25.9 percent is unoccupied
or abandoned. This includes locations as far ranging as the states of
Veracruz, Michoacdn, Nuevo Leén, Guanajuato, Puebla, and Morelos,
as well as the state of Mexico. This amounts to some 356,000 homes
nationally. Of that total, almost half of the homes have been abandoned.
In Guadalajara, the same study suggests, in one municipality on the
edge of the city, called Tlajomulco de Zuiiga, out of 251 subdivisions
built in the new suburbs, and over 57,000 homes, nearly 33 percent are
uninhabited.>

Since these drastic conditions represent only what INFONAVIT has
reported and is willing to admit, one can imagine the crisis of poorly
designed and abandoned new working class suburbs in Mexico may be
even worse. What is striking in these reports is the detail one learns about
why people are abandoning homes they bought and paid for with life sav-
ings, only to discover the homes and the sprawling neighborhoods they
were built in were deeply dysfunctional. One of the biggest complaints
among residents of these new suburbs is that the builders promised sce-
narios they never delivered upon. For example, the homes were advertised
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as being safe, with walls around them, but many of the developers never
actually construct the walls. Common areas, parks, better roads, and com-
mercial centers were presented as part of the communities buyers believed
they were getting; most of these amenities were never delivered. In the
case of Tlajomulco outside Guadalajara, commentators note that the size
of the subdivisions is so large and spread out (developments of 20,000
homes in one section and 15,000 in another) that building a wall around
the entire sprawling development would have been almost impossible
from both a financial and an engineering perspective.*®

A second critical point is that these developments are geographically
distant from the city center, and isolated from services desperately needed
on a daily basis—such as shopping, schools, or health care clinics and
hospitals. There is often only one road leading to these distant ruralized
suburbs, and little or no public transit. For people of limited economic
means, buying a car is not so easy, yet it ends up becoming absolutely nec-
essary for survival in these far-flung subdivisions. Meanwhile, even those
who have cars find the process of living in distant suburbs difficult.

A New York Times report in the late 1990s carried a headline famil-
iar to Americans: “Mexico City Spawns Distant Suburbs.” In it, it was
reported that middle and working class suburbs were being built in cit-
ies and towns far from Mexico City for families whose owners were
commuting back into Mexico City each day. The commutes were two
hours or more in each direction. “A half century after Americans began
to abandon cities for suburbs, thousands of Mexicans are for the first
time making a similar choice, fleeing the pollution and clamor of Mex-
ico City in search of quiet houses, well-clipped lawns and safer streets in
cities and towns hours away.”’

In the end, the problem with these suburbs, as the New York Times
article pointed out, is that they are being built before any real plan-
ning is done. They are giant islands of housing floating in distant, rural
towns, with no real connection to the city. “They are fragments,” says one
architect from the Guadalajara region. “There is a socio-territorial frag-
mentation because these isolated enclaves are not built within any kind of
social context or any planned spatial structure. They end up as marginal

‘colonias’ built institutionally by the formal real estate market.”*
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Sadly, where the Mexican government sought to end the self-help
housing dynamic by building social interest housing for the masses,
they may have created an even more frightening outcome—sprawling,
distant, low density housing subdivisions that many no longer want to
live in, dystopic suburban ghost towns. In the words of one disgruntled
resident: “We would like to be able to return the house. It was a lot of
money for what it is. No one would pay to live in this place.”’

Now, the Federal government is beginning to admit that perhaps the
model of sprawling, isolated suburban developments, consisting of tens
of thousands of tiny, box-like houses of between 200 and 400 square feet
in the middle of nowhere, might not be a good model for the future. “I
think that, yes, the model for the future should look for a development
that is less horizontal and with more density,” says one official.®®

Mexican Border Suburbs

During the boom period of the 1990s, when asked about the future of
Tijuana, Mexican promoters and politicians usually pointed to the same
symbols of success—high tech magquilas (global factories), or sleek, glass
high rise office buildings erected during the NAFTA boom of the 1990s
in the Zona del Rio (River Zone), where executives in three-piece suits
talk with their brokers on cell phones. “Tijuana is the new global city,”
they would say. “T'ijuana is the next Hong Kong.”

The globalization of Tijuana was one of the main reasons more than
a million migrants came to the border. Once they landed here, many
ended up staying, as the city’s economy took off and it became part
of the global manufacturing boom. Tijuana was one of several north-
ern border cities that became the focal points of Mexico’s maguiladora
(assembly plant) industrial development strategy, where foreign corpo-
rations relocated their assembly operations to low cost labor enclaves in
different parts of the world. Mexico became a key player, through the
“twin plant” program with the U.S.

In 1970, there were 160 maquiladoras in Mexico, employing around
20,000 workers. Some twenty-five years later, there were an estimated
2,400 assembly plants in Mexico, employing nearly three-quarter mil-
lion workers, with a value-added estimated at roughly three billion
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dollars. The vast majority of these plants are foreign owned, from the
U.S., Japan, South Korea, Canada, and Germany. Tijuana was one of the
major centers for global factory location. Maguilas created an alternative
labor source for millions of Mexican immigrants heading north. Their
multiplier effects in generating linked employment clusters in services
further expanded urban growth. The sheer numbers of workers ampli-
fied pressure on cities like Tijuana to find housing for new migrants.

If Tijuana’s future partly hinged on its global factories, it was also
embodied in the many remote colonias scattered across its suburbs. The
colonias house both the global factory workers and those employed in
some of the other jobs created by the overall economic surge. One such
colonia was Maclovio Rojas, a collection of semi-rural, self-built homes
in the eastern hills of the city, along the Tijuana—Tecate highway. At
first glance, this modest neighborhood of the poor, with its spontane-
ous homes built from scrap wood, concrete, or recycled metal sheets,
looks like any of dozens of similar co/onias that sprawl over the hills and
canyons of Tijuana. But look again. This community typifies the essence
of Mexican border cities like Tijuana, where for nearly a half century
migrants from the interior came either to seek work across the border
or to find a better life closer to the U.S. economy.

Maclovio Rojas is a typical peripheral colonia, a place migrants
moved to during the rapid urbanization of the period from the 1960s
to 1990s. Colonias on the outskirts of cities are common across all of
Mexico. But this particular colonia’s location in the path of the con-
struction of the new “global suburbs” of a border city like Tijuana,
where middle class employees of foreign-owned assembly plants or
NAFTA-inspired businesses might own a house, put it in harm’s way.
Its subsequent poor treatment by the Mexican government was exten-
sively reported on by the U.S. media machine, which in the wake of
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) became more
sensitized to what was happening along the border. The apparent vio-
lation of this community’s right to legal neighborhood status exposed
the dark side of a government that is still willing to bend the rules to
appease corporate powers, even at the risk of jeopardizing the well-

being of nearly 10,000 people.
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Maclovio Rojas was formed in 1988 by twenty-five families. Most
of the founding families are ex-farmers from the rural Mexico state of
Oaxaca. They say they paid former ejido (rural land cooperative) officials
tor the land. But today, more than two decades later, they are witnessing
their dream of ownership fade away into a twilight zone of government
bureaucracy and political posturing.

Most poor colonias in Tijuana eventually morph into working class
and then middle class communities. But Maclovio Rojas has the mis-
fortune of being located on prime real estate along the Tijuana—Tecate
highway. It lies in the path of industrial development, between the high-
way and the rail line to Mexicali. Just ten miles down the road is a huge
new Toyota plant. Hyundai owns adjacent land it uses for giant con-
tainer storage. There are new sprawling suburban housing subdivisions
nearby, and plans for more.

Some 2,000 families, or about 10,000 residents, now reside in this
colonia, which they have transformed into a viable community. Two new
buildings anchor the neighborhood—a school and community social
services center. On their own, residents constructed water lines that feed
off official piped water systems run by the state and federal government.
‘They are willing to pay for their water. The community did, in fact, peti-
tion the government to permanently certify its public school, officially
install water meters in all the homes, and recognize land ownership. The
government response was mute. While some initial efforts were made
to send water technicians into the community, that action was mys-
teriously aborted in the early 2000s. Meanwhile, the local school was
not able to achieve permanent recognition by state education officials,
despite earlier promises that this could be possible.

What held back the government? In a word, globalization. That is,
fast urbanism, North American style—malls, single family subdivisions,
office parks, clean, strategically profitable global factories, all served by
highways—spread further and further from the original center. Build
for consumers, and build to heighten the value of land. And worry about
planning for the environmental impacts later. Land values around Macl-
ovio Rojas, near the highway to Tecate, and in the area of eastern Tijuana
with the most vacant space for suburban and industrial development
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had taken oft by the 1990s. It was becoming a global investment target.
This once innocent colonia suddenly found itself smack in the middle of
the hottest industrial and residential real estate in town.

Public officials suddenly began to waffle and back-pedal on promises
made to the colonia. Worse still, in 2001, police came into the neighbor-
hood at night to arrest and jail the three main community leaders. The
charge was illegal theft of water, a strange charge since the community
openly offered to pay for its water services, and the municipal water
agency never came back to install meters. One woman was arrested; she
was in jail for over a year. The other two leaders managed to escape. They
went into hiding.

Maclovio Rojas had the misfortune of being in the path of corporate
investment land deals that needed to find a way, in the name of profit,
to make thousands of residents disappear. But, its location on the bor-
der also meant that its plight did not go unnoticed by the U.S. media.
San Diego-based filmmaker Beth Bird directed and produced Everyone
Their Grain of Sand, which narrates the story of Maclovio Rojas’ battle
for basic human rights such as water and education.®! This powerful
2005 documentary was shown in cities in Europe and the United States,
bringing global attention to Mexico.

Among Mexico’s fastest growing cities during the last four decades,
Tijuana’s periphery became increasingly important; it was the only place
where global investors could find vacant land. The lure of employment in
the U.S. and the subsequent attraction of living near the post-NAFTA
southern California economy brought thousands of migrants from the
poorest regions of Mexico. These sending regions included the western
states of Jalisco, Sinaloa, Michoacédn, and Sonora, where, like elsewhere
in Mexico, the rural economy could no longer sustain millions of farmers
and people who lived in small and medium sized towns. Between 1960
and 2000, Tijuana’s population increased from 165,690 to 1.8 million.®?

As in other fast growing urban regions, the Mexican government
was incapable of building or subsidizing housing for the arrivals. This
meant that, of the more than one million people who moved to the
urban region over four decades, it is estimated that more than half the
population ended up living in spontaneous irregular settlements, mostly
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in the hills and canyons in the southern and eastern zones of the city,
where more land was available.®®

'The urbanization of Tijuana’s periphery moved in three waves. From
the 1960s through the 1980s, spontaneous migrant colonias formed
either in undesirable flood-prone canyons and river beds (some of which
were eventually expelled by the government) or, as mentioned, in distant
peripheral lands to the south and east far from downtown. Beginning in
the 1980s, a second wave of peripheral expansion began—the building
of gated communities for the upper and upper middle classes. Most of
these gated suburbs were located in Playas de Tijuana, along the Pacific
Ocean, or further south along the Tijuana—Rosarito highway, also tak-
ing advantage of pristine ocean views. In addition, some new high end
housing was built in the central urban zone, close to the River Zone.

'The third and largest wave of suburban development was a completely
new trend in Tijuana, but one mirrored in other cities in Mexico—the
building of gated developments for the working class and urban poor
starting in the 1990s. These master planned developments were made
possible, once again, by financial backing from INFONAVIT, and the
participation of some of Mexico’s giant corporate housing developers
like Urbi, Casas Geo, and Ara. Seen as a way to replace self-help hous-
ing, large tracts of land were bulldozed, and new subdivisions built in
the eastern suburbs. Over 30,000 residential units were erected by the
larger developers, including 21,000 units by Urbi, 7,500 units by Ara,
and 4,700 units by Geo.®* Most of these homes were marketed to work-
ing and poor migrants. The advertisements, in the words of one study,
“emphasize a vision of community values; of the exclusivity, privacy and
security of the complex; and even of the happiness, success, well-being
and physical beauty that supposedly can be achieved within gated com-
munity life.”%

With shining examples of American suburbs situated just a few miles
north of the border, and almost within sight, it is not surprising that these
marketing techniques would bear fruit in a border city like Tijuana. What
is troubling, however, is the way in which these images were adopted by
public officials, and used as rhetoric to shield them from criticism when
the severe problems with these gated, planned communities began to
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come to light: “Local authorities, we found, are prone to reproduce this
discourse (marketing), ignoring or erasing the urban and social problems

that result from privatization of urban services.”®

Clrisis in the New Suburbs

In Tijuana and other Mexican border cities, mega-builders and devel-
opers, backed by the national mortgage program under INFONAVIT,
built new communities, spread out in far flung suburbs that are poorly
designed from an urban planning perspective. In legal terms, commu-
nity space (streets) inside these new developments is considered private.
This removes government and results in poor delivery of what would
normally be public services, such as garbage collection, street light-
ing, and police. The developers also typically leave out such amenities
as parks and plazas. Roads leading in and out of these master planned
communities are not always paved, or are very narrow and difficult to
drive along. Other infrastructure, like sewerage and drainage, reportedly
doesn't always work. In short, the privatization of working class suburbs
ends up creating communities without basic public services.

Tijuana’s municipal planning department studied these communities
and found serious problems, including crowded spaces, lack of urban
services and infrastructure, substandard road networks, higher cost of
services, and social tension.®” Local architects are troubled by the larger
implications of these developments:

All these tract communities, what they sell is surveillance, safety,
supposedly hygiene. People fall in love with this idea of getting away
from the chaotic center . . . every house is detached, and there is a
beautiful backyard and front yard, and everything is nice and dandy,
but what they are selling ultimately is boredom, you just have to
realize that under that beautiful, picturesque village there is a huge
monster developing, of violence and alienation and isolation.®®

A second problem with these new suburbs is that developers are
creating spaces far too small for a typical Mexican family. Although
smaller houses might be considered more sustainable, there is a limited
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acceptable size from a public health perspective, as defined by interna-
tional standards. The average house size in most of these developments is
about 27 square meters (290 square feet) on the lower end, and 59 square
meters (635 square feet) on the upper end. This falls far below the
72 square meter (775 square feet) minimum standard recommended by
the United Nations. The way builders in Tijuana get around government
guidelines is that they privatize the streets within their developments,
thus allowing them to create their own building code standards, rather
than having to follow city or state codes. One architect who worked for
these building companies admitted the houses they were building were
unacceptably limited:

what’s been going on here in Mexico, the house we make, instead
of welcoming the inhabitant, expels him. It’s a centrifugal house,
isn't it? It’s like you were expelled, pushed out because the spaces

are so small, so reduced, that it pushes you out to the street.®’

Builders defend the small house size in Tijuana in economic terms.
'They argue that the high price of land and real property elevates housing
costs to the point that the only way to keep costs down for the poor is to
build very small homes. The result is that builders are creating a double
crisis: constructing absurdly cramped, unlivable spaces, and then locat-
ing them in distant, isolated subdivisions that are generally not served
by mass transit, lack schools, community centers, shopping and other
neighborhood facilities. In short, Mexican developers have invented
new forms of urban sprawl, copying some of the worst elements of the
U.S. suburb and exporting them to their urban peripheries.

In Tijuana, as in other parts of Mexico, builders are crafting exag-
gerated versions of the American suburban model—and, in the process,
magnifying all of its flaws: the lack of accessibility to transit, the over-
reliance on the automobile, and the misleading idea that a gate or wall
means less crime will be committed. There has been a failure to create
village-like designs where people can walk to a center with commerce,
services, and public spaces. Instead, developers are producing place-
less suburbs, over-homogenization, and feelings of alienation. Local
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Figure 4.3 New Mass Produced Suburbs in Tijuana: Villa Fontana
Source: Photo by Rene Peralta, Woodbury University, San Diego, California

observers are disappointed with both the condition of Tijuana’s gated
suburbs and their mimicry of the U.S.:

Is this the image of the future? You know if this is the image of the
tuture, it’s sad. It’s incredibly depressing . . . the first image is that
of a cemetery, these small mausoleums. This is not that different
from San Diego, in that sense. Yes, we can find in those master
planned communities a more manicured and more beautiful land-
scape, but ultimately, in terms of alienation and isolation, and the
kind of erasure of social relations, of complexity, of diversity, a lot
of those things, notions that might seem very trivial, but they are
what life is about.”

The source of Mexican imitation of U.S. suburbs is clear. With the
construction of magquila parks across the outskirts of Mexico's booming
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northern border region cities during the 1980s and 1990s, Mexico also
imported the U.S. model for building its new “global suburbs.” Mexico
embraced the commodified spaces and low density, suburban landscapes
of its northern neighbors. Only four decades ago, nationalist and proud
Mexico rejected most U.S. commercial enterprises within its borders—
from McDonald’s and Burger King to 7-11’s or The Gap. But once
the ink was dry on the signing of NAFTA in 1993, Mexico opened
its doors to U.S. and foreign business. Today, hundreds of U.S. chain
stores and hotels have swept across the Mexican landscape—from
Blockbuster Video, Office Depot, and Sears to Direct TV, Costco, and
Walmart. Most of the global hotel chains—including Hilton, Hyatt,
and Sheraton—have also exploded onto the Mexican scene.

Along the international border, the ascendance of U.S. consumerist
values has been particularly intense. In the early 1990s, the invasion of fast
tood outlets in border cities like Tijuana occurred virtually overnight. In
the span of just a few years, iconic American food outlets—McDonald’s,
Carl’s Jr., Burger King, or Domino’s Pizza—burst onto the urban land-
scape. Around the same time, small, medium and large strip shopping
centers and malls began appearing along commercial boulevards and
highways in the exurban fringe. In Tijuana, these mini-malls served to
interrupt the pedestrian scale of the downtown, since buildings were set
back from the sidewalk, while parking lots stood in front. U.S. style sub-
urban, mega-shopping malls also sprouted along the border—T1ijuana
has two regional sized shopping malls.

As for advertising, most Mexicans living in border cities can tap into
satellite TV from the U.S. markets. Mexican border city dwellers use
satellite television to receive programming from southern California, or
further away. An enormous, captive Mexican audience can be reached
by advertisers on California TV and radio channels, and more recently
through social media and the internet. Mexican consumers learn how to
consume, partly by watching American television and film. As a result,
Latinos living along the border have proven to be highly motivated cus-
tomers on the U.S. side. Studies have shown that Mexican consumers
have similar, if not better, information and a slightly better understand-
ing than California residents of locations and qualities of stores and

products in the San Diego region.”
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Once the NAFTA boom hit, U.S. style condominiums and suburban
housing developments for Mexicans spread across Tijuana. Mexican
consumers are familiar with U.S. housing, both from crossing the bor-
der, or through the print and visual media. Global advertising has altered
their taste in housing. Wealthy consumers want condominiums with
jacuzzis, sunken bathtubs, and satellite television. Even poor migrants
aspire to U.S. house types. A former border architect speaks of his frus-
tration with people who, despite incredibly limited incomes, refuse to
live in houses that could be technically designed to fit their budgets.

My clients don't want to live in a house designed with recycled
metal or junk parts, even if it is excellently constructed. They want
a California tract house, with a picture window and a garage. A lot
of people can't afford to buy a house in the United States, but they
buy the magazines, and then they find a photograph of a house
they like. They bring it to the architect in Tijuana, and they say
“I want a house like this.” But they forget that in Mexico our lot
sizes are smaller and narrower. We don’t have the space to design
with ideal lighting and ventilation. To meet their needs, we end

up designing caricatures of American-style houses in miniature.”

As the crescendo of studies showing the profound flaws of these new
gated suburbs in all Mexican cities grew, the federal government was
pressured to begin to come up with alternatives. In a landmark study
of sustainable housing recently put together by INFONAVIT, with
the Mexican Treasury department (SHP) and the National Housing
Commission (CONAVI), the government advocated, for the first time,
various new policies for its future suburbs: these include a “Green Mort-
gage” program that will help poor and working class families purchase
a house with sustainable energy, as well as the Sustainable Integrated
Urban Development (DUIS) strategy, which will seek to build more
sustainable communities with mixed land uses. This new approach will
include 40 percent funding for lower income families under the “This
Is Your House” (Esta Es Su Casa) program, which provides economic
assistance for home purchases. The government expects to be able to
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build DUIS developments for over a million people between 2008 and
2012, according to its latest study.”

In Tijuana, this strategy would be welcome, since the population of
the region is expected to double by 2030, and will require over 400,000
new housing units.”* The city is hoping to build three sustainable
communities—or DUIS’, to use the current popular acronym—in
the south and east. The largest is the Valle de San Pedro project, about
twelve miles south of the border, where the municipality envisions a
new city of one million people emerging around 2030. It would include
a “new town” being designed by Urbi, as well as similar sustainable and
ecologically driven developments by other large developers including
Homex and GEO. The promotional literature on these new develop-
ments looks very much like proposals for master planned communities
in San Diego, Orange, and Riverside counties just to the north. The plan
is to construct “outdoor living spaces around residential avenues, paseos
and small parks that will extend the home’s livable space to outdoor
areas and streets.””

In the Urbi project, Valle de San Pedro, 160,000 units will be built in
three phases. Promotional information shows a town center with mixed
use, a university, bicycle corridors along green spaces, a river/park in
the second phase, with residential developments of mainly single family
housing at fifteen dwelling units per acre on average. An industrial park
is planned, and efforts are being made to attract various manufacturers
in the “life sciences” field (companies that produce medical devices or
solutions to diseases such as obesity and diabetes), with the idea of part-
nering with the bio-medical sector across the border in San Diego. A
visionary plan like this suffers from the uncertainty that projected jobs
for the new population center won't meet the demands of a booming
younger demographic that has become the norm in cities like Tijuana.”

Two other major new suburban centers are projected. “Los Nogales”
will be a master planned community near the El Florido section of
Tijuana. The proposal is to build 35,000 housing units for a popula-
tion of 160,000, also in three phases. It projects attracting forty-seven
medium and large manufacturing firms that will bring an estimated
25,000 jobs to the zone. Its land use plan shows mixed uses with retail,
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hotels, a university, high school, clinics, hospitals, and a central civic area.
Housing and industrial districts are arrayed around the center. Another
project proposed to the south of Los Nogales is called “Natura,” and it
seeks to build 56,380 units for some 200,000 new residents. Its master
plan, like the other two mentioned here, is driven by a smart growth
approach—with residential developments surrounded by parks, a bike-
way, shopping in central nodes, industry, and education.

All of these projects look good on paper. But whether they will live up
to their promises remains unclear. The previous wave of developments—
giant gated suburbs for the working class—had similar advertisements,
but few of the public spaces—schools, town centers, and other prom-
ised amenities—were ever built. These projects, as mentioned, provide
housing for urban workers and lower income families, but without the
neighborhood amenities (schools, activity centers, parks) residents need.
'This has produced a new kind of Mexican dysfunctional sprawl.

Based on current maps, the new developments lie ten or fifteen miles
from the core of Tijuana. Notwithstanding the rhetoric of “smart growth”
employed in presentations by city officials and economic development
promoters of these new mega-projects, their remoteness, combined with
a weak track record for building alternative transit along the northern
border, lead one to believe the problem of automobile dependent sprawl
will continue here. While drawings show a single bus line to serve the
Valle de San Pedro, for example, no one seems to know exactly when
and if Tijuana will get the capital to invest in a rapid transit system.

Mexico has made great strides to modernize its economy and become
a major economic player for the twenty-first century. It has the second
largest economy (after Brazil) in Latin America. Like Brazil, its eco-
nomic boom in the late twentieth century largely took place in cities.
Mexico’s urban explosion was concentrated on the outskirts of its cities,
where previously the urban poor had constructed shantytowns. Armed
with new technology in the fields of architecture and urban planning,
one would have hoped that Mexico would find a sustainable model for
building on the periphery. Instead our southern neighbor has largely
copied American urban sprawl, whether in the form of gated communi-
ties, mega-malls, and global suburbs for the rich, or in more recent low
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density, isolated working class subdivisions exploding across the nation’s

urban periphery. Along the border with the U.S., this unsustainable

model has sometimes led to conflicts between poor squatter communi-

ties already in place and global investors trying to usurp their land for

more profitable use. Amidst the clamor for change, there is much uncer-
tainty about the future of global suburbs along this border. Meanwhile,

as we shall see in the next chapter, this problem has spread further south.
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A GLOBAL SUBURB IN
RI10 DE JANEIRO, BRAZIL

Much the same as they did in Mexico, investors and developers farther
south in Latin America discovered there was a growing market in their
countries for U.S. style suburbs. They built the kind of suburban enclaves
that were spreading from San Diego to Mexico City: sprawling settle-
ments with secluded residential subdivisions for the elite, and even for
the middle class. In the final decades of the twentieth century, Latin
American cities mobilized to build scores of secluded, high end subdivi-
sions where residents could escape from the inner city, and enjoy greater
privacy and a sense of security. This chapter explores the emergence of
such developments in cities in Brazil, focusing on an illuminating case
study of one global suburb in Rio de Janeiro.

Brazil is a timely case. For several decades, it has been fashionable to
write about the United States’ cultural impact on Latin America—and
frequently Mexico, America’s closest neighbor, has received the bulk of
attention on this question. But Brazil is just as important. First, it is
the largest and wealthiest nation in Latin America. Its population of
180 million is the highest in Latin America; its 2010 GDP of about two
trillion dollars makes it the seventh largest economy in the world.! By
comparison, Mexico’s population is 108 million, and its GDP about one
trillion dollars. Brazil, of late, has also been the most potent economic
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giant of the Americas, with a GDP growth rate of 5.1 percent in 2011,
compared with 3.9 percent in Mexico.?

Brazil is one of the fastest urbanizing nations in the world, and cer-
tainly in the Americas, and also one of the so called “BRIC” (Brazil,
Russia, India, and China) group—fast changing nations of the newly
industrializing world, who are considered to be increasingly important
in global geopolitics. Its fifteen major metropolitan areas hold some
32 percent of the total population of the country, or 55 million out of
the 180 million. It houses two of the largest metropolitan areas of the
world—Sio Paulo, with nearly twenty million inhabitants (third larg-
est city in the world) and Rio de Janeiro with over 11 million. World
attention turned to Rio de Janeiro late in 2009, when the International
Olympic Committee awarded Rio the Summer Games of 2016, which
will be the first time a South American city has hosted the event. Brazil
will also host the 2014 FIFA World Cup for soccer, with twelve of the
nation’s largest cities holding the matches.*

Brazil burst further into the global media spotlight in 2013, when
regional street demonstrations escalated into a national wave of protests
that brought millions onto the streets in major cities across the nation.
In early June of 2013, a protest in Sdo Paulo over the cost of transport
went national when the government announced a twenty-centavo (nine
cent) increase in bus fares across the nation. This was nearly a 10 percent
increase for the working class and poor who are dependent on buses
to travel to work, to shop, and simply to live in large cities. The Sdo
Paulo protests, and later those in Rio and other large cities, were quickly
met with brutal police responses, including the firing of tear gas, stun
bombs, and rubber bullets into crowds. Protesters were chased, harassed,
and even jailed, while journalists were injured and innocent bystanders
sometimes arrested.

'This caused the protests to escalate. By late June, over one million
were on the streets in a series of planned demonstrations, and President
Dilma Rousseff’s administration was under pressure.’ The government
quickly dropped the bus fare increase proposal, but by then the street
protests had turned into a national movement aimed beyond the ques-
tion of transport costs. Citizens’ groups were now protesting inflation,
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escalating prices, high taxes, poor schools and hospitals, low wages, long
workweeks, and teachers’ rights.® The governments’ ill timed bus fare
increase was seen as an attempt to pile out-of-control spending on the
backs of the working people. As one group of church leaders noted: “the
protests show all of us that we cannot live in a country with so much
inequality.””

The inequality that galvanized these national street protests manifests
itself in cities, and most of all in the two largest, Rio de Janeiro and Sao
Paulo. It speaks to the way in which governments disproportionately
spend and use public monies on infrastructure that reinforces wealth in
some parts of the city, while ignoring poverty in others. In the largest
Brazilian cities, that inequality is becoming more pronounced as gov-
ernment funded infrastructure fortifies the new, gated suburbs, on the
one hand, while mostly ignoring the problems of the poor in favelas, on
the other.®

In Rio de Janeiro, the protests soon focused on specific sites of
inequality. For example, thousands poured into the streets in front of the
Maracana Stadium, to criticize nearly a half billion public dollars spent
on renovating the stadium for the 2014 World Cup, and the 2016 Sum-
mer Olympics. These monies were dispersed precisely at the moment
when favela residents in the hills nearby were being evicted to make way
for Olympic sports facilities or Bus Rapid Transit lines that will move
tourists from the airport to Olympic sites. Many of the multi-million
dollar Olympic facilities are located in the wealthy new suburbs to the
south and west of the city. The 2013 protests, in effect, are precisely about
urban inequality; citizens became aware of the inequity of paying higher
taxes for improvements that they will not personally benefit from.

The Vertical Suburbs of Sao Paulo

'The crowning model of suburban growth in Brazil, the place that sets the
tone for the rest of the country, is the Sdo Paulo metropolis. Sdo Paulo
is one of the largest metropolitan regions on the planet, with nearly 20
million inhabitants. Along with Mexico City, New York, and Los Ange-
les, it is a primary center for global corporate headquarters, and thus
one of the key financial mega-cities of the Americas. Its phenomenal



170 A GLOBAL SUBURB IN RIO DE JANEIRO, BRAZIL

expansion in the last half of the twentieth century inspired a style of
peripheral growth perhaps never seen in the Americas. In every sense,
Sdo Paulo represents a template for globalization and urban growth in
Brazil, if not the rest of the world.

Sdo Paulo’s geographic advantages historically included higher eleva-
tion and abundant rainfall, which facilitated the evolution of a lucrative
coftee growing economy in the pre-industrial era. Railroad infrastruc-
ture built with British capital in the nineteenth century further elevated
its potential for growth. Unlimited physical space for expansion and
massive immigration into the region provided critical European labor
power (especially from Italy), which allowed a regional entrepreneurial
elite to build a manufacturing economy in the early twentieth century,
especially around the food and textile sectors.

By the late twentieth century, Sdo Paulo had become the “business
capital of MercoSur,” with some of the top manufacturing, finance,
and service firms migrating into the region from other parts of Brazil
(especially Rio de Janeiro). It quickly became the preferred headquarters
for national and multinational corporations—with twenty-five of the
Fortune Top 100 corporations in the world. Sao Paulo also was ranked
eleventh in the world for housing multinational headquarters.” It was
ranked tenth globally based on the size of its advertising markets. 1° In
short, by the end of the twentieth century, a former coffee growing mar-
ket town had evolved into Brazil’s most important global city.

The Sio Paulo region’s population mushroomed from 4.7 million
inhabitants in 1960 to 12.5 million in 1980, and to nearly 20 million
by 2005. As in Mexico, from the 1940s through the 1970s, migrant
workers from the countryside streamed into the city and began mov-
ing to squatter communities on the periphery. Meanwhile, luxury high
rise apartment complexes and single family homes were concentrated in
enclaves for the rich, closer to the center. Since the 1980s urban space
has become more and more “walled off,” with the middle and upper
income classes increasingly residing in what have been termed “fortified
enclaves,” while the poor remain either in slum apartments (cortios) or
fawvelas, the generic term in Brazil for the poorest squatter settlement
zones. For the wealthy, fear of crime led to the building of thousands
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of high rise “closed condominiums,” a Brazilian version of the “gated
community.”!!

Perhaps growth is the most important influence on the shape and
scale of Sdo Paulo. The rapid pace of growth and a period of violent
crimes led to Sdo Paulo developing giant masses of very tall buildings
spread over an enormous region. It became more than a skyscraper city;
it evolved into a skyscraper region. It has become a metropolis defined
by high density and by high rise towers packed in and around the down-
town, and proliferating as far as the eye can see across the landscape over
several hundred square miles, in every direction. The greater Sdo Paulo
region is about three thousand square miles in size, with nearly half of
that covered in high density urbanization. So densely packed are Sdo
Paulo’s skyscrapers that they run up along the edges of the older airport
at Congonhas. Seen from the air as you fly in only eight miles from the
downtown central business district, this verticality is striking.

'The vertical cityscape extends to the periphery of the city. The sub-
urbs of Sio Paulo, unlike those in the United States, almost entirely
consist of high rise towers. This verticality contrasts with the more low
rise sprawl we observed in Mexico in the last chapter. Indeed, Sdo Paulo
is a city of luxury apartment tower suburbs, elite gated compounds that
are spread across the periphery of wealthy enclaves, especially in the
south and southwest parts of the city. These compounds were inspired by
the British garden city concept, though, unlike the original garden cities,
the Sdo Paulo versions are entirely automobile-oriented. The primary
gathering spaces are shopping malls, of which there are more in Sao
Paulo than anywhere else in Brazil.!?

Sdo Paulo has seen a shift among the wealthy from low rise “mansions”
to islands of suburban towers that have been referred to as a “forest of
high rises.”® In Morumbi, one of the early elite suburbs, built in 1976,
the Portal de Morumbi project consisted of sixteen separate twenty-
five-story tower blocks. As Sdo Paulo grew in the 1970s and 1980s, a
large class of underemployed residents turned to violence as a source
of survival. As a response to the violence, uncertainty, and fear, middle
and upper class residents became alienated from the public world of the
street and its unpredictability, shifting instead toward the safer interior
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Figure 5.1 Endless Skyscrapers Define the Landscape of the Sao Paulo Mega-region
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

world of high rise privacy and security. They not only moved inside tall
towers; they closed them off with fences, walls, and security gates, and
then installed video cameras, television monitors, computerized alarms,
or hired security companies to maintain twenty-four hour surveillance.

One of the signature elite suburbs in Sio Paulo is Alphaville-
Tamboré, a gated community built in the early 1970s about fifteen miles
southwest of downtown Sao Paulo. It has been compared with the scale
and style of Irvine, the giant suburb in Orange County, California. The
community grew to some thirty-three gated developments, mostly high
rise condominiums with a few low rise, single family gated areas. It has
more than 22,000 residential units, with a population estimated at about
90,000, making it one of Brazil’s largest elite suburbs.!* This Brazilian
mega-suburb has eleven schools, universities, shopping malls, and office

complexes. Some 150,000 people travel in and out of Alphaville each
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day, which eventually led the developer company and local government
to build a toll freeway for afluent commuters. The Alphaville project was
so celebrated, the developer—Alphaville Urbanismo, S.A.—successfully
proceeded to market it to many cities in Brazil, including Salvador, For-
taleza, Belo Horizonte, Manaus, Natal, and Rio de Janeiro.

Urban life for most residents in Sao Paulo suburbs has been char-
acterized as “a relationship of rupture and denial with the rest of the
city.”® Indeed, one of the striking characteristics of Sao Paulo’s sub-
urbs is their distinct lack of public places and walkable space. Public
life is increasingly marked by suspicion and restriction. People prefer to
remain either inside their “fortified enclaves” or in the privacy of their
cars. They only emerge to walk in highly secluded and guarded shopping
malls. The cultural obsession with privacy and security has permeated
Sdo Paulo culture for some time. As one Paulista who had lived in both
Sdo Paulo and Rio de Janeiro told me: “Rio is a more gregarious and
public city than Sdo Paulo. In Rio, public space is part of the character of
the city—you have the beaches, the Aterro park, the downtown streets,
the Lagoa—you have many places for people to walk and see each other.
Sdo Paulo, on the other hand, does not have that tradition of meeting in
public places. Paulistas are more private.”*

At some point, the closed condominiums, isolated tower block
settlements, and lust for privacy in Sdo Paulo find a parallel with the
American experience, where Americans long ago fled the inner city to
find an escape from its perceived ills. “For the first time, something like
the American suburb became popular among the elite,” notes one of
the city’s observers.!” Further, many of these communities are notable
because they lack a sense of place and exist in denial of their surround-
ings, with more emphasis on security than on forging a connection
between the home and the surrounding neighborhood. They are gated,
tenced, or closed off more than 90 percent of the time, far more even
than in the U.S., where only about 20 percent of our suburban commu-
nities are actually physically gated.

The predominance of high rise living adds to the feeling of being
disconnected from the adjacent streets. Residents reportedly prefer
remaining aloof from their neighborhoods, or, as one expert puts it,
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“residents seem to deeply reject this idea of community”; their objective
is intense privacy and anonymity and all the security it brings.!8

There is also a sense of being disconnected from nature, although
the building industry has sought to market the suburbs as being closer
to it. In this sense, the move to the suburbs is as much a psychologi-
cal phenomenon as it is a cultural and behavioral one. Developers and
investors employ an array of marketing strategies in their advertising
regimes. Promotional material on suburban condominiums in Sdo Paulo
builds on the idea of a separate world, one that is secure, closer to nature,
healthier, and above all safe. Most of this is achieved by elevating people
high above the street, with views to green belts in the distance, despite
the soaring high rises that surround them. By building walls and fences
around these luxury towers, and using strategic placement of trees,

flowers, plantings, a feeling of nature is created, even in relatively high
density suburbs.

Figure 5.2 Panamby: A Typical Sdo Paulo Global Suburb in the Zona Sul
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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Sdo Paulo’s vertical suburbs have much in common with the horizon-
tal suburbs of the United States; both represent places of escape from
the perceived ills of crowded city life—crime, noise, discomfort. Both
also display a tendency toward homogenization. In Sao Paulo’s sub-
urbs, the site plans and floor plans are uniform, and the larger cityscape
seems predictable.” Copying the United States has been a conscious
part of the marketing strategy of Brazilian developers. At one point in
the 1980s and 1990s, developers tried to sell the “edge city” concept in
Brazil. They invited a U.S. journalist, Joel Garreau, who had written a
1991 book on “edge cities,” to speak to community groups about their
advantages. Garreau’s book argued that “edge cities” represented a new
kind of medium density, automobile-oriented agglomeration of retail,
office, and entertainment activities that was the next frontier of urban
growth on the planet. His book cited places like Tyson’s Corner, outside
Washington, D.C., and Century City on the west side of Los Angeles as
economically prosperous emerging exurban centers that epitomized this
“new frontier.” This idea coincided nicely with Garreau’s lecture in Bra-
zil, since his arguments about new suburban centers delivered a degree
of legitimacy to existing residents and future home buyers in the new
suburbs of Sdo Paulo.?!

But, Sdo Paulo’s suburbs sometimes appear as exaggerated versions of
U.S. developments. For example, some residential complexes were cre-
ated with quirky identities and Disneyland-like fakeness, giving them a
“theme park” quality. In one case, a residential enclave called Place des
Vosges sought to copy the Parisian square, but placed it inside of a pri-
vate walled complex patrolled by an army of private security guards. In
other cases, gated condominiums were connected to shopping malls and
office complexes in an attempt to mimic the “new urbanism” that had
become popular as an innovative suburban model in the U.S. New urban-
ism is built around the idea of creating walkable, village-like centers on
the outskirts, instead of car-oriented subdivisions.

'The disdain for public life in these new elite suburbs is illustrated by
one author’s comment on the wealthy high rise enclave of Morumbi.
“To walk in Morumbi is a stigma,” she writes; “the pedestrian is poor
and suspicious.” The spacing of buildings and the construction of walls
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in the fortified enclave districts of Sdo Paulo make walking unpleasant
and out of proportion to the scale of the human form. Street life is less
desired. There is little sense of public interaction. Those who do choose
to live closer to the street cover their doors and windows with iron bars,
and build high walls and fences around the perimeter, not only to be
protected from crime but also to symbolically close themselves oft from
the public life of the city. Lost are the traditional urban rituals of walk-
ing on streets, town squares, or in parks, a public life that hardly exists
anywhere in Sdo Paulo. “The oases of intensive and mixed use are very
few and only a few places in the city have vital public life.”?}

Sdo Paulo is the quintessential mega-city of high rises, a true “verti-
cal city.”'The idea of a vertical cityscape is itself premised on a twentieth
century modernist idea in the world of architecture and city planning—
the single tower isolated on a lot, and with open spaces around it. This
product of the CIAM (International Congress of Modern Architecture)
emerged in Europe after the Swiss architect Le Corbusier formed the
CIAM in 1928. These ideas about modern architecture have perme-
ated Brazil's modern city-building to this day. They were critical to the
thinking of Brazil’s greatest architects of that era, including Lucio Costa
and Oscar Neimeyer, the head urban planner/architect team for Brasilia.
The approach was adapted on a grand scale for the design and build-
ing of Brasilia, the first planned national capital, with its stand alone
residential towers and high rise ministries along the Monumental Axis.
But the idea of the single tower isolated on a lot was also a reaction to
what was viewed as the failure of chaotic high rise development. One
frequently cited example of poor high rise urbanism was older neigh-
borhoods like Copacabana, in Rio, where critics bemoaned the fact that
buildings were allowed to be sited too close, blocking ventilation and
sunlight, and eliminating open space.?*

In an attempt to prevent “more Copacabanas,”local and state govern-
ments imposed stricter regulations on high rise development, spacing,
zoning, and setbacks. In a market society, government regulations are
often negotiated between powerful interest groups, and in Brazil devel-
opers and investors also had a great deal of say. Thus, the new high
rise suburbs represented a compromise reached between modernist
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architects and the government. One contradiction, however, was that
modernist architecture in its original form espoused egalitarianism,
yet the new high rise, modernist suburbs were mainly for the privileged,
those who could afford to live in the new vertical tower compounds with
their lush landscaping and heavy security.?®

If the vertical tower is a ubiquitous element in the modern Sao Paulo
landscape, so too is the shopping mall, which has exploded onto the Sao
Paulo region. The first mall—Iguatemi—was built in 1966. Ten years
later, there were eight malls. A decade after that, there were thirty-four.
By 2004, the region had an astonishing 579 malls. In fact, the state of
Sdo Paulo has 35 percent of all the shopping malls in Brazil. They have
become the new streets of Sao Paulo, passageways from one high rise
complex to another.?

The Evolution of Rio de Janeiro

While Sio Paulo may offer an extreme example of a U.S.-influenced
model of suburban growth, the case of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil's most
globally recognized city, is equally striking. It is, in some senses, a coun-
terpart to Sdo Paulo, not driven by finance and manufacturing but by
culture, entertainment, tourism, and services. Recently, offshore oil pro-
duction has injected further vitality into the city’s economy, as well as
global mega-sport venues, including the 2014 World Cup and the 2016
Summer Olympics. Rio also has been one of the fastest growing met-
ropolitan areas in Brazil, and, like Sdo Paulo, its peripheral growth has
been shaped by U.S. suburban values. From San Diego along the south-
ern border of the United States to Rio, this model of fast urbanism and
sprawl poses huge ecological risks.

In the nineteenth century, Rio de Janeiro was Brazil’s most important
city, its national capital, and a port that served as an outlet for exporting
mining wealth in the interior. Its physical beauty (mountains, bay, coast-
line) made it a haven for government officials and export business. Its
colonial importance brought a mix of cultures, both from other parts of
Brazil and from Europe (Portugal, England, France, Germany). In 1872,
its population was 274,972, far overshadowing its modern rival Sio
Paulo, which had only 31,385 at that time. One hundred years later, Rio
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would have about eight million, and so would Sio Paulo, but after that
the cities began switching places. Sdo Paulo became the demographic
and economic giant of the nation, while Rio fell into second place.

Rio would remain as capital of Brazil for almost two centuries—from
1763 to 1822, while it was a Portuguese colony, and from 1822 to 1960
as an independent nation. It was the de facto capital of the Portuguese
Empire from 1808 to 1821. By 1900, Rio was still a compact city, its
urban development confined within the topographic limitations of a
region with steep mountains flowing toward the sea, wide bays, and
flat surfaces along the beaches and waterfront. In particular the wall
of mountains west of the downtown core pushed the colonial city into
the hills north of downtown,; later, the wealthy classes, politicians, and
developers would move to the south along the coast, in what is today
called the Zona Su/ (south zone). Meanwhile, in the north zone (Zona
Norte), in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, working
class neighborhoods, or suburbios, formed along the rail lines and near
factories there. The proximity of the industrializing port zone further
stimulated workers to live in the north zone. As poor immigrants arrived
in Rio in the twentieth century, they began to build favelas in the hills
and valleys of the Zona Norte. Today nearly half of the city’s population
lives in this densely populated subregion.

Early twentieth century mayor Francisco Pereira Passos strongly sub-
scribed to the French urban design strategies of nineteenth century Parisian
planner Baron Haussmann, who rebuilt Paris around a network of diago-
nal boulevards. Pereira Passos sought to reinvent Rio as a “tropical Paris.”?
He put in place three projects: the Avenida Central, which became the
commercial and financial spine of the city; transfer of the port to Gua-
nabara Bay; and the construction of a seaside boulevard—Avenida Beira
Mar—to connect downtown with Botafogo bay. By the 1920s, the first
large scale slum clearance (the first of many) was an earth moving venture
to allow Rio to expand up into the nearby hills and mountains. Another
influence of French planning came in the form of French town planner
Alfred Agache, who was invited to Rio to advise the city on a new urban
design plan. He recommended leveling Castelo hill and building toward
the southeast. Mayor Pereira Passos also was the first local politician to
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push for a more international image for Rio. He recognized the competi-
tion for tourism and foreign business in this part of South America from
rival Buenos Aires. Public sanitation and fave/a clearance were included in
the mayor’s strategy for improving Rio’s image to outsiders.?

Thus a cosmopolitan Rio emerged. The new French urban design
influence allowed the city to grow beyond its colonial shell. New ave-
nues, like the Avenida Central, created a modern transport axis through
the heart of the urban core. This was followed by adding other impor-
tant arteries over the next two decades, including Avenida Presidente
Vargas. Lower income residences were pushed toward the new favelas
in the hills; this polarized landscape became a dominant part of Rio’s
identity for the next century.?’

'The 1950s brought economic modernization and dramatic changes
in Brazilian cities. Rio was in the forefront of this trend. One important
mega-urban development project of the era was the design and con-
struction of the Aterro do Flamengo—a landfill that opened space for a
giant public park, promenade, and beach along the waterfront from Fla-
mengo to the Bay of Gloria. The park created a huge public space along
the beach for the masses. Construction of the Leme tunnel opened the
way for a new highway, connecting downtown with the newer suburbs
of Urca and Copacabana. A second tunnel beyond that allowed roads to
reach further south to Ipanema and Leblon. This paved the way for the
growth of the south zone’s iconic high rise beachfront landscape, which
later became the model for most of Brazil’s high end coastal develop-
ment in other beach cities like Natal, Recife, and Salvador.

The Globalization of Rio

In the second half of the twentieth century, Rio continued to grow. By
2012, according to the World Bank, the larger metropolitan region had
a population of 11,838,752.% The primary direction of growth was now
toward the south and west, since the mountains hemmed in the city in
all other directions. On the one hand, it would appear Rio’s growth is
profoundly shaped by its physical geography. On the other hand, global
forces also became central to the metropolitan region’s destiny in the last
decades of the twentieth century.
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'The new global Rio evolved into a world-city on the back of its cul-
ture. Its global image, celebrated in the media, is driven by the region’s
physical beauty, music, food, people, the annual “Carnaval” celebration,
and its globally recognized landmarks—Sugar Loat, Corcovado, Mara-
cani stadium (soccer),3! Ipanema beach. People around the world who
know anything about Brazil usually know it because of Rio. As wealthy
and successful as Sdo Paulo may be, there are few iconic images of Brazil
that connect outsiders to Sao Paulo. Rio remains the gateway to Brazil,
and thus an important place both symbolically and concretely.

Rio may be the most globally recognized city in all of Latin Amer-
ica.? Rio advertises itself to people across the planet in a variety of
ways. For one, the city’s nickname—*cidade maravilhosa” (marvelous
city)—evokes its various attractions to outsiders: natural beauty (moun-

tains, ocean, jungle), beachfront iconic splendor (Ipanema), Carnaval

Figure 5.3 Rio’s Physical Beauty Defines Its Global Image
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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celebrations, and music (bossa nova, samba, chorinho, jazz, and rock).
It is a city that the world identifies with a culture of leisure, something
that has become critical to global economies in the twenty-first cen-
tury.® Beaches like Copacabana and Ipanema became household words
by the middle of the twentieth century. “Copacabana” was the title of a
hit 1978 song by American singer Barry Manilow.** Ipanema entered
the global imagination through the song that launched the samba/jazz
inspired hybrid music form called bossa nova; the song was “The Girl
from Ipanema” (Garota de Ipanema) by Antonio Carlos “Tom” Jobim
and Vinicius de Morais, two musical icons in Brazil.3* That song was
reproduced in a 1962 album by Stan Getz and Charlie Byrd, and later
on a 1965 album that popularized it across the U.S.3

Even Rio’s lower income neighborhoods—especially the mountain-
side favelas with their drug dealers, crime, and poverty—are legendary
throughout the world, partly because of contemporary Brazilian films
like City of God (Cidade de Deus, 2002) and Elite Squad I and II (Tropa de
Elite, 2007, 2010). Moreover, Rio is such a photogenic and compelling
city that it has been chosen as a site for popular films on many occasions.
Examples include the James Bond movie Moonraker (1979), the popular
hit Blame It on Rio (1984), and, more recently, the film Fasz Five (2011).
An earlier film with Rio as the star was the classic Black Orpheus (Orfeu

Negro).37

Rio’s global association with Brazilian music, as mentioned,
also enhances the city’s image.*® Films have brought samba, bossa nova,
chorinho, and other Brazilian music to a world stage. Equally, of course,
great architecture is a trademark of Brazil, and its two most famous
figures—Oscar Neimeyer and Lucio Costa’*—were either born in Rio
or lived there most of their lives.

More recently, adding to its distinguished cultural history, Rio was
selected for two global mega-events—the 2016 Summer Olympic
Games, and it is one of twelve cities that will host soccer matches for
the 2014 World Cup.* Many cities around the world have sought to use
Olympic Games to enhance their cultural branding.

Barcelona used the 1992 Summer Olympics to construct its image
as a global landmark, and to market itself as a tourism and investment
destination.” Rio is taking advantage of the global media attention on
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the Olympics to build international interest to expand markets for busi-
nesses ranging from fashion, cosmetics, furniture, and tourism to oil,
chemicals, steel, food, and pharmaceutical products.*?

'The globalization of Rio has led to the emergence of elite suburbs on
the outskirts of the city. During the 1960s and 1970s, as Brazil mod-
ernized, its relationship with the United States grew closer. Brazilian
developers and consumers were aware of the growth of modern suburbs
in the United States, and, just as in Mexico City and Tijuana, this model
became an attractive lifestyle prototype that influenced the emergence
of Brazil’s new elite suburbs during that era.

Barra da Tijuca, Rio’s Global Suburb

A towering example of a globally inspired “mega-suburb” was born on
the outskirts of Rio de Janeiro. Barra da Tijuca is a large suburban corri-
dor with more than one-quarter million people, and still expanding. The
story of its formation and its evolving impact on Brazil’s second largest
global metropolis is a poignant example of how what began as a well-
intentioned urban design plan for a modernist “new town,” in the spirit
of Brasilia, ended up being absorbed by private landowners and turned
into an elite, U.S.-influenced suburb.

Before the 1960s, the region of Barra da Tijuca and its inland area of
the Baixada de Jacarepagua (Jacarepagua Basin) were isolated from Rio
by a set of geographic barriers—mountains, lakes, marshes, and sand
dunes. It therefore remained largely undeveloped, except for some farms
and small residential dwellings. But as Rio went through a growth boom
in the 1950s and 1960s, a number of factors contributed to an interest
in developing this space, and led to a coalition of government, large
developers, and real estate interests, partly influenced by the U.S. model
of suburbia, that would dramatically transform this part of the metro-
politan region over the next four decades.

Within Rio, a growing upper middle class and elite were rapidly
consuming land and space in the south zone neighborhoods, from Copa-
cabana to Ipanema, Leblon, Jardim Botédnico, and Gavea. Real estate
values skyrocketed in these zones, and residential space was quickly
becoming saturated. Meanwhile, people who lived in the northern
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suburbs wanted to move either south or west. The demand for coastal
property and a lifestyle away from the hustle-bustle of the city among
newly upper middle and upper class residents would eventually mean
that Barra da Tijuca would become the largest suburban land develop-
ment in all of Brazil.

In the 1960s and 1970s, a tidal wave of global factors kicked in to
strongly influence the direction and style of urban development that
would unfold in Barra da Tijuca. The first global factor was Brazil’s
economic boom, which was significantly enhanced by courting foreign
investment, especially from the United States. U.S. companies like Ford
and General Motors opened plants in Brazil in the 1950s and 1960s;
U.S. pharmaceutical and chemical companies soon followed. Before
1960 (when the capital was moved to Brasilia), Rio was still the capital,
and it benefited directly from these international investment schemes.

Shortly after being elected president in 1955, Juscelino Kubitschek
visited the United States in search of foreign capital to exploit Brazil’s
natural resources. In a Time Magazine interview in 1956, the Brazilian
president stated: “No matter how busy I may be, any foreign investor
who comes to Brazil will find my door open.”® Later that year the U.S.
Export-Import Bank gave Brazil a thirty-five million dollar loan for
its steel industry. This unleashed an unprecedented flow of hundreds of
millions of investment dollars into Brazil, which subsequently leveraged
state-sponsored construction of infrastructure and development proj-
ects, including the Trans-Amazonian highway, the Itaipu hydroelectric
dam, nuclear power plants, bridges, railways, telephone systems, sub-
ways, airports, port improvements, urban redevelopment, and industrial
expansion. The emphasis was on grandiose projects that advertised the
new resources of a growing nation-state.

Politically, Brazil had been closely aligned with the United States,
beginning in the post-World War II era, when it defined itself as part of
the capitalist bloc in the face of global factional splits between socialism,
communism, and capitalism. Yet, Brazil was also building an indepen-
dent political position as early as 1961, when its new military government
sought to promote stronger nationalism and protectionism.* Still, soon
after he was elected, President John F. Kennedy proudly announced a
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new ten-year “Alliance for Progress” plan, which sought to increase per
capita income, education, and economic growth in Latin America. It
was signed in Punta del Este, Uruguay, a short hop across the border
from Brazil. The U.S. guaranteed $20 billion in aid, with Latin America
to supply $80 billion. This project served to enhance the friendly rela-
tions between the U.S. and Brazil which grew during the 1960s.

Not surprisingly, the 1960s bridge between the U.S. and Brazil
coincided with the rising popularity of Brazilian culture in the U.S.—
especially music. U.S. tourism visits to Brazil, and especially to Rio de
Janeiro, began to accelerate during this period. At the same moment,
U.S. foreign policy toward Brazil was intensified to stem the flow of
communism in different parts of the world. The flow of loans from the
U.S. into Brazil continued, even during the 1968-74 period, when a
hard-line military tribunal was in power in Brazil. This is the context for
understanding the creation of a new mega-suburb beyond Rio’s south
zone along the coastline.

The Creation of a Pilot Plan for Barra

If any one infrastructure project epitomized Brazil’s modernization pro-
gram of the 1950s and 1960s, it would have to be the construction of
the city of Brasilia as the nation’s new capital, to replace Rio. Completed
in 1960, but still a decades-long work in progress during the decade of
the 1960s, Brasilia symbolized to the world everything the Brazilian
government wanted to promote about itself—an economically dynamic
nation on the move, capable of creating grandiose public works and rein-
venting itself as a modern industrial nation, not a poor underdeveloped
one. The shadow of Brasilia would lie in the background of every great
public works project in Brazil during this period. Yet it was matched by
the importance of one of the nation’s largest suburbanization master
plan projects only a little more than a decade later—the urban develop-
ment of Rio’s new coastal territory of Barra da Tijuca and the Baixada
de Jacarepagua.

Brasilia was built from 1957 to 1960, the first planned modern national
capital on the planet. It was a tribute to the new paradigm of modern
architecture and city-building. Lucio Costa, born in France, was the chief
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city planner. Despite all the criticism of Brasilia by some architecture
critics,® the fact is that its completion was an epic achievement—the
first truly planned national capital of its scale in the world, and in a devel-
oping nation at that. Applying the principles of modern architecture to a
great building was one thing—that was being done successfully in cities
around the world such as Paris, London, and New York—but applying
the principles of modern architecture to the building of an entire city—a
brand new national capital—was something else.

If Brasilia was an example of the possibilities of modern architec-
ture, the planning of the first great mega-suburb of Barra da Tijuca,
outside Rio, was an example of its limitations. Brasilia’s head planner
Lucio Costa was selected to create a Pilot Plan for Rio’s southern coastal
development project at Barra da Tijuca. However, although Costa’s
touch would be infused with the same modernist and rationalist spirit
of the national capital, the development of Barra would turn out to be
tar more influenced by privatization, private developer capital, and U.S.
suburban values. Where Brasilia’s development remained under close

Figure 5.4 Lucio Costa’s Pilot Plan for Barra da Tijuca, New Coastal Suburb outside Rio de Janeiro
Source: Photo by permission of Alfredo Sirkis, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
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government supervision, Barra da Tijuca’s development was taken over
by major landholders and private investors. Brasilia, the national capital,
was under constant public scrutiny, since the image of the nation was at
stake. Barra, a private suburban enclave, quietly unfolded with very little
public scrutiny.

Lucio Costa’s Pilot Plan for Barra displayed much of the same think-
ing he had employed in Brasilia—but a number of things had changed
by the late 1960s and 1970s, both in Brazil and in Rio, and thus the
way that Barra subsequently evolved was quite different. Brasilia was
much more a public sector driven plan with a great deal of emphasis
on civic and national pride. Its design gave priority to monumental and
ceremonial spaces. Barra da Tijuca emphasized residential space, pri-
vate commercial shopping malls, and security. It became a giant seaside
enclave for the affluent, a Brazilianized form of the American sprawl
that has produced so many public health and environmental problems
in the United States.

Costa’s plan for Barra carried much of his thinking about Brasilia,
and much of the optimism of the era, though it was applied in a very dif-
terent context. It is important to note, from the outset, that he saw Barra
as a separate city, and not necessarily as a place connected to the existing
tissue of Rio. He also viewed it as a new city that would be intimately
tied to the natural landscapes already there—ocean, lagoons, lakes, and
waterways. He writes in the Pilot Plan: “What most attracts one in
this region is the ocean air, the openness, the scale, the beaches and
dunes seem without end, and that rare sensation of being in a pristine,
untouched world.”*® He also frequently refers to Barra as a separate city,
one that would be “a mais bela cidade ocednica do mundo” (the most
beautiful oceanic city in the world). #/

In the physical design of the city, the parallels with Brasilia are note-
worthy. They include the creation of a cross-like design, much the same
as the airplane shaped morphology of Brasilia. As he had done in Bra-
silia, Costa emphasized in Barra the modernist principle of single use
zones, specialized sectors for housing, commerce, offices, and public
buildings. He organized the entire new city along two main axes: a hor-
izontal axis called Avenida de Las Americas and a perpendicular axis,
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Avenida Ayrton Senna, which ran from the ocean toward the secondary
center at Jacarepagud. A secondary axis, Avenida Sernambetiba, ran par-
allel to Avenida de Las Américas along the ocean, following the natural
contour of the coastline. He proposed three centers within the cross-
like form: one at the original eastern end of Avenida Sernambetiba, in
Jardim Ocednico, which was already urbanized; a second at the intersec-
tion of the two monumental axes; and a third on the northern end of
Avenida Ayrton Senna, which would serve as the future center of the
inland district of Jacarepagua. The civic center at the intersection of the
two highway axes was proposed to have the same monumental scale as
the center of Brasilia. Along the main axes, his Pilot Plan spaces build-
ings apart in the same Corbusian style as Brasilia—high rise towers
surrounded by open spaces. The plan also had a monumental formality
and a sense of abstraction typical of Costa’s style.

Viewed in hindsight, the plan for Barra shares the modernist ratio-
nality of Brasilia, giving priority to machines (cars) over humans
(pedestrians), and emphasizing rows of high rise towers isolated in
space, with no public spaces connecting them. This stems from follow-
ing the American “single use”land use planning approach, which carved
out separate zones that were detached in space and only reachable by car.
'The Costa plan, from the beginning, severely curtailed the kind of “walk-
ability” needed to create human scale communities. One critic succinctly
captures the dilemma of designing a place like Barra on the edge of a
city (Rio) so rich in public space experiences: “Barra is the only neigh-
borhood in Rio that does not have a celebrated dozequim (neighborhood
bar), mainly because there are no street corners where one could build
a botequim.”® Indeed, the absence of street corners for people in Barra
can be traced to the simple fact that its streets were designed for cars and
not for people. As a social plan, there is also a sense of exclusion in the
Barra Pilot Plan, a sense that this new city is for the upper middle and
upper classes, especially in the zones along and close to the ocean.*’ As
it turned out, Costa’s plan provided a blueprint for the coming of gated
condominiums that are even more exclusionary than the Brasilia super-
quadras. 'This can be seen by the increasing segregation of the wealthy in
Barra da Tijuca, far more than what one saw in Brasilia.
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As in Brasilia, despite the language of the Barra Pilot Plan, the com-
mitment to community life and social well-being was inconsistent. In
Brasilia, Costa presented the superquadra or super-block as a socially egal-
itarian, harmonically conceived environment that would foster collectivity
and integration.’® Indeed, many of Brasilia’s super-blocks have some of
the design elements that would support such an idea—parks, gardens,
schools, churches, and commercial spaces that offer, at least in theory,
nodes or gathering points that could connect residents in time and space.
Also, Brasilia’s superquadras are, for the most part, accessible to the public.

Figure 5.5 Barra da Tijuca, Aerial Photo, a Planned, Elite High Rise Suburb
Source: Photo by permission of Alfredo Sirkis, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
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In Barra a very different kind of residential community emerged.
While Costa’s plan generated a template for bringing in a certain type
of modernist high rise community, most of those communities, with
some exceptions, quickly became closed, gated condominiums, with no
public space and few options that allowed outsiders to come inside. Like
many exclusive gated suburbs around the world, Barra was a patchwork
of isolated, enclosed complexes, offering no public spaces or meeting
places for residents to interact.

The first two large scale condo-residential complexes built in Barra
were called (not without some irony) Nova Ipanema and Novo Leblon,
thus creating the illusion that newly rich migrants, mainly from Rio’s
north zone, were moving to a place like the south zone’s iconic and
much celebrated beach communities of Ipanema and Leblon. In fact,
they were notably different—Ipanema and Leblon are pedestrian scale
neighborhoods with cafes, restaurants, and street-friendly residential
buildings, but the two new Barra communities consisted of individual
high rise buildings surrounded by unused green space. Nova Ipanema,
built in 1977, was a privatized version of the Brasilia superquadra. Later
some single family housing was built nearby, schools were added, and
even shopping malls appended along the primary auto axis. Novo Leb-
lon, built in 1980, featured: “Towers spaced across a platform of leisure
space, with swimming pools and recreational infrastructure, all apart
from cars.”!

Apparently, many politicians and prominent officials wanted Barra
to be different from Copacabana. Copacabana, for many modernists in
Brazil, came to symbolize what they thought was wrong in Rio by the
1960s and 1970s. Lucio Costa himself once described Copacabana this
way: “concrete barriers built right against the sea, blocking the view and
preventing proper ventilation of residents.”? But there may be a more
nuanced social interpretation of why they disliked the famous beach
community. Copacabana was a high density, spontaneous, noisy place, a
slice of New York City. Modernists wanted calm, efficiency, and order.
They preferred Barra to offer social exclusion, where Copacabana rep-
resented diversity—in its spread of uses, activities, social groups, and
spatial form. As one critic of Barra wrote: “it would become an imitation
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of a city, where what is fundamental about urban life—mixture, con-
frontation, creative disorder, is always exorcised in the name of ‘ethical
principles’ (moral exclusion and security) and aesthetics.”

Not surprisingly, advertisements for homes in Barra emphasized
that Barra is nor Copacabana, i.e. that it is not about spontaneity, chaos,
or density, but about open space, tranquility, and the feeling of creat-
ing something perfect, a touch of Midas. A brochure advertising Barra
spoke of “fuga do caos urbano e a busca da natureza” (an escape from
urban chaos toward a closer connection to nature).’* Barra’s objective
was to create a space of capital where real estate investors could more

freely operate than in other parts of Rio.”®

Privatization, Social Exclusion

Once the Pilot Plan for Barra was completed in 1970, local and state
governments quickly stepped in to provide supporting infrastructure. In
the early 1970s, transit links were built, including the Elevado das Ban-
deiras (an elevated highway) and tunnels through the mountains at Dos
Irmidos and Pedro da Gavea. This created a direct highway connection
from Rio’s south zone to Barra da Tijuca. Meanwhile, no mass transit
links of any kind were constructed to link Barra to the urban core of
Rio.*® It was clear that automobiles were going to be the mode of transit
for this new global suburb.

From the beginning, Lucio Costa and other government planners
and officials allowed Barra’s development to be controlled by large scale
developers. Indeed, in the 1970s, much of the land was controlled by a
small group of mega-developers, including ETSA, S.A., Grupo Desen-
volvimento, Sr, Pasquale Maura, and Carvalho Hoska, S.A. The land
was divided into mega-estates, and their dominance of the land market
meant that smaller scale developers had to pay a high price to acquire
land that was held by only a few sources. This drove up the price of Barra
land, thus ensuring that it would mainly house upper middle class and
wealthy landowners.*”

From 1976 to 1985, during the first big wave of land development,
records show that it was overwhelmingly dominated by large scale proj-
ects. These produced high rise luxury apartment and condominium
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Figure 5.6 Privatized Luxury High Rise Mega-housing Dominates Barra da Tijuca
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

towers, or groupings of towers around a central nucleus, and a smattering
of single family homes, generally inside the luxury tower developments.
One analysis of real estate agents during this period found that, out
of thirty-one key agents operating in Barra, nineteen, or 61 percent of
the total, were handling either mega, very large, or large deals, and only
seven were in the medium to small category.”®

By the early 2000s, Barra had become a sprawling, privileged zone
of newly rich residents, many of whom had fled the north zone, which
had become increasingly poor, surrounded by more and more favela
communities, and subject to a higher incidence of violent crime and
gang battles. Developers sold these upwardly mobile migrants the idea
of a “suburban paradise,” away from the problems in other parts of the
city. They offered the safety of gated luxury high rise buildings, upscale
shopping malls (there are dozens in Barra, more than in any other neigh-
borhood in Rio), giant supermarkets (including Walmart, Bon Marche,
Carrefour, Extra, and Makro), and other amenities like an airport, a For-
mula One Grand Prix racetrack, two theme parks (Rio Waterplanet and
Terra Encantada), a sports complex, used in the Pan American Games
of 2007, and the largest music performance complex in Brazil, the “City
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of Music” (Cidade da Musica) designed by well known French architect
Christian de Portzamparc.*

All of these features pointed to a degree of social inequality even
greater than in other Brazilian cities. In Brasilia, observers chronicled
that modernist architects like Costa used the technique of “shock” to
transform the social nature of capitalism, giving the public sector greater
power over how the city is designed and managed, and thus remaking
the city for those in power and those they are aligned with. It was fur-
ther argued that, in Brasilia, government planners and those in power
tried to blur the distinction between public and private, making the
private world more public and the public world more private. This cre-
ated a “strange” environment, where the government could achieve a
“hidden agenda” with a subversive character, one with socialist leanings
that created communal spaces—superquadras—which pretended to be
egalitarian but, like Soviet politics, were really more elitist.®

In Barra, by contrast, there was no hidden agenda; it became exactly
what it set out to be—a highly exclusive gated condominium beach
suburb. This did not go entirely unnoticed. During the 1980s, Rio’s
community leaders realized what Barra was becoming. One day, there
was a rallying cry to do something about Barra’s growing exclusivity.
Finally, under political pressure, the more liberal municipal government
agreed to hold a public workshop in 1986, which they called “Seminario
Barra’86.” Its advertised purpose was to review the Pilot Plan and seek
to make Barra accessible to all social groups. In one ad for the seminar, it
was announced that “Ha que democratizar o Plan Piloto” (it is necessary
to democratize the Pilot Plan).

'The timing of the seminar is not surprising. Only two years earlier,
Brazil had finally returned to a civilian government, after sixteen years
of hard-line military rule. The incoming president, Jose Sarney, was in
the process of drafting a new constitution. Politicians were sensitive
in that moment to the question of social equality, and, in particular,
to the critique that Brasilia had ended up as a kind of “socialist puri-
fication” plan, where the poor were systematically moved to satellite
cities, while the privileged classes lived in the newly designed Pilot
Plan core area.
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In Barra, some observers found even more elitism than in Brasilia. In
the words of one: “Ja ndo existen mais superquadras como em Brasilia,
aqui sdo condominios exclusives” (There are no more super-blocks like
in Brasilia, here in Barra only exclusive condominiums).®! Lucio Costa
was known to have remarked in designing the super-blocks of Brasilia
that “neighborhoods are not waterproof, they leak.”®> He was aware that
Brasilia was criticized as being rigid and brutalist, and so he tried to
design Barra with an emphasis on nature. But, in the end, his designs
were no match for real estate interests that reinforced the exclusivity and
segregation that came to define Barra.

'This dilemma was the underlying theme when the seminar of 1986
unfolded. The first thing that happened there was that critics blasted public
officials for allowing Barra to become an elitist settlement zone. Com-
munity leaders argued that people of lesser means were being excluded.
Over the course of the seminar, a set of policy changes was proposed:
make housing more available and affordable to diverse social groups, and
mandate more environmental controls. When the seminar ended, the
response of private landowners, banks, the real estate industry, and private
developers was immediate and dramatic. In the words of one observer of
that period: “The sectors of mega-capital and real estate development had
a different conception of the expansion of Barra da Tijuca, one that was
diametrically opposed to the decisions expressed by the Seminar.”®® The
large property owners, financial interests, and their representatives imme-
diately began to explore their political options in the wake of a seminar
whose results worried them, and threatened their financial objectives.

Finally, in 1988, private developers and their colleagues announced
a formal proposal to separate Barra da Tijuca from Rio, merge it with
the Baixada de Jacarepagud, and create an independent city with its own
government. This would free them from what they now considered the
shackles of Rio city politics, which in that moment had moved to the
left and appeared to be trying to mollify the demands of residential
associations from the poor and working class communities, and other
groups who wanted to make Barra more socially diverse.

Seceding from the troubled city comes straight from the pages of
U.S. history. For much of the twentieth century, American suburbs had
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found that the best way to escape responsibility for the social ills of the
larger city was to cut their political ties with the city that had historically
evolved, incorporate, and form their own suburban government. Thus,
the new global suburb of Barra was borrowing from its global partner
to the north. However, it should also be noted that Brazil does not
have the same tradition of incorporated, separate suburbs. In 1990, the
petition to separate Barra was reviewed, debated, and finally denied by
the state government of Rio. Everyone agreed to keep the Pilot Plan of
Lucio Costa as the governing instrument, and not to change the politi-
cal process in any way.

While the developers and landowners may not have gotten their way
on the matter of political separation, the pace of growth accelerated in
the 1990s, and the pattern of exclusivity hardly changed. If anything,
Barra became even more expensive and more of a wealthy suburban
enclave. From a population of 45,000 in 1980, Barra grew to nearly
250,000 by 2010; combined with the growth of the basin of Jacarepagud,
a much more middle and working class zone, the subregion had over
one-half million people and was the fastest growing part of Rio.

In Barra, the form of growth had become even more privatized and
exclusionary—this was observed by various city planners and writers
who tracked urban development in the south and west zones. In one
study, it was noted that development became more and more restricted
inside gated complexes.®* Shopping malls began to add security and put
up other real and psychological barriers to public entry. In general, in
the 1990s and early 2000s, public spaces were appropriated by private
interests. This was buttressed by an urban plan which allowed large real
estate interests to dominate the land market, further driving up prices at
a time when housing was becoming more expensive. Government hous-
ing policy, meanwhile, made housing more difficult to build for those of
limited means, and allowed overvaluing of homes for the elite.®

Sprawl and the Coastal Ecosystem

'The building of a sprawling mega-suburb in a coastal zone like the Barra
da Tijuca region has been profoundly damaging to the beach ecosys-
tem. As a nation, Brazil has one of the longest coastlines in the world,
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some 4,600 miles (or 7,500 kilometers); its coastal ecosystems contain
an array of unique but fragile elements—coral reefs, cliffs, sand dunes,
estuaries, lagoons, and salt marshes.® The Barra de Tijuca zone is called
a “double barrier lagoon coast,” due to its long narrow barrier island that
sits in front of a system of lagoons and waterways. This geographic for-
mation of lowland lagoons, canals, and marshes is highly vulnerable to
climate change. Storms and heavy rainfall cause strong tidal flows and
shifts in waves which result in floods and the blocking of channels. This
then causes “overwash,” where waters back up into lagoons and flood
adjacent lands. Since global climate change is now understood to be
raising sea levels across the planet, lowland coastal zones like Barra da
Tijuca are even more endangered by this phenomenon.®’

Urban sprawl in this kind of fragile ecological setting is problematic.
Among other things, sprawl encourages fragmented development, which
impedes managing coastal bioregions. The Brazilian government passed
legislation in 1988 to define its coastal region as a “national patrimony”
that needed special management. The National Coastal Management
Plan (Law 7661) created in 1988 was supposed to designate “perma-
nent preservation areas” along the coast and restrict use; these included
mangrove zones and sand dunes (restingas), vulnerable natural resources
native to regions like Barra da Tijuca.

Unfortunately, many of these designated zones have not been
well managed or are compromised by interest groups with different
objectives—from oil and gas extraction or fish production, to tourism
and real estate. On the pristine beaches of the state of Sao Paulo, for
example, one study showed that only 4 percent of residential homes had
proper sanitary sewage disposal services, and that “fundamental poli-
cies are simply not obeyed on coastal enterprises.”® This is exacerbated
by the reality that economic interests along the coast (fishing, shrimp
tarming, shipyards, the petrochemical industry, chemicals, and other
minerals) account for 73 percent of the gross national product of Bra-
7il.® The government ends up treading carefully when managing coastal
ecology in the face of its largest economic sectors.

This problem is especially acute in what one study calls the “fast
urbanization of Barra da Tijuca.”” The rapid urban expansion of the
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Jacarepagud lowland basin involved the arrival of an estimated 650,000
inhabitants over a mere three decades. Barra da Tijuca (the coastal
portion of the larger basin) increased in size from around just 5,000
inhabitants in 1970 to over 175,000 in 2000. This explosive growth
spread in sprawl-like fashion across the basin, invading the edges of
canals, lagoons, and bays, encroaching on wildlife, and interrupting the
natural flows of water. Since urbanization, the extent of flooding, land-
slides, beach erosion, and blocked waterways has exponentially increased.

Population growth has not been matched by environmental stew-
ardship. Indeed, for almost forty years there was no regional sewage
sanitation system; instead government required developers to install
small, local sewage treatment facilities for their developments. But these
were reportedly not carefully monitored; thus many facilities functioned
only sporadically. Ironically, while developers were lax in maintaining
sewage treatment systems, they were using the natural beauty of the
basin (beaches, lagoons, and mountains) to market their condominium
projects. So, the sewage they were not treating would end up destroying
the very ecosystems they relied on to sell their luxury condos.

Finally, in 2001, the state sewage company (CEDAE) began con-
struction of a regional sewage treatment system; it took another decade
to complete. But, reportedly, the system is still not serving the entire
region. Individual sewage treatment plants inside condominium proj-
ects (required by the government before giving permits to developers)
are frequently not operating, due to the high costs of maintenance and
of disposing of sewage in sanitary landfills. So instead, many of these
condos simply discharge directly into the lagoons and canals.”

All of this contamination from urban sprawl and unregulated, piece-
meal urbanization has been damaging to the ecosystem. The restinga
(sand dune/marsh ecosystem) of this part of the Brazilian coast is con-
sidered one of the world’s biodiversity “hotspots,” due to its diverse flora
and fauna.”? But that ecosystem is in trouble. Illegal occupation of the
fragile edges of lagoons, rivers, and canals, as well as improper land grad-
ing and embankments, have led to flooding and to contamination of
the lowland basin waters. Direct dumping of effluent from residential
and industrial sites is the main source of pollution. Residential sewage
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comes from unregulated closed condominium complexes as well as from

Jfawvelas in the lowland region. There is also an additional problem of
garbage flowing into the watershed. The result is high levels of patho-
genic microorganisms in the water, including coliforms and e-coli, all of
which pose significant public health dangers.”

Municipal government considered building larger sewage treat-
ment systems in the most polluted sites, but opted to begin dredging
the lagoons and canals in an effort to remove accumulated sludge from
the bottom, and thus open a circulation stream that would allow flows
from the lagoons to the sea. The state government concentrated on com-
pleting the larger sanitation sewage facility; it took over a decade, and
finally opened in the early 2010s. However, that system is incomplete,
with numerous areas of the basin still without sewerage. This allows the
destructive nature of Barra’s urban sprawl to continue. One of the biggest
problems is that, by not planning for the larger region, the government
simply allowed scattered and fragmented growth of condominium proj-
ects. In fact, it gave the luxury condominium complexes independent
responsibility to regulate and dispose of their sewage on their own. There
was minimal oversight from public agencies, and no attempt to create a
regional planning approach to the management of this watershed.

As a result, the loss of pristine ecological resources continues. There
were originally 260 square kilometers of mangroves here, which has
been reduced to only about 80 square kilometers today. Only half the
original restinga (sand dune) ecosystem remains. The heavy rains, flood-
ing, and uncontrolled toxic waters have not gone away. At the same
time, the mega-sport developments, such as the 2016 Olympics, and
the real estate boom in Barra da Tijuca will put even more pressure on
local and state government to relax zoning and environmental regula-
tions here, so as not to be seen as impeding corporate investment and
the profits to be had from these global economic activities.”*

Barra: a U.S. Suburb in Brazil?

During the decades of the 1960s and 1970s, cariocas (residents of
Rio) came to look upon the United States favorably. Rio was going
through a fervent era of growth, modernization, and change. While the
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construction of Brasilia infused nationalist pride, in Rio the importance
of foreign tourism and the growing popularity of Brazilian music, food,
and Carnaval celebrations to the American market led to a gradual
increase in Rio’s cultural, political, and economic ties to the U.S. As the
former Director of the City of Rio’s Department of Urbanism (2001-6)
noted, reflecting on his childhood: “We lived in Flamengo. My dad had
an American car, a Mercury. He worshipped that auto, and he prayed
that the tramways would be eliminated, since they interrupted the flow
of cars at that time.””

'The admiration for U.S. culture and lifestyles in Brazil’s cities is
highlighted by what some referred to as the “Miami effect.” Barra da
Tijuca has periodically been called a “Brazilian Miami.” Many Brazil-
ians, mainly affluent Brazilians, frequently travel to Miami for business,
tourism, or to make consumer purchases. It is often the first city Brazil-
ians see in the U.S., and thus, in a sense, it is a gateway city and a cultural
symbol of the United States. It is also viewed as a “success story,” a pros-
perous city, with Latino culture, located in the U.S. It has skyscrapers
along the coast, so it looks and feels familiar to Brazilians.

‘The Miami effect accelerated during the 1980s and 1990s. According

to one expert on Barra:

During the 1980s, many investors and developers wanted to
recreate Miami in Barra. Miami was a place many Brazilians vis-
ited to shop or be tourists. It was a symbol of many things Rio’s
north zone residents (the ones who moved to Barra) wanted—
security, shopping, consumer goods, the whole package.”®

Ironically, as others pointed out, Miami was not necessarily the
American city that Barra most resembled. “In terms of its scale, auto-
mobile orientation and its playful shopping mall architecture, Barra

”77 states one source. “Barra is not

is more like Las Vegas than Miami,
really Miami. It’s worse. Miami has high density and a sense of place.
Barra is an American freeway in the middle of nowhere. It’s isolated
condos and shopping malls. As an urban design experience, I hate it,”

said another.”®
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If reference to Miami was meant to copy the sense of well-being and
consumer success connected with North America, it is also true that
developers and real estate agents wanted to sell Barra as a safe place to
live, like a quiet U.S. suburb. Given all the violence in Rio, and especially
in the north zone, this became as important in Barra as in other large
cities like Sdo Paulo. The murder in the 1990s of the son of a supermar-
ket owner on the streets of Barra, and the kidnapping of a businessman
in a condominium in Novo Leblon, suddenly meant that the pristine
image of the new suburb was threatened. Public officials quickly swung
into action to counter this—they installed special gates on all main
roads leading into and out of Barra. This meant that police could cordon
off the city in the event of a kidnapping or an assault.”

Privacy and security would increasingly dominate the culture of
Barra. One local writer jokingly described a fictional residential project
in Barra:

'The Barra 2000 project, conceived as an Iron Curtain, will install
automatic controls for road access into and out of the zone ...
the project will add to the autonomy and independence, will be
tenced and fortified. Passports will be requested of all foreigners ...
all administered by armed militia and commanded by a computer
named Hal.?

Even shopping malls in Barra emphasize security and privacy. They are
enclosed, protected from the streets, and generally only entered by auto-
mobile with guards in kiosks inspecting each entering vehicle. Armed
security guards can be seen throughout the malls. Many are enclosed, air
conditioned, and evoke an atmosphere of privacy and security.
Advertisements by developers and real estate agents for Barra also
emphasized security, privacy, and exclusion. Often one sees the use of
phrases like “a new lifestyle” or “a new paradise.” By the early 2000s,
most of Barra consisted of enclosed, privatized tower blocks, privatized
shopping malls, or high security office buildings. At the same time, civic
and public spaces were scarce. There is only one walkable commercial
street in Barra, and it lies in the first neighborhood built (called Jardim
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Oceinico), while the Pilot Plan of Lucio Costa was being completed.
Jardim Ocednico is an anomaly in Barra. It preceded the explosion of
closed condominiums after the 1980s, which came to define the region’s
identity. There are very few other walking corridors, gardens, or com-
mercial centers that residents can reach on foot. The vast majority of
residential spaces in Barra consist of isolated high rises with no sense of
community and no destinations within walking distance. Most of the
shopping malls are located along the Avenida das Americas, which is a
fast moving car-oriented corridor that cannot really be reached on foot
from the residences. Like in many suburbs in North America, one does
not see many people walking on the streets of Barra.

Barra’s expansion in the 1980s and 1990s came at a time when Brazil
was moving away from its state-centric approach to city building. That
is, the era of Brasilia and state mega-planning was long gone. So even
though Lucio Costa was hired to design the master plan for Barra, the

development that unfolded was much more U.S. style and private sector

Figure 5.7 American Themes Abound in the “Citta America” Shopping Mall in Barra de Tijuca
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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driven. Almost every major study of Barra’s development since the
1970s emphasizes the dominance of mega-property owners, high end
luxury residential development and commerce. The only brief pause was
the 1986 seminar to “democratize Barra.” But, in the end, that project
did not lead to any long-term changes, and the quality of development
remained in the hands of developers and the private sector. It’s also been
suggested that Barra’s planning process was left too much in the hands
of one person (Lucio Costa), and that that one person depended mainly
on a somewhat secretive group of advisers who made most of the key
decisions with Costa.®!

Visually, Bara is dominated by two realities—high rise luxury condos
and shopping malls. The proliferation of shopping malls is very much
adapted from the U.S. In Barra, they are spread along the Avenida das
Americas, virtually defining that road as a “shopping mall highway.”
While Lucio Costa’s original plan called for concentrating commerce
in three distinct nodes—the older part of Barra’s Jardim Ocednico, the
tuture downtown of Baixada de Jacarepagud, and the intersection of the
two main transit axes (Avenida Americas and Ayrton Senna)—in fact,
shopping malls run the entire length of Barra, from the entrance on the
east all the way to the next elite suburb of Recreio dos Bandeirantes.

The themes and architecture of the malls borrow heavily from the
American experience.®? First, the naming of the malls themselves is fre-
quently in English, and with heavy references to the U.S. and its culture.
Examples include “New York City,” “Downtown,” “Midtown,” “Barra
Garden Shopping,” “Open Mall Shopping,” “Barra World Shopping,”
and “Citta America.” The malls also tend to try to create a theme park-
like, fake world, an escape from the outside into a space that allows
people to imagine themselves somewhere else, and then to consume.
Perhaps the most extreme example is Barra World Shopping, which
teebly copies Disney’s Epcot Center in Orlando, a theme park that
simulates different world cultures. In Barra World Shopping, the mall
is divided into themed spaces with references to various world regions—
Japan, Italy, France, Holland, or the Arabian region. Giant sculptures
evoke images of those places within the mall—a two-story Eiffel Tower,

a fake Leaning Tower of Pisa, a copy of the Sphinx. These fake stage
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Figure 5.8 Fake Eiffel Tower in the “Barra World Shopping” Mall
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

sets copy the trend of post-modern fake themed malls and festival mar-
ket spaces that became popular in the U.S. in the 1980s and 1990s. They
are epitomized perhaps by places like the Universal Studios “City Walk,”
a mall designed by a theme park company to look like a city street but
filled with fake scenography, and no public seating.

A culture of consumerism within artificial spaces dominates the
quality of life in Barra. It, in effect, replaces the experience of living
and walking in real neighborhoods that fill most of the rest of Rio. It
replaces older urban neighborhoods and their strong sense of place with
spaces that advertise leisure, safety, comfort, privacy, and exclusivity,
which, increasingly, many residents of Barra want. Like the U.S. subur-
ban model, the shopping mall amidst a sanitized Barra lifestyle allows
people the fantasy of leaving the city even while still living in its reach.
This idea was polished in the U.S. and then exported through the media
and global tourism.
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Brazilian critics question the suburban culture of leisure and consumer-
ism in Rio’s exurb enclaves. Some observers note that in Barra an entire
generation of children are growing up without ever living outside a gated
world. As one set of critics describe, there are kids who have been to Dis-
neyland in Florida but not to downtown Rio, kids who have flown in
airplanes or ridden in a Mercedes Benz, but have no idea how to ride a city
bus or take the metro.%* Adults in Rio worry about these questions. As in
the United States, they worry about social isolation. In the late 1990s, dur-
ing the first attempt to form inter-condominium dialogue through a series
of community meetings in Barra, residents demanded that community
associations contract with psychologists and social workers to help children
and adolescents growing up alienated and isolated in these fake cities.?*
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BEYOND URBAN SPRAWL IN A
GLOBALIZING WORLD

How do we move beyond the pattern of urban sprawl that has become
so dominant in North and South America? I've suggested in this book
that, while we've been busy searching for urban design alternatives to
the U.S. suburban prototype, sprawl has diffused beyond our south-
ern borders and is now shaping urban peripheries across the Americas,
from Mexico to Brazil. Meanwhile, despite the best attempts to alter
urban development over the last decade and a half, America continues
to remain a “suburban nation.”

We need to begin to sketch out what a different urbanism will look
like. The current “state of the art”alternative to sprawl is embodied by the
overlapping strategies of “smart growth”and “new urbanism,” which seek
to move beyond dispersed, auto-centric, single use zoning templates in
tavor of higher density, mixed use, pedestrian scale, and neighborhood-
oriented cities. To quote the website of the “new urbanism” movement,
this involves “the creation and restoration of diverse, walkable, compact,
vibrant, mixed use communities composed of the same components as
conventional development, but assembled in a more integrated fashion,
in the form of complete communities.”?

Smart growth and new urbanism correctly advocate the proper form
that will lead to less sprawl and “slower” urbanism. But too much burden
is placed on city planners, architects, and local design officials. The shift

209
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away from urban sprawl demands a broader societal transformation
beyond physical design or land use to what I am calling “slow urbanism.”
We need a metamorphosis that extends from politicians and educators
to communities and social institutions, including conventional and
social media. Cultural values, behaviors, and lifestyles that contribute to
our urban form will need to evolve, if cities are going to become more
compact and sustainable. Even as we legislate to create “smarter” designs,
the future of our cities is also going to demand “smarter” citizens.

With this in mind, in this final chapter I synthesize a set of criti-
cal thinking points that must be addressed if we are truly going to
embrace a “slow urban design” paradigm. I argue that we must rethink
urban development at four scales, moving from the macro to the micro:
the bioregion, the slow city, the revitalized (and slow) neighborhood,
and the slow self. At each level, changes will resonate at both the local
and global scale. New approaches will not only be adaptable across
all parts of the globe; they will borrow from best practices in other
cultures, from the wisdom of Eastern philosophy to organic neighbor-
hood movements in Brazil and Mexico, to the Slow Food and Citzaslow
(Slow City) movement that has diffused from Italy across Europe and
beyond.

The crux of my argument is that the practice of “slowing down,” at
each successive scale, is about enhancing city dwellers’ engagement with
their surrounding environment—its natural elements, its history, its
sense of place, and the people who are connected to it. We have become
disengaged by the many factors I've written about—technology, work,
cars, consumerism, a culture of speed. We need to find a way to slow
ourselves down. We need to produce and consume locally grown food.
Indeed, the Slow Food movement has already achieved some credibility
in the wider world, bringing together First World “foodies” and Third
World farmers. We must reconnect with our existing neighborhoods, or
reinvent community where it is weak. Slow urbanism, I would agree, is a
complex idea, and not easily reduced to measurable scientific principles.
Yet, the same might be said of important objectives like “sense of place”
or “neighborhood preservation,” and we are, nevertheless, not about to
abandon those worthy values.



BEYOND URBAN SPRAWL IN A GLOBALIZING WORLD 211

Personal responsibility is also a delicate subject to write about. I can
imagine some readers may either roll their eyes or simply reject the logic
of alink between urban planning and Buddhism. But, I will take the risk
in suggesting it, nonetheless. The Slow Food movement demonstrates
that the Buddhist principle of mindfulness and the practice of urban
design need not be polar opposites. They can be reconciled as aesthetics
and politics, pleasure and rationality. Deep ecologists, in fact, argued for
a link between ecology and spirit two decades ago, but I fear those ideas
tell mostly on deaf ears, outside of a limited circle of writers and think-
ers. Their basic argument remains sound: citizens should be the stewards
of their own environmental condition. And perhaps a first step in that
direction will need to come from a national movement that emphasizes
urban design “mindfulness,” or, again, what I am calling “slow urbanism.”

From Planning Regions to Bioregionalism

'The pattern of urban sprawl I have written about in this book is exac-
erbated in the U.S. by the fact that most developers of master planned
communities are able to locate their projects in politically separate
suburban jurisdictions. Each development plan is reviewed within inde-
pendent suburban governments, with little or no legal control outside
local boundaries, and often with no oversight of their broader regional
implications. Over time, the cumulative impact has been to create
urbanized areas that are fragmented into archipelagos of peripheral
development, waves of suburban and exurban development that disperse
turther and further out, giving form to what have become our twenty-
first century mega-regions.

Despite calls for a regional approach to urban growth among early
utopian thinkers like Patrick Geddes in Scotland or Ebenezer Howard
in the United Kingdom, regional management of urban expansion never
tully caught hold in the U.S. It was famously promoted by the Regional
Planning Association, formed in 1922 by leading urbanist thinkers
including Lewis Mumford and Clarence Stein. Only a few experimental
communities were ever built,? and by the 1950s the boom in peripheral
growth was mostly generated by large scale private builder-investors like
Levitt and Sons, who were backed by mortgage guarantees through two



212 BEYOND URBAN SPRAWL IN A GLOBALIZING WORLD

federal agencies—the Veteran’s Administration and the Federal Hous-
ing Association (FHA). By the 1950s, the movements toward suburban
autonomy had carved out our metropolitan political geographies in the
form of a central city surrounded by a constellation of independent
suburban governments. This reinforced the pattern of locally managed—
rather than regionally unified—housing construction in the suburbs.

Regional planning evolved as an advisory activity in the United States,
and took the form of what were called “metropolitan planning organi-
zations” (MPOs). MPOs coordinated transport funding and planning
decisions, but they did not have binding legal jurisdiction over how
individual governments planned their physical growth, or whether they
even chose to participate in a regional planning process. Single purpose
regional entities also evolved to manage specific functional needs like air
quality, water, open space, or port districts. Yet, none of these entities was
tied together into a single regional governance mechanism with politi-
cal teeth. Meanwhile, in academia the study of regions, beginning in the
1940s, was dominated by a field called “regional science,” which viewed
regions as zones of economic activity, applying scientific modeling and
mathematics to measure them. Physical design and the earlier sustain-
able objectives of the Regional Planning Association were forgotten.
'This, as some have noted, produced an approach that generally did not
address “real places.”

By the 1970s and 1980s, a resurgence of interest in more holistic (or,
we might say, “slower”) approaches to regional planning emerged, as cit-
ies realized that watersheds, air quality, land use, open space, transport,
and urban design were intertwined and needed a regional governance
approach. Portland, Oregon, created an Urban Growth Boundary
(UGB) in the 1970s and then crafted a regional government entity called
Metro to enforce the region’s decision to control urban sprawl and pro-
tect farmland. By the 1990s, the Portland metropolitan area had become
a leading example of a regional approach to sustainable urbanism, com-
pact growth, preservation of open space, and alternative transit. Salt
Lake City, Utah, also sought to create a citizen-based regional approach
called Envision Utah, which emphasized transit-oriented development
growth nodes for the future. The Seattle, Washington, region took steps
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to try to manage the problems of rampant growth and traffic conges-
tion by crafting a Vision 2020 Plan to contain urban sprawl and protect
open space.*

More recently, a force that has galvanized regional movements is
what is called bioregionalism, or the emerging recognition of the con-
nection between human culture and nature. One of the critical elements
of bioregionalism is the goal of reintegrating human settlements within
their regional ecosystem. Citizens are beginning to come together to
address watersheds, air quality, and other natural elements that must
be managed on a unified basis, incorporating bioregionalism, which
one writer defines as “a social movement and action oriented field . . .
focusing on enabling human communities to live, work, eat and play
sustainably within earth’s dynamic web of life.” What is critical is that a
bioregional approach bridges physical geography and the consciousness
of citizens; inhabitants become re-engaged with their ecological condi-
tions. It also reinforces “localization,” citizens and community retaking
control of the places/regions they inhabit. This kind of local empower-
ment of citizens over their ecological setting is an idea that cuts across
other scales (city, neighborhood, etc.) and was voiced early on by plan-
ning scholars like John Friedmann, who has long called for planning to
be more community-oriented, where knowledge and information are
linked to action.® However, bioregionalism can only work if a form of
regional governance with legal backing is put in place.

Wildfire Bioregions in Southern California
An applied example of bioregional thinking lies in the ecology of wild-

fires in the San Diego/southern California region, a case study that was
highlighted in Chapter 3. There I showed, using the border city of San
Diego as an example, that California’s suburbs have evolved with rela-
tively little attention being given by local officials to the regional ecology
of wildfires. The glaring fact is that many cities along the southwest
border region of the U.S., from San Diego, Tucson, and Phoenix, to Las
Vegas and El Paso, do not have comprehensive wildfire strategies in
place that utilize the tools of bioregional planning for fire ecology and
land management. If wildfire management is to become part of an urban
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design strategy for inland suburbs in places like San Diego, local and
regional governments will have to recognize that wildfires are a perma-
nent fixture of their biological setting, and create zoning and planning
policies that reflect this.

A critical first step will be to recognize the location of primary wildfire
target zones, and designate them as separate regional ecological manage-
ment districts—in this case, what might be termed “fire plains,” which
would then be subject to specific planning rules about the nature and
scale of development.® In the first decade of the 2000s, as it became clear
that mega-wildfires were becoming more routine, the state of California
initiated guidelines for landowners, builders, and residents in these zones.
Indeed, in 2008, CALFIRE (the state agency that regulates wildfires)
formally announced the creation of “Fire Hazard Severity Zones.” Maps
were drawn, and new subregions designated, where updated standards
of construction and site design would be established for fire protection.
These new standards included one hundred foot defensive space clear-
ings around buildings, road width minimums, water supply and signage
regulations, and real estate industry requirements for disclosure of natu-
ral hazards. However, when the Fire Hazard Severity Zone maps were
finally completed, CALFIRE announced that those maps would “be
considered in city and county general plans.” The use of the word “consid-
ered”is troubling, since it demonstrates that adherence to the regional fire
zones by local governments remains voluntary and is not legally binding.

This will not suffice. Wildfire ecology must become a perma-
nent element in the bioregional planning process for arid ecosystems
like those in the southwestern United States—Mexico borderlands.
Wildfire planning should be incorporated into each level of regional
management—environmental reviews, General Plan, Specific Plans,
subdivision mapping and permits, as well as building codes. By law, haz-
ards and mitigation measures are identified in General Plans, normally
under the Safety element. Because General Plans are legally binding,
they represent a critical mechanism for legislating specific regulations
that would force developers and builders to create sustainable and less
fire-prone communities. This would also be the case for Specific Plans
used in California for large scale projects inside municipalities. Further,
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special building codes and regulations for fire zone management should
be part of the process of granting permits; in California this falls under
the Subdivision Maps Act. Lot size, location, site design, setbacks, and
local infrastructure would all come under review in subdivision maps
tor new developments. If General Plan provisions were set up to require
developers to respect the fire hazard element in their housing designs
and subdivision plans, city and county governments might begin to gain
control over the severity of wildfire incidents. A regional government
would represent the best administrative scale to oversee this approach.
A bioregional toolkit for wildfire ecosystem planning would include
both site planning and zoning to enhance ecological protection in the
master planned suburbs of the wildland urban interface (WUI) where so
many fires have burned. If regional General Plan guidelines for fire haz-
ard zones were standardized, specific site planning policy guidelines

could be introduced. For example, site plans could incorporate fire danger

Figure 6.1 Home Damaged by 2007 Wildfire, Rancho Sante Fe Suburb of San Diego
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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into the design of open spaces—plans should require fire break plantings
along the edges of developments, especially those facing into canyons,
where wind funnel effects tend to spread wildfire. Another design strat-
egy might be the regulation of setbacks from steep slopes and fire-prone
corridors and canyons. Sprinkler system infrastructure could be required
at strategic locations where wildfire vulnerability is deemed greatest.
Zoning will be a powerful regional and local tool for creating an eco-
logically based fire management in metropolitan areas like San Diego.
Zoning could raise and lower densities where appropriate. Zoning could
help preserve agricultural areas, wilderness zones, and open space buffers.
It should also regulate the rate and scale of suburban development in the
name of sustainability. Many California counties have hesitated to use
zoning to rein in subdivisions in former rural estates; in doing so, they
are endangering local agriculture and creating suburban lot designs that
are difficult to defend.’® U.S. Senator Diane Feinstein (D-California)
alluded to this when she spoke in southern California after the 2007
fires: “Local governments have to begin to look at their zoning and sit-
ing of large subdivisions in the path of Santa Ana winds in parched, dry

areas of the state.”!

From Slow Food to Slow Cities

Across the planet, citizens have taken note of the whiplash effects of our
hyped up urban lifestyle, and many are beginning to respond at the city
level. In Italy, the Slow Food movement began in 1986; it was started
by Carlo Petrini as a way to challenge the globalization of fast food.
When McDonald’s planned to build a franchise outlet near the Piazza
di Spagna in Rome in 1986, Petrini organized a demonstration in which
he and his followers brandished bowls of penne as weapons of protest.
'The demonstration led to the founding of the International Slow Food
movement which seeks to counter fast food, fast life, non-sustainable
tood production, and the eroding of local economies. Petrini and others
drafted a “Slow Food manifesto,” which stated that:

We are enslaved by speed and have all succumbed to the same
insidious virus: Fast Life, which disrupts our habits, pervades
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the privacy of our homes and forces us to eat Fast Foods, which
diminish opportunities for conversation, communion, quiet reflec-
tion and sensuous pleasure, thus shortchanging the hungers of the
soul. In the name of productivity, Fast Life has changed our way
of being and threatens our environment and our landscapes. Our
defense should begin at the table with Slow Food. Let us redis-
cover the flavors and savors of regional cooking.!?

The Slow Food movement emphasizes a set of cooking and eat-
ing behaviors that resurrect a more deliberate savoring of food, and an
emphasis on local and regional products. It speaks of “taste education,”
the promotion of eco-regions, local food products, regional culture and
cuisine, organic farming, ethical buying in locally owned marketplaces,
and preventing the risks of monoculture. During the 1990s, Slow Food
grew and began developing a political agenda—lobbying the European
Union (EU) on trade and agricultural policy and working to save endan-
gered foods. The organization expanded from 20,000 to 65,000 members
in forty-two countries in Europe, the U.S., and Latin America within a
decade; by 2013, its membership was over 100,000 in 153 countries.'

Following the Slow Food example, the Slow City movement, or
Cittaslow, was also born in Italy. It held its first meeting in Orvieto,
Italy, in 1999. About thirty towns sent representatives. The coordinator
was Paolo Saturnini, the mayor of Greve, a small town in the Chianti
province of Italy. The meeting produced a charter which pointed to glo-
balization as a phenomenon that wipes out uniqueness and generates
mediocrity. The charter went on to propose that cities with under 50,000
inhabitants could join the association, and use its logo, as long as they
would agree to follow the fifty-five guiding principles. Among the key
principles required of prospective members of the Slow City movement
are: cutting noise pollution, decreasing traffic, encouraging alternative
transit such as bicycling, increasing green spaces and pedestrian zones,
backing farmers who produce local products and the shops and res-
taurants that market them, supporting organic farming and organic
products, and preserving local aesthetic and design traditions (architec-

ture, historic places).!*
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As some observers have noted, the Slow Food movement is largely
about protecting “territory” or local culture.' The idea is to preserve both
local ecology (agriculture, vegetation, grown in local soil, water, etc.) and
human tradition (cultural practices), both of which allow diverse parts
of the planet to generate their own unique foods, styles of consump-
tion, and ways of life. This is seen as an inherently positive thing, and a
pattern that must be preserved. It is thus a movement which connects
ecology, human behavior, and regional culture.

Slow City simply takes the principles of the Slow Food movement and
seeks to apply them to the larger setting of cities themselves. The pres-
ervation of local ecology and culture, the argument goes, must become
central to the economy of a city, its physical form and its governance. A
relatively young organization, within ten years the Cittaslow movement
had over fifty cities as members by 2009, mainly from Italy, Germany,
Norway, Portugal, Poland, and the U.K. By 2013, the membership had
reached 176 cities in twenty-seven nations, and included cities in Aus-
tralia, South Korea, Turkey, Japan, China, and the U.S.1® To become
members, cities have to initiate a program with Slow City principles,
based on sustainable development. They must also make a commitment
to heritage preservation and promoting local identity and sense of place.
For example, candidates for membership in the Cittaslow/Slow City
group must demonstrate support not only from the traditional local arts
and crafts, but also from local industries whose products lend distinc-
tiveness and identity to a region. They must also commit to conservation,
creating green spaces, walkability, making public spaces more appealing,
improved public transit, and eco-friendly design.” In short, the Slow
City movement represents a formalization of North American ideas like
smart growth and new urbanism into the process of governance, as well
as a commitment to expand these principles across nations and borders.

Revitalizing Slow Neighborhoods

'The neighborhood is a critical scale to implement the slowing down of
urban life. Yet, as I've argued in this book, a huge obstacle to creating
anything at the neighborhood or community scale is whether people
actually feel that they are part of that neighborhood or community, and
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whether the neighborhood has political meaning. I've made reference
to the fact that nearly two-thirds of Americans who live in cities now
live in “suburban sprawl” communities. Studies demonstrate that these
suburbs are lacking the very structural elements needed to foster a sense
of neighborliness—a walkable scale, gathering spaces to meet neigh-
bors, and an architecture/urban design style that enhances community
identity. Many suburbs in the U.S. lack the “sense of place” that can
physically make people feel like they are part of a community. Sub-
urb critic James Howard Kunstler has written that sprawling suburbs
represent “the greatest misallocation of resources in the history of the
world . . . these are places that are not worth caring about.”®® Further, as
I pointed out in Chapter 3, automobile-dependent suburbs accentuate a
lifestyle that emphasizes values—privatization and consumerism—that
don't always mesh with building civic conscience and a sense of com-
munity. Thus, the first step in thinking about slow neighborhoods is to
acknowledge the huge obstacles that exist in the average suburban com-
munity in the United States.

There has been a consensus among writers and social scientists that
community identity suffered a general decline in post-industrial American
urban life. That decline is thought to have been hastened by technologi-
cal changes—automobiles, smartphones, and computers all loosen citizen
connection to neighborhoods. Automobiles literally diminish the amount
of time city dwellers spend walking, biking, or otherwise experiencing
their community firsthand. Meanwhile, the places where people do walk
have tended to be shopping malls and other private, commercial spaces,
thus fostering a shift from public to private life. This has led to the docu-
mented pattern of a less civic-oriented society, and confusion about the
role of citizenship and collective embrace of the “public good” at the
neighborhood scale.’ When citizens become distracted by consumer-
ism in private spaces, their neighborhood consciousness can lapse. This
is then exacerbated by technologies like smart phones, iPads, laptops, and
the social media, which tend to focus on the individual, who may be con-
nected in cyber space but not in the real space of his or her community.

It should also be pointed out that American cities are still highly seg-
regated and unequal. While many Americans may live in the cocoons of
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comfortable suburban life, other less fortunate city dwellers reside either
in inner-city slums or in decaying old suburbs that suffer from run-
down schools, poor quality public transit services, high unemployment,
and greater exposure to environmental pollution. Slow urban design
practices in these communities will face the obstacles of needing to be
couched in a larger strategy of equitable economic development.

Yet another obstacle facing the slow urbanism movement at the com-
munity level is the overall historic weakness of community planning
as a political tool in the U.S. While urban planning began at the state
level, the “police powers” to plan were eventually passed on to cities in
the early decades of the twentieth century. But when nearly all land is
privately owned, the government’s ability to plan is limited to nego-
tiation. Moreover, most communities lack the political power to shape
local planning and zoning decisions. Using the example of the state of
California, the formal instruments of city planning—the General Plan,
zoning, and environmental regulation (through CEQA, the California
Environmental Quality Act)—all empower city or regional govern-
ments, while only limited legal authority has passed on from the city
level to the community. Community groups have mainly asserted their
power through grassroots citizen movements and locally based over-
sight of the city government role in planning.

In the San Diego region, the history of community planning illus-
trates how, as early as the 1960s, community groups never had access to
planning decisions unless they fought for it. When the city first started
to grow at that time, it created a city planning department. However,
historians point out that local business and conservative elements
tried to get rid of the planning department in its early years; they were
convinced that “city planning” was a form of communism, and that
zoning and general plans were anti-American. This, however, unleashed
a grassroots campaign to save the planning department and, later, to
fight a number of battles over urban growth, including controls on
ugly billboards along freeways, opposition to overdevelopment of can-
yons and valleys, and support for downtown redevelopment at a time
when developers were looking toward shopping centers and suburban
growth.?°
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In San Diego, a grassroots organization evolved as the main form of
citizen oversight of city planning issues. It was called “Citizens Coor-
dinate for Century 3” (later C-3) and composed of architects, writers,
professors, landscape designers, and other citizens. Their success and
other citizen movements eventually led the city government to formally
recognize community planning by establishing local “planning commit-
tees.” In 1966, the city of San Diego passed a resolution recognizing
“community planning groups” (City Council Policy 600-05), and by
1976 it had established further legal guidelines regarding community
planning groups (CPGs, in Policy 600-24).2!

But, since then, community planning groups have had limited access
to political power, and to changing the quality of life in their own com-
munities. Their only recourse has been informal, spontaneous citizen
movements to confront policies that negatively impact their community.
One of the most important examples emerged in the Latino community
of Barrio Logan, an enclave that suffered a number of negative land
use decisions, including the twin disasters of construction of a major
freeway (the Interstate 5) and a regional bridge (the Coronado Bridge),
both of which sliced through the heart of the community. By the late
1970s, faced with the prospect of a proposed California Highway Patrol
station being built under the Coronado Bridge in the epicenter of the
barrio, the community mobilized and fought a pitched battle against
the city and state. This campaign ultimately was successful in displacing
the police station project, replacing it with a local gathering space called
Chicano Park. It marked the beginning of three decades of community
activism, and the growth of a sense of community and ethnic identity in
defending the neighborhood space.

'The battle for slow neighborhoods will be built around creating and
defending a better quality of life at the neighborhood scale. Slow neigh-
borhoods will incorporate the values of smart urban design, including
walkable public spaces, affordable housing, social justice, diversity, and
sustainability. But these values must find their way into the circles of
political power, most likely via grassroots social movements and bet-
ter informed citizens. Slow neighborhoods can find inspiration from
several ongoing movements both within the U.S. and across the planet.
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They include: livable streets, community-based economic development,
and the local food movement. The “livable streets” movement is a broad-
based coalition operating across numerous cities in the U.S., which
defines itself as being “organized around the principles of public health
through active living, economic vitality and quality of life. It’s an inno-
vative approach that encompasses all modes of transportation and seeks
a balanced system.”??

'The number of community-based movements emphasizing the street
as a community resource has been growing over the last decade across
the U.S. These include, for example, the New York City Street Renais-
sance movement, the San Francisco Great Streets project, Streets for
People in Seattle, Livable Streets in Boston, and Placemaking Chi-
cago.? They all have in common the goal of recuperating neighborhood
streets as civic spaces for people and not merely corridors for cars. Proj-
ects advocate grassroots activism to convert streets and open spaces into
pedestrian-friendly neighborhood spaces, such as local markets, public
plazas, and bike-friendly pathways. In New York City, this movement
has helped turn Times Square into a more pedestrian-friendly space;
similar outcomes are occurring in Chicago, San Francisco, Seattle, Port-
land, and other major cities in the U.S.

Citizens can also become engaged in their communities by advocat-
ing remapping efforts where local ecological preservation, walkability,
and compactness become the priorities. “Ecocity zoning” would focus
on fortifying primary and secondary centers, gathering spaces, and activ-
ity nodes. Innovative zoning and transfer of development rights could
then be used to retrofit existing neighborhoods or plan new ones that
are more compact and pedestrian in scale.?* Further, community groups
could begin to restore local ecology by, for example, placing signage
around their neighborhood that identifies local natural elements (creeks,
streams, and canyons) or even local wildlife nesting areas. In Berkeley,
California, a group called Urban Ecology did precisely that.?® In San
Diego, California, there is a movement to restore the vast canyonlands
that meander through and around urban neighborhoods, including
creating signage and improving or maintaining trails that connect the
canyons to the neighborhoods.?
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Examples of community-based economic development and local food
represent two other features of a slow neighborhood approach. A slow
neighborhood is seen as more than a residential destination for people in
their cars; it is a place with multiple functions—a village that people walk
to for work, shopping, or leisure activities. It has shops, businesses, offices,
pedestrian scale activities, and a variety of modes of transportation—
walking, biking, BRT (bus rapid transit), light rail transit, jitney or taxi
services. It is a community that is more sustainable, since some of its
residents actually live and work in it, and others produce food that is used
in local restaurants or sold locally in farmer’s markets. The local commu-
nity economic development platform is built around using such tools as
neighborhood-based banks and credit unions, promoting culture and the
arts, and local investment.?’

Some experts argue that community economies should be built around
a community-based food system, where local food is connected to the
bioregion, and where the unique ecosystem of a community is tapped in
a sustainable way. A community-based food system has been defined as
being socially embedded, economically invested, and integrated across
tood production, processing, distribution, consumption, and waste dis-
posal to build health, wealth, connection, and capacity in a particular place.
The advantages of a community-based food system include: improv-
ing the health and well-being of the population; enhancing the local
community’s economic wealth and vitality; increasing connections and
opportunities to improve food access and meet demand; and expanding
the capacity to produce, process, distribute, and consume food locally and
regionally.?® The value of community-based food systems is enormous—
millions of dollars can be recuperated within communities through local
tood production, distribution, marketing, and consumption. Growing
and consuming local food provides local jobs, helps people eat healthier
foods, cuts down on the cost of transporting produce, protects local com-
munities from national and international crises that might threaten their
food supply, and helps promote local environmental awareness. This will
inherently lead to slower and more sustainable neighborhoods.

Citizen-based coalitions are taking back streets and revitalizing
neighborhoods through the creation of formal community associations
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or non-governmental organizations in the United States. Locally driven
political movements are also trying to alter the traditional tools of urban
planning (zoning, permits, building codes) to revitalize and slow down
life at the neighborhood scale. In cities across the United States, General
Plans or master plans are being updated to address the loss of com-
munity suffered during the half century of suburban development.?’ In
Latin America, one finds similar concerns emerging over the last three
or four decades, though their expression has been different. In Brazil
and Mexico, dissatisfaction with the failures of modernist planning led
to spontaneous, organic citizen responses. Rather than push for formal
political or institutional changes, organic, citizen-based movements
simply evolved, though they later encouraged elected officials to support
them. Examples from Brazil and Mexico are noteworthy.

Slower Urbanism in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

Link to a map of Rio de Janeiro showing traditional neighborhoods,
http://www.lonelyplanet.com/maps/south-america/brazil/rio-de-
janeiro/.

Neighborhood-based slow urbanism has thrived in older parts of Rio de
Janeiro, even though, as noted in Chapter 5, many residents have moved
to wealthy suburbs. Rio’s high density development is built into the
largest urban rain forest on the planet, a tropical wilderness that drains
down into Rio across very mountainous terrain. This rain forest, called
the Mata Atlantica, has been designated a World Biosphere Reserve
by the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organiza-
tion (UNESCO).3° In Rio, this ecological presence has the potential to
engage citizens in slower behaviors. Austrian writer Stefan Zweig, who
visited and eventually lived in Rio, once observed this about its ecologi-
cal setting: “The city and the sea and the green and the mountains, all
these flow into each other like music.”!

Rio’s neighborhood-based public spaces—parks, gardens, patios, prom-
enades, plazas—draw attention to local ecology. The Brazilian landscape
designer Roberto Burle Marx based much of his design on Rio’s ecosystem.
His work inspired a generation of Brazilian architects, designers, and city


http://www.lonelyplanet.com/maps/south-america/brazil/rio-de-janeiro/
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Figure 6.2 The Ecosystem of Rio de Janeiro—Its Rain Forest, Mountains, Bays—Create the Ingre-
dients for a Slower Urbanism

Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

planners to better utilize public spaces in Rio and other cities. As one critic
notes: “By organizing native plants in accordance with the aesthetic prin-
ciples of the artistic vanguard, especially Cubism and abstractionism, he
created a new and modern grammar for international landscape design.”*?

Burle Marx produced an extensive portfolio of major design works
in the city, many of which gained international prominence and focused
attention on the links between nature and the built city. Rio’s larg-
est park, the bayside Aterro do Flamengo built on reclaimed seafront
just southwest of downtown, was a Burle Marx design. He also was
responsible for colorful abstract stone mosaics along the Copacabana
beachfront promenade, and for crafting or inspiring numerous other
parks, gardens, museum patios, and other spaces around the city, not
to mention the proliferation of small nurseries that sell plants, and the
push to preserve open spaces and jungle in and around the city. These
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Figure 6.3 Roberto Burle Marx Inspired Mosaic Tile Eco-designs along Rio Beachfront
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

neighborhood-based design traditions represent a uniquely Brazilian
form of slow urbanism, grounded in local ecology and design, and stim-
ulating a stronger neighborhood sense of place and walkability.33

One example of Rio’s organic attachment to street life and to neigh-
borhoods is the case of the revitalization of the “bloco” or neighborhood
block party parade tradition, as part of Rio’s annual Carnaval celebra-
tion. The formal mega-“samba parades” in the samba stadium became
central to February “Holy Week” (Semana Santa) celebrations in Rio
as the Carnaval became a global event after the 1960s. Giant “samba-
dromes” were built to house soccer stadium sized crowds who paid over
$100 to see these six or eight hour shows. Meanwhile, the older tradi-
tion of Carnaval neighborhood block parties had begun to die out in the
1970s and 1980s.

But in the 1990s, the blocos began to reappear. They have surged
as alternatives to the more expensive, overcommercialized and media-
hyped sambadrome parades. Blocos are celebrations of traditional
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Figure 6.4 Parque Lage Epitomizes Slow Design Approach in Older Rio Neighborhoods
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

neighborhoods as unique places. They usually begin as small gather-
ings of musicians and dressed up marchers on a plaza or park, typically
local community groups or clubs. There is no charge to march in these
parades. People paint their faces, don wild outfits (clowns, Asian danc-
ers, men dressed in drag, or people who look like celebrities) and march
and play music. The crowds build as they wend their way through a com-
munity. More local musicians, residents, store owners, visitors, tourists
join in, and soon thousands are wildly parading on a route through the
area. The “bloco” ends in a giant neighborhood party on an open plaza or
street, where the music can go on late into the night, with eating, drink-
ing, neighbors mingling, everyone enjoying and sharing a real place in a
moment of openness.

The Slow Movement in Downtown Querétaro, Mexico

Link to a map of Querétaro, Mexico’s historic downtown, showing
traditional neighborhoods, https://maps.google.com/maps?q=down
town+map,+santiago+de+queretaro,+mexico&hl=en&ie=UTF-

8&ei=vCGUcyEH4GuigKimoGwDA&ved=0CAgQ_AUoAjgK


https://maps.google.com/maps?q=downtown+map,+santiago+de+queretaro,+mexico&hl=en&ie=UTF-8&ei=9vCGUcyEH4GuigKimoGwDA&ved=0CAgQ_AUoAjgK
https://maps.google.com/maps?q=downtown+map,+santiago+de+queretaro,+mexico&hl=en&ie=UTF-8&ei=9vCGUcyEH4GuigKimoGwDA&ved=0CAgQ_AUoAjgK
https://maps.google.com/maps?q=downtown+map,+santiago+de+queretaro,+mexico&hl=en&ie=UTF-8&ei=9vCGUcyEH4GuigKimoGwDA&ved=0CAgQ_AUoAjgK
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Figure 6.5 “Bloco” Celebration in Santa Teresa Neighborhood of Old Rio
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

In Mexico, citizens have started to reassert control over their own his-
tory and over cultural spaces that are part of their daily, lived experience.
This happened in the city of Querétaro, Mexico, a metropolitan region
of one million population about 130 miles north of Mexico City. One
of the fastest growing cities in Mexico, Querétaro’s downtown was eco-
nomically distressed only two decades ago.

During the 1950s and 1960s, the industrial boom in Querétaro led
to a period of dramatic urban growth; the city’s population expanded
from 60,000 to nearly one million in the next four decades. This massive
growth, the exodus of capital and people to the suburbs, and the emer-
gence of automobiles posed challenging questions about the future of
downtown. Before the 1980s, Mexico did not have any kind of national
planning legislation that gave cities the power to engage in large scale
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Figure 6.6 Main Square, Querétaro, Mexico
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog

redevelopment or historic preservation.3* As a result, valuable heritage
was often removed or left to deteriorate. But across Mexico many his-
toric cities like Querétaro had the advantage of a regional tradition of
pride in local history, and respect for the past.*®

With strong local leadership and citizen support, a revitalization
effort in Querétaro’s historic quarter began in the 1980s and picked up
steam after that. One project focused on removing traffic and creat-
ing pedestrian andadores (promenades) downtown. The revitalization
programs brought diverse interest groups together—the governor,
the municipality, the federal agency in charge of historic monuments,
INAH (National Institute of Anthropology and History), as well as
families who owned land, houses, and businesses in downtown.3¢

Central to the downtown redevelopment model employed in Queré-
taro was an emphasis on protecting the center of the city from automobile
traffic by reinventing protected pedestrian scale public spaces. A system
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of interconnected walking spaces—plazas linked by closed off pedes-
trian promenades—was created. The two anchoring plazas in this system
were the main square, or Plaza de Armas, and an adjacent square called
the Jardin Zenea. The Plaza de Armas is a rectangular, Renaissance-style
square first laid out in the sixteenth century. It continues to preserve its
original form today—two-story colonial buildings, with covered por-
tals on two sides. A three-sided “u-shaped” hedge of laurel trees runs
along the interior edge of the plaza, creating a parallel edge to the build-
ings. Zenea Garden sits upon the former atrium of the San Francisco
convent. To the west, following a one block interruption, a string of
pedestrian promenades leads to the third major anchor in the down-
town public space system: Hidalgo Garden. This public plaza also lies
on a former religious space—the Santa Clara convent. Plaza Hidalgo is
another rectangular space in the French romantic landscape tradition—
it is also surrounded by a wall of green, one-story high laurel bushes,

impeccably pruned to proportionately match the buildings.

Figure 6.7 Tree Covered Plaza in Downtown Querétaro
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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Downtown Querétaro is an example of grassroots mobilization that
produced a slow urbanist community that also became economically
viable. Local leaders and citizens built a policy that combined historic
preservation, properly scaled commercial development, traffic man-
agement, and urban design programs oriented toward pedestrianized
streets and public plazas.3” The number of residents living downtown
increased, along with the inventory of local “slow” businesses (bou-
tiques, restaurants, hotels, cafes, bookstores, and art galleries).® Mexico’s
enclosed historic plazas, which were the centers of urban life in the colo-
nial period, can still play a role in modern urban life. By linking the
enclosed historic squares through a series of pedestrianized streets, and
then using street markets and other commerce to attract business, the
city has been able to invigorate the public life of downtown, create safe
pedestrian environments, and attract residents and businesses back to
the center of the city. Further, the city was able to achieve this by build-
ing a coalition of business interests, local politicians, and residents of
surrounding neighborhoods, all of whom supported closing off down-
town streets and protecting pedestrian scale life in public spaces.

The Slow Self

The process of slowing down, in the end, must begin with city dwellers
themselves. We need to find a balance between our “eco-centric” (car-
ing about the environment) and “ego-centric” (being concerned with
oneself above all else) selves. An eco-centric life, or a life anchored by
“deep ecology,” speaks to a shift in consciousness, where each person
sees him or herself as an engaged ecological being, whose behaviors
may impact the earth. This challenges some basic values of our culture.
Western religion has been termed “anthropocentric,” where the earth is
viewed as a sphere that humans can shape to their whim. But, as Carl
Sagan, the respected astro-physicist, once pointed out, it is also the case
that “efforts to safeguard the environment must be infused with a vision
of the sacred.”’

Despite the growth of a new “green” consciousness, there is a dif-
ference between what might be termed “scientific ecology” and “deep
ecology.” Scientific ecology rests on the notion of humans as detached
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observers who study nature using the principles of modern science. By
collecting data about the natural environment, analyzing it, and produc-
ing scientific theory, it is assumed that scientists generate information
and knowledge that will ultimately filter back to everyone else. But this
“scientific ecology” approach positions nature as something distant—a
subject to be studied and understood mainly by experts (scientists). The
everyday citizen ends up being let off the hook too easily, while scientists
and engineers are expected to solve the world’s environmental problems.

In the epilogue to a compendium of his life works, planning scholar
John Friedmann offered six strategies for the future of city planning.
One of those six that he highlights is the “convivial city that nourishes
the spirit,” where “social and cultural dimensions trump consumer-
ism.”* From a different point of view, former Vice President Al Gore
argues that too many citizens place environmental issues outside their
everyday mindset and, with all the distractions of busy modern life, end
up not engaging in any meaningful advocacy.*!

Men and women in Western cultures suffer from “an alienation of
spirit.” This alienation comes from placing too much emphasis on the
individual. Modern education, it is argued, focuses on individuals, while
giving less attention to human connections to family, clan, or the land.
Material “things” (houses, cars, flat screen T'Vs, laptops, guns) are posed
as measures of self-worth or personal meaning. The idea of separate citi-
zens can be traced back to Greek and Roman philosophers, and to early
modern thinkers like René Descartes, who famously coined the phrase
“I think, therefore I am.” Some believe, ultimately, that over time this
philosophy may have contributed to a society that places too much focus
on the self, and not enough on being engaged with visceral experiences
beyond the self, such as being in nature. The idea is to find ways to bal-
ance the personal against more collective priorities.*?

Since the 1970s, when Earth Day and the environmental movement
began in the U.S., the “deep ecology” view began to surface. This view
argues that since all humans are inherently connected to earth, they are
participants in the making or destruction of their ecosystem. Deep ecol-
ogy challenges traditional Western religious notions of the “conquest” of
nature. It is rooted in a more Eastern philosophical approach, where the
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driving narrative is the interconnectedness of all beings.** Deep ecology
has its origins, in part, in the “Gaia hypothesis,” an idea developed by
a former NASA chemist James Lovelock in the 1960s. It espoused the
reciprocity between humans and all plant and animal life, individual
responsibility to protect the future survival of humanity, and the pri-
macy of values (life) over technology.**

Deep ecology also draws inspiration from Eastern religion. The ori-
gins of Taoism lie in the observation of nature, from monasteries in
the hills of China dating back to at least five centuries B.c. Many Tao-
ist principles are based on the use of lessons from the natural world
to understand the human one. This is illustrated in a passage from the
Daode Jing, one translation of which reads:

Humanity follows the earth.
Earth follows nature.

Nature follows Tao.
45

Tao follows what is so.
Taoism emphasizes the wisdom of organic order. The Chinese alpha-
bet is based on ideograms (pictures) derived from nature, creating a
more visual aesthetic than Western alphabetic writing, which is based
on sound. The Chinese alphabetic symbols for many words—sun, moon,
earth, rain, or birth—are all constructed around visual references to
nature. As one author writes: “Alphabetic writing is a representation of
sound, whereas the ideogram represents vision, and furthermore repre-
sents the world directly.”* Thus the word “bird” in English has nothing
in it that reminds us of a bird, while in Chinese the written word for bird
makes visual reference to it. Traditional Chinese writing—calligraphy;,
or “dancing with a brush”—contrasts sharply with the utilitarian West-
ern alphabet, which is so much less natural and expressive. Calligraphy
emphasizes “going with the flow”; the artist paints words that become
“the same beauty which we recognize in moving water.”*

Taoists argue that “the way of nature,” though asymmetrical and
unregimented at times, has its own logic. The respected Taoist writer
and philosopher Alan Watts points out that when you look at a land-
scape painting in China, “as soon as this beauty is pointed out, it is



234 BEYOND URBAN SPRAWL IN A GLOBALIZING WORLD

immediately recognized, though we cannot say just why it appeals to
us.”® The essence or truth inherent in nature, and the inevitability of
natural cycles, are captured in this Taoist written verse: “As I sit quietly,
doing nothing, Spring comes, and grass grows of itself.”*’

Water is an extremely important natural element in Taoism. It epito-
mizes the axiom of “effortlessness” (“going with the flow”) central to
Taoist belief. In the natural world, when water meets resistance, it sim-
ply flows around the obstacle. The principle of “harmonious action” is
built on the idea that, rather than fight natural cycles or even life situ-
ations, it is better to act in concert with observed patterns and cycles.™
Interestingly, the Chinese character for nature is, in fact, the character
for a person, with two horizontal lines added—one for the earth below
and another for the sky above. Individuals who live in harmony with
nature and with others are more likely to be part of the sustainable com-

munity movements mentioned earlier in this chapter.

Figure 6.8 Water and Nature Are Critical to Buddhist and Taoist Ideas about Slowing Down
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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A central idea borrowed from Buddhism can also be applied to
slowing down in cities. It is the concept of “mindfulness” or “mindful
awareness,” which emphasizes being engaged in each of life’s moments.
Being attuned to one’s immediate surroundings is a form of mindful-
ness. To strengthen one’s awareness, one of the better known tools in
Buddhism is meditation. The act of meditation might be considered a
kind of training technique for slowness, although that is not its stated
purpose for Buddhists.”* Meditation involves relaxing the mind and sit-
ting for a period of time each day, awake, but in a calm, detached state.
Meditation instructors will point out that, in Western culture, there is a
tendency to live the waking life in constant thought, with ideas racing
through one’s head. Further, they argue that, without quiet moments
to reflect and allow one’s intuition to flourish, creativity may be stifled.
Buddhists believe that by meditating, by slowing down our minds (and
our bodies), we achieve a more restful and healthy state, which then
allows us to plug back into our ordinary lives in a more meaningful and
healthy way. For example, Buddhists speak of mindful walking, “not in

order to arrive, but just to watch.”?
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Figure 6.9 A Health Food Store Called “Carioca Zen” in Rio de Janeiro’s South Zone
Source: Photo by Lawrence A. Herzog
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Mindfulness is now understood to contribute to public health. For
example, the practice of meditation has evolved within mainstream cul-
ture as a source of stress reduction, not only for popular use but also in
the health profession, where the concept of Mindfulness Based Stress
Reduction is entering medical practice.”® Indeed, meditation is even
being recognized as legitimate by Health Maintenance Organizations
in the U.S. and other health insurance carriers around the world, and is
being added as an employee benefit by some large companies in cities
in the West. >* One might also mention the growing popularity of yoga,
which is now being incorporated into the fitness education curriculum
for public schools from New York to California.>

How would Taoism or Zen Buddhism apply directly to slow urban
design? For one, by shifting consciousness away from the self, urban
citizens would begin to change their lifestyles, and become more com-
passionate toward neighbors.’® Another impact would be to slow down
city dwellers’ lives, causing them to spend more time mindfully expe-
riencing their neighborhoods as social places. Mindful living would
very likely translate to more people using slower forms of transporta-
tion, from bicycling to walking. Nationally, there is already a growing
trend for people to move to pedestrian scale places where they can more
slowly engage in everyday urban living—from less stressful travel to
work or shop, to visits with friends and neighbors. And, as mentioned,
slowing down tends to rekindle our connection to nature.’” In a slower
world, urban residents will want to preserve their neighborhood quality
of life and the surrounding ecosystem.

Slowness as a Virtue

I have argued in this book that various forms of “slowness” will help
make cities more sustainable. But our Western sense of time can be
summarized in one word: impatience. We are so accustomed to conve-
nience, instant gratification, and immediacy that we often have trouble
being patient. This also can make us short-sighted, as we tend to view
the world in small blocks of time—semesters at the university, the length
of a work project, or the four-year term of a politician. Our political and
cultural clock, however, matches up very poorly with nature—since the
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earth’s systems move deliberately and slowly. River basins are carved
over thousands or even millions of years. Geology, climate, and topogra-
phy all shift slowly. Thus, any transformation in our way of life that can
slow us down will have the side effect of making us more sensitive to the
rhythm of land we must live in harmony with.

Fast urbanism has a tendency to neutralize place. Places are created
by people who share a common connection to the land, the larger bio-
region, or to their community. Places can literally be created by a single
unique physical attribute—a river, canyon, mountain, mesa, or valley.
Yet twenty-first century technologies that speed up our lives tend to
dislodge us from appreciating the places we occupy. We have created
technologies that encourage this disconnection between people and
place. The well known “clothesline paradox,” often cited in sustainable
development narratives, is a good example of how “higher” technology
can compromise place. The “paradox”lies in the simple fact that, in many
regions of the world, sunny weather makes it possible to employ a place-
based clothes drying technology—hanging laundered clothes to dry in
the sun on an outdoor clothesline—rather than using an electric drier!
Drying laundry on an outdoor line is a good metaphor, too, because it is
truly a slow city activity and also one well suited to the climate of south-
ern latitudes of the Americas (the southwest U.S., Mexico, and Brazil)
that I have written about in this book.*®

A practical example of mindful urbanism could come in the form of
high tech companies working with local governments to invent a techni-
cal way for individuals to monitor their ecological footprint in their city
and community. For example, why not construct applications (“apps”)
for smart phones, or local government websites where citizens could
create “personal ecological audit” forms? A reward system might then be
set up to recognize individual behaviors that are more sustainable. Such
an ecological audit could ask simple questions such as: what speed (fast
or slow) does the daily experience consist of? How much time is spent
walking within the community? What are some behaviors that would
connect people to neighborhoods or to the natural environment? How
much of a person’s daily or weekly time falls in the “fast world” (driving
a car, on the internet, on a cell phone, or using one’s computer) vs. the
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“slow world” (walking, hiking, riding a bicycle, talking with neighbors or
with people in a cafe, or working in a garden)?

Slow cities work best when there is citizen-based community engage-
ment, and more public life. In an increasingly privatized world, with
tewer public places where residents regularly meet, and everyone mov-
ing quickly and separately, there is a diminishing sense of community
political will. City dwellers are beginning to realize that it’s time to take
back a more public way of life, and the civic spaces to experience that
life either in reinvented suburbs or in more compact traditional neigh-
borhoods. To move to a new paradigm of urban living, citizens need
to be inspired to get out of their cars, off their computers, and out into
public places or nature. We need citizens engaged in the idea of sustain-
able environments and communities. The next wave of innovation and
change should be built around a paradigm that modifies fast cities with
slower design policies. Suburbs and cars are not about to disappear, but
we should be headed toward a new era with more diverse community
prototypes and lifestyles across our urban peripheries, as we begin to
respond to the ecological challenges of our planet.
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avoid the confrontational politics that occurred between local officials and street vendors
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See also the earlier work of Aldo Leopold and his concept of the “land ethic”in Aldo
Leopold, 4 Sand County Almanac. New York: Oxford University Press, 1949.

See Badiner, 1990.

Daode Jing, chapter 25. A full text (and slightly different translation) can be found in
Ralph Alan Dale, Ti0 Te Ching. New York: Barnes and Noble, 2002.
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Ibid., 15.
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In Buddhism, meditation is considered a tool to free the mind from distraction, to
become clear headed and lucid, to continue on a path of awakening and enlightenment.
See Thicht Nhat Hanh, Zen Keys. New York: Doubleday, 1974.

Thich Nhat Hanh, Peace in Every Step. New York, Bantam Books, 1991.

See Jon Kabat Zinn, Full Catastrophe Living. New York: Delta, 2005.

Meditation has even been recommended as a strategy for persuading gang members
and members of terrorist groups to renounce violence, http://m.theatlanticcities.com/
politics/2013/02/what-ex-gang-members-and-former-political-extremists-have-
common/4681/.

See Mary Billard, “In Schools: Yoga without the Spiritual,” New York Times, October
7,2011, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/10/09/nyregion/in-yoga-classes-at-schools-
teachers-avoid-the-spiritual.html?_r = 0; see also Jodi Mardesich, “Yoga in Schools,”
Yoga Journal, http://www.yogajournal.com/for_teachers/2189, retrieved 1/14/14.

One of the central tenets of the teaching of the Dalai Lama is the importance of
compassion. See http://www.dalailama.com/messages, retrieved 10/26/13.

There are numerous references to nature in the teaching of Buddhism. See the

Dalai Lama’s references to the environment at http://www.dalailama.com/messages/
environment, retrieved 11/11/13.

Ironically, it has been pointed out that many gated communities and other residential
zones in the U.S. have their own rules and regulations for land and property alterations.
In many of those communities, hanging clothing out to dry on an outdoor line is
expressly forbidden. See Ian Urbina, “Debate Follows Bills to Remove Clotheslines
Bans,” New York Times, October 10, 2009.
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