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CHAPTER 1

Theories of Urban Growth, Sustainability, 
and Transparent Development

The emerging field of sustainability is notably broad and diverse, 
 welcoming contributions from a variety of disciplines. To understand and 
solve complex human-environment problems, not only the contributions 
of the physical and natural sciences are vital, but an array of social sciences 
that illuminate the complex workings of human systems and how they 
impact the environment—including law, public policy, economics, and 
planning—are equally important. Sustainability is notoriously hard to define 
and emerges only as a salient concept in the context of a specific problem 
within a specific social-ecological system. Contributions from multiple 
perspectives are important for addressing any sustainability problem, and, 
considering the inherent complexity, any one contribution can only hope 
to make a small contribution toward solving larger problems. This follow-
ing book addresses the sustainability of human settlement within larger 
social-ecological relations from a targeted, systems-oriented perspective. 
The book focuses specifically on sustainable urban development and urban 
growth in the United States, and using Phoenix, Arizona, as a case study, 
it explores the cultural, political, and economic influences on the complex 
system organizing urban and ecological development.

The concept of transparency, derived from nascent sustainability dis-
courses that advocate locally, democratically derived services and gover-
nance, serves as a metaphor guiding this exploration of Phoenix’s urban 



2 

development culture. Transparent relationships between local producers 
and consumers, as well as between people and the places in which they 
live, are seen as contributing to the resilience and sustainability of urban 
settlement. When the urban political economy of development disadvan-
tages local actors from generating local economic and property develop-
ment, instead of imposing it from distant sources with obscure origins, 
sustainability and productive development outcomes are often compro-
mised. As the following chapters show, this type of local, “generative” 
development in urban Phoenix has been affected by development strate-
gies conceived and implemented from afar, with significant implications 
for urban sustainability. Yet it is important to begin with a baseline notion 
of how this type of purely anthropocentric urban study bears on ecological 
health and sustainability more generally.

The primary ecological argument underlying this socio-political study 
is as follows: dense, diverse, and well-planned cities offer a host of benefits 
that decrease the ecological impact of human populations. While authors 
from a variety of fields have converged to support this argument (Sorensen 
et  al. 2004; Newman et  al. 2009; Duany et  al. 2010; Glaeser 2011), 
Owen (2009) provides the most targeted overview. Urban built environ-
ments with dense residential construction, especially residential units that 
share walls and public spaces, have a much lower carbon footprint than 
detached dwellings in rural areas. Since buildings are responsible for 43% 
of worldwide carbon emissions and 48% of worldwide energy consump-
tion (Newman et  al. 2009), the architecture and planning of the built 
environment have extreme importance for the sustainability of climate sys-
tems and non-renewable energy resources. Owen (2009) observes that the 
average New York City resident, living in one of the nation’s most dense 
areas, annually generates 7.1 metric tons of greenhouse gases; the nation-
wide per capita average, by comparison, is over 24 metric tons. The fact 
that apartment buildings are “some of the most inherently energy- efficient 
residential structures in the world” (Owen 2009, 4) is perhaps reason 
enough to link their ongoing production to sustainability, and study how 
to better encourage their construction in actually existing urban politi-
cal economies like Phoenix. Yet such population density, when combined 
with environments diverse in human occupations, building forms, eco-
nomic uses, and other categories, has myriad other sustainability benefits. 
When a critical mass of density is met—famously identified as seven or 
more dwelling units per acre by researchers at the New  York Regional 
Plan Association—mass transit usually gains enough riders to be finan-
cially viable, “the urban-transit equivalent of the point at which a nuclear 
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chain reaction becomes self-sustaining” (Owen 2009, 164). When resi-
dents rely more on mass transit, walking, and biking than on automobile 
transport (such as 82% of Manhattan residents), local carbon emissions 
are cut even more drastically—an especially important point considering 
the dependence of most American places on fossil fuel-burning cars. As 
Owen (2009, 47) summarizes, “Living closer to one’s daily destinations, 
Manhattan-style, reduces vehicle miles traveled, makes transit and walk-
ing feasible as forms of transportation, increases the efficiency of energy 
production and consumption, [and] limits the need to build superfluous 
infrastructure … The world, not just the United States, needs to pursue 
land-use strategies that promote high-density, mixed-use urban develop-
ment, rather than sprawl.”

Although relatively straightforward, this argument is at odds with many 
popular perceptions of cities and sustainability. Owen points out a deep 
current in American environmentalist thought associating dense cities with 
ecological destruction and human health problems. Authors like Thoreau 
and Muir, reacting to the dysfunctions of nineteenth-century urbanism, 
often lauded a connection with and return to “nature” that implied the 
superiority of rural settlement. Today, the perception that cities are anti- 
environment persists among many, despite the fact that American rural life-
styles are overwhelmingly dependent on automobile transport and often 
include other environmental impacts like pesticide and fertilizer run-off 
from ornamental landscaping. As Owen observes, cars not only use energy 
and release pollutants but also enable a host of other resource-intensive 
behaviors: larger, less energy-efficient houses, more space for trivial con-
sumption of material goods, and so on. “The energy inefficiency of indi-
vidual automobiles, in other words, is a far less important environmental 
issue than the energy inefficiency of the asphalt-latticed way of life that 
we have built to oblige them—the sprawling American landscape of sub-
divisions, parking lots, strip malls, and interstate bypasses” (Owen 2009, 
104). Living close to natural ecosystems may allow people to feel more 
ecologically aware and sustainable, but, for most, their presence increas-
ingly contributes to ecological destruction. Settling in dense cities rather 
than rural areas, however, allows larger expanses of undisturbed land on 
the periphery of cities, a crucial component of holistically functioning eco-
systems. Thus Glaeser (2011) argues that people who truly love ecological 
diversity would do best to simply physically avoid it and remain in limited 
urban areas. In some ways, dense land development can be viewed as the 
flipside of ecological development, since both can be encouraged simulta-
neously (Duany et al. 2010; Glaeser 2011).

1 THEORIES OF URBAN GROWTH, SUSTAINABILITY... 
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The emerging sustainability consensus around dense, diverse urbanism 
is not confined to ecological arguments, however; others point out the 
multiple socio-economic returns from such planning that truly make this 
strategy a productive social-ecological investment. These arguments often 
link the production of dense, diverse, well-planned cities to the formation 
of social capital and productive human relationships, the psychological 
development of citizens, and the generation of specific regional agglom-
eration economies. The introduction of New Urbanist and smart growth 
ideas in urban planning, inspired by the formative work of Jacobs (1961), 
presents a comprehensive theoretical approach to land development aimed 
at encouraging these dense urban synergies. At the heart of smart growth 
theory lies the “Transect,” an idealistic template for urban redevelopment 
that establishes zones of increasing physical and population density, cul-
minating in high-density urban cores (Duany et al. 2010). Unregulated 
suburban development is channeled into these zones, sometimes through 
public policies that incentivize transferring the right to develop peripheral 
land into specific infill development projects (Boone and Modarres 2006). 
Development within transect zones is organized into neighborhoods with 
distinct, vibrant centers well served by public transportation lines and a 
host of urban services supported by a critical mass of population within 
close walking distance. Mixed-use buildings and diverse economies are 
encouraged through form-based zoning, where buildings are designed 
for flexible, shifting uses rather than a fixed purpose. A diversity of hous-
ing options is encouraged by the transect and form-based codes, ideally 
encouraging a range of income levels and cultures among residents. A 
primary intent of smart growth planning is to build attractive, engag-
ing urban environments that encourage a walking- or biking-based life-
style. This is accomplished through urban open space planning as well 
as streetscape codes that encourage short setbacks, front porches, short 
blocks, and improved sidewalks (Duany et  al. 2010). As Talen (2005, 
3) notes, smart growth principles have arisen from longer-term efforts 
in American urban planning to encourage “diversity, equity, community, 
connectivity, and the importance of civic and public space.”

For municipal policymakers attempting to rein in suburban sprawl, 
“transit-oriented development” (TOD) often becomes a catchphrase for 
the practical implementation of smart growth planning. TOD builds nodes 
of density around new or existing transit stations to take advantage of the 
efficiencies of proximity. “Successful TOD needs to be mixed-use, walk-
able, location-efficient development that balances the need for  sufficient 
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density to support convenient transit service with the scale of the adjacent 
community” (Dittmar et  al. 2004, 4). The concept of “value capture” 
is central to the appeal of TOD; it describes the way that rail systems 
naturally enhance the value of adjacent land due to newfound transport 
efficiency, and how nearby real estate development can capture this value 
(Dittmar and Poticha 2004). “Place-making” is equally central to TOD 
strategies, and most advocate for vibrant, diverse environments that mix 
commercial and residential uses around transit stations and emphasize the 
pedestrian experience (Dittmar and Poticha 2004; Greenberg 2004).

The myriad social benefits of dense, diverse environments all derive 
from the dynamism inherent when people are encouraged to live in close 
proximity. The development of local social capital is privileged in such a 
milieu, and these social connections can aid in everything from a family’s 
resilience in face of problems to the ability of a community to develop 
prosperously (Kunstler 1996; Newman and Jennings 2008), although 
the causality between a physical environment and place-based social out-
comes is highly contested in the literature (Talen 1999). By encouraging 
diverse urban environments, smart growth is seen by some as a vehicle 
for both psychological and economic development, under the notion that 
geographic exposure to difference can enable understanding, tolerance, 
and socio-economic equity (Sennett 1990; Fainstein 2005; Stanley 2009). 
As Talen (2006, 239) summarizes, “the social equity dimension of place 
diversity involves two notions. First is the idea that social mixing in one 
place is more equitable because it ensures better access to resources for all 
social groups—it nurtures what is known as the ‘geography of opportu-
nity.’ In the second sense, diversity is seen as an utopian ideal—that mixing 
population groups is the ultimate basis of a better, more creative, more 
tolerant, more peaceful and stable world.” The widely cited notion of 
“eyes on the street” represents just one of the ways that healthy urbanism 
can create positive externalities that decrease the need for formal, costly 
public control over neighborhoods (Jacobs 1961). Although most of the 
smart growth literature emphasizes the potential for economic growth 
based on increased efficiencies, these types of vibrant urban centers also 
represent the building blocks of the urban agglomerations that encour-
age cultural production and economic innovation (especially if the cost 
savings of location efficiency are spent in local economies, e.g., Newman 
et al. 2009; see later section on regional economic development). Experts 
working in specialized agglomeration economies like Silicon Valley ben-
efit from close proximity to and relationships with a variety of experts in 

1 THEORIES OF URBAN GROWTH, SUSTAINABILITY... 
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the field, and this process is seen to encourage economic development 
as localized “knowledge spillovers” between firms encourage competition 
and innovation (Glaeser et al. 1992; Storper 1997; Easterly 2002).

Yet while a clear sustainability argument has emerged to support the 
ongoing development of dense urbanism, few sustainability theorists or 
practitioners have engaged with the messy socio-political details surround-
ing implementation of smart growth planning in real-world locales. This 
emphasis on theory over practice is, in fact, rather endemic to the field of 
sustainability as a whole. Owen (2009) notes that popular notions of sus-
tainability are dominated by a preoccupation with technology-based solu-
tions, such as photovoltaic power production and green roofs. Arguing 
that “sustainability is a context, not a gadget or a technology,” and 
lamenting the rise of green building practices that emphasize such “eco- 
gadgets” over basics like building siting and embodied efficiency, Owen 
(2009, 40) argues that many modern sustainability initiatives in developed 
countries can actually promote more consumption of resources regard-
less of technologically induced efficiencies. The smart growth literature 
exhibits a similar blind spot toward real-world implementation, especially 
since most transect-inspired TOD projects are too expensive in practice 
to provide affordable housing for a majority of urban population. When 
advocated apart from the political economic structure of cities, a focus on 
density can generate other sustainability problems related to social equity, 
gentrification, and housing affordability (Quastel et al. 2012). It is valu-
able to establish ideal planning templates, but sustainable development 
projects in the real world often encounter a host of socio-political or phys-
ical obstacles. Owen (2009, 315) even recognizes that “noble plans to 
reconfigure the world inevitably run into the world itself,” but yet offers 
little detail about how to implement urban density.

Thus, the purpose of this book is to illustrate the political economic 
complexity of implementing sustainable urban development within modern 
land use planning and development processes, using as a case study a recent 
public-private initiative to encourage this type of development in down-
town Phoenix. This study is grounded in a broad, systems-based approach 
to sustainability, where the totality of the social-ecological- technological 
system surrounding urban land development represents the frame of study. 
Starting at the most abstract, theoretical scale, Chap. 1 reviews emerg-
ing theories related to sustainable development and localism, comparing 
and melding them with critical perspectives on political economy more 
in tune with actually existing development policies and patterns. An ideal 
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of “transparent urban development” is proposed to reconcile these diver-
gent approaches to urban studies with a sustainability mindset and pro-
vide a theoretical framework for interpreting the findings of later chapters. 
Chapter 2 traces Phoenix’s development history from its 1870 founding to 
the present, illuminating how the city’s growth was dependent on develop-
ment practices imposed by outsiders and rarely adherent to sustainability 
and localism ideals. Phoenix has a long history of privileging commodity-
inspired visions of urban land over community uses, and modern efforts to 
change the path dependence of this political economic culture must con-
front how it is deeply embedded in the city’s history. Chapter 3 narrows 
the focus to the history of downtown Phoenix’s postwar development pat-
terns, providing historical background for the multi-jurisdictional policies 
influencing development and the local ownership of property. The chapter 
introduces new, mixed-methods data showing the impacts of these poli-
cies on the historical prevalence of vacant land, and on the recent ability 
of local actors to encourage transparent, controllable, and self-generating 
development. Chapter 4 delves more deeply into the issues of transparency 
revolving around downtown’s political economy of development, using 
more novel data to actively trace patterns of vacant land speculation dur-
ing the mid-2000s. Land speculation is shown to have negatively impacted 
the ability of local developers and policymakers to encourage the type of 
dense, diverse urban development lauded by many theorists, and weak-
nesses in the internal coordination of Phoenix’s public-private “growth 
machine” are emphasized as a source. Finally, Chap. 5 presents an array of 
policy recommendations aimed at rectifying some of the observed issues 
organized under a systems-based sustainability approach recognizing that 
policies and private market factors are closely intertwined at scales from 
municipal to state government.

Ultimately, this book is intended to present a more dynamic, compre-
hensive approach to sustainability studies in two ways. To take the “next 
step” past sustainability analyses focused on technological or idealistic 
solutions, the book attempts to engage with the cultural, political, and 
policy paradigms that underlie the deployment of technology and infra-
structure and form the “system” of land development. Decentralized solar 
power and smart grid technologies, for example, have fascinating potential 
but little real-world impact unless regional energy policies, international 
energy market trends, and the institutional inertia of utility companies, 
among other things, are considered. This book emphasizes the impor-
tance of policy and politics within larger social-ecological systems, and, by 
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starting broadly and slowly zooming in to the particulars of a real-world 
case study, it is intended to offer a template for one type of comprehensive 
sustainability study. Second, this approach is also founded on a specific 
vision of sustainable development, one in which the growth of human- 
environment systems is accepted and encouraged as congruent with sus-
tainability theory. Many strains of sustainability theory seem to suggest 
the opposite; observing growing resource use on a finite planet, many 
sustainability authors advocate the reduction of consumption and the halt-
ing of growth altogether. As the next section argues, this “zero growth” 
narrative—an important component of current sustainability thinking, 
and necessary counterbalance to sustainability visions overly amenable to 
capitalism—is at odds with emerging perspectives on the natural world 
emphasizing the inevitability of change, growth, and complexity in natural 
systems. As a comprehensive look at sustainable development in a modern 
city, where constant growth is already politically privileged, this book is 
based on the explicit, debatable notion that growth is not only reconcil-
able with sustainability theory, but is specifically necessary for the sustain-
ability of a dynamic, restless world.

SuStainable Development anD the Growth paraDiGm

Sustainable development seeks to meet the needs and aspirations of the pres-
ent without compromising the ability to meet those of the future. Far from 
requiring the cessation of economic growth, it recognizes that the problems 
of poverty and underdevelopment cannot be solved unless we have a new 
era of growth…. (WCED 1987, Sect. I.49)

The concept of sustainable development remains indebted to the 
Brundtland Commission’s famous formulation, which suggests balancing 
present and future needs when reconciling potentially destructive human- 
environment interactions. This widely cited definition implies that there 
is a limit to the stock of environmental resources available for human sus-
tenance and that sustainability involves regulating the pace of depletion. 
Many fewer commentators, however, recognize that this static narrative 
of needs and limits is intertwined with an explicit endorsement of per-
petual economic growth—a dynamic notion of development seemingly in 
conflict with the dictionary definition of “sustainable.” The Brundtland 
Report warns of a “vicious downward spiral” in which “poor people are 
forced to overuse environmental resources to survive from day to day, and 
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their impoverishment of their environment further impoverishes them, 
making their survival ever more difficult and uncertain” (WCED 1987, 
Chap. 1, Intro., Sect. 3). Yet simultaneously, its authors do not see growth 
in population and urbanization as the problem as much as the solution, 
and express hope that “a new era of economic growth can be attained, 
one based on policies that sustain and expand the Earth’s resource base” 
(Chap. 1, Intro., Sect. 7).

Thus at the heart of “sustainable development” there exists a distinct 
conceptual tension between environmental protection and growth-based 
solutions to human poverty. The Brundtland Report recognizes that not 
only can short-term, need-based population growth destroy the natural 
environment (WCED 1987, Sect. 1.8) but longer-term economic growth 
benefiting advanced countries can do so as well (Sect. 1.9). Cities are 
seen as the locus of economic growth trends that increase pressure on 
environmental resources (Sanchez-Rodriguez 2008). Cities often exert 
an ecological footprint of resource use larger than their regional hinter-
lands and, aggregated with other cities, larger than the carrying capacity 
of the worldwide environment (Rees 1992; Newman and Jennings 2008). 
Yet the report still emphasizes that “reviving growth” and “changing the 
quality of growth” are the prime objectives of sustainable development 
policies (WCED 1987, Sect. 2.28).

Varied responses to the Brundtland Report over the past 25 years indi-
cate that the tension between environmental sustainability and economic 
development continues. In a 1995 issue of Science, a large group of aca-
demic economists and ecologists endorsed a statement arguing that “(1) 
the environmental resource base is finite, (2) there are limits to the car-
rying capacity of the planet, [and] (3) economic growth is not a panacea 
for diminishing environmental quality” (Daly 1996, 10). In this line of 
thought, not only does resource depletion threaten sustainable develop-
ment goals, but the waste absorption capacity of the environment repre-
sents an equal or greater threat to continued economic well-being (Daly 
1996). Others emphasize that despite aggregate increases in global liv-
ing standards, and widespread aspirations to encourage economic growth, 
inequality and poverty have risen significantly in the past 50 years. 
Despite these dissents, “capitalist economic growth has been a generally 
accepted and central aspect of sustainable development discourse since the 
Bruntland Report” (Harlow et al. 2013, 5). There has been no clear con-
sensus about how to define or enact sustainable development policies nor 
about how to balance the oft-conflicting goals of environment, economy, 
and equity in the Brundtland Report (Satterthwaite 1997).
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There does seem to be consensus, however, that the urban scale rep-
resents the locus of both the problems with and solutions to sustain-
able development (Gibbs 1997). Continued urbanization—manifest by 
the densification of built environments and the differentiation of com-
plex urban economies—is seen as essential for spurring socio-economic 
well- being and decreasing poverty while concomitantly preserving the 
natural ecosystems surrounding cities (Martine 2008). Despite the 
worthy arguments of detractors, urban growth driving simultaneous 
improvements in economy, environment, and equity is still elevated as 
the answer to social- ecological problems initially triggered by growth 
(Sanchez-Rodriguez 2008).

Arguments supporting growth-based solutions to sustainability prob-
lems are grounded in the notion that the “growth paradigm” underlying 
the sustainable development discourse is unavoidable. In this contestable 
vision, the choice between economy, environment, and equity is a false 
one—all three can be strengthened if proper strategies of urbanization 
are pursued. The primacy of growth here is not only based on popular 
discourses surrounding socio-economic prosperity but can be traced to 
emerging theories in physics and ecology. Complex adaptive systems the-
ory, a derivative of chaos theory providing a foundation for the nascent 
discipline of sustainability science, changed the assumption that physical 
systems tend to rest in equilibrium states and instead emphasizes the 
directionality of natural systems “far-from-equilibrium” that continu-
ously reproduce and grow unique structures in response to uneven addi-
tions of energy (Prigogine and Stengers 1984). In this new conception 
of physics, nature spurs the rise of open, material-cycling, complex sys-
tems in order to eliminate energy gradients, providing a common basis 
for understanding the emergence of “economies, chemical reactions, 
ecosystems, and solar systems” (Schneider and Sagan 2005, xiv). From 
this perspective, the growth of systems is not just a wild card triggered 
by chaos but also an inherent feature of their very existence. New scien-
tific understandings of ecosystems, based on adaptive cycle theory, also 
emphasize that the growth paradigm may be fundamental to the exis-
tence of living systems. Adaptive cycle theory posits that all living systems 
tend to progress through a four- stage process of growth, development, 
decline, and reorganization that lies at the heart of the evolutionary 
dynamic (Walker and Salt 2006). It implies that ecological systems are 
in a constant flux, far-from- equilibrium, responding to uneven distri-
butions of energy with continual bursts of growth and decline. While 
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the character of such growth is never predetermined, allowing strate-
gies based on quantitative growth and qualitative development to battle 
eternally for evolutionary supremacy in particular local contests, the new 
emphasis on adaptive systems emerging from the hard sciences indicates 
that growth may be a permanent feature of all living, thriving systems.

The application of ecological concepts to the understanding of human 
systems is a highly contentious action. The idea of environmental deter-
minism, initially spawned by the rise of Social Darwinism, was widely 
applied to social studies from the mid-nineteenth to mid-twentieth cen-
tury (Peet 1985). The notion that social stratification is preordained in 
natural law became manifest in everything from urban theories of natu-
ral, race-based neighborhood succession (Metzger 2000) to Nazi theories 
of anthropogeography (Peet 1985). These types of racist theories have 
been thoroughly discredited. Yet complex adaptive theory is different in 
that, instead of predicting a teleological end to a specific social process, it 
describes open-ended systems and avoids a deterministic outcome. Thus 
when observing human history from a long-term perspective, some have 
illuminated legitimate ways in which human civilizations seem to adhere 
to the ecological growth paradigm. Tainter (1988), for example, views the 
constant growth and decline of civilizations as a “seemingly inexorable 
trend” in history. “Human history as a whole has been characterized by a 
seemingly inexorable trend toward higher levels of complexity, specializa-
tion, and sociopolitical control, processing of greater quantities of energy 
and information, formation of ever larger settlements, and development 
of more complex and capable technologies … Complex societies, once 
established, tend to expand and dominate” (Tainter 1988, 3, 24).

Whether or not constant growth is a natural imperative born from uni-
versal physical laws, the ways in which a growth mandate has become 
encoded in the institutional discourses of advanced capitalist economies 
indicate that the growth paradigm itself has become an institutional force. 
Since growth enriches certain members of society, it has become an end 
in itself in economic and political practice, perhaps divorced from any 
underlying natural prerogative. Economic growth became an unques-
tioned mandate in both capitalist and communist socio-economic systems 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and the discipline of econom-
ics is founded upon the notion that unending economic growth is the 
ultimate goal of human systems (Daly and Farley 2003). Macroeconomic 
policy, for example, is oriented toward “stable market-driven economic 
growth without limit” (Daly and Farley 2003, 223) and does not take into 
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account natural limits on resource and energy use (Daly 1999; Hawken 
et  al. 1999). Furthermore, since the money supply in capitalist systems 
“bears interest as a condition of its existence … a requirement for growth 
(or else inflation) is built into the very existence of our money supply” 
(Daly and Farley 2003, 250). The fractional reserve system in modern 
banking, which allows banks to lend out up to 90% of their holdings to 
make a profit, is specifically predicated upon continued economic growth. 
Although this is a standard practice in the twenty-first century, it was a 
highly debated practice only 100 years ago (Daly and Farley 2003).

In fact, the history of American cities illuminates that the economic 
growth paradigm is a relatively new and transformative ideal for institu-
tions and municipalities. Miller (1978) notes that seventeenth-century 
American cities and institutions were “dominated and defined by the 
assumption of scarcity” (132), and to prevent conflicts over scarce mineral 
and agricultural resources, government regulation of corporate charters 
was a standard practice. After the mid-seventeenth century, however, tech-
nological advances and the rise of colonization began to challenge assump-
tions of perpetual scarcity, offering an “invigorating glimpse of plenty” 
(133) and undermining institutions built on centralized political control 
and monopoly power. Enlightenment ideals of progress combined with 
new visions of corporate competition in political economy to relax the pre-
occupation with scarcity, and especially after the American Revolution and 
the opening of the American frontier, notions of economies without limits 
became increasingly central to socio-economic thought. Municipalities, 
first created as corporate entities charged with regulation, were legally and 
socially redefined as stimulators of socio-economic growth, as “powerful 
machines for the making of civilization” (Miller 1978, 137). The contin-
ued expansion of the American frontier led to rapid urban growth in the 
second half of the nineteenth century, and “the magnificent prospect of 
infinite man-made wealth” (139) emerged as an ideological shift. Local 
civic advocates reproduced this narrative of abundance to promote local 
urban growth, believing that “one’s home town must not only grow, but 
grow more rapidly in population and economic, political, and cultural 
influence than nearby or distant competitors” (139). Although this rapid 
growth did not improve the quality of urban life in the mid-nineteenth 
century, the ideological shift from scarcity-based policy to the growth par-
adigm became significantly entrenched in American institutions.

Today, the growth fetish established by this historical trend and codi-
fied by the ideology of economics remains a centerpiece of American 
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public policy. Logan and Molotch (1996, 2007) argue that a suite of insti-
tutions operating at the municipal scale—business groups, government, 
organized labor, media, utilities, and cultural institutions—implicitly col-
laborate to promote a growth agenda in the vast majority of American 
cities. This “growth machine” advocates expansion in land development, 
population, and industry to enrich elite members of these institutions, 
providing a common goal for groups normally at odds over public policy. 
The authors argue that elite entrepreneurs personally invested in economic 
expansion often have a disproportionate influence over the fate of local 
municipalities, and these “elites use their growth consensus to eliminate 
any alternative vision of the purpose of local government or the meaning 
of community” (292). Once begun, economic growth becomes a self- 
sustaining feedback process, and often the institutional policies of govern-
ments and corporations not only encourage growth but also depend on it 
for their continued success (Ayres 1998; Jonas 1999).

The growth paradigm is equally crucial in both mainstream and sustain-
ability approaches to urban planning and development, including the new 
urbanist and smart growth movements, which advocate for higher density, 
infill development rather than abandon the growth paradigm altogether. 
Under the precept that “growth is inevitable,” smart growth advocates 
argue that “the first step of effective long-term planning is to admit that 
growth will occur, and the second step is to focus on its quality” (Duany 
et al. 2010, 1, Sect. 1.1). Other planning approaches that more specifi-
cally attempt to reconcile the environmental, economic, and social goals of 
sustainable development similarly admit that continued growth is of para-
mount concern to planners (Campbell 1996). Only a few commentators 
recognize that “the planning profession has a bias towards growth” and 
argue that the “fallibility of the myth of endless growth” represents a sig-
nificant issue in modern urban planning practice (Hollander 2011, 13, 19).

SteaDy-State economicS anD Dematerialization

Although the growth paradigm pervades much of the sustainable devel-
opment discourse, either implicitly or explicitly, there is an undercurrent 
of thought that directly challenges the need for endless growth. Most 
arguments point to the fundamental disconnect between a finite world 
with limited energy and material resources and an economic system that 
thrives on ever-increased resource use (Georgescu-Roegen 1971; Daly 
1999). Ayres (1998) notes that a large proportion of increasing labor 
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productivity since the eighteenth century can be traced to fossil fuel use 
alone, and wonders whether productivity increases can continue when the 
world inevitably reaches resource limits in the next 100 years. In fact, 
economic growth thrives in a positive feedback loop, where growth in 
certain industrial sectors becomes the very impetus for further investment 
and growth. “Increased demand for goods and services drives produc-
tion to a larger scale. Economies of experience and scale in manufacturing 
then result in lower costs. In a competitive market, lower costs will be 
translated into lower prices to consumers. Lower prices, in turn, generate 
increased demand for those goods and services because people can afford 
to buy more” (Ayres 1998, 102).

The field of ecological economics was formulated to address these 
fundamental structural problems and provide an alternative to growth- 
obsessed economics (Daly and Farley 2003). This approach explicitly 
trains attention on the marginal utility of growth and biophysical limits 
to economic expansion—two topics ignored by conventional economics. 
The fundamental difference between neoclassical and ecological econom-
ics lies in the context of analysis (Daly and Farley 2003). Neoclassical eco-
nomics uses only the human macroeconomy as the unit of analysis, and 
implicitly assumes the Earth is an open system, both giving and taking 
energy from a larger, boundless universe. Ecological economics subsumes 
the macroeconomy within the Earth’s finite natural systems, and views 
the world as a closed system (except for solar energy) where technological 
progress is not enough to transcend biophysical limits. The difference in 
these theoretical starting points is huge because, if the Earth is a closed 
system, it implies both resource scarcity and certain opportunity costs for 
economic choices promoting continued growth. In this view, it is prob-
able that “at some point the further growth of the macroeconomy could 
cost us more than it is worth,” leading to a state of “uneconomic growth” 
(Daly and Farley 2003, 16). Essentially, ecological economics applies a 
concept from microeconomics—“optimal scale”—to the macroeconomy 
at large. This entails analyzing the costs and benefits of increasing the 
aggregate scale of economic production or consumption, and determining 
the optimal point at which the marginal costs of economic growth have 
equaled the marginal benefits (Daly and Farley 2003).

A “steady-state economy at optimal scale” is the end goal of the ecolog-
ical economics vision (Daly and Farley 2003, 23). A steady-state economy 
represents an economic system in which the optimal scale of resource use 
is pursued relative to finite natural resources and the regenerative capacity 
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of ecosystems, allowing for long-term sustainability. Although ideas of 
steady-state economic activity are currently dismissed by the mainstream 
of economic thinking, it is interesting to note that John Stuart Mill, one 
of the forefathers of modern economic thought, adhered to a similar 
ideal. Noting that happiness is the ultimate end of economic pursuits, 
Mill hypothesized a “stationary state” economy in which economic suc-
cess was attainable through improvements in technology and ethics rather 
than growth in population and resource use (Daly and Farley 2003). This 
ideal of “qualitative improvement without quantitative increase” (Daly 
and Farley 2003, 3) represents the foundation of ecological economics’ 
vision of sustainable development.

Ultimately, ecological economics does not abandon the growth para-
digm altogether in the face of natural limits, but instead advocates for 
a different, more sustainable form of economic advancement. The dif-
ference is emphasized between economic growth (quantitative increase 
in the economic “throughput” of energy, material, and land resources, 
leading to an aggregate increase in the physical scale of the economy) and 
economic development (“qualitative improvement in the structure, design 
and composition of the physical stocks of wealth that results from greater 
knowledge, both of technique and of purpose”) (Daly 1999, 6). Like Mill, 
ecological economists envision a future of economic progress based on the 
development of knowledge and social synergies, not upon the continued 
depletion of natural systems. Some authors are leery of this distinction, 
noting that the Brundtland Commission does not seem to conceptually 
separate growth and development, and that the notion of “sustainable 
growth” is an oxymoron (Van der Leeuw and Aschan-Leygonie 2000). 
To some, development will always imply some form of growth, and insert-
ing the limits-inspired descriptor “sustainable” may be a contradiction in 
terms (Thomas and Furuseth 1997). The theoretical difference between 
quantitative growth and qualitative development, however, is increasingly 
accepted among sustainability theorists searching for ways to adhere to the 
growth paradigm without destroying the Earth in the process.

To some theorists, a key strategy for enacting a shift from growth to 
development involves the “dematerialization” of goods and economic 
value. Ayres (1998, 68) argues that “it is theoretically possible to have 
economic growth—in the sense of providing better and more valuable 
services to ultimate consumers—without necessarily consuming more 
physical resources.” This process would involve simultaneously increasing 
the productivity of recycled natural resources and “de-linking economic 
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 activity from energy and materials.” Ayres (1998, 154) goes on to argue 
that “there is, in principle, no theoretical maximum to the quantity of 
final services—that is, economic welfare in the traditional sense—that can 
be produced within the market framework from a given physical resource 
input.” Other authors are critical of the dematerialization ideal, arguing 
that at best it is “just an extravagant term for increasing resource produc-
tivity” (Daly 1996, 28), and at worst it is physically impossible under the 
strictures of entropy production under the Second Law of Thermodynamics 
(Georgescu-Roegen 1971; Daly 1999). These detractors emphasize that 
there will always be a need for a minimum amount of physical energy and 
matter to sustain human life. Although many ecologists emphasize that 
ecosystems can approach perfect, 100% recycling of materials, ecological 
economists are suspicious that this is doable in socio-economic systems 
(Georgescu-Roegen 1971). Yet advocates of this relatively radical position 
within economics emphasize that economic value is not predicated upon 
energy content or some other inherent property of material goods, but 
rather upon the production of “welfare, quality of life, utility, or whatever 
else we choose to call this psychic flux of satisfaction” (Daly and Farley 
2003, 63). Despite real physical limits, economic value can possibly grow 
indefinitely if humans can find increasingly non-material or recyclable 
ways of self-defining utility and achieving satisfaction.

Dematerialization theorists often point to the emergent “information 
economy” as the means for redefining value (Daly 1996), but a number 
of theorists have transcended this popular focus on technology-driven, 
knowledge-based economies to look at the role of human culture in pro-
ducing economic value. Georgescu-Roegen (1971, 18) was one of the 
first economists to explicitly note “the role of the cultural tradition in 
the economic process,” and since then other researchers have studied 
the interplay between cultural production and economic value in more 
detail. Scott (2000) observes how “culture-producing sectors are now 
moving to the very forefront of capitalist development and growth” 
(204) as capitalism moves “into a phase in which the cultural forms and 
meanings of its outputs are becoming critical if not dominating elements 
of productive strategy” (2). A growing proliferation of place-specific sub-
cultures represents the source of cultural products underlying this type 
of economic growth. These cultures contextually define the economic 
value of cultural products, which “function at least in part as personal 
ornaments, modes of social display, forms of entertainment and distrac-
tion, or sources of information and self-awareness, i.e. as artifacts whose 
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symbolic value to the consumer is high relative to their practical purposes 
(cf. Bourdieu 1971)” (Scott 2000, 3).

It is this ability to self-consciously create symbolic value divorced 
from practical, material-oriented value that holds the most promise for 
dematerialization strategies. Storper (1997, 249) uses the term “reflexive 
urban consumption” to describe the process by which “individuals in 
their roles as consumers, workers, and citizens are now critically reflex-
ive, generating an enormous variety of new consumer tastes, worker 
capacities and creativities, and citizen demands and reactions.” Like 
Scott, Storper views these types of consumer reflexivity and specialized 
consumption habits as rooted in the ways that geographical regions 
develop cultural specificity in conjunction with growing globalized link-
ages. “[As a] curious mixture of the very cosmopolitan and the local 
… distinctive reflexive cultures—youth, ethnic, gender-based, social-
movement- or lifestyle-based—are big inputs into the bottom-up aspect 
of spectacle creation and the forms of aestheticization to which it gives 
rise. The commercial recuperation and packaging (representation) of the 
experiences generated by these cultures, in goods but also in spectacles 
(which in turn sell goods), are major parts of the urban economy today” 
(Storper 1997, 251).

Both authors argue that, despite the influences of globalized culture, 
true cultural production is geographically specific, rooted in  localized 
social networks, institutional rules, and cultural norms. At its essence, the 
complexity of modern economy arises from nothing more than a “pure 
social construct” (Scott 2000, 18). Not only does this suggest place-based 
strategies for pursuing dematerialized sustainable development, but it also 
implies that the social consciousness emerging from sustainability ethics 
could itself provide a pathway toward sustainability. A cultural ethic of 
sustainability already exists in institutional programs promoting resource 
efficiency and recycling, and it could be strengthened by a shift toward the 
corporate sale of “services”—products in which lifetime maintenance and 
recycling are built into the cost—instead of stand-alone, disposable prod-
ucts (Ayres 1998; Hawken et al. 1999; McDonough and Braungart 2009). 
In this type of “service and flow economy,” industrial producers would be 
discouraged from marketing inherently wasteful products with “built-in 
obsolescence,” instead replacing them with ongoing service  relationships 
between producers and consumers (McDonough and Braungart 2009, 
28) where “both producer and customer have an incentive for continu-
ously improving resource productivity” (Hawken et al. 1999, 18). A focus 
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on the cultural production of economic value, furthermore, suggests that 
a cultural ethic of sustainability can not only promote resource efficiency in 
existing products and services but also generate novel, eco- friendly types 
of economic value by becoming a “market segment” itself, creating jobs 
and economic growth simply because consumers demand a more involved, 
eco-friendly production process.

When thinking about economic development more generally, many 
modern observers focus on a different source of economic novelty: the role 
of technological innovation. When studying human history and the rise of 
civilization, technological progress helps delineate important eras in our 
collective development, such as the technologies undergirding the Iron 
Age or the Agricultural Revolution. The Enlightenment is widely cited as a 
crucial turning point because the synergy between innovation and develop-
ment became culturally codified in a secular shift toward science, triggering 
“a feedback loop of continuous technical innovation and transformation” 
culminating in the fast-paced innovation of the Industrial Revolution (Rich 
1994, 201). To many modern policymakers and economists, technological 
innovation inspired by ever-increasing stocks of human knowledge is now 
virtually synonymous with economic development (Storper 1997; Ayres 
1998). Yet this ideological pairing of development and technology is itself 
a relatively new innovation in human history (Rich 1994). Ayres (1998, 
22) notes that “the perception that tangible wealth can be created by labor, 
savings, investment, trade—and especially by technological progress—is 
relatively recent,” and argues that while technology surely contributes to 
economic growth, “the connections remain obscure.”

three DimenSionS of Growth

To elaborate upon the conceptual tensions between growth and develop-
ment in relation to urban sustainability more generally, a new framework 
for theorizing growth is introduced below. This framework proposes three 
interrelated dimensions of the growth process that function in a dialectical 
way. This theoretical distinction is inspired not only by ecological econom-
ics’ separation of quantitative growth and qualitative development but also 
by the emergent theoretical emphasis on the information  economy, the 
role of technology, and culturally driven dematerialized socio- economic 
subcultures. The three dimensions of growth are as follows:

 1. Scalar growth (aggregate physical expansion in population and the 
use of energy, materials, and land)
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 2. Efficient development (improvement in the integrative operating of 
an existing system to accomplish the same function at lower ener-
getic cost)

 3. Novel development (increase in the overall number, differentiation, 
and specialization of a system’s parts—its complexity).

In this context, the connection between technological innovation and 
sustainable development becomes even more unclear because technology 
is at once a primary contributor to sustainability problems (e.g., com-
bustion engines predicated upon finite mineral resources and pollution; 
Beard and Lozada 1999) and a possible savior (e.g., photovoltaic energy 
generation; Fitzgerald 2010). It is clear that technology can augment both 
quantitative growth and qualitative development. For example, automo-
tive technology clearly generated scalar growth (increased production of 
oil, rubber, metals, asphalt, etc.), efficient development (drastic increase 
in human mobility and transport efficiency), and novel development (new 
specialized industries related to specific resources, automotive parts, and 
car culture). Technological development is not included as a dimension 
of growth here because it is seen to pervade and augment many different 
types of development. Technology facilitates development, but it is not 
a primary driver because, ultimately, humans define economic value and 
development outcomes in subjective, contextual, and sometimes demate-
rialized terms. While modern-day identification of economic growth tends 
to emphasize scalar growth (the simplest, most widely shared notion), 
efficient development (often framed as “productivity”), and technological 
innovation (novel growth based on new technology alone), sustainable 
development trains attention on other types of novel development (such 
as cultural production) that might help fulfill the growth mandate without 
further challenging the Earth’s ecological limits.

To fully theorize sustainable urban development, it is important to 
understand the implications of a socio-economic shift away from quantita-
tive growth toward both efficient and novel development, two aspects of 
the growth process that often seem at odds in the workings of systems. 
Early conceptions of sustainable development often framed  sustainability 
problems in terms of inefficiency of resource and energy use—and for 
good reason, since much of the world’s environmental degradation and 
fast approaching resource limits can be traced to wasteful economic prac-
tices (Satterthwaite 1997; Hawken et  al. 1999). Gibson (2006, 174) 
frames sustainability in part as a question of resource efficiency, claiming it 
involves “reducing extractive damage, avoiding waste and cutting overall 
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material and energy use per unit of benefit.” An anti-consumption mental-
ity is often paired with calls for efficiency, leading many to propose a clear 
delineation between needs and wants, and public policies solely focused 
on needs and “voluntary simplicity” (Schumacher 1973). Yet efficiency 
alone may not be enough because people “need to consider purposes 
and end uses, recognizing that efficiency gains are of no great value if 
the savings go to more advantages and more consumption by the already 
affluent” (Gibson 2006, 174). This situation, in which efficiency improve-
ments counterintuitively lead to more, not less, consumption, is known by 
economists as the Jevons’ Paradox (Glaeser 2011).

Efficiency-minded sustainability theory rooted in a voluntary simplic-
ity mindset represents a worthy approach to sustainability problems, but 
it does not recognize that expanding consumption options and efficiency 
may not need to conflict. Product life cycle improvements, service- oriented 
products, dematerialized economic value, and recycling innovations 
all can help decrease the wasteful inefficiencies of complex economies. 
Furthermore, the voluntary simplicity approach is fundamentally at odds 
with a perspective informed by complex adaptive systems and the growth 
paradigm. An emphasis on “far-from-equilibrium” systems constantly 
growing and evolving in competitive processes seems to preclude the bal-
anced, equilibrium living advocated by the simplicity movement. In this 
dynamic conception, “novelty may be seen as the introduction of new 
processes or materials into a cycling network or surviving thermodynamic 
material organization. Confirmation is the repetition of the tried and true. 
The interplay between what works and the risk of trying something that 
might work better … is at the heart of competition between open complex 
systems” (Schneider and Sagan 2005, 103).

Classical economists have long framed economic questions in terms of 
efficiency, in large part because existing products and markets are easier 
to study than the process of innovation. Georgescu-Roegen (1971) was 
one of the first economists to recognize the dynamic implications of ther-
modynamics and the natural limitations of an economic science preoc-
cupied with efficient development. He emphasized novelty as a critical 
 component of economic development and advocated broadening the scope 
of economics to include social studies, since “the impact of a technologi-
cal innovation upon the economic process consists of both an industrial 
rearrangement and a consumers’ reorientation, often also of a structural 
change in society” (127). Jacobs (1969, 1984) trains full attention on the 
development of socio-economic novelty in her concepts of “new work” 
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and import-replacement, arguing strenuously that an economic preoccu-
pation with efficiency is a prelude to stagnation. Adam Smith’s concept of 
division of labor, which implies that divvying up production processes into 
an array of smaller tasks is more efficient and productive, is turned upside 
down by Jacobs (1969): she argues that division of labor is more valuable 
as a source of innovation and as a landmark of socio-economic complexity. 
“Seen as a source of new work, division of labor becomes something infi-
nitely more useful than Adam Smith suggested when he limited its func-
tion to the efficient rationalization of work” (Jacobs 1969, 84). In fact, 
Jacobs (1969, 86) specifically rejects efficient development as an obstacle 
to innovation and revels in urban complexity, going so far as to state, “I do 
not mean that cities are economically valuable in spite of their inefficiency 
and impracticality but rather because they are inefficient and impracti-
cal.” To Jacobs, the inefficiencies of diversity are “built into” the process 
of novel development, and there is a distinct “conflict between efficiency 
and development” (1969, 94). Thus despite a popular preoccupation with 
growth derived from aggregate enlargement of production and resource 
use, or from increasing the productivity of economic processes, sustain-
ability theorists increasingly point to a third way: increasing the diversity 
and complexity (and thus the possible sources of utility) in society and the 
economy at large. Like the nascent discipline of sustainability itself, this 
new emphasis requires observers to pan out from the details of industry- 
specific economic expansion to comprehend the larger functioning, diver-
sity, and externalities of the economy as a whole.

reGional frameworkS for SuStainable Development

The notion of sustainable development emerged and coalesced from a 
variety of places and modes of thought. While the Brundtland Report, 
inspired by sustainability and poverty issues in the developing world, rep-
resents the first public elaboration of the concept, sustainability also has 
clear roots in place-based struggles for sustainable communities (Sanders 
2010), the new urbanist planning movement (Hall 2002), academic 
 concepts of resilience (Walker and Salt 2006), and the discipline of ecolog-
ical economics (Daly and Farley 2003). When connecting these theoretical 
ideas to the specifics of place-based sustainable development in the United 
States—the ultimate goal of this chapter—a number of other perspectives 
demand attention. Built environment and community activist approaches 
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to sustainable urban development have merged together over the past 25 
years to promote a “new localism” (Bruyn 1987; Gunn and Gunn 1991; 
DeFilippis 1999; Hess 2010), “a viewpoint that asserts the efficacy of 
localities in promoting sustainability” (Krueger and Gibbs 2007, 3). This 
emergent focus on municipal-scaled development approaches pairs nicely 
with geographic theories of bioregional design and knowledge-based 
socio-economic agglomeration. Together, these strands of thought help 
inform a novel definition of sustainable urban development based on the 
notion of transparency in political economic processes.

Regional Economic Development

A long-standing theoretical tradition has linked the historical formation 
of dense, diverse cities to the fundamental drivers of industrial growth. 
Associating urbanization with economic success rests on the aforemen-
tioned notion that localized human activity can produce efficiencies of 
coordination. In an overview of the evolution of urban societies, Leeds 
(1980) argues that the localization of people and goods leads to a positive 
feedback loop of needs, service agglomeration, and production—critical 
ingredients for expanding the division of labor and socio-economic com-
plexity. He writes, “in other words, it is easier to get things done and the 
outcomes are more certain when people are close together, a truth for all 
human societies” (Leeds 1980, 7). Other authors argue that the urban 
role in economic growth is even more dynamic because these agglomera-
tions provide a perfect foundation for the innovation and cultural devel-
opment at the core of novel economic growth (Jacobs 1969; Newman and 
Jennings 2008; Glaeser 2011). Yet, although the view of cities as “engines 
of innovation” (Glaeser 2011) is widespread, others caution that the link 
between urbanized population growth and economic growth is not estab-
lished and there may be diminishing marginal returns after cities reach cer-
tain thresholds of size (Bloom et al. 2008). The following section reviews 
these approaches to regional economic development and illuminates the 
ways that both novel and efficient economic development is encouraged 
by place-based urban activity.

The most pivotal theorist linking cities to economic development is 
Jane Jacobs, who over 40 years expounded a dynamic philosophy of urban 
economies. In her initial, most famous work, Jacobs (1961) proposed a 
number of famous urban design prescriptions aimed at fostering dense, 
diverse urban environments. Citing “multiplicity of choice” as the primary 
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function of cities, she envisioned cities of short blocks, architectural diver-
sity, land rent diversity, and density that support and promote economic 
complexity. The preservation of existing diversity in the built environment 
is critical for development, she argued, because “city diversity itself permits 
and stimulates more diversity” (190). The sense that cities need to actively 
grow and build the capacity for future growth to be successful rather than 
“rest on their laurels” pervades the book and provides a conceptual link-
age to dynamic conceptions of ecological and human development. Cities 
must promote vibrant walkable urbanism because “lively, diverse, intense 
cities contain the seeds of their own regeneration, with energy enough to 
carry over for problems and needs outside themselves” (585).

To the disappointment of her planning-based disciples, Jacobs’ sub-
sequent works (1969, 1984) proved that her interest resided less in city 
planning than in understanding the generation of novel urban economic 
development. Her fundamental observation is that economic develop-
ment must be conceived as a process that generates novel goods and 
services from existing processes—“new work” derived from “old work”—
instead of traditional economic foci on the efficiency of business, supply 
and demand, and scalar growth. This process of innovation builds upon 
existing urban economic institutions, and it forms the backbone of her 
definition of cities as any “places where adding new work to older work 
proceeds vigorously” (1969, 50). Jacobs views the division of labor in 
society as an evolving institution, growing in complexity, and criticizes 
Adam Smith’s static focus on division of labor in reference to corporate 
efficiency alone (1969). She advocates an “epigenesis” theory of cities, 
where “a city grows by a process of gradual diversification and differentia-
tion of its economy” (1969, 129) rather than the “preformation” ideal 
inherent to top-down urban planning approaches.

When theorizing economic development at the regional scale, Jacobs 
emphasizes a crucial point: while cities do encourage innovative products 
and “new work,” any type of new production in a specific locale—whether 
new to the world at large or not—represents a form of novel economic 
development. Jacobs (1969) addresses this regional-scale innovation by 
focusing on the “import-replacement process.” Import-replacement, 
whereby local businesses arise to produce items formerly imported, repre-
sents the critical moment of economic development to Jacobs. Although 
exports-based jobs can support multiple local jobs and exert an outsized 
influence on a local economy, truly explosive city growth is derived from 
the “import-replacement multiplier effect”—where the local economy, 
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having collected enough human and social capital to make products previ-
ously imported, is able to locally circulate a much larger degree of wealth 
in a beneficent feedback loop of production and consumption.

Thus to Jacobs, the point of import-replacement represents the 
moment of novel economic development (defined spatially), and is the 
only process that represents both local and universal economic develop-
ment. She uses the example of the Tokyo bicycle industry, which emerged 
after World War II to replace foreign imports of bicycles. “As far as the 
rest of the world was concerned, its total economic activity had neither 
diminished nor increased because Tokyo was making its own bicycles. But 
the economy of Tokyo itself had expanded, and thus the total of all eco-
nomic activity in the world had expanded” (1969, 148). Here, it seems 
that all three dimensions of the growth process are intertwined: the place- 
based innovation in bicycle design, derived from the accumulation of local 
human capital; the efficiencies of local industrial agglomeration; and the 
ultimately scalar growth represented by an expanded world economy. As 
Jacobs (1984, 39) observes, “Economic life develops by grace of innovat-
ing; it expands by grace of import-replacing.”

Modern economic thinkers have applied and validated many of Jacobs’ 
untested theories about urban economies. The synergies of innovation 
promoted by cities are now described as knowledge-based agglomeration 
economies, and so-called knowledge spillovers—which describe how pro-
ductive information spreads informally among people and industries in 
dense, diverse cities and can trigger new innovations—are seen as critical to 
modern economic development in the twenty-first-century information- 
based economy (Glaeser et al. 1992; Storper and Manville 2006). Easterly 
(2002) similarly trains attention on the social benefits of such spillovers, 
noting that unlike physical capital improvements which depreciate over 
time, the growth and spread of knowledge do not have to be a scarce, 
fixed resource and can universally increase the productivity of an economy. 
Describing these interfirm information leakages as “technological exter-
nalities,” Glaeser et al. (1992) find evidence to support Jacobs’ theories 
by studying the growth of specific industries relative to city size and diver-
sity. The authors state that “these theories of dynamic externalities are 
extremely appealing because they try to explain simultaneously how cities 
form and why they grow” (1128).

Some economic thinkers emphasize the ways in which agglomeration 
economies generate efficient economic development born from close prox-
imity. Agglomeration is seen to increase efficiency in three ways: lower costs 
of market exchange between industries; higher rates of information and 
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capital exchange between industries; and lower transaction costs between 
people and firms due to place-based social capital (Scott 2000). These effi-
ciencies are magnified by the concept of “complementary skills”: the idea 
that workers with specific skill sets have an economic incentive to work with 
similarly skilled people, because productivity, end products, and payoffs will 
be better (Easterly 2002). Florida (2008, 9) summarizes these effects as 
the “clustering force,” arguing that “the real source of economic growth 
comes from the clustering and concentration of talented and productive 
people … the clustering force makes each of us more productive, which 
in turn makes the places we inhabit much more productive, generating 
great increases in output and wealth.” Studies of the computer industry 
in California and India confirm the importance of urban agglomeration, 
even in the industry perhaps best positioned to shift to decentralized, tele-
communications-based work; researchers thus emphasize that social capital 
born from proximate, face-to-face contact is still essential in the business 
world (Glaeser 2011).

Yet despite the efficiencies of agglomeration, many authors place even 
greater emphasis on the open-ended ability for diverse regional econo-
mies to generate novel innovations, products, institutions, and cultures. 
Once agglomerations reach a critical mass, they promote “a deepening 
and widening of the social division of labor leading to economic diver-
sification and increased industrial synergies” (Scott 2000, 21). Echoing 
Jacobs, urban regions are increasingly seen less as the sites of economic 
activity guided by globalized market forces, and more as active generators 
of unique economic development due to region-specific human and social 
capital (Storper 1997).

In the geography of production, we now know that activities based on stan-
dardized technologies that permit economies of scale inside the firm can 
delocalize, while those based on nonstandardized technologies and econo-
mies of variety tend to locate in agglomerations … It now appears that 
development, at least in wealthy countries and regions, depends, at least 
in part, on destandardization and the generation of variety … In sum, the 
essence of the process of technological change is now the tissue of relations 
by which asymmetric, noncosmopolitan knowledge is generated, applied, 
and further evolved. The increase in variety is the result of the operation of 
these relations, in an economic environment radically different from that 
defined by orthodox [economic] theory. (Storper 1997, 32–34)

This perspective on the economic world clashes to some extent with clas-
sical economic theory, which is overly concerned with efficiency at the 
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expense of understanding novel development. This is the static economic 
vision criticized by Jacobs, one which does not address how economic 
growth starts in the first place.

One difficulty is that one of the most interesting generators of change—
preference formation—is left outside the scope of urban [economic] anal-
ysis, making it backward-looking and accounting-oriented rather than 
forward-looking in a way that would make it useful to urban policy … But 
economics, as Lionel Robbins once pointed out, is concerned primarily with 
efficiency based on a set of given ends. Traditionally, it has had little interest 
in how preferences form … Therein lies the problem, for it is the formation 
and alteration of preferences that drive the transformations we call resur-
gence. (Storper and Manville 2006, 1261–1262)

Furthermore, the growing importance of service-based economies in 
 parallel to information-based industries has led to a heightened empha-
sis on place-specific cultural amenities. Despite mainstream proclamations 
that globalization is eroding the unique advantages of place, a growing 
number of theorists note the allure of vibrant, interesting, and service- 
oriented cities for a new class of urban professional (Florida 2008; Glaeser 
2011). City leaders increasingly compete with one another for new indus-
tries not through tax breaks or other financial incentives, but rather by 
offering an attractive quality of life and a diversity of consumption oppor-
tunities for their employees (Gibbs and Krueger 2007).

Thus it seems that agglomeration economies thrive based on not only 
the emplaced nature of human and social capital but also the development 
of specialized forms of consumption predicated upon place-based culture. 
Regional economic development through agglomeration involves both 
novel and efficient development: novelty through the emplaced cultural 
production of new types of economic value, from both innovation and 
import-replacement; and efficiency through the exchange-based syner-
gies of density and proximity, both between firms and among the skills of 
workers. The essence of regional development is that “place, culture, and 
economy are symbiotic on one another” (Scott 2000, 4).

Bioregional Development

The concept of regions as economic units has a much deeper history than 
recent writings about economic agglomeration. Regionalism, a theoretical 
tradition in urban planning, first lauded the ideal of “human settlement in 
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its natural regional context” (Talen 2005, 19). Drawing upon eighteenth- 
century writings on cultural geography, a number of nineteenth-century 
European writers like Proudhon and Kropotkin developed an anarchist 
mode of political thought which proposed replacing formal, nation-based 
political organization with decentralized, regional social organization, 
challenging Western notions of property rights in the process (Hall 2002). 
British planner Patrick Geddes drew heavily upon anarchist theory to pro-
pose a notion of regional planning that rejected large urban areas in favor 
of decentralized, communal, and human-scaled modes of socio-economic 
organization (Hall 2002; Talen 2005). The “notion of the ecological 
region” (Talen 2005, 213) was the bedrock of the regionalist approach, 
and Geddes argued for socio-natural economic systems in which regional 
ecological and cultural specificities were emphasized—a precursor to 
modern notions of social-ecological systems dependent upon emplaced 
ecosystems and local knowledge. This “back-to-the-land” movement was 
intended to bring people into more intimate and productive contact with 
the natural and cultural systems that supported them, rejecting distant, 
impersonal political control in the process.

Regionalist thought helped inspire a number of notable planning efforts 
in the early twentieth century, such as the Regional Planning Association 
of America, which led by Mumford and other influential planners pro-
moted regional-level planning interventions, new town developments, 
and even the Appalachian Trail (Hall 2002). In this more codified, prag-
matic version of Geddes’ ideas, regional planning was intended to dis-
tribute population, natural capital, and industry in a decentralized way to 
“stimulate a vivid, creative life throughout a whole region … Population 
will be distributed so as to utilize, rather than to nullify or destroy, its 
natural advantages. It sees people, industry and the land as a single unit” 
(Hall 2002, 161, from Mumford 1925, 151). Perhaps the most famous 
outgrowth of regionalism was Howard’s Garden City movement, which 
envisioned (and ultimately designed) comprehensive town planning on 
greenfield sites that would balance settlement, agriculture, and industry 
under a holistic, publicly disclosed framework of property rights and polit-
ical economy (Hall 2002). Although in practice Howard’s Garden Cities 
became glorified suburbs without autonomous progressive governance, 
his original plans were closely related to regionalist ideals. He envisioned 
new cities where people would be brought into more tangible, mutually 
beneficial relationships with local ecological and agricultural systems as 
well as with local laborers and community products.
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As an urban planning tradition, regionalism helps contextualize the 
bioregional and local economy impulses within sustainability and channel 
them into a specific focus on the built environment. Sustainable urban 
development involves planning, architectural, and engineering practices 
that specifically attempt to integrate the bioregional climate and build-
ing site orientation into design. Eco-efficient design is emphasized, based 
on region-specific availability of energy and materials and the larger idea 
that cities operate as “complex metabolic systems … with flows and cycles 
and where, ideally, the things that have traditionally been viewed as nega-
tive outputs (e.g., solid waste, wastewater) are re-envisioned as produc-
tive inputs to satisfy other urban needs, including energy” (Newman et al. 
2009, 79–80). Buildings should be designed not only as energy efficient, 
renewable energy producing, or carbon neutral, but in specific relation to 
site and region, including an orientation around natural light and rainfall, 
and with materials derived from the immediate hinterland (Newman and 
Jennings 2008; McDonough and Braungart 2009; Duany et al. 2010). 
Recent smart growth approaches to the built environment also empha-
size the resilience of simple, regionally inspired styles of construction that 
can easily allow modification and repair by local contractors (Duany et al. 
2010); this emphasis is shared by sustainability theorists who emphasize 
the use of place-based skills and locally generated technologies for actively 
maintaining the built environment, a source of both socio-economic resil-
ience and local economic development (Newman et al. 2009).

The influence of regionalism on sustainable urban development also 
extends to the ways in which both discourses emphasize the use of region-
ally specific knowledge when building productive social-ecological sys-
tems. Sanchez-Rodriguez (2008, 154) summarizes the problem with the 
current direction of global development: “Changing cultural patterns, 
influenced by the growth of capitalist consumer societies, and by their 
rapid spread throughout the ‘global society’, have further induced the 
abandonment of traditional knowledge on how to adapt to local climate 
conditions. These new patterns are based on significant energy costs (for 
example air-conditioning or new materials) and new architectural and 
urban forms. Climate change and climate variability often aggravate the 
deficiencies of poor adaptation to climatic conditions and increase depen-
dence on artificial coping mechanisms.” Notions of adaptive manage-
ment, searching for a “locally anchored conception of sustainability and 
sustainable management” (Norton 2009, 30), embrace the use of tra-
ditional, place-based knowledge to solve sustainability problems. Under 
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the idea that cultures, like ecosystems, evolve based on natural selection, 
Norton (2009, 39) states that “successful cultures develop specific adapta-
tions appropriate to their place” and that these time-tested practices can 
be utilized in management practices. Berkes and Folke (2002) seek to 
understand how indigenous management practices nurture the long-term 
health of ecosystems—such as the use of fire to mimic natural ecosys-
tem disturbances or the protection of sacred, biodiverse groves—and they 
emphasize the importance of passing accumulated knowledge and place- 
based institutional memory between generations. They argue that “local 
knowledge or traditional ecological knowledge is part of the [human] 
capital by which societies convert natural capital—that is, resources and 
ecological services—into human-made capital or the produced means of 
production” (123). Duany et al. (2010, Sect. 14.1) note that this principle 
is applicable to the built environment as well: regional building traditions 
should be encouraged because “the local building vernacular is replete 
with know-how regarding climate, construction, and culture.” To oth-
ers, region-specific culture is the very foundation of interpersonal ethics, 
psychological fulfillment, and cooperative human communities (Newman 
and Jennings 2008, from Bossel 1998).

Local Economies

The promotion of regionally based and locally controlled economies lies at 
the heart of sustainable urban development initiatives, and while influenced 
by the regionalism theories elaborated above, the core of this emphasis 
emerged from a focus on local food production and consumption. Sanders 
(2010) traces this emphasis back to Washington State in the early 1970s, 
where a local food ethic arose based on ideals of bioregional self-suffi-
ciency and concerns about environmental and resource limits. Activists in 
the environmental collaborative Tilth established a number of decentral-
ized, cooperative farm-based communities to promote the development of 
“local ‘eco-economies’” in response to an overarching sense of forebod-
ing triggered by the 1973 oil crisis and ongoing environmental destruc-
tion (138). This new “ecotopian ethic” went beyond environmentalism 
to emphasize a “whole earth ecology”—closely related to the steady-state 
economy ideal—in which people would be more aware of and participa-
tory in the relations between food producers and consumers (135–136).

The influence of Tilth and the ecotopian ethic quickly spread to inner- 
city Seattle, where a movement to create productive community gardens 
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quickly grew in the 1970s (Sanders 2010). Based on earlier efforts to 
create urban food cooperatives and protect Pike Place Market as well as 
the Model Cities program, the community garden movement advanced 
along two parallel trajectories: one pursuing the ecotopian ideal of self- 
sufficiency and ecological integrity, mainly based in gentrifying areas of 
the city; and another born from the civil rights and community activ-
ism of the Model Cities program, where gardens were seen as an urban 
renewal project privileging disadvantaged community members. In fact, 
community gardens became a common approach to locally generated 
urban renewal in many cities in that era; for example, community gardens 
arose in the Lower East Side of Manhattan in the 1970s in response to the 
city’s fiscal crisis, and became a critical site for community organizing and 
the development of social capital (Schmelzkopf 1995). Today, urban food 
production and local supply networks remain a critical ingredient in con-
ceptions of sustainable urban development, with notions of ecotopia often 
replaced by the more pragmatic goal of resilience, and cooperative liv-
ing arrangements supplanted by community-supported agriculture clubs 
(Newman et  al. 2009). While smart decline planning surely includes a 
focus on local food production, even smart growth advocates have begun 
to envision a space for it in newly designed communities (Newman et al. 
2009; Duany et al. 2010).

Local, decentralized energy production is sometimes envisioned in tan-
dem with local food production when theorizing sustainable development, 
although current limitations in energy technology and municipal zoning 
laws have suppressed this trend. Energy technologies like photovoltaic 
solar, wind, biomass, or geothermal, distributed at the neighborhood 
or even household scale in cities, could provide a multitude of benefits 
for local communities (Sawin and Hughes 2007). Community resilience 
would be enhanced by redundant, decentralized power generation, while 
residents would gain the economic benefits of energy  production, espe-
cially if surplus power can be sold back to the public through smart energy 
grids (Newman et al. 2009). If local food and energy production are com-
bined with local recycling programs that can replace the import of raw 
materials, communities could go a long way toward assuming self-control 
over the fundamental metabolic necessities for human life, in a way that 
promotes both clean renewable energy and local resilience.

Looking beyond life’s fundamentals, however, a number of theorists 
emphasize the importance of keeping the economic production and 
consumption of discretionary goods in  locally contained cycles as well 
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(Bruyn 1987; Shuman 2006; Roseland and Soots 2007; Hawken et al. 
1999; McDonough and Braungart 2009). Shuman (2006), writing at the 
forefront of this argument, notes that the savings popularly associated 
with chain stores (due to economies of scale and efficiency) are usually 
propped up by globalization-friendly public policies and tax breaks, and 
even then are largely overestimated. Drawing upon thinkers like Jacobs 
(1969, 1984), Shuman (2006, 8) presents the alternative: “economic 
development rooted in  local ownership and import substitution.” The 
core of the local business argument is that “local businesses multiply local 
economic advantages” by recycling wealth within a community (Newman 
and Jennings 2008, 41). There is a multiplier effect to local purchasing 
because “the more times a dollar circulates within a defined geographic 
area and the faster it circulates without leaving that area, the more income, 
wealth, and jobs it generates” (Shuman 2006, 41; Hess 2010). In this 
conception, local business involves not only business owners, workers, 
producers, and consumers who live in the community, but also products 
made from local materials. These businesses can be supported by develop-
ing product labeling systems that certify localness, creating “buy-local” 
campaigns to encourage public recognition of the mutual benefits of local 
consumption, and ending the array of public subsidies for large corpo-
rations. Other policy measures supporting local economies include the 
development of Local Exchange Trading Systems which substitute locally 
controlled currency for national money, and community-based joint-stock 
ownership of “mercantile” stores (Shuman 2006; Roseland and Soots 2007).

Some authors envision local economies thriving in an interconnected 
ecosystem of local economic institutions that address all three major fac-
tors of production: land, labor, and capital. These types of “alternative 
institutions of accumulation” include producer and consumer coopera-
tives, community development loan funds and credit unions, and com-
munity land trusts (Bruyn 1987; Shavelson 1990; Gunn and Gunn 1991; 
Wilkenson and Quarter 1996; Phillips et  al. 2013). A key aspect tying 
the local business argument to sustainable development addresses the tan-
gible nature of local economies. Local businesses should be more invested 
in creating eco-friendly products and promoting high labor standards 
because the negative externalities of each—like pollution or poverty—will 
directly impact emplaced owners who personally benefit from a healthy 
local environment and from stable neighbors with disposable incomes. 
This kind of social and ecological accountability is a direct outgrowth of 
tangible, transparent, and invested connections to place (Shuman 2006).
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A specific focus on locally controlled banking and capital investment 
is a natural extension of the local business argument (Bruyn 1987; Gunn 
and Gunn 1991; Roseland and Soots 2007), but first it must confront the 
widespread belief that globalized, neoliberal money markets are the only 
path to future prosperity. Daly (1996) argues that the spread of globaliza-
tion and free trade is predicated upon a number of unsustainable busi-
ness practices: globalized trade depends on cheap fossil fuel and transport 
costs, often nationally subsidized, and these price levels may be impos-
sible to sustain in the face of resource scarcity; specialized, export-oriented 
economies lack control over their local livelihood and trend away from the 
dynamic regional agglomerations needed for continued economic growth; 
and globalized competition over input costs alone acts to lower labor and 
environmental standards, and thus lower quality of life. The author notes 
that in today’s globalized economy, with free capital mobility, absolute 
advantage based on input costs alone will naturally trump comparative 
advantage. Ricardo’s ideal of comparative advantage states that, even if 
a country can produce two goods more cheaply than another based on 
superiority in natural or human capital, they are benefited by specializing 
in only one good and importing the other. Yet this view assumes that 
capital is not mobile; today, countries with human capital advantages can 
simply build factories in others with cheap labor or raw materials, and 
thus “capital will flow rapidly to the countries with absolute advantage” 
(154). To both Ricardo and Adam Smith, as well as modern advocates 
of local finance, capitalist systems should not be divorced from the places 
and communities that actually generate economic value. “[To Smith] the 
capitalist’s very self-identity is defined with reference to his relations in 
community. When the self is constituted by internal relations in commu-
nity it is not so surprising that pursuit of self-interest should promote the 
community welfare … Smith takes it for granted that keeping capital at 
home is in the community’s interest” (Daly 1996, 154).

The current dependence of local communities upon globalized finance 
is also viewed as potentially destructive to sustainable community devel-
opment because “this dependency disconnects people from the impact 
of their consumption, disrupting vital feedback loops and undermining 
economic and social security” (Newman and Jennings 2008, 33). The 
answer is to incentivize financial structures that can be controlled by local 
communities and channeled to serve regional priorities, such as coopera-
tive credit unions, microfinance banks, and community development loan 
funds (Bruyn 1987; Gunn and Gunn 1991; Roseland and Soots 2007; 
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Newman and Jennings 2008); in doing so, trusting relationships between 
financiers and community members can be built, decreasing investment 
risks while generating social capital (Shuman 2006).

tranSparency in SuStainable urban Development

The collection of aforementioned sustainability theories, when woven 
together, has specific relevance for the ongoing physical development of 
the urban built environment. If the growth paradigm is indeed recon-
cilable with sustainability, numerous discourses point to the efficacy of 
dynamic, compact urban environments well integrated into regional eco-
logical constraints. Yet sustainability is not just about the outcomes of 
development here—it is also crucial that the nature and process of local 
urban development follow localist and sustainability ideals as well.

One of the central goals of sustainability’s localism movement, as well as 
other wings of sustainability like ecological economics, is to promote more 
personalized connections between people and the ecological and economic 
services they depend upon. Increasing people’s awareness and understand-
ing of their surrounding environments, both natural and urban, can help 
provide sustainable feedback loops where the capacity of specific ecologi-
cal services impacts the self-conscious consumption of those services. Two 
social-ecological relationships stand out as critical pillars supporting the 
emerging ethic of sustainable urban development: the person-place rela-
tionship and the producer-consumer relationship. The built environment 
stands (literally) at the heart of the local person-place relationship, and 
greatly affects the nature of producer-consumer interaction as well. It is 
argued that the sustainability of urban development is closely related to 
the degree to which these relationships are tangible for, transparent to, 
and controlled by the residents and other users whose daily lives and eco-
nomic prospects are directly impacted by development. Not only does the 
built environment affect the character of the person- place and producer-
consumer relationships that emerge in a locality, but as that environment 
is continuously maintained and constructed through local political econo-
mies, those relationships influence the nature of the development process 
itself. Transparent relationships between people and the coterie of political 
and private actors responsible for the production of the built environment 
are crucial for the actual adoption of generative sustainable development.

The person-place relationship begins with sustainable urban develop-
ment’s clear focus on locally and bioregionally emplaced communities, 
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both in natural and socio-economic terms. This relationship entails a per-
sonal understanding of the natural ecosystem, and corresponding cultural 
and economic systems, from which one derives his or her sustenance and 
quality of life. More deeply, it involves a close, mutually constitutive rela-
tionship between urban residents and the unique features of their locale—
an idea summed up by the phrase “sense of place” (Newman and Jennings 
2008). People must not only grasp the ways in which their regional eco-
system has produced a unique culture and economy, but also actively 
participate in a place-based social life that reproduces and expands the 
unique features of their community. The person-place relationship is often 
invoked when studying the ways in which globalizing economic forces 
have spread homogenized services to places across the globe, threatening 
their unique nature and obscuring their bioregional roots. Interregional 
competition for “place-independent” economic investment can propagate 
this strain of globalization, but places can choose regionally integrated 
development in which bioregional assets are protected and a diversified 
economy is promoted (Norton 1999). This shift from globalization to 
regionalization—an actual trend noted by many in the regional economic 
agglomeration literature—is dependent upon the existence and growth of 
sense of place, where residents are tangibly engaged with place and pursue 
local strategies to strengthen this collective attitude.

The producer-consumer relationship represents one of the foundational 
concepts behind both regionalist planning and the advent of urban sus-
tainability. It points to the importance of a tangible, transparent, and 
self-controlled connection between the production of goods and one’s 
consumption of those goods. It involves recognizing that the act of con-
sumption is an implicit endorsement of the production process associated 
with the consumed good, and should involve a personal understanding 
of any ecological or social externalities resulting from production. This 
relationship is implicated in sustainability’s focus on the carrying capac-
ity of ecosystems and the ecological footprints of cities. As Daly (1996, 
149) observes, “trade makes it possible for some countries to live 
beyond their geographic carrying capacity by importing that capacity—
natural  capital—from other countries … [leading to] greater geographic 
separation between the production benefits and the environmental costs 
of throughput growth, making it more difficult to compare them.” The 
concept of ecological footprint is critical here because it involves a self-
conscious reflection about the producer-consumer relationship, and spe-
cifically involves exerting control over consumption (Satterthwaite 1997). 
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Others frame the transparency of the producer-consumer relationship as 
an active type of feedback control critical for the maintenance of social-
ecological systems. “Transforming our consumption and production pat-
terns rests on bringing the processes of consumption and production 
together to enhance awareness of the impacts that these patterns have on 
human communities and ecosystems, in other words, restoring feedback 
loops between the city and its bioregion. Only in this way can exploitive 
relationships turn into regenerative ones. Bioregional and local econo-
mies provide the key to restoring these feedback loops, and matching our 
consumption and production patterns better to bioregional capacities” 
(Newman and Jennings 2008, 189). In this conception, the notion of 
“awareness” is not just a moral imperative that can enhance sustainabil-
ity outcomes. Human awareness of the producer-consumer relationship 
becomes a self-reflexive tool embedded in the natural feedbacks of the 
social-ecological system; it does not improve a “natural” system as an out-
side intervention, but is rather an integral, natural part of that system.

The “sense of place” ethic is closely tied to the producer-consumer rela-
tionship, as both involve conscious reflection on one’s physical participa-
tion in the place-based systems directing socio-economic life. In terms of 
regionally generative economies, both relationships are implicated if one 
has a personal understanding of place-based cultural specificities and how 
one’s consumption choices can support novel cultural production and 
import-replacement. This type of emplaced, self-conscious urban consump-
tion is critical for the local generation of dematerialized economic value 
(Storper 1997; Ayres 1998; Scott 2000). The visual and cultural stimula-
tion afforded by unique, dynamic places can “activate” human creativity, 
and may be a contemporary driver of knowledge-based and service-based 
industries (Shuman 2006; Florida 2008, 159). These two relationships are 
also interwoven in the emergence of “landscape  urbanism” as a discourse 
in planning and landscape architecture. This discourse, an amalgamation 
of a variety of planning perspectives, coheres around the ideal of designing 
transparent, ecology-inspired architecture that displays the physical infra-
structure necessary for urban metabolism (Corner 2006; Steiner 2011). 
Arguing that “cities and infrastructures are just as ‘ecological’ as forests 
and rivers” (Corner 2006, 29), landscape urbanism argues that natural 
landscapes should be visibly incorporated into architectural design, serv-
ing as the foundation for design strategies instead of being obscured by 
them (Steiner 2011). The discourse also draws from new ecological the-
ory by emphasizing the perpetual change and development at the core of 
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social-ecological systems, and planning “a kind of urbanism that antici-
pates change, open-endedness, and negotiation” (Corner 2006, 31). This 
approach is similar to bioregional planning perspectives in a commitment 
to site-specific, environmentally friendly design, but it goes beyond it by 
emphasizing that this design can be aesthetically pleasing while promoting 
a conscious, tangible connection between people and urban metabolic sys-
tems. As Czerniak (2006, 108) summarizes, “landscape urbanism also sug-
gests a particular culture of consciousness about the land that refrains from 
the superficial reference to sustainability, ecology, and the complex pro-
cesses of our environments in favor of projects that actually engage them.”

The overarching notion of transparency within these relationships, when 
applied to the ongoing development of the built environment, suggests 
that local communities should be able to understand and exert political 
control over their governance as well as over the business interests impact-
ing local land use and economic exchange. Metaphors of transparency 
and tangibility are employed here to emphasize sustainability’s focus on 
immediately comprehensible, human-scaled socio-economic relationships. 
In the most basic sense, tangible and transparent local development entails 
a just, participatory, and democratic interaction between local communi-
ties and political economic institutions operating at larger municipal, state, 
federal, and global scales to orient the nature of property development 
(Bruyn 1987; Gunn and Gunn 1991; DeFilippis 1999). In urban plan-
ning, the trend toward encouraging community input into and endorse-
ment of local land use has been ongoing since the 1970s, when there was 
a significant shift from top-down to bottom-up planning approaches (Hall 
2002). Today, planning “charrettes”—participatory community forums 
involving residents affected by development—are commonly assembled 
before implementing local development projects in some places (Duany 
et al. 2010), and these initiatives share much in common with sustainabil-
ity problem-solving approaches emphasizing stakeholder input and rec-
onciliation. Charrettes allow locally derived socio-economic preferences 
to shape the form and function of the built environment. Yet the idea of 
place-based transparency also applies to the character and political status 
of development companies themselves. Developers that have experience 
working in local markets—a practice which often generates market-specific 
knowledge, bioregional design experience, and professional connections 
to policymakers and local financial institutions as well as social connec-
tions with local communities—can demonstrate a strong “sense of place” 
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and maintain tangible personal connections with local consumers of their 
developments.

Given the fundamental role of private property ownership and corpo-
rate structures in contemporary American urban development, a focus 
on sustainable urban development indicates the specific importance of 
transparency in the ownership of property and the deployment of capital 
to improve local properties. The place-capital relationship focuses upon 
how financial capital is invested in and generated from the development of 
place, and it describes the degree to which development capital has been 
tangibly accumulated from local or regional systems, has employed local 
workers and resources, and is oriented toward publically negotiated devel-
opment goals. As the proceeding chapters detail, the political economy of 
land development is increasingly dependent upon large pools of capital 
nebulously derived from global money markets, and the local deployment 
of this money by extra-local institutions can affect the stability and efficacy 
of local economies while robbing localities of control over their economic 
trajectories. The ownership-occupancy relationship addresses the disconnect 
between place and capital at the most local scale of land use; it describes the 
degree to which property owners are physically present in the generation 
of economic value from their property. In cases of absentee landlordism, 
either of rented properties or of vacant land, the removal of landowners 
from communities can hamper community efforts at self-development. 
On the flipside, when properties are owner occupied or owned by local 
community members, profits are more likely to be recirculated within the 
community and property owners are more likely to be invested in place 
and become nodes for social capital and cultural production.

The tangibility of these sustainable development relationships is empha-
sized in part because all seem implicit in the historical development of 
the urban sustainability discourse. In Sanders’ (2010) description of the 
fight to preserve the Pike Place Market, preservation activists emphasized 
both the importance of experiencing the unique, regional flavor of the 
 market—a tangible person-place connection—as well as protecting the 
transparent producer-consumer relationship inherent in the sale of region-
ally derived goods by producers themselves. The market represented a crit-
ical institution connecting the human body with nature, and “the market 
struggle came to embody a vision of urban ecology that reached beyond 
the physical structures to the relationships in which the market partici-
pated” (37). In Seattle’s Model Cities program, the relationship between 
local land use and political economy was a central focus of reform efforts. 
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Policies aimed at cleaning up blighted land lacking community-embedded 
ownership and promoting the development of affordable housing with 
equitable local financial arrangements. The emphasis on community gar-
dens, from both bioregional and community development perspectives, 
represents a multi-faceted attempt to encourage tangible socio-economic 
relationships. Community gardens not only make the production of food 
a local, transparent affair but also engender a distinct sense of place among 
community members that provides a nucleus for social development and 
community organization.

Ultimately, the notion of transparent urban development represents 
an ideal of sustainability—a goal to strive toward as sustainability advo-
cates attempt to enact high-minded reforms in the real world. As the next 
sections show, this ideal quickly encounters barriers not only in specific 
development projects, but more fundamentally in the very structure of 
the urban political economy in cities like Phoenix. Enacting a more trans-
parent political economy of development involves grappling with histori-
cally embedded institutions (such as those governing property valuation, 
zoning, and development finance) that are often structured to promote 
the scalar, inequitable, and homogeneous growth of built environments 
through highly obscured business and legal relationships.

critical theory perSpectiveS on urban  
lanD Development

Logan and Molotch (1996, 299) note that “the celebration of local growth 
continues to be a theme in the culture of localities. Schoolchildren are 
taught to view local history as a series of breakthroughs in the expansion 
of the economic base of their city and region.” Children must  usually seek 
out a more advanced education, however, to discover how local growth 
was predicated upon the availability of ultimately finite natural sources or 
subsidized heavily by distant federal taxpayers. The authors’ concept of 
the “growth machine” (1996, 2007) underlying municipal development 
is not purely descriptive, however, as they use it to critique the overall sta-
bility of growth-based policy. Pro-growth ideology, steeped in the notion 
that residential property is a capital asset as much as a place to live, is often 
mobilized to combat complaints that some residents are not advantaged 
by further municipal growth and the resulting congestion, pollution, and 
infrastructure costs. This ideology implies that a constant upward spiral 
of land speculation, where “prior speculative investments have to match 
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the requirements of further speculative growth” (Harvey 1985, 156), is 
a stable foundation for municipal economies. Logan and Molotch’s cri-
tique draws upon a rich tradition of critical social theory that associates 
the growth paradigm with the instabilities and injustices of the larger, 
global capitalist system. Critical theory has broad relevance for attempts 
to understand and implement sustainable urban development because it 
targets the specific workings of land economies and connects them to a 
broader web of concepts and critiques.

“The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases 
the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe. It must nestle every-
where, settle everywhere, establish connections everywhere” (Marx and 
Engels, the Communist Manifesto, New York: Signet 1998, p. 54, cited 
in Heynen and Robbins 2005). Critical theorists in the Marxian tradition 
emphasize that the capitalist development process is inherently volatile 
because it involves an endless search for new sources of profit. Capitalism 
essentially boils down to a quest to accumulate capital—“accumulation 
for accumulation’s sake” (Harvey 1985, 1)—and this quest implies con-
stant tension and instability in capitalist society. Accumulation, in turn, is 
accomplished when capitalists are able to extract surplus value from labor 
power by paying a wage to laborers less than the profits received from the 
products of their labor. Although the labor theory of economic value has 
been criticized in modern times, and there are other conceptual problems 
with this theoretical tradition, one “essential Marxian insight” is harder 
to challenge: “that profit arises out of the domination of labor by capital 
and that the capitalists as a class must, if they are to reproduce themselves, 
continuously expand the basis for profit” (Harvey 1985, 1).

This insight implies that a growth imperative lies at the core of capi-
talist urban development. The competitive, zero-sum nature of  capitalist 
economies drives a relentless search for new source of accumulation, and 
in a surprising resemblance to thermodynamic and ecological systems, 
capitalism represents a dynamic, far-from-equilibrium system where “sta-
sis spells death; growth is everything” (Merrifield 2002, 22). To Marx, 
capitalist accumulation was directly predicated upon constant population 
growth, but unlike Malthus, he did not see this trend as a sustainability 
concern (Harvey 1996). Instead, the power inherent in technologically 
induced economic development could be a liberating force for all humans, 
provided that the exploitation propagated by the capitalist class could be 
defeated. Berman observes that Marx found a “new image of the good 
life” in growth-based economies, where not only could society progress 
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to greater heights, but individual human potential could be developed as 
well, liberating people functionally and psychologically from the strictures 
of class (Merrifield 2002, 162, from Berman 1982, 98).

A number of more contemporary thinkers have theorized how the 
capitalist accumulation process affects the physical implementation of 
land development and urbanization. Harvey (1985, 221) notes that even 
before capitalism, the urbanization process “has always been about the 
mobilization, production, appropriation, and absorption of economic 
surpluses.” Capitalists search throughout the differentiated places in 
modern society in search of profitable growth opportunities, and when 
an untapped opportunity is found, capitalist development involves the 
“occupation and production of urbanized space” (Lefebvre 1974; Soja 
1989, 91). Harvey (1985) hypothesizes three “circuits of capital” to help 
theorize the development process. In the primary circuit, capitalists tend 
to invest in the production of goods and services, and use labor power 
to accumulate an economic surplus. Yet since capitalism is a competitive 
process where individual capitalists do not collaborate to match supply 
with demand, the primary circuit inevitably leads to the overproduction 
of commodities and the “overaccumulation” of capital. Capital becomes 
overaccumulated because, in a flooded commodities market, the opportu-
nities for reinvestment in the primary circuit are inherently more limited 
than the capital derived as surplus value. This overaccumulation crisis leads 
capitalists to invest in the secondary circuit of capital—the spatially fixed 
physical infrastructure necessary for production in the primary circuit. This 
infrastructure includes both the fixed capital of industrial production, such 
as machines and factory buildings, as well as the larger built environment 
supporting urban economies, such as transportation networks and private 
real estate. Investment in the secondary circuit, however, is equally seen 
as a temporary solution to overaccumulation crises, and sometimes capital 
is even channeled into the tertiary circuit—investments in technological 
innovation, education, and political systems that can increase the longer-
term stability of capitalist society. Essentially, in the materialist focus of 
critical theory, the urbanization process “implies the creation of a mate-
rial physical infrastructure for production, circulation, exchange and con-
sumption” (Harvey 1985, 14) under the inherently crisis- prone conditions 
of constant capitalist competition and accumulation. Overaccumulation is 
inherent to all three circuits of capital, generating periodic economic crises 
where assets must be devalued or destroyed to refresh the background 
conditions for renewed accumulation.
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Critical theorists attempting to understand how contemporary urban 
geography is organized place a particular focus on capitalist investments in 
the secondary circuit of capital. Unlike other types of capital, investments 
in the built environment tend to involve long-term endeavors, and their 
spatially fixed nature, subject to entropy, contrasts sharply with the fluidity 
of financial capital. Lefebvre (1974) describes the movement of overac-
cumulated capital to the secondary circuit as the “production of space”—
capitalism searches to produce new spaces of production (e.g., factories, 
material transport networks) and consumption (e.g., housing, markets) as 
temporary solutions to accumulation crises. Since the built environment is 
durably emplaced, the production of space usually involves the destruction 
of existing land uses—and human uses of land—in favor of new land uses 
oriented toward competitive profit. This act of redevelopment represents 
a conceptual shift away from living in space toward accumulation in space. 
The advent of capitalism meant that “Western society chose to accumu-
late rather than to live … creating a contradiction between enjoying and 
economizing whose drama would thereafter hold society in an iron grip” 
(Lefebvre 1974, 327).

The conflict between mobile capital and an immobile physical environ-
ment creates a perpetual paradox in urban land development when older 
structures cannot keep up with the demands for fresh accumulation. “In 
order to overcome spatial barriers [to accumulation] … spatial structures 
are created that themselves act as barriers to further accumulation. These 
spatial structures are expressed in the form of immobile transport facilities 
… We can in fact extend this conception to encompass the formation of 
the built environment as a whole” (Harvey 1985, 25). Thus, when capital 
looks to the secondary circuit for accumulation purposes, two strategies 
emerge to overcome this paradox: new, undervalued properties can be 
developed using scalar growth to capture profits or existing properties can 
be redeveloped if they have depreciated to the point where redevelopment 
makes financial sense. Either way, this temporary movement of capital to 
the secondary circuit is often described as the “spatial fix” for capitalism’s 
internal contradictions (Harvey 1985). Although a temporary solution, 
the spatial fix can become a long-lasting strategy if the geographical scale 
of capitalist processes can be continuously extended while institutional 
structures are used to destroy and recalibrate the values of urban space.

Suburbanization—the newest frontier of American development—is 
the most widely cited example of the spatial fix (Harvey 1985). Suburban 
development not only involves economic activity through the production 
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of new spaces, like housing developments and roadways, but also supports 
numerous other industries catering to automotive transport, the domestic 
furnishings of single-family homes, and other suburban services (Ashton 
1984). Federal policies favoring suburban construction over inner-city 
redevelopment aided the certainty of capitalist investments in the subur-
ban fix, for by devaluing inner-city land through redlining and suburban 
subsidies, they helped constrict the availability of land for redevelopment, 
elevating the status of scarce available spaces. This form of “socially pro-
duced scarcity” added a directionality to the spatial fix that reduced risk 
and increased the profit margins of capitalist developers (Merrifield 2002). 
Yet the fix provided by suburbanization is necessarily temporary, and the 
contradictions and tensions involved with this spatially fixed accumula-
tion strategy are increasingly clear. Once complete, many suburbs develop 
political coalitions opposed to new types of land development, preventing 
future accumulation strategies based on devaluing and redeveloping land 
(Ashton 1984; Harvey 1985).

Ultimately, “uneven geographical development” is the outcome of these 
spatial fixes. The investment of capital in and endowment of value to par-
ticular spaces, specifically in contrast to others, inherently leads to urban 
landscapes with differential values. Yet uneven development is not simply 
an outcome of capitalist urbanization—spatial differences in value and built 
environments are crucial conditions for the future realization of capitalist 
profit (Smith 1984; Merrifield 2002). A number of related theories have 
been proposed over the years—such as core-periphery theory, dependency 
theory, World Systems theory, and uneven development—that essentially 
make the same point: “capitalism … intrinsically builds upon regional or 
spatial inequalities as a necessary means for its continued survival” (Soja 
1989, 107). Socially produced scarcity is inherent to uneven development, 
as “a portion of the surplus product generated at one location is blocked 
from being locally realized and accumulated, while the surplus produced 
at another location is augmented” (Soja 1989, 115). Uneven development 
implies that capital investment moves like a “see- saw,” constantly moving 
from one urban environment to another, and back again, relentlessly pro-
moting the creative destruction of urban landscapes in search of profit 
(Smith 1984). As the suburban spatial fix wanes in effectiveness, capital 
has begun migrating back to gentrify inner-city neighborhoods, using the 
devaluation created by institutional neglect as the very source for future 
development profits (Lees et al. 2008). Although historians point to fed-
eral policies as the driver of suburbanization, critical theorists emphasize 
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that federal initiatives are simply part of the larger political economy sur-
rounding development, one in which uneven development driven by the 
growth machine is the primary strategy for avoiding the perpetual crises of 
capitalist accumulation.

The emergence of neoliberalism as a political economic ideology 
informing public policy is closely paired with uneven development in 
practice. As Harvey (2005, 2) summarizes, neoliberalism is “a theory of 
political economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best 
be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills 
within an institutional framework characterized by strong private prop-
erty rights, free markets, and free trade.” Neoliberal ideology, which “has 
become hegemonic as a mode of discourse” since the 1970s (Harvey 
2005, 3), links socio-economic success with the diminishment of govern-
ment intervention in market activity and thrives upon defining public and 
private goods in terms of monetary valuation. Here social life and human 
freedom become “reconceptualized along economic lines” while entre-
preneurialism and individual initiative are elevated as an ethical foundation 
for modern societies (Leitner et al. 2007).

In the actual functioning of political economies, however, many 
authors observe a serious rift between neoliberal ideology and practice. 
Harvey (2005) observes a number of internal tensions within neoliberal 
policy: the tendency for economic competition to produce monopolies 
that maximize efficiency but work to prevent free market competition; 
market failures, especially related to environmental externalities (e.g., pol-
lution), under which neoliberalism has no solution; and differential access 
to market information among actors, which although negated by free 
markets in theory, is often present in practice and can trigger unfair advan-
tages in the absence of government regulation. Thus in reality, “there 
are enough  contradictions in the neoliberal position to render evolving 
neoliberal practices … unrecognizable in relation to the seeming purity of 
neoliberal doctrine” (Harvey 2005, 21). Brenner and Theodore (2002) 
highlight these contradictions by coining the idea of “actually existing 
neoliberalism,” under which they observe that governments paradoxically 
intervene more, not less in specific economies in order to enable capital-
ists to tap new sources of profit. These authors emphasize that neolib-
eral restructuring initiatives are always pursued “within national, regional, 
and local contexts defined by the legacies of inherited institutional frame-
works, policy regimes, regulatory practices and political struggles.” As a 
result, reforms rarely represent the holistic, egalitarian implementation of 
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free market principles, and instead tend to open specific deregulatory win-
dows for preexisting, highly capitalized actors to exploit. “This creates 
the paradox of intense state interventions and government by elites and 
‘experts’ in a world where the state is not supposed to be interventionist” 
(Harvey 2005, 69).

Brenner and Theodore (2002) explicitly connect the neoliberalization 
of government policy with the spread of uneven geographical develop-
ment. Ideologies of deregulation and privatization have helped transfer 
political power away from government and toward the “governance” of 
public-private partnerships, where businesses can have greater sway over 
public policy in order to secure better business outcomes (Harvey 2005). 
This allows capitalist actors in specific regions to tailor government policy 
to provide needed “spatial fixes” for overaccumulation crises (e.g., pub-
lic policies enabling specific types of land development favored by highly 
capitalized developers). Not only do these governance strategies allow for 
more profitable, less risky ways to “produce space,” but public-private 
alliances also provide stronger tools to regulate the inherent instabilities 
of overaccumulation and uneven development (Brenner and Theodore 
2002). The consequence of these less democratic forms of governance, 
however, is that the playing field is inherently tilted toward existing busi-
ness interests, and successes are increasingly predicated upon the backs 
of smaller actors, increasing social inequality in the process. Yet despite 
this reliance on interventionist governance, neoliberal actors continue 
to advocate ideologically pure notions of free markets. In contemporary 
advanced economies, neoliberal ideology has functioned more as a rhe-
torical smokescreen to obscure actual interventionist policies benefiting 
specific actors and less as an actual framework for policymaking.

exchanGe value verSuS uSe value

The neoliberal capitalist production of space involves a growing willing-
ness to use the potential for profit as a fundamental method of calculat-
ing the value of possessions, experiences, and other goods at the root of 
social life. Although the practical use value of a good and its monetary 
exchange value on the market are intertwined in most conceptions of 
economics, critical theorists argue that the development of capitalism has 
steadily moved toward emphasizing exchange value first and foremost. 
The conflict between use and exchange value, to critical theorists, repre-
sents a crucial component in theorizing uneven spatial urban development 
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(Lefebvre 1974; Harvey 1985; Merrifield 2002; Logan and Molotch 
2007). Overaccumulation crises in the primary circuit of production spur 
investment in the secondary circuit of the built environment, and the very 
act of switching investments “cannot be accomplished without a money 
supply and credit system that creates ‘fictitious capital’ in advance of actual 
production and consumption” (Harvey 1985, 7). Secondary circuit invest-
ments are naturally speculative by nature, ignoring preexisting use values 
in favor of future exchange values. Ultimately, transferring exchange valu-
ation from discretionary goods to the entirety of urban space is inherently 
problematic because, unlike material goods that can be purchased on a 
whim based on individual notions of utility, all human beings must exist 
and thrive in physical places where use value is unavoidable (Logan and 
Molotch 2007). Most often, the use value of urban space is also indefin-
able and non-transferrable, introducing a fundamental conflict at the heart 
of social life. As Harvey (1985, 88) summarizes, “the perpetual tendency 
to try to realize value without producing it is, in fact, the central contra-
diction of the finance form of capitalism. And the tangible manifestations 
of this central contradiction are writ large in the urban landscapes of the 
advanced capitalist nations.”

Before delving further into the tension between exchange and use 
value, however, it is helpful to understand the historical processes that 
contributed to this rift. When expounding upon the production of space, 
Lefebvre (1974) argues that an ideological shift from relational to abstract 
understandings of geographical space marked a crucial turning point 
in Western history. The long transition from feudal to capitalist society 
involved a shift in economic power from country estates to towns, and 
then from towns to large industrial cities during the Industrial Revolution. 
In both of these shifts, relatively self-contained, localized economies 
became progressively larger and more abstract, as the volume and scale 
of trading networks expanded and the social relations underlying them 
became necessarily more complex. Harvey (1996) notes that this transi-
tion meant not only new abstract understandings of space, where land was 
no longer simply a local asset but also a shift toward abstract, regulated 
conceptions of time. Whereas medieval definitions of space and time were 
closely related to local socio-economic practice, Enlightenment notions of 
Cartesian rationality spurred the implementation of mathematical notions 
of time, imposed from distant political centers rather than “given only in 
experience itself” (Harvey 1996, 214). This “progressive abstraction of 
space from matter” (Smith 1984) helped establish new rules for social 
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relations that opened windows for capitalist profitability. Universally regu-
lated time became a tool for increasing the efficiency and productivity of 
society, while diverging from purely local land use enabled the transport 
and industrial land uses crucial for accelerating the pace of trade and capital 
accumulation. This movement toward “time-space compression” (Harvey 
1996)—essentially a combination of scalar and efficient growth predicated 
upon social and technological change—continues today as a source of eco-
nomic growth. “In place of the face-to-face monitoring and interpersonal 
relations that [historically] characterized social interactions in time and 
place, trust in rational symbolic systems (such as money) and expert sys-
tems allows for social institutions to exist on a global scale, deterritorial-
ized or disembedded from geographical location” (Westley et al. 2002, 
109). Yet while this movement toward socio-economic abstraction has 
been crucial for the complex trade at the foundation of the modern world, 
and can be utilized to anticipate and react to global problems (Westley 
et al. 2002), critical theorists argue that the very delineation of a common 
spatio-temporal framework is an inherently political act that shifts the basis 
for socio-economic power (Lefebvre 1974; Harvey 1996).

The shift from relational to abstract time-space was clearly reflected in 
the changing attitudes toward land use in medieval European cities on the 
cusp of capitalism (Vance 1971). Land use in the precapitalist medieval 
city was mainly conceived in terms of intended use, from the burgage 
plots of men with city business to medieval guilds involved in urban craft 
production. Plots of land were valued by their owners for specific local 
purposes, and non-functional property ownership was discouraged by the 
Christian Church. Yet as capitalism emerged from the thirteenth to six-
teenth century, the shift toward abstract space meant that city land was 
increasingly seen as an asset in itself. City population growth increased 
demand and allowed the profitable resale of urban property, and land 
became viewed as a source of income in a more market-oriented society. 
Land rent emerged as an organizing principle of land use, and the value 
of location became more generally defined in relation to market activity 
instead of specifically based on an owner’s business. As capitalism broke 
down feudal markers of social status, replacing them with accumulated 
wealth and the spatial clustering of elites, capitalized land enabled patterns 
of segregation that could replace older social relations. By the seventeenth 
century, private property had been freed of religious taboos, and income 
derived from non- productive uses of urban land became fully natural-
ized. Whereas previously land had been only endowed with use value, the 
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nascent capitalist city now had to wrestle with defining land in terms of 
both use and exchange value, simultaneously.

Although neoclassical economists and critical theorists differ on the 
fundamental sources of economic value (e.g., from laboring, assuming 
investment risks), they agree that value is ultimately realized by the nebu-
lous concept of utility. In an ideal world, the use value and exchange 
value of a good are intimately betrothed, and exchange value cannot be 
divorced from the product’s underlying utility to a consumer. Many mod-
ern critiques of capitalism, however, argue that not only has exchange 
value been divorced from use value, but such monetary valuation has 
taken a life of its own, fully disconnected from practical utility and prone 
to generating socio-economic instability. Daly (1996), contrasting mon-
etary wealth with “real,” commodity-based wealth, argue that there is 
drastic difference between producing a commodity and selling it at profit, 
then reinvesting money in future commodity production (e.g., commod-
ity (C) → money (M) → (C)), as opposed to using existing capital reserves 
to invest in commodity production, with the purpose of accumulating 
capital (M → C → M). This is the most essential difference between a 
market economy and a capitalist economy.

Cronon’s (1991) detailed history of Chicago’s industrial emergence in 
the mid-nineteenth century, including its role as a transport hub for the 
Midwest’s massive grain trade, clearly illustrates the historical shift from 
a tangible market economy to a capitalist system of abstract commodi-
ties. Up until the 1840s, Midwestern farmers sold their grain in individual 
sacks through networks of shippers and traders, such that end users ulti-
mately transferred money to actual grain producers; in this system, “the 
link between grain as physical object and grain as salable commodity” was 
never broken and “the rights to actual sacks of physical grain” were ulti-
mately sold (Cronon 1991, 109). Yet the advent of a host of shipping 
technologies such as railroads and grain elevators drastically changed the 
structure of grain markets over the next few decades. These technolo-
gies exponentially increased the scale and efficiency of the grain trade—a 
massive accomplishment that made worldwide food supplies greater and 
more reliable—but in the process introduced a number of organizational 
abstractions that increasingly severed the links between producers, con-
sumers, traders, and the distribution of wealth. Close partnerships between 
railroads and grain elevators allowed scalar and efficient growth predicated 
upon issuing  monetary “receipts” to grain producers and categorizing 
a high variety of grain qualities into a small number of standard grades. 
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These abstract conventions, in turn, allowed the rapid growth of a futures 
market in grain where speculators were able to profit on expected future 
grain price changes without tangibly possessing or shipping grain. These 
“M → M” transactions—which eliminate any tangible contact with the 
commodity—quickly outpaced the actual value of traded grain 20-fold 
within a few decades (Cronon 1991, 125). This abstract commodification 
was further extended when Chicago’s Board of Trade began selling rights 
to trade grain on the open market—“a market in the market itself” (Cronon 
1991, 146). Thus the structural shift in Midwestern grain markets repre-
sented the increasing dominance of exchange valuation over use valuation—
a change that, while allowing the scalar growth of the industry, increasingly 
privileged transactional middlemen who could profit from abstracted value 
while increasingly severing the link between producer and consumer.

The concurrent advent of zoning policy as a tool for municipal land 
use planning represents a distinct shift toward an exclusionary, exchange 
value-based conception of urban land. Zoning first originated in central 
California in the 1880s as a municipal policy intended to regulate the siting 
of Chinese laundries (Hall 2002). Yet it became widely known as a public 
policy approach through New York City’s 1916 zoning ordinance, which 
regulated building heights and massing in certain Manhattan districts. 
Considered by modern scholars as “the most significant development 
in the early history of American city planning,” zoning policy emerged 
initially to organize and codify the variety of laws intended to protect 
residents from urban health risks, such as polluted air (Rosen 1997). Yet 
zoning policy quickly became a legal technique used to protect private 
property values and exclude certain classes or races from high status areas 
(Hall 2002, 60). In fact, the 1916 ordinance was derived to protect the 
real estate values of wealthy property owners along high status Manhattan 
avenues from the ongoing encroachment of Garment District factories 
and their low-income, often immigrant, laborers (Hall 2002). The prac-
tice of zoning quickly spread across the United States in the 1920s, aided 
by the diffusion of standard zoning templates, and zoning policy became 
legally validated in the Supreme Court’s 1926 Village of Euclid et al. v. 
Ambler Realty Co. decision (Hall 2002). Ultimately, zoning became a 
popular policy technique in large part because it could be used as a tool of 
ethnic and class segregation (Hall 2002)—where the notion of disorderly 
or undesirable land uses became a proxy for the presence of the “other”—
and arguments for protecting property values often became intertwined 
with exclusionary goals (Lees et al. 2008).
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Zoning represents simply another step in the ongoing shift from con-
ceiving urban land use as a productive opportunity, based on the inde-
pendent use of land, toward a monetary valuation of urban land where 
location, status, and value are intertwined. When viewed simply as a policy 
technique, zoning codes do not have to be exclusionary and can be con-
structed in an inclusionary manner to encourage diversity (e.g., modern 
form-based codes or generative codes). Zoning essentially represents an 
institutional recognition that neighboring land values are interdependent, 
and society can use zoning codes and tax structures in conjunction to 
decide who benefits from proximity to value. In historical practice, how-
ever, zoning ordinances have usually been used as a tool for capturing the 
benefits of high values for specific classes, races, or districts—separating 
the interdependency of property value from the larger interdependency 
between people in a complex society. In the process, zoning has legally 
encoded the exchange value mentality toward the use of urban land.

Another drastic lurch toward exchange value-based urban development 
occurred with the advent of master-planned suburban communities, or 
“common interest developments (CIDs),” in the 1960s. In 1964, after 
strong lobbying from private development industry groups, the Federal 
Housing Administration adopted policies supporting the creation of 
CIDs managed by private homeowners associations (HOAs), where all 
new public spaces created by developers of large communities would be 
privately owned and maintained (McKenzie 1994). Instituted as a way to 
shield municipal governments from paying the costs associated with sub-
urban growth, transferring these costs instead to developers and new CID 
property owners, CIDs and HOAs equally became ways to protect private 
property values and exclude non-paying members of the larger  community 
(McKenzie 1994). Developers favored CIDs because they could be con-
figured to replace private open spaces like yards with common spaces like 
clubhouses, freeing up more land for profitable development, while mas-
ter planning and aesthetic restrictions could be used to avoid the stig-
mas associated with denser development and raise sale values (McKenzie 
1994). Many residents or property owners also preferred CIDs because 
planning and design restrictions were seen as ways to preserve property 
values. By replacing municipal government with private management, and 
the mutability of democratic laws with developer-endowed covenants and 
restrictions, CIDs promote the “corporatization of the home” and act as 
“a type of business, where efficient property management saves money and 
increases the value of owners’ investments” (McKenzie 1994, 142–143).
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CIDs have been successful partly because they serve as a convenient, 
large-scale vehicle for capital investment in real estate and the built envi-
ronment. In an obvious example of capital movement from the primary to 
secondary circuit, many large corporations involved in productive indus-
tries became involved in CID investment and development in the 1960s. 
Companies such as US Steel, General Electric, ALCOA, Ford, and MetLife 
all began to invest in CIDs in this time period, encouraged by Federal 
Housing Administration support for the CID model and the profit- 
making possibilities of such large-scale development (McKenzie 1994). In 
fact, one author notes that between 1960 and 1975, as much as one-third 
of the top 1000 US corporations developed real estate departments, espe-
cially companies involved in the oil, food, chemical, paper, and machinery 
industries (Feagin 1982). This trend significantly changed the nature of 
the land development business, as enterprises not previously engaged in 
development flooded the market with capital—often from stock market 
holdings rather than traditional bank loans—and used corporate acquisi-
tions, joint ventures, or the creation of development and finance subsid-
iaries in the process (McKenzie 1994). These changes represent a tangible 
example of how financial capital began to outpace industrial power in the 
latter half of the twentieth century, further altering the valuation of urban 
property. “They brought with them billions of dollars in capital, the view 
that housing was just another mass-produced consumer commodity to be 
sold at a profit, and a penchant for the sort of highly sophisticated financ-
ing schemes used previously in other corporate enterprises” (McKenzie 
1994, 100). The federally encouraged flood of capital into CIDs helps 
explain their rapid spread in modern cities, especially in Sun Belt cities 
experiencing rapid growth in this period. As a result, some cities do not 
offer many housing alternatives to these privatized, restricted communi-
ties, especially for residents constricted by price or location. As McKenzie 
(1994, 147) observes, “as the real estate market consolidates at the large 
corporate level, the opportunity for real choice among CIDs—that is, for 
meaningful choices among different lifestyles and regimes of rules—may 
be diminishing.”

As advanced capitalism continues its embrace of neoliberalism in the 
twenty-first century, the power of financial capital disconnected from util-
ity continues to grow. Neoliberal finance increasingly involves numerous 
layers of abstraction from the production of utility, as stocks, securities, 
and even more complicated financial products are traded anonymously 
on globalized electronic markets. Daly and Farley (2003) observe that 
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such purely financial transactions (M → M) total more than 20 times the 
financial value associated with the production of concrete goods and ser-
vices per year. Like in Chicago’s nineteenth-century grain trade, many 
finance capitalists even profit from betting on the decline of markets, an 
immensely counterintuitive practice that has become normalized in mod-
ern times. Essentially, financial speculation has moved from the fringes to 
the core of economic development over the past few centuries, obscur-
ing use values in the process. Without rapid economic growth, “the only 
possible explanation is that if those who produce nothing are earning, 
through speculation, more money that entitles them to more real wealth, 
then those who actually do produce something must be becoming entitled 
to increasingly less wealth” (Daly and Farley 2003, 257).

property Speculation

Speculative ownership and development of land, which can assume many 
forms, represent one of the most fundamental ways in which exchange 
value has begun to dominate use value in the production of urbanized 
space. Speculation is defined here as the act of purchasing or maintaining 
ownership of land to explicitly profit from an anticipated rise in surround-
ing land values. Improving land alone can raise the value of land and allow 
for profitable sale, but here land speculation describes a separate but paral-
lel phenomenon where profits are augmented by gains in neighboring or 
even citywide land values.

In the most general sense, speculation is a “synonym of investment” 
and can refer to the time horizon of investment; when referring to land, 
the definition of speculation is “bound up with the question of the  optimal 
timing of development” (Malpezzi and Wachter 2005, 145). “Pure” 
speculation involves buying and selling that rely “mainly on anticipated 
increases in price” without considering the earnings of an asset (Lowe 
1975). Many observers note that speculation can have significant ben-
efits for markets (Lowe 1975; Swierenga 1977; Foldvary 1998). Foldvary 
(1998) lists an array of ways in which speculation benefits markets, such 
as hedging risk, increasing liquidity, improving market efficiency, and 
reducing price swings. “The most important market-enhancing func-
tion of speculation is to transfer risk from those who buy and sell goods 
for production, investment, and consumption to those who buy and sell 
for speculation. Producers hedge against the risk of adverse price fluc-
tuations in the products they sell as well as in their inputs, along with 
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hedging against changes in currencies and interest rates. Futures markets 
not only transfer risk, but also transform uncertainty into hedgeable risk” 
(Foldvary 1998, 617). Thus when professional speculators enter a mar-
ket, they provide reduced market uncertainty to the producers of tangible 
goods; when these speculators study markets in detail, they help to more 
accurately determine the value and prices of goods, both increasing mar-
ket efficiency and helping to “reduce the amplitude of price oscillation by 
correctly anticipating shifts in supply and demand” (Foldvary 1998, 618). 
By “thickening” a market, speculators add more buyers and sellers and 
thus allow easier market transactions. Pro-capitalist historians studying 
American land speculation emphasize these positive benefits, adding that 
they served a crucial role as middlemen between a passive government 
bureaucracy and economically inexperienced settlers, and helped expedite 
frontier development through boosterism (Swierenga 1977).

Land speculation, however, is a fundamentally different phenomenon 
because, unlike produced assets, land supply is fixed and sites are geo-
graphically unique. The relative lack of interchangeability diminishes the 
ability to hedge against price volatility (Gaffney 1994; Foldvary 1998). “If 
a tenant fears a hike in the rent in the neighborhood due to speculative buy-
ing, there is no market in which to hedge with put options or short sales. 
There is no ability to spread risk over time and across owners” (Foldvary 
1998, 622). Furthermore, land has a fundamentally different value than 
commodities due to the spatially restricted nature of daily human life, and 
the land market is more dependent on the banking system, long-term 
borrowing, and the stability of assessed property values and long-term 
interest rates (Gaffney 1994; Foldvary 1998). Plus, when speculation is 
accompanied by seeking zoning changes or producing development plans, 
speculation can actually change the nature of the commodity (land) itself 
(Lindeman 1976). These fundamental differences between land markets 
and other asset markets have been identified by authors who argue that 
land deserves special treatment—and regulation—as a unique factor of 
production (Gaffney 1994; Foldvary 1998).

In a study of speculative house “flipping” in southern California dur-
ing the most recent housing boom, Bayer et al. (2011) note the positive 
aspects of flipping—such as adding market liquidity, housing renovation, 
and refining market values through professional evaluation—but argue 
that many recent investors did not contribute these functions. “It is the 
information content of this speculation that matters. If, in fact, this new 
class of speculators bought homes without exploiting any meaningful 
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information about market fundamentals, there is essentially no scope for 
their activity to have improved market efficiency, regardless of whether 
they behaved rationally. Thus, whether speculators acted with superior 
information emerges as a key test for understanding their impact on the 
market during the recent boom” (Bayer et al. 2011, 3). The authors pos-
tulate that there are two fundamental types of speculators: professional 
“middlemen” who study markets, find underpriced properties (often due 
to “desperate” or “motivated” sellers), and sell at profit regardless of mar-
ket timing or speculative booms; and simple speculators, who receive prof-
its purely through market timing (Bayer et al. 2011). This argument closely 
parallels a shared hypothesis among some authors: speculative booms start 
with professional speculators who closely analyze market information, but 
as they progress, more and more novices enter the speculative market 
simply to take advantage of rising prices, ultimately triggering housing 
bubbles and eventual market collapse (Lindeman 1976; Foldvary 1998). 
One news article from the height of the recent boom documents exactly 
this phenomenon, noting the influx of novice investors in the speculative 
housing market—some flipping presold condominium units at profit before 
construction had even begun (Rich 2005). In this way, land  speculation—
like other asset bubbles—can lead to overheated markets driven largely 
by the self-fulfilling prophecy of market optimism. “As a boom builds up, 
more and more speculators are lured into participation; their added influ-
ence serves to fuel the fire. A record of successful deals begins to build 
up; speculators become less cautious” (Lindeman 1976, 147). In this 
way, housing market booms driven by speculation have a “psychological 
foundation” separate from market fundamentals (Lindeman 1976, 148; 
Foldvary 1998; Malpezzi and Wachter 2005). Far from correcting market 
price oscillations, speculative booms can exacerbate fluctuations, prevent 
proper market functioning, and destabilize economies and human lives—
an observation first made by the nineteenth-century activist Henry George 
(Foldvary 1998; Triantafyllopoulos 2010).

In fact, a number of contemporary analyses suggest the influence of 
non-professional speculators in driving, not responding to, the mid-2000s 
housing bubble (Bayer et al. 2011; Chinco and Mayer 2012). Comparing 
the regional locations of second home investors with the locations of pur-
chases, and considering economic data such as capital gains and house 
price appreciation, Chinco and Mayer (2012) show that non-local hous-
ing investors earned lower capital gains than local second home investors 
while also directly contributing to house price increases. The authors note 
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that these effects were magnified in certain Sun Belt cities like Las Vegas 
and Phoenix, partly due to high rates of absentee ownership. In Phoenix, 
for example, the mean percentage of single-family homes purchased by 
distant speculators from 2000 to 2007 is 7.7%, while the maximum was 
15.5% at the height of the boom in 2004–2005; housing price appre-
ciation topped out at 35% annually at the height, a trend the authors 
linked to distant speculator investment but not local investment in second 
homes. The authors conclude that non-local housing investors “behave 
much like overconfident or uninformed speculators … [and] appear less 
informed about local market conditions” (Chinco and Mayer 2012), a 
finding which indicates that speculation in the last market cycle may have 
reverted from “market-enhancing” to “market-hampering” as uninformed 
market participants adhered to a herd mentality (Foldvary 1998).

Glaeser (2013) summarizes the “Great Housing Convulsion” of 
1996–2012 in the United States, noting a 53% increase in housing prices 
from 1996 to 2006 followed by a subsequent decline of 28%. While pop-
ular narratives have often blamed cheap credit for the housing bubble and 
subsequent economic collapse, the author questions the breadth of this 
explanation and points to the possibility that mass, uninformed specula-
tion was also a primary driver. Haughwout et al. (2011) use credit report 
data to show that, in the states with the biggest booms and busts (e.g., 
Nevada, Arizona, Florida, and California), almost half of mortgage origi-
nations were associated with real estate investors rather than owner occu-
pants—a level higher than other, more economically stable states. Bayer 
et al. (2011) study house flipping in the Los Angeles metropolitan area 
over the 20 years before the 2008 recession, focusing on investors who 
both possess multiple mortgages and resold housing within two years of 
purchase, and correcting for added renovation value. The authors found 
that over 15% of homes purchased between 2003 and 2005, at the height 
of the boom, were resold within two years—a rate more than triple the 
“cold market” period in the early 1990s. While none of these studies can 
definitively link property speculation with the 2008 recession—especially 
since there were undoubtedly a variety of contributing factors—they 
indicate that urban property speculation in the period is worth further 
study (Chap. 4).

Logan and Molotch (2007) outline one of the most theoretically 
comprehensive understandings of land speculation, providing an impor-
tant foundation for targeted studies. The authors focus on the political 
economy of development in municipalities, recognizing the agency of 
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important political actors while also drawing heavily upon critical theory 
to illustrate how uneven development encourages the exchange-based 
valuation of urban property. Instead of emphasizing the professionalism 
of speculative entrepreneurs, Logan and Molotch train attention on the 
ways that speculators can leverage government power for private gain. 
Speculators are broadly grouped into two categories: “active entrepre-
neurs,” who attempt to predict development trends and strategically invest 
in places with rising values, often on a short-term scale; and “structural 
speculators,” who specifically use political and economic power to ensure 
that government regulatory power and investment is channeled into rais-
ing the value of their private holdings. Active speculators often use local 
social networks to gain advance knowledge of other private investments 
that may raise values in specific areas, and then make targeted investments 
to capitalize on upward market trends. This strategy is especially success-
ful when governments plan to make larger scale investments in a district, 
and the public nature of the process allows active speculators to enter local 
markets before government initiatives are enacted and prices rise (e.g., 
active speculation based on anticipated construction of light rail and a 
university in Phoenix; see Chaps. 3 and 4). Yet when speculators not only 
capitalize on public investments, but can purposefully guide the direction 
of such investments and their regulatory underpinnings through political 
influence, the resulting structural speculation can often have the largest 
impacts on urban development outcomes. “These entrepreneurs speculate 
on their ability to change the relationships of a given place to other places 
… [they] seek to alter the conditions that structure the market. Their 
strategy is to create differential rents by influencing the larger arena of 
decision making that will determine locational advantages” (Logan and 
Molotch 2007, 30). Structural speculative strategies are varied in practice, 
ranging from political influence over government land use regulations to 
the active guidance of government infrastructure investments and private 
industry subsidies. This type of speculation is even more profitable in spe-
cific historical moments when private companies themselves are charged 
with building public infrastructure like transport lines; full control over 
the creation and uneven distribution of spatial value easily allows other 
opportunities for profit (such as housing construction paired with trans-
port in Phoenix; see Chap. 2).

The history of land development in London indicates that both active 
and structural land speculations are as old as capitalism itself. Vance (1971, 
107) observes that rapid population growth and increasing economic 
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activity in sixteenth-century London not only changed the nature of prop-
erty use but also “introduced the notion of speculation in land values and 
building.” Emphasizing the importance of scalar growth for speculative 
strategies, he writes: “Just at the time that the notions of land as property 
were being bruited, the opportunity to profit from overall city growth 
arose. If the merchant had occupied a house on a main street with his 
traditional occupation-family group, he might now think about moving a 
part of that body to some other spot, leaving the traditional burger’s house 
for economic intensification of use” (Vance 1971, 109). By the eighteenth 
century, speculative development based on rising land values had jumped 
from individual initiative to corporate strategy. Residential land developers 
began planning whole neighborhoods of housing, complete with squares 
and shopping areas, and they often placed the landowners’ house promi-
nently on the main square as an upper class anchor to attract prospective 
buyers (Vance 1971). By the end of the nineteenth century, the advent 
of the London subway system and electric tram “feeder” lines extending 
from subway stations opened whole new swaths of the urban fringe to 
profitable residential development. Entrepreneurs like Charles Yerkes and 
Frank Pick helped construct these lines specifically to profit from residen-
tial development, and they led to “an explosion of speculative building” 
around London (Hall 2002, 66).

Speculative development was so common in the history of the United 
States (Glaeser 2013) that Thorsten Veblen declared that “speculation, not 
baseball, should be seen as our true national pastime” (Davis 2010, 4). 
In modern American cities, land speculation is so entrenched in munici-
pal political economies that it is hard to separate use from exchange value 
in residential developments. Applying a legal perspective to modern, 
 large- scale suburban developments in cities like Las Vegas, one author 
observes that “residential real estate has long been viewed as a commod-
ity similar to stocks and bonds that can be leveraged, purchased and sold 
with limited restrictions” (Pindell 2005, 548). The speculative buying 
and selling of new residential properties, often based purely on land value 
increases and not upon home improvements, can artificially inflate prop-
erty markets and prevent local residents from attaining affordable housing. 
This exchange value mentality has legal ramifications, since “conceiving of 
residential real estate primarily as a commodified asset rather than as a shel-
ter or social asset affects society’s approach to urban property questions” 
(Pindell 2005, 549). As a result, public land use policy has become legally 
conflicted, and municipal governments looking to encourage affordable, 
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owner-occupied housing only have limited tools to regulate speculative 
activity. Governments are also hesitant to address housing speculation 
due to the political backlash often triggered by addressing private prop-
erty rights, and because they benefit in other ways from rapidly increasing 
property values. In many modern developments, developers believe active, 
short-term speculation by their customers has a negative impact on their 
business model, and they take private initiative to prevent speculative pur-
chasing through deed restrictions on renting, short-term resale, and absen-
tee ownership (Pindell 2005; Rich 2005). Ultimately, Pindell (2005, 566) 
observes that “to the extent that land speculation is harmful, it is harmful 
in large part because the supply of land is inelastic. No one will produce 
more land in response to higher prices caused by speculation.” Speculative 
investors capitalize upon the inherent scarcity of land because the very act 
of betting on rising land values through investment tends to encourage a 
bullish market, leading to a self-fulfilling prophecy of upwardly spiraling 
land prices. It is easier to bet on rising prices by investing than to short 
property, and the scarcity of land prevents housing market competition 
that could challenge inflated prices (Pindell 2005).

Critical theorists and other observers seize upon the ways in which the 
scarcity of land, in conjunction with the self-fulfilling prophecy of specu-
lative investment, leads to market failure and adverse, inequitable social 
outcomes. When scarce land becomes valued and monetized as a form of 
“fictitious capital,” landowners are able to leverage scarcity into higher 
rents if they do not compete too fiercely with one another (Harvey 1985). 
This phenomenon is described by the idea of “class-monopoly rent,” 
where “speculator-developers” as a group can better assure a high rate 
of profit for all if they can control land supply and business risk through 
political mobilization (e.g., through zoning and planning decisions) 
while encouraging public investments that universally raise property val-
ues, often through strategies of place promotion (Harvey 1985, 68). The 
manipulation of land scarcity applies not only to residential development, 
but to vacant land as well. Kunstler (1996, 198) argues that when centrally 
located urban land is left fallow by owners, it becomes “a form of hoarding 
… It takes prime land off the market and puts it in long-term cold storage, 
creating an artificial scarcity, which drives up the price of the land that is 
on the market.” Raco (2005) claims that this is a widespread phenomenon 
in England: the number of development permissions received by home 
builders was three times the actual number of construction starting from 
1997 to 2003, a trend driven by an effort to control supply and profits 
rather than market demand.
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When addressing speculation and development in economically 
depressed urban neighborhoods, a process that often leads to gentrifica-
tion and displacement of lower income residents, the “rent gap”  concept 
becomes valuable. The rent gap describes the difference between a prop-
erty’s “capitalized ground rent,” or the actual rents paid by tenants based 
on current land use, and the “potential ground rent,” or the rents that 
could be earned if the property was renovated to “highest and best use” 
(Lees et al. 2008, 53). Over time, capitalized ground rent will tend to fall 
if reinvestment does not match entropic deterioration of building stock, 
while in a growing metropolis potential ground rents will tend to rise 
steadily. Gentrification and displacement are triggered when the rent gap 
grows large enough to attract developers (or speculators in advance of 
developers) who can turn a profit from this difference even after the costs 
of purchase and rehabilitation are added. If landlords in depressed neigh-
borhoods anticipate these processes, the rent gap tends to provide per-
verse disincentives to rehabilitate rental housing. “It becomes rational and 
logical for landlords to ‘milk’ the property, extracting capitalized ground 
rent from the tenants, spending the absolute minimum to maintain the 
structure, and waiting as potential ground rent increases in the hopes of 
eventually capturing a windfall through redevelopment” (Lees et al. 2008, 
53). Aalbers (2006) observes that property milking is a significant trend 
in depressed Rotterdam neighborhoods, helping exacerbate the exist-
ing physical decline of neighborhood housing stocks. Yet it is important 
to note the ways in which institutions can incentivize landlords to focus 
solely on the exchange value of land. In one neighborhood, property 
milking is widespread in part because “some owners (rightly) assume that 
a social housing association, a private developer or a city agency will try to 
acquire their property. This is also a form of speculation” (Aalbers 2006, 
1075). In this case, some landlords will milk properties, sell them to public 
authorities at profit, and use the profits to buy more depressed properties 
in advance of future public redevelopment initiatives— essentially a form 
of active speculation verging on extortion, where speculators anticipate 
public concern over deterioration they themselves enable.

Thus, the way in which speculative profiteering becomes a self-fulfilling 
prophecy, through class-monopoly rents, is magnified when developers 
are able to steer the financial and government institutions responsible 
for land use investment and regulation. The most widely recognized 
form of this is “redlining,” where financial institutions establish zones 
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in inner cities where properties are considered too depressed to qualify 
for redevelopment loans. This practice was especially common in mid- 
twentieth- century American cities and was explicitly supported by federal 
policy (Metzger 2000; Lees et al. 2008); it was often paired with “block-
busting,” or the practice where speculative developers used racist fears 
among white homeowners, paired with an influx of new black residents, 
to convince whites to sell at artificially low prices that created the basis for 
future sales profit. Redlining is the most overt way that the private sector 
can influence public policy to simultaneously increase urban land scarcity 
and devalue properties—and allow the capture of class-monopoly rents. 
When institutional redlining restricts the geography of capital, investment 
is more narrowly confined to other areas, increasing the chances that such 
investment becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy of upward trending prop-
erty values, speculation, and profit. Furthermore, the “neighborhood 
life cycle theory”—the discredited notion that all urban neighborhoods 
go through “natural” processes of decline and reinvestment—was used 
to normalize redlining as a public-private profiteering strategy (Metzger 
2000). Ultimately, property milking, redlining, and blockbusting all rep-
resent strategies for devaluing land to allow for the spatial fix of profitable 
capitalist redevelopment; all rely not only on privileging exchange value 
but also on destroying use values to increase exchange value.

A number of historical and contemporary case studies confirm that 
many speculative strategies do not exist in the political vacuum of ideal 
economic functioning, but rather are predicated upon extracting value 
from government initiatives and the public domain. In America’s colonial 
history, land speculation strategies were often founded upon using politi-
cal connections to obtain public land rights at a discount, then using that 
discount to turn a profit. In both seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 
New England, speculators attempted to use political influence to purchase 
large tracts of land from the English crown and resell land at profit to 
smaller investors (Grant 1955; Lewis 1974); Robert Morris, at one time 
the richest man in the American colonies, was imprisoned for bankruptcy 
in 1798 after his land speculation schemes in western New  York State 
failed (Glaeser 2013). In nineteenth-century America,

“The typical speculator’s gambit was to form a ‘company’ which would bid 
for massive grants from Congress or the state legislatures, generally on the 
pretext of promoting colonization. Once a grant was obtained—and it never 
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hurt to be generous with bribes—the land would be divided and resold to 
settlers, or, more likely, to other speculators.” … Such land speculation goes 
beyond pure speculation over the future, being a monopolization of an asset 
to obtain market power, and thus much of the impact, such as on the con-
centration of land tenure, was due to monopolization as such rather than to 
pure speculation. (Foldvary 1998, 621, quoted from Barnes 1971)

These types of schemes clearly represent “structural speculation” predi-
cated upon appropriating public value (Logan and Molotch 2007). 
Foldvary (1998, 622) notes that “this rent seeking by land speculators 
has little or no parallel in other forms of speculation, especially because 
currency, metals, grain, and stock markets are global.” In other situations, 
speculators take advantage of larger government economic programs or 
redevelopment efforts to profit. In one study of real estate speculation 
in the Greek tourism industry, Triantafyllopoulos (2010) notes that the 
Greek government began to heavily subsidize regional tourism develop-
ment in the 1960s through capital and interest rate subsidies. Through 
speculative sales and rising land values, much of these tourism subsi-
dies were essentially transferred to the land market, creating a mismatch 
between the price of land and the cost of profitable development that 
was counterproductive to the subsidy program’s development goals. Thus 
government efforts to promote development can often have unintended 
and counterproductive effects on property market systems, encouraging 
“pure” speculation based on received public value.

When exchange value is extended to the entirety of urban space, pro-
moting land prices increasingly dissociated from productive values and 
compromising basic economic concepts of supply, demand, and utility, 
Lefebvre (1974, 337) warns that a new ethic of development is enabled 
where “fraud itself now becomes a law, a rule of the game, an accepted 
tactic.” Although this may be an exaggeration, numerous studies of land 
value speculation indicate that exchange value mentalities combined with 
the deregulatory fervor promoted by neoliberalism sometimes offer oppor-
tunities to profit based on fraudulent practices. A study of the market for 
vacant and abandoned properties in inner-city Cleveland indicates that, 
in foreclosure sales by private or government entities, properties bought 
by high-volume property buyers (those that buy four or more proper-
ties over three years) tend to have longer-term vacancy rates and higher 
rates of tax delinquency than parcels bought by small-scale investors and 
individuals (Ergungor and Fitzpatrick 2011). Since property taxes do not 
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have to be paid upon a transfer of ownership in Cleveland, high-volume 
speculators with enough capital can buy properties from foreclosure auc-
tions, hold them without paying taxes, and then sell them at a profit, often 
to unsuspecting buyers. Not only does tax delinquency allow speculators 
to improve their profit margins, but it often represents the core of their 
business model and the source of their competitive advantage.

How is this strategy profitable? When buying foreclosed or lender or real 
estate-owned properties, irresponsible buyers have a built-in advantage over 
rehabbers. While rehabbers must take into account the costs of improve-
ments and delinquent tax payments, speculators who plan to flip the prop-
erty at a quick profit don’t, so they can bid higher. Typically, after taking 
over the property, the speculator sells it as soon as possible to an unsuspect-
ing out-of-state (or even out-of-country) buyer who believes the property is 
a great investment. (Ergungor and Fitzpatrick 2011)

The authors found that these speculative trends were a significant force 
in Cleveland’s property market, simultaneously skewing land values and 
propagating cycles of neighborhood decline. Back taxes on properties 
bought from such speculators are often higher than the property value 
itself, and when this is discovered, properties may go back into tax foreclo-
sure and be resold to another high-volume speculator. These properties, 
which tend to stay vacant longer than individually bought parcels, tend 
to deteriorate and help perpetuate cycles of neighborhood decline and 
blight while local municipalities are deprived of tax revenue (Ergungor 
and Fitzpatrick 2011). The fundamental fraud at the core of the scheme—
enabled by lax regulation and a game-like mentality toward urban land—is 
predicated upon complete ignorance of the use values that existing resi-
dents associate with their local neighborhoods.

The practice of house “flipping,” common in fast-growing urban areas 
with steadily rising property values, involves purchasing a home, mak-
ing aesthetic improvements, and reselling at a profit. In some cases like 
Baltimore, however, widespread flipping is conducted based on fraudu-
lent land appraisals rather than consistent city growth (Cohen 2001). In 
fact, the predominant emphasis on exchange value in property markets 
places extreme importance on the process of land appraisal and opens 
the door for fraud. The massive Savings and Loan (S&L) scandal of the 
1980s, which triggered a taxpayer bailout approaching $500 billion, was 
partly caused by this type of appraisal fraud (Calavita et al. 1997). Directly 
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spurred by federal actions which deregulated the S&L industry—which 
were motivated by the neoliberal turn in federal and state policies—the 
scandal involved widespread financial fraud in large part based on real 
estate acquisition and development in Sun Belt states (Calavita et al. 1997; 
Black 2005). Originally, the industry was enabled by the federal govern-
ment to encourage the availability of mortgage capital for middle-class 
homeownership. The federal government offered insurance on savings and 
loan deposits, but in return restricted the types of loans offered, their geo-
graphical extent, interest rates, and other factors. Deregulation drastically 
changed the rules of the game by eliminating virtually all restrictions—
such as limits on “brokered deposits” and restrictions on non-residential 
real estate investment—while actually increasing the amount of deposit 
insurance offered. “This selective application of the principles of free 
enterprise—spearheaded in large part by members of Congress with ties to 
the thrift industry—laid the foundation for risk-free fraud” (Calavita et al. 
1997, 11). Single investors could even start their own federally insured 
S&L simply with non-cash assets like “independently assessed” real estate.

Although there were many vehicles used to perpetuate fraud in the 
S&L scandal, one primary method rested on land flipping (Calavita et al. 
1997). In a number of high-profile examples, mutually acquainted S&L 
owners would sell property back and forth to one another dozens of times, 
paying increasingly high prices for it and thus raising its value 1000% or 
more in appraisal. This value could then be used as collateral to receive 
a large loan for future land purchases, or be used to directly purchase an 
insolvent S&L. In some cases, groups of buyers and sellers would conduct 
immediate purchases and sales, buying and selling from one to another 
in the span of a few hours until all participants had made a profit. In 
other cases, purely fraudulent appraisals were used to facilitate profiteer-
ing (Calavita et  al. 1997). Another major avenue for fraudulent profi-
teering was presented by the granting of acquisition, development, and 
construction loans. These highly speculative loans, normally considered 
some of the highest risk financial products, were freely given out for com-
mercial and residential projects with little or no viability and without pre-
sales. Since bank officers received fee income simply by granting loans and 
often collaborated with grantees, while foreclosure risks were mitigated 
by federal insurance, these real estate loans were used as a Ponzi scheme 
to enrich all participants. Many S&L officers purposely bankrupted their 
institutions in order to personally profit (Calavita et al. 1997). Ultimately, 
all of the S&Ls involved in these schemes had collapsed by the end of the 
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1980s, severely disrupting the national economy and leaving taxpayers to 
clean up. They also had distinct effects on urban landscapes of regional 
economies as well, and the scandal is seen to have precipitated some of the 
Sun Belt’s economic crises of the era.

Almost all [S&L frauds] concentrated in large, speculative real estate invest-
ments, typically the construction of commercial office buildings. (In this 
context, ‘speculative’ means that there are no tenant commitments to rent 
the space.) Because the control frauds grew at astonishing rates, this quickly 
produced a glut of commercial real estate in markets where the control frauds 
were dominant (Texas and Arizona were the leading examples). Moreover, 
being Ponzi schemes, they increased their speculative real estate loans even 
as vacancy rates reached record levels and real estate values collapsed. Waves 
of control fraud produce bubbles that must collapse. (Black 2005, 5)

It is important to emphasize that land speculation strategies enabled by 
illegal activities are quite different than legal strategies which take advan-
tage of growing urban areas, institutionally devalued real estate, or socially 
produced scarcity. Yet all of these strategies thrive upon an emergent form 
of finance capitalism, where a major shift from primary circuit invest-
ments in physical production to secondary circuit investment in real estate 
increases the speed at which profiteering is possible. S&L leaders were 
“unconstrained by long-term investments in the infrastructure of produc-
tion” and thus were incentivized to seek quick profits, sometimes through 
fraudulent means (Calavita et al. 1997, 3). “Profits in this casino economy 
are made from speculative ventures designed to bring windfall profits from 
clever bets. In contrast to industrial capitalism, profits no longer depend 
on the production and sale of goods; instead, in finance capitalism, profits 
increasingly come from ‘fiddling with money’. Corporate takeovers, cur-
rency trading, loan swaps, land speculation, futures trading—these are the 
‘means of production’ of finance capitalism” (Calavita et al. 1997, 2). The 
trend toward neoliberal globalization has further obscured the productive 
roots of this “fictitious capital” as global financial institutions create ever 
more complex financial mechanisms. Lees et  al. (2008) note that these 
changes are reflected in  local urban landscapes by current gentrification 
trends, since local rent gaps are increasingly interwoven with transnational 
finance. Residential mortgages are now often bought and sold in pools of 
securities on world markets, and local urban dynamics are now affected by 
“shifts in interest rates, currency fluctuations, government budget deficits, 
and investor sentiment” (Lees et al. 2008, 80). In essence, the growing 
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preeminence of exchange valuation over use valuation of urban land has 
meant that the capitalization of urban property is becoming ever more 
abstracted from local context, further removing the ability of local urban 
residents to proactively guide their socio-economic outcomes.

critical theory anD SuStainable urban Development

Critical perspectives on urbanization are formulated in a discourse often 
fully segregated from the emphasis on sustainability emerging from 
numerous fields. Although critical theorists are often highly critical of the 
sustainability discourse, especially when leveraged by moneyed interests 
through “greenwashing,” they also share orientations with the theoretical 
foundations of sustainable development—especially regarding the concept 
of use value and a commitment to the more equitable production of built 
environments.

One of the greatest arenas of convergence—and conflict—surrounds the 
topic of regional economic development, especially as related to the cul-
tural production of economic value and place promotion. Agglomeration 
theories of development, originating from Jacobs (1969), posit that 
dense, diverse urban environments supporting cultural and interpersonal 
exchange provide a breeding ground for entrepreneurs to create novel 
additions to existing economic processes. Many critical theorists agree 
with agglomeration accounts, but instead of observing that the agency 
of economic entrepreneurs is enhanced by urban conditions, they tend to 
focus on how those conditions enable the structured power of a capitalist 
system bent on continued growth. Harvey (1985) interprets that, in the 
Marxian tradition, capitalism is the true source of the “new wants” that 
inspire the novel production of economic value—seemingly the demand- 
side, structuralist version of Jacobs’ supply-side, agent-driven notion of 
“new work” derived from “old work.” “[Marx] goes on to integrate the 
rise of science, the definition of new social wants and needs, and the trans-
formation of world culture into his general picture of the global transfor-
mations necessarily wrought through an expansionary capitalism powered 
by the impulsion of accumulation for accumulation’s sake” (Harvey 1985, 
42). The creation of “new social wants and needs” naturally tends to lead 
to differentiated groups and classes of urban citizens, each defined by their 
specific consumption patterns. This socio-cultural fracturing of the body 
politic helps capitalism survive crisis by providing new outlets for accu-
mulation while introducing political divides that squelch opposition to 
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the capitalist class (Harvey 1985). Thus consumption-driven regional eco-
nomic development both leads to and feeds upon regionally or subregion-
ally unique places, but in this view place-based novelty simply becomes 
another tool for the imperative of capitalist accumulation (Harvey 1985).

Sustainable urban development also intersects with regional economic 
development in an emphasis upon the cultural production of economic 
value—an ideal similar to critical notions of consumption-based innovation. 
From a sustainability viewpoint, the ability to create economic value from 
cultural trends, somewhat independently from material inputs, represents 
a powerful idea that at its extreme suggests the possible dematerialization 
of advanced economies. Once again, however, critical theorists argue that 
the forces of capitalist accumulation can easily hijack this ephemeral pro-
cess of value creation. This is especially the case in “postmodern” societ-
ies where media and popular imagery, cultural innovation, and economic 
production are interwoven to the point that links between the three are 
completely obscured, opening a leverage point for capitalist manipula-
tion (Jameson 1991). To Jacobs, past and current socio-economic pro-
cesses represent the necessary foundation for continued innovation; yet 
when development is based on cultural, not industrial referents, past and 
present cultural imagery becomes mixed to the point of absolute confu-
sion, where the new is never more than a self-referential collage (Jameson 
1991). Here the postmodern process of cultural production itself becomes 
glorified, and commodification extends more deeply into everyday life. If 
industrial capitalism represented the ongoing destruction of use value by 
exchange value mentalities, postmodern capitalism involves the elevation 
of exchange value itself as a type of use value, where products are marketed 
based on cultural value endowed by the hipness of commodification itself. 
In a hyper-commodified world where image is everything and the cultural 
memes of yesteryear can be mobilized for profit, “exchange value has been 
generalized to the point at which the very memory of use value is effaced” 
(Jameson 1991, 18).

Thus the cultural production of economic value is highly problematic 
because it is susceptible to manipulation by moneyed interests, especially 
when cultural cache ostensibly born from an independent aesthetic is 
surreptitiously captured by the forces of accumulation. Jameson (1991, 
48–49) wonders “whether it is not precisely this semiautonomy of the 
cultural sphere which has been destroyed by the logic of late capitalism,” 
molding a social world where countercultural inventions “are all somehow 
secretly disarmed and reabsorbed by a system of which they themselves 
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might well be considered a part, since they can achieve no distance from 
it.” Yet others (and even Jameson) argue that it is exactly these place- 
based countercultural forms, driven by agglomeration effects, that offer a 
possible avenue to contest the neoliberal globalization of capitalism. Soja 
(2000) draws upon Storper’s (1997, 29) view of territorial development 
to argue that, whether tangible products or postmodern imagery is driving 
economic development, new forms of reflexive urban consumption offer 
power-laden opportunities for capitalists and citizens alike. “The ‘enor-
mous leap’ in economic self-consciousness that Storper argues defines the 
present era makes it more possible than ever before for ‘groups of actors 
in the various institutional spheres of modern capitalism—firms, markets, 
government, households, and other collectivities—to shape the course of 
economic evolution’” (Soja 2000, 178). Thus it seems that postmodern 
economies based on the ephemeral production of economic value may 
either strengthen or weaken sustainable development outcomes. They 
can deconstruct and democratize the production of value, enhancing the 
place-based transparency of producer-consumer relationships; or they can 
use the spectacle of commodification to capture, profit from, and ulti-
mately control the process of cultural production, obscuring consumption 
relationships with carefully deployed imagery.

The place-specific economic development at the heart of the cultural 
production process represents the flashpoint for struggles over what 
groups and classes are able to profit from such “postindustrial” econo-
mies. The “production of place” has become a strategy for countercul-
tural and sustainable development initiatives asserting greater local control 
over political economy (DeFilippis 1999; Pendras 2002), but it is equally 
emphasized by neoliberal initiatives attempting to profit from cultural 
production, inter-municipal competition, and the devolution of govern-
ment responsibility to local institutions. Some critical theorists link the 
production of place with capital’s search for the spatial fix, arguing that 
place promotion represents a response to the uncertainties associated with 
uneven geographical development (Brenner and Theodore 2002; Mayer 
2007). “Neoliberal policy experiments” like tax abatement zones and 
public-private partnerships are often used by cities responding to “height-
ened levels of economic uncertainty by engaging in short-termist forms 
of interspatial competition, place-marketing, and regulatory undercutting 
in order to attract investments and jobs” (Brenner and Theodore 2002). 
These neoliberal initiatives often mobilize a discourse of entrepreneurship 
to justify sweetheart deals between municipalities and developers, as well 
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as attempts to transfer the social welfare responsibilities previously held 
by government (e.g., homeless services) to non-governmental groups 
(Raco 2005; Mayer 2007). These shifts in public policy directly open new 
avenues for capital accumulation—for example, money saved by the devo-
lution of welfare responsibility is channeled into competitive corporate 
incentives—while neoliberal arguments use holistic notions of entrepre-
neurial dynamism, local social capital, and even local sustainable develop-
ment to mask the underlying transfer of wealth. The place-specific cultural 
diversity driving cultural production is alternately promoted by neoliberal 
institutions, when it facilitates accumulation, and suppressed when it gives 
rise to contestation and conflict (Mayer 2007; Sites 2007).

Some theorists note that a focus on the “local” as a scale of economic 
activity is ultimately a peculiar social construction, given the myriad ways 
in which advanced capitalist economies weave together local and non-local 
capital and development activity (Pendras 2002; Hess 2010). Geographers 
emphasize that places do not contain a durable, preordained identity, but 
rather are continuously produced and reproduced by actors and institu-
tions at a variety of scales. By focusing on local-scale economic initiatives 
at the expense of the wider, non-local economy, actors initiate a socio- 
spatial process of place construction in which power relations are altered. 
DeFilippis (1999) argues that the concepts of “locality” and “auton-
omy”—so crucial to the localist movement—must be defined in terms 
of the preexisting capitalist power relations that connect local to global 
scales. Localities are not fixed entities, and it is naïve to conceive of local 
economic movements disconnected from preexisting political economies. 
“Similarly, autonomy is not a discrete commodity that is possessed or not 
possessed by individuals or localities. Instead autonomy is a set of power 
relations. A locality therefore cannot have autonomy, since autonomy can 
only be realized through the social, political, and economic relationships 
that those within the locality are engaged in with the extra-local world 
… Local autonomy, therefore, can be defined as the ever-contested and 
never complete ability of those within the locality to control the institu-
tions and relationships that define and produce the locality” (DeFilippis 
1999, 976–980). Thus a realistic view of the local economic movement, as 
informed by critical theory, recognizes its inherent limitations and depen-
dency on non-local forces even as it identifies legitimate strategic initiatives 
that can restructure power relations. Although the “potential of localities 
to realize autonomy through local ownership is incredibly constrained in 
places where past economic relations have been largely those of capital 
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flight,” and although parochial social exclusion remains a problem for any 
place-based social movement, localist movements still retain some power 
to regulate capital flows and encourage greater local control over eco-
nomic life through local ownership (DeFilippis 1999, 985; Pendras 2002).

Thus while neoliberal and sustainable urban development initiatives 
share a focus on local place as a site of economic production, tensions 
emerge in practice, especially when neoliberalism attempts to hijack the 
discourse of sustainable development in search of further scalar urban 
growth and capital accumulation. Gibbs and Krueger (2007) note the 
fundamental contradiction between economic growth and the promo-
tion of healthy ecologies and human quality of life, since growth often 
destroys ecosystems while triggering rising inequities (such as rising hous-
ing and goods prices for lower classes). Sustainable urban development 
often becomes a “story line” used to justify neoliberal growth—“a new 
power/knowledge discourse for organizations seeking to accumulate 
power” (Krueger and Gibbs 2007, 5). Interurban competition for corpo-
rate investment in a world where sustainability is a desirable, marketable 
attribute has caused many policymakers to marry the concepts of “the 
entrepreneurial city” and “the sustainable city,” despite the myriad ways 
in which they are mutually exclusive (Jonas and While 2007). Jonas and 
While (2007, 130) ask, “Is the pursuit of urban sustainability simply a 
legitimating strategy for cities, which are otherwise engaged in economic 
and cultural transformations designed to promote competitiveness? And, 
if so, to what extent is urban sustainability being mainstreamed or nor-
malized as part of neoliberal urbanism?” Others argue that new urbanist 
planning justified on environmental grounds is all too comfortable with 
existing class structures, and worry that social justice goals are marginal-
ized in the process (Quastel et  al. 2012). Logan and Molotch (2007) 
express similar concerns, noting the emergence of urban sustainability but 
observing that “higher density has always been a scheme for growing rents 
… [and] the new ‘smart growth’ mantra may turn out to be just another 
smoke screen for making more money, now with arts organizations as 
valued coalition ‘partners’” (xx). At the same time, critical theorists also 
recognize the political possibilities of a sustainable development discourse 
divorced from neoliberal imperatives, where qualitative development, not 
quantitative growth is truly emphasized (Mayer 2007; Jonas and While 
2007). While the inevitable tensions that exist between neoliberal and sus-
tainable urban development goals in practice—spawning policies perhaps 
most aptly described as “actually existing sustainable development”—have 
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forced standard-bearing critical theorists like Harvey (1997) to abandon 
the ideal of sustainability as a captive of neoliberal capitalist institutions, 
most hold hope that it provides a philosophical foundation for challenging 
the status quo in municipal growth machines.

The Producer-Consumer Relationship

The tangibility of the relationship between the producers and consum-
ers of economic goods is a central focus of sustainable urban develop-
ment theory. Critical theory also proposes closer links between producers 
and consumers, although more from the perspective of social relations 
than bioregional notions of local economies. The concept of “commod-
ity fetishism,” originally derived from Marx, describes how in complex 
capitalist economies, commodities are consumed by specific classes with-
out knowledge of or connections to the producers of those commodities 
(Merrifield 2002). Goods can now become valued as things-in- themselves, 
part of a fetish for conspicuous consumption more generally, and the social 
relations which lead to their production can be ignored. Marx viewed pro-
duction and consumption “as dialectically related moments of the same 
process,” and their separation (which encouraged consumption- based 
classes) was considered a dangerous idea in bourgeois political economy 
(Soja 1989, 95). While sustainable development proposes that all goods 
have an “ecological footprint” based on the natural resources/energy 
used and pollution released during production, critical theory adds the 
idea of a socio-political footprint measuring the relative degree of labor 
exploitation involved in the production process.

The fetishism of commodities leads to obscured producer-consumer 
relationships in large part due to the prevalence of exchange value as 
an organizing force in socio-economic life. Noting that marketing pro-
cesses specifically exist to transcend a product’s common origins, Lefebvre 
(1974, 80) states that “things and products that are measured, that is to 
say reduced to the common measure of money, do not speak the truth 
about themselves. On the contrary, it is in their nature as things and prod-
ucts to conceal that truth.” Marketing in pursuit of accumulation thus 
creates the commodity fetish, especially in modern economies that use 
postmodern imagery to further obfuscate the socio-economic process. 
Earlier critical theorists like Benjamin and Lukacs, experiencing Western 
cities at the turn of the twentieth century, understood this phenomenon 
as “reification … how, under capitalism, relations between people take on 
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a ‘phantom objectivity,’ assume the state of relations between ‘things’” 
(Merrifield 2002, 56). The commodity was seen as a symbolic represen-
tation of how working classes were politically disabled by the nebulous 
quality of capitalist relations (Merrifield 2002). Yet as the importance of 
popular imagery and recycled cultural memes for commodity marketing 
exploded in the second half of the twentieth century, theorists like Debord 
warned of “hyper-reification,” where a society consumed by the spectacle 
of commodification becomes exponentially more removed from tangible 
understandings of the producer-consumer relationship (Merrifield 2002). 
By the time that Jameson (1991) and others had labeled this image-based 
reification as “postmodern,” the intertwining of exchange valuation, 
spectacle- based marketing, and glorification of commodification itself was 
so complete as to seem impregnable from political contestation.

Ultimately, critical theorists and community development theorists 
alike emphasize that disconnection between production and consump-
tion hampers political movements’ ability to increase the power of lower 
classes in relation to capitalists. Consumers simply do not have the same 
organizational power as producers unless local economic institutions like 
cooperatives compete against larger corporations (Bruyn 1987). Class-
based political movements become hamstrung by the ephemeral charac-
ter of economic relations, especially since they provide an opening for 
privileged classes to craft positive narratives around existing relations. 
Critical theorists respond, like in sustainable development, by proposing 
“transparency within each segment of the commodity chain … among 
production, distribution, exchange, and consumption” (Merrifield 
2002, 27). In an era of finance capital, where electronically traded 
wealth is increasingly divorced from physical production, critical and 
sustainability theorists should find much common ground in the push to 
make socio-economic relations more tangible and controllable through 
democratic processes.

The Person-Place Relationship

The ideal of supporting tangible connections between people and the 
places of everyday practice emanates from sustainable urban develop-
ment theory—often summarized by “sense of place”—but it also finds 
precursors in the “spatial turn” of critical social theory. As theorists like 
Lefebvre and Harvey have worked to translate Marx’s dynamic theories 
of capitalism into a geographical theory of the urban built environment, 
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they have often noted the fundamental differences between the capitalist 
production of space and earlier spatial practices. Lefebvre (1974, 343) 
argues that capitalism, constantly developing and redeveloping the urban 
environment to temporarily augment accumulation, is based on a notion 
of absolute space: places are viewed as interchangeable, often reduced to 
commodified parcels, and “the result is that places are deprived of their 
specificity.” Lefebvre extends the notion of fetishism, previously reserved 
for commodified products, to the absolute spaces of capitalism. These 
spaces tend to obscure the social relations and practices generated from 
specific, everyday place, feeding the belief that other spaces are substi-
tutable through exchange valuation. “Just as abstract labor denies true 
concrete labor—true fully developed individuality—abstract space likewise 
denies true concrete qualitative space. It denies the generalization of dif-
ferential space” (Merrifield 2002, 91). Differential space, on the other 
hand, implies that all places are unique, generated by unique people and 
cultures, thus defying interchangeability.

In response to capitalism’s homogenizing tendencies, critical theorists 
often advocate for socio-economic relations under which people possess a 
more direct awareness of and connection to differential space and place. 
Marx’s thought “suggests, above all, a physical and social environment with 
texture, with a depth and complexity of meaning not a flattening or sim-
plification of meaning … It suggests places where people dynamically and 
spontaneously interact with their surroundings” (Merrifield 2002, 181). 
Walter Benjamin’s interpretation of Marx focuses heavily on the person- 
place relationship, deriving specifically from the commodified streets and 
arcades of Paris and other European cities in the inter-world war period. 
Benjamin’s notion of the flaneur—a strolling urban loner who critically 
meditates upon the people and commodities of modern cities—indicates 
the power he associated with rising above commodity fetishism while 
deeply connecting to one’s place (Merrifield 2002). In the contemporary 
context, Marshall Berman advocates a similar immersion into the roiling 
stimulation of complex urban places, associating the experience of place 
with moral and psychological development (Merrifield 2002). Jameson’s 
(1991) “aesthetic of cognitive mapping” perhaps offers the most specific 
prescription for heightening the tangibility of person-place relationships 
in order to avoid the pitfalls of capitalist image economies. Drawing upon 
Lynch’s study of cognitive mapping, Jameson (1991, 51) argues that per-
forming the mental exercise of mapping one’s surroundings, and one’s 
spatial positioning within them, triggers “the practical reconquest of a 

 CRITICAL THEORY AND SUSTAINABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT 



72 

sense of place.” Cognitive mapping allows individuals to fight back against 
the disorienting effects of absolute space and trace a connection between 
the body, its immediate surroundings, and the “unrepresentable totality 
which is the ensemble of society’s structures as a whole” (Jameson 1991, 
51). Cognitive mapping essentially becomes a political act, and augment-
ing sense of place implies augmenting the ability to contest the postmod-
ern schizophrenia and exploitation of advanced capitalism.

The ideal of forging deeper connections to place is easily extended to 
the reflexive, self-conscious production of use-oriented places by locally 
embedded agents. This extension implies that sense of place is intimately 
bound up with the socio-spatial dialectic, which describes how people and 
places are mutually constitutive by nature. Lefebvre (1974) ties the coun-
tercultural production of space to the contestation of capitalist growth 
economies at large, noting the links between place construction, use value, 
and qualitative development.

The productive forces have since taken another great leap—from the pro-
duction of things in space to the production of space. Revolutionary activity 
ought, among other things, to follow this qualitative leap … to its ultimate 
consequences. This means putting the process of purely quantitative growth 
into question—not so much in order to arrest it as to identify its poten-
tial. The conscious production of space has ‘almost’ been achieved. But the 
threshold cannot be crossed so long as that new mode of production is pre- 
empted by the selling of space parcel by parcel, by a mere travesty of a new 
space. (Lefebvre 1974, 358)

Although he specifically states that quantitative growth should be socially 
assessed, not stopped, Lefebvre clearly argues for a new mode in the pro-
duction of space where qualitative, use-based values are mobilized to con-
struct new socio-economic “counterspaces.” Harvey (1996) observes that 
the reflexive construction of place is a theme shared by environmental 
and social philosophers alike. Participating in the creation of place is tied 
to goals of “self-realization” and human development that can enhance 
understanding of and political mobilization around local social-ecological 
as well as socio-political issues. “The increasing penetration of techno-
logical rationality, of commodification and market values, and capital accu-
mulation into social life … together with time-space compression, will 
provoke resistances that increasingly focus on alternative constructions of 
place … The search for an authentic sense of community and of an authen-
tic relation to nature among many radical and ecological movements is the 
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cutting edge of exactly such a sensibility” (Harvey 1996, 302). Harvey 
identifies the “militant particularism” politics of local cultural groups as 
an example of this trend. These types of movements utilize the univer-
sal discourse of freedom and human rights, but combine it with “claims 
based on locality, embeddedness, and cultural history which emphasize 
their unique and particular standing as a socio-ecological group” (Harvey 
2000, 88). Thus increasingly, active place construction is seen as a politi-
cal strategy for global capitalist confrontation, and goals of social justice, 
environmental protection, and economic self-determination are increas-
ingly conflated.

Yet theorists like Harvey remain suspicious of this newfound political 
focus on place-based social movements, noting the dangers of parochial-
ism, exclusion, and abandonment of modernity. Young (1990) warns that 
local communitarian movements can easily translate into exclusionary pol-
itics, and when these groups begin to feed off of moralistic, self-righteous 
ideas, they can even lead to fascism (Harvey 1996). Even local economic 
development theorists note the social dangers of parochial politics (Bruyn 
1987). Place-based movements are also susceptible to the divide-and- 
conquer strategies of capitalists positioned to profit from cultural produc-
tion while stifling local political movements. In many ways, this skepticism 
harkens back to the ideological split between anarchists and communi-
tarians, who proposed a place-based socio-political order rejecting the 
trappings of modernity, and Marxian supporters, who saw the productive 
power of modernity as a force to be channeled into socialist emancipa-
tion (Harvey 1996; Hall 2002). Place-centric politics often relies on an 
idealistic notion of “community” which sounds socially holistic but can 
easily translate into exclusionary, parochial behavior preventing counter-
cultural movements; modern suburban municipalities, often armed with 
exclusionary zoning policies, represent a salient example. Harvey (1996, 
426) warns that community idealism, when applied to urban conditions, 
may not address “the much more tricky problem of creating a politics of 
heterogeneity and a domain of publicness that stretches across the diverse 
spatio-temporalities of contemporary urbanized living.”

If the exclusionary tendencies of localized groups can be contained, 
and local agents can maintain a multi-scalar perspective on modern life, 
however, theorists like Harvey do see potential in place-based movements 
combining environmental and social goals. “The radical ecological litera-
ture that focuses on place construction, bioregionalism, and the like here 
has something creative to offer, partly as an excellent growth for critique 
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of capitalism’s production of waste … as well as its production of serial 
conformity in urban design and the like … The richness of human capac-
ity for complexity and diversity in a context of the free exploration of the 
richness, complexity, and diversity encountered in the rest of nature can 
become a vital part of any ecosocialist project” (Harvey 1996, 201–202). 
Other critical theorists go farther to advocate the socio-political power 
endowed by a reflexive sense of place. Soja (2000, 408), citing Young 
(1990) and others, argues that new conceptions of regional governance 
in metropolitan areas could serve as effective vehicles “to heighten pub-
lic consciousness of regional interdependencies and to assist in struggles 
against recalcitrant localisms and racisms.” These authors share Harvey’s 
skepticism about the social beneficence of local communities, but argue 
that place-based movements still have deep potential if sense of place is 
conceived and constructed simultaneously at the local and regional scales. 
Noting that local urban places like Seattle have become the physical arenas 
for protesting the spread of neoliberal globalization (Mayer 2007; Sanders 
2010), authors addressing the juncture between sustainable development 
and neoliberalism maintain hope that localities can fully separate neolib-
eral and sustainability policies (DeFilippis 1999; Pendras 2002; Krueger 
and Gibbs 2007; Jonas and While 2007). Despite the various ways in 
which sustainable development has been conceived in practice, includ-
ing efforts to promote scalar, neoliberal growth, local groups can politi-
cally reclaim the sustainable development discourse and create socially and 
environmentally responsible places that truly run counter to neoliberal 
goals (Pendras 2002; Krueger and Gibbs 2007). “The changing nature of 
corporate organization is lessening the connection between profits and the 
well-being of people in the places where wealth is generated … But people 
can capture control over the places in which they live and critically judge 
the value of what they make and the community conditions under which 
they produce it” (Logan and Molotch 2007, 290, 296).

Ultimately, sustainable development is fundamentally at odds with 
deep ecology approaches that reject all forms of growth and modern 
technology and advocate a bioregional ethic of “voluntary simplicity.” 
Instead, sustainable development is predicated upon further advancing 
the diversity and productivity of society, and this inevitably implies that 
the scalar efficiencies and economic dynamism of interpersonal, global 
trading networks need to be embraced to some extent. Marx’s perspec-
tive on modern society was similar, since he noted that the alienation 
between producers, products, and consumers provided a new scale of 
productivity and wealth that could be channeled to more socialist ends. 
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This means that an overemphasis on bioregional, place-based eco-
nomic development—and complete tangibility in producer-consumer 
and person-place relationships, where all forms of exchange valuation 
are rejected—may be socio-economically limiting. The challenge is to 
find an appropriate, healthy balance between a prosperous, linked global 
economy and the ability of locally embedded citizens to create tangible, 
transparent, and controllable relationships between themselves and the 
environments and resources which sustain them (Bruyn 1987; DeFilippis 
1999). Many neoliberal and sustainable development critiques suggest 
that the balance has been shifted too far toward global exchange value, 
and furthermore, that the system is structurally oriented to further per-
petuate this shift. An emplaced, historical perspective on these trends in 
Phoenix—reviewed in the next chapter—similarly suggests that the deck 
is currently stacked against the everyday realization of urban use values in 
American municipalities.
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CHAPTER 2

The Speculative Growth Paradigm 
in the History of Phoenix

‘A nation which does not expand is marked for decay,’ declared the [Phoenix] 
Gazette. The ‘same idea has been expressed with regard to cities and towns. 
Those which do not progress go backward—there is no standing still. It 
must be either grow or dry rot.’ The paper warned, ‘When opportunities 
for expansion present themselves they must be taken advantage of at once or 
the opportunities may not come again.’ Most Phoenicians agreed with the 
Gazette, and they supported growth. (Luckingham 1989, 48; quote from 
Phoenix Gazette, circa 1900)

Phoenix is a city that is not bound by tradition or preconceived attitudes. 
In short, Phoenix offers ‘a chance’ to the adventurous. Fortunes have been 
made here that could not have been made in other cities. Phoenix is restless, 
a plastic society that has yet to find its true personality. (Kelly 1964, 15)

Phoenix, Arizona, was founded by a small group of Mexican and Anglo 
settlers in 1870, and over the past 140 years, it has grown to become the 
core of a metropolitan area supporting over three million residents. This 
tremendous rate of growth, slow and steady until World War II, elevated 
Phoenix as one of the fastest growing American cities in most decades 
of the postwar period. Urban spatial and population expansion was not 
just a result of economic success, but often became a driver of that suc-
cess, especially as the land and housing development industries assumed an 
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increasingly dominant share of employment from the 1950s on. The result 
has been Kelly’s “plastic society,” recently rebranded by a consulting firm 
as an “opportunity oasis,” where a lack of political or built environment 
constraints on economic growth have indeed allowed many Phoenicians 
from all classes to accumulate wealth and build a decent life for them-
selves and their families (Kelly 1964; Arthesia 2008). Yet there have been 
sustainability-related costs to such growth, from the city’s oversized eco-
logical footprint of materials, water, and energy derived from other locales 
(Ross 2011) to the “ecological imprint” of such growth on the Sonoran 
Desert ecosystem and on the available amount of arable land and riparian 
habitat (Redman and Kinzig 2008, 259).

The urbanization of the Sun Belt and American West has been charac-
terized by this type of rapid scalar growth, predicated upon a market-ori-
ented configuration of urban land in which property rights and monetary 
valuation are often advantaged in policy structures. The history of Phoenix 
represents an especially transparent, outsized example of these trends. 
Over the following pages, the predominance of short-term, growth-or-
bust strategies of economic success over longer-term, qualitative devel-
opment is illuminated throughout Phoenix’s history. Local groups of 
boosters have created and guided Phoenix’s “growth machine” from its 
founding to the present day, and like the Gazette indicates, have con-
sistently equated scalar urban growth with public benefit. Land specula-
tion has been a socio-economic tradition among boosters and newcomers 
alike, shaping a present-day political economy where land is valued with an 
eye to future growth, not present use. In fact, continued growth in land 
development and property values has been taken for granted to the extent 
that some municipal policies are implicitly designed around growth expec-
tations. Yet despite the tireless efforts of boosters, and the regional preva-
lence of the popular American ideology connecting freedom, hard work, 
and self-driven success, Phoenix’s growth has been constantly financed 
and driven from outside the region by government, private institutions, 
and immigrant labor. This fact calls into question the past and future abil-
ity of local residents to self-generate a dynamic regional economy, and 
threatens the future sustainability of Phoenix’s economy more generally.

One of Phoenix’s preeminent historians, Bradford Luckingham (1989), 
argues that historically the two core values of Phoenicians are “growth” 
and “quality of life.” This statement betrays how in recent years Phoenix’s 
political economy has been forced to reconcile the growth machine’s 
(and economy’s) need for constant spatial expansion with the emplaced 
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 residents who increasingly prefer to divert public monies toward services 
in existing neighborhoods and prevent further destruction of open spaces 
on the urban periphery. Sustainable urban development theory proposes 
solutions at the core of this conflict, but to enact pragmatic change, such 
efforts must recognize how the culture behind the political economy of 
growth is deeply embedded in Phoenix history.

Boosterism

The story of Phoenix’s emergence begins in the mid-1860s, when a number 
of prospectors, farmers, and businessmen were attracted to the possi-
bilities provided by the Salt River and its surrounding desert flatlands— 
“a potentially productive, yet unoccupied agroecological niche” (Redman 
and Kinzig 2008, 249). Agricultural production was first started by sol-
diers to supply nearby federal Fort McDowell with food, and then trans-
ferred to civilian farmers in 1868. These farmers quickly demonstrated the 
notable fertility of the Valley’s soil, and they began promoting the area 
to other settlers immediately, encouraging private agricultural enterprise 
(Mawn 1979). The most notable member of this group was Jack Swilling, 
the first Anglo settler to realize the potential of the ancient Hohokam 
canal system still visible in the area. Swilling, an ambitious man whose 
previous experiences in mining and military contractor work (for both 
sides in the Civil War) indicated a desire for wealth, started a joint-stock 
canal company with money from Wickenburg businessmen and began re- 
excavating a canal in 1867. When initial plantings of corn, barley, and 
wheat were successful, Swilling’s company quickly “publicized the fertil-
ity of the soil, described its progress in constructing the Swilling Ditch, 
and urged settlers to come to the valley” (Mawn 1979, 15–16). To profit 
from the expected flood of settlers, Swilling moved quickly to establish 
a townsite on the company’s property and gave it the alluring name of 
“Phoenix.” In early 1868, within only three months of the company’s 
arrival, 50 people were already living at the townsite (Mawn 1979).

Over the following two years, many settlers spread out along the Salt 
River to establish agricultural homesteads, and the primacy of Swilling’s 
townsite ebbed. These settlers decided that a new, more permanent, and 
mutually agreed-upon townsite was necessary for the area’s future success. 
John T. Alsap, a prominent physician, lawyer, businessman, and territo-
rial politician described as a “jack-of-all-trades,” became a key figure in 
negotiating a political compromise regarding the location of the  townsite 
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(Mawn 1979). “Alsap was a booster, and he used his positions as secre-
tary and treasurer of the Phoenix Ditch Company, and his regular cor-
respondence with territorial newspapers, to publicize and promote the 
Phoenix settlement. As a politician, promoter, and civic leader, Alsap 
considered the location of the townsite an important personal matter” 
(Mawn 1979, 21). When a site was finally chosen in 1870 (present-day 
downtown Phoenix), promotion of the town to outside settlers began 
even as the brush was still being cleared from the site (Mawn 1979). 
Alsap and other civic leaders led the way in this promotional effort,  
setting the tone for the relentless boosterism that would characterize 
 virtually the entire history of Phoenix.

In the following two decades, Phoenix grew steadily (but not spec-
tacularly) in large part due to a number of distinct promotional efforts, 
including a forceful push to develop a railroad line connecting the emerg-
ing town with the rest of the country. As the Southern Pacific quickly built 
a railroad line across the southern deserts of the territory at the end of 
the 1870s, town businessmen anticipated an economic opportunity and 
created a private fund, before the railroad was even operational, to con-
struct a wagon road between Phoenix and the closest station on the line 
at Maricopa (Mawn 1979). This effort was quickly expanded to pursue a 
full branch railroad line from the Southern Pacific to the city, under the 
notion that increasing agricultural exports would generate wealth from 
sales and trigger rising property values across the Valley (Mawn 1979). 
“Agricultural production had reached a surplus point far beyond the con-
sumption power of the expanded distribution hinterland of the valley and 
its surrounding settlements. Farmers needed new markets. Businessmen 
stressed that the branch railroad would open more markets to the south 
for shipping hogs to Mexico and grain and flour throughout the territory” 
(Mawn 1979, 100). Thus, it is clear that Valley farmers were not con-
tent with complete self-sufficiency in food production, instead pursuing 
strategies of accumulation widely shared across the American West. The 
railroad line offered the clearest avenue toward such accumulation, and 
Valley boosters wanted the Southern Pacific in particular to construct it 
because the company’s size and geographical reach meant the line could 
be built especially rapidly, while Phoenix could be widely publicized by the 
company itself along the entire main line (Mawn 1979).

A group of influential businessmen first sent representatives to Southern 
Pacific in 1883, and by the following year the company agreed to sell and 
transport rail materials, and guaranteed low rates on shipping, if locals 
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could find a way to build the line themselves (Myrick 1980). This business 
group then used political connections to encourage the territorial legis-
lature to enable Maricopa County to issue $200,000 in public bonds to 
finance the railroad, despite the complaints of some local residents. This 
initial group disbanded soon afterward, but a new business group com-
posed partly of out-of-territory investors bought the rights to the initial 
surveys (and use of public money) in 1886. This group, which possessed 
certain family connections to influential Southern Pacific officials, was able 
to strike a deal with the company and the branch line to Phoenix opened 
the following year (Myrick 1980). The arrival of the railroad helped spur 
a new round of growth in the city, as a number of agriculturalists built 
mills and distribution facilities near the railroad’s terminus in downtown 
Phoenix. The town’s emergence was so encouraging that the territo-
rial capital was moved to Phoenix two years after the line’s completion 
(Myrick 1980).

Once boosters were able to secure the railroad, they transitioned to 
using the line for promotional efforts, viewing it simultaneously as a vehi-
cle for trade and town promotion. Even before the line was completed, 
civic boosters published a pamphlet in 1886 encouraging settlement, 
which quickly sold out. Soon after completion, however, boosters decided 
to become more organized about promotional efforts, forming the 
Phoenix Chamber of Commerce in 1888 (Myrick 1980). The Chamber 
began a publicity campaign aimed at encouraging tourists and investors 
riding on the main Southern Pacific line to take a detour to Phoenix, 
using paid advertisements in major national newspapers as well as per-
sonal connections to newspaper staff. Outside tour operators soon began 
bringing visitors looking to invest. “Local civic, business, and professional 
figures volunteered to escort valley visitors, coaxing them to invest with 
statistics and visual experiences… One result of the investments by these 
groups and other visitors was that property values in the outlying areas 
rose sharply” (Myrick 1980, 121–122).

Boosterism continued apace into the twentieth century due to the 
continuing role of the Chamber of Commerce as well as a growing class 
of influential businessmen. Dwight Heard, a large Valley landowner and 
booster who owned significant cattle ranching and agricultural interests, 
was one of the first businessmen in Phoenix to concentrate investment in 
real estate development (Luckingham 1989). Heard accumulated a fortune 
through his various business interests—including the 1912 purchase of the 
Arizona Republican, the main newspaper in the area—and he became an 
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“archetype” of the booster mentality that conflated personal profit, legacy, 
and regional economic growth (Gammage Jr. 2003, 13). Seeing the con-
fluence of personal and municipal interests in a growth economy, Heard 
was a central figure in encouraging the development of major municipal 
improvement projects such as Roosevelt Dam, the Central Avenue bridge, 
and South Mountain Park (Luckingham 1989). In fact, Heard used his 
longstanding personal friendship with President Roosevelt to help secure 
federal funding for Roosevelt Dam (Larsen and Alameddin 2007). In the 
inter-war period, there was “no shortage of boosterism” as the Chamber 
of Commerce played an “extremely important” role in the slow, steady 
growth of the Valley’s economy; for example, the chamber was respon-
sible for attracting numerous state, regional, and national conferences 
to Valley locales (Luckingham 1989). The “Valley of the Sun” moniker, 
which has led to the widespread description of the metropolitan area as 
the “Valley” by local residents, was in fact created by an advertising agency 
commissioned by the Chamber of Commerce in 1934 (Luckingham 
1989)— perhaps the most blatant example of how the culture of Phoenix 
is shaped by a booster-driven growth paradigm.

The start of World War II heralded a new era in the economic growth of 
Phoenix, spurred both by federal investments in the defense industry and a 
revamped, more professionalized Chamber of Commerce. The initial spark 
was provided by the federal government’s decision to locate a number of 
air bases in the Phoenix area as well as industrial facilities specializing in 
aircraft manufacture and other types of defense contracting. By the end of 
the war, Phoenix had the nucleus of an aeronautical and electronics indus-
try that would expand rapidly in the following two decades (Luckingham 
1989). This growth was not simply driven by economic agglomera-
tion effects alone, however; a new political elite helped to exponentially 
increase booster efforts to attract new businesses and real estate investment. 
During World War II, downtown business interests were threatened when 
the commander of Luke Air Force base temporarily banned all soldiers 
from frequenting downtown due to riotous behavior as well as widespread 
reports of unchecked prostitution and venereal disease. Business driven 
by the military bases formed a major component of the city’s economy, 
and so this threat (along with a larger ideological shift toward “smaller” 
government) prompted a group of concerned Phoenix businessmen to 
form a political coalition to oust a number of entrenched Democratic 
politicians (Luckingham 1989; Shermer 2013). This political coup, led 
by Walter Bimson, president of the powerful Valley National Bank, and  
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his lawyer Frank Snell, “became a pivotal event in the creation of a more 
unified, growth-oriented power structure in the Phoenix area” (Wiley and 
Gottlieb 1982, 167) and signaled one origin of neoliberal business and 
growth policies that eventually spread nationwide (Shermer 2013). After 
the war, this political shift was cemented when the group presented a slate 
of candidates in the 1949 city elections, named the Charter Government 
Committee (CGC), which swept the election (Luckingham 1989). Led 
by Bimson and Snell as well as Eugene Pulliam, the influential owner of 
the Arizona Republic, and Barry Goldwater, a major department store 
owner, the CGC created a more professionalized city manager position 
and enacted other political changes to position Phoenix as a modern 
metropolis ready to compete for economic growth. “Businesslike, honest,  
growth-oriented, flexible, and pragmatic enough to meet any serious 
opposition, the [CGC] succeeded [after World War II] because it reflected 
the ideals of most Phoenicians” (Luckingham 1989, 151).

Like in the early history of Phoenix, the leaders of the CGC mixed poli-
tics, business interests, and growth boosterism to promote the emergent 
electronics industry and rapid suburban development. Bimson emerged as 
a powerful city promoter, and “like Los Angeles’ top boosters, Bimson sent 
Valley National Bank emissaries all over the country to attract new busi-
nesses, Air Force flying schools and new bases, branch factories, government 
housing, and aircraft firms” (Wiley and Gottlieb 1982, 168). Bimson, Snell, 
and the bank were instrumental in encouraging Motorola’s pivotal move to 
Phoenix in 1949, and the bank’s capital was a central force behind the rise 
of megadevelopers like Del Webb (Wiley and Gottlieb 1982). Pulliam did 
his part as well, quickly converting his newspaper monopoly “into power-
ful organs for political conservatism and business growth in a city ‘ripe for 
a civic and economic boom’” (Luckingham 1989, 150–151). The CGC 
encouraged the development of an “ultra-modern” Chamber of Commerce 
(Kelly 1964, 10), and the organization quickly became a model for city pro-
motion across the country (Konig 1982), working in parallel to Bimson’s 
more private efforts. The Chamber created a monthly publication called 
“Phoenix Action,” targeted at both out-of-state institutions and in-state 
policymakers, which encouraged all forms of economic growth, including 
high-tech industrial, residential development, and tourism (Konig 1982). 
A 1949 issue, for example, reported sending publicity documents complete 
with photos to 271 newspapers and travel magazines throughout the coun-
try, as well as more than 5000 letters to “the nation’s major industrialists 
urging  consideration of Phoenix as a location for a plant site” (PA 1949, 1). 

 BOOSTERISM 



90 

The publication proclaimed that “our part of this great country is headed for 
tremendous development,” and that promotional efforts by the Chamber 
of Commerce are “the American and democratic pathway toward economic 
betterment and permanent, healthy growth” (PA 1949, 2). In fact, the 
political and economic strategies conducted by Phoenix boosters in this era 
all suggested that “permanent” growth was widely considered the backbone 
of the modern municipal economy.

In this period, the Chamber of Commerce led an effort to significantly 
change city and state tax and zoning policies to encourage rapid industrial 
growth. As a result of intense lobbying, the city council eliminated manu-
facturers’ sales taxes and certain inventory taxes, while the state legislature 
ended taxes on inventory, manufacturing, raw materials, goods in process, 
finished products, and warehoused goods destined for out-of-state (Konig 
1982). The state also passed a “Right-to-Work” law that helped spur a 
nationwide trend disadvantaging labor unionization (Herbert 1964; 
Shermer 2013). Proponents admitted significant lost revenue from tax 
changes, but justified them with expectations of future industrial develop-
ment; Konig (1982, 29), however, cites studies to argue that these tax 
benefits were not nearly as important as the “availability of markets, labor, 
materials, land, and the expectation of future growth” in the attraction of 
industry. Ross (2011, 4), describing the Phoenix Chamber of Commerce 
as “an instrument of growth for growth’s sake,” argues that the com-
bined efforts of the Chamber and the CGC created a new ethic of com-
petitive deregulation and regressive taxation that elevated Goldwater into 
the national political conversation and effectively represented the begin-
nings of neoliberal municipal entrepreneurialism. “When local officials 
in coastal Chinese provinces lure foreign corporations today with lavish 
tax incentives, discount labor, and all kinds of legal exemptions, they are 
using a playbook that was largely written by the businessmen-politicians 
of Phoenix in their Cold War heyday” (Ross 2011, 66). Shermer (2013) 
confirms the emergence of neoliberal governance in Phoenix’s postwar 
rise, illustrating how the CGC successfully deployed a political ideology 
of “smaller government” while simultaneously leveraging state political 
power to pave the way for business and residential growth. The ultimate 
results of these efforts were clear: Phoenix added 300 new manufacturers 
between 1948 and 1960 (Luckingham 1989) and increased manufactur-
ing output from $30 million to $292 million between 1940 and 1952 
(Stocker 1955). Many of the new manufacturers specialized in the highly 
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desirable electronics industry, and Motorola’s move to the Valley clearly 
induced other large firms like General Electric and Sperry Rand to follow 
(Herbert 1964).

In perspective, the consistent boosterism exerted by Phoenix elites 
helped encourage rapid scalar growth in housing construction and the 
city’s urban extent, especially after World War II. Even in the earlier half 
of the twentieth century, pioneers like Heard showed that residential land 
development could become an industry unto itself when supplemented by 
promotional efforts. Gammage Jr. (2003, 20) notes that even before the 
modernization efforts of the CGC, Phoenix leadership “had come to view 
real estate profit itself as the motivating force for growth”—a realization 
that concurrently occurred to Los Angeles’ boosters as well. After 1949, 
however, Phoenix’s growth truly accelerated into a wealth- generating 
machine, as the city’s population grew 311% in the 1950s (Gammage 
Jr. 2003) and grew at three times the national average in the latter half 
of the twentieth century (Redman and Kinzig 2008). New subdivisions 
appeared on the urban fringe almost daily, often leapfrogging over closer 
available parcels and developing productive farmland to translate lower 
land costs into higher profits. This rapid growth led to a number of envi-
ronmental issues, such as the loss of Sonoran Desert lands and a notice-
able rise in air pollution (Luckingham 1989). Reflecting on Phoenix’s 
emergence, the growth of which was paralleled by other Western cities, 
Wiley and Gottlieb (1982, 165) summarize: “Phoenix is a developer’s 
city, a pivot in the Southwest’s growth machine, an expansive capitalism’s 
dream come true. It is the prototypical Sun Belt city, with aggressive taxa-
tion policies that favor corporate relocation and new plant development, 
probooster media and political machinery, new planned communities and 
subdivision schemes used to attract a continuous wave of American immi-
gration.” Real estate development and construction industries thrived on 
this “continuous wave” of new settlers, assuming a dominant role in the 
metropolitan area’s economy by the end of the twentieth century. Laing 
(1988) posited that Phoenix’s economic success is a mirage because of the 
overarching importance of residential growth compared to manufacturing 
production. “Despite all the talk of its growing manufacturing muscle, 
the Phoenix economy remains largely service-oriented, dependent on the 
health of its resort, retirement and retail industries. As a result, Phoenix 
has to reinvent itself constantly through marketing to keep outsiders pour-
ing in … Growth, more than any other element, creates the illusion of 
prosperity in Maricopa County” (Laing 1988, 32).
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Contemporary observers have decried the instability of an economy 
predicated upon constant scalar growth in housing construction. Ross 
(2011, 57) argues that the collapse of Phoenix’s economy after 2007, 
parallel to but much more drastic than the national economic downturn, 
indicates the perilous nature of economic strategies based mainly on “ser-
vicing population growth.” In fact growth, or the prospect of growth, has 
consistently driven Phoenix’s economy through the self-fulfilling proph-
ecies enabled by generations of Phoenix boosters (VanderMeer 2010). 
Although the scale of recent reliance on growth alone is remarkable, a 
growth-based economy is nothing new in the Valley of the Sun, and in 
fact it has been intimately intertwined with the socio-political culture 
developed in the Valley since the first Caucasian emigrants set foot in the 
Sonoran Desert.

NoN-local capital iNvestmeNt

“Although never noted by individuals in the 1890s, [Phoenix] was a 
town built on boosterism and with outside investment” (Mawn 1979, 
171). When boosters have promoted rapid urban growth in Phoenix, the 
city’s economic success has become predicated upon non-local invest-
ments instead of self-generated wealth, the opposite of regionally located 
economic development, where wealth may be generated from import- 
replacement and growing stocks of emplaced human and social capital. 
As Chap. 1 argues, generative urban economies can be more dynamic 
and flexible in the face of change, and by encouraging closer relation-
ships between producers and consumers, and between places and politi-
cal economic forces, they promise more self-determination in economic 
outcomes. As this section demonstrates, however, the historical develop-
ment of Phoenix has been very significantly influenced by non-local capital 
and labor, and few aspects of the city’s development can be considered 
generative by nature. Despite an ideological ethic of self-sufficiency born 
from the Western frontier, many successful Phoenicians benefitted much 
more from federal or non-local private investments in city industries and 
infrastructure than from their own efforts alone (save for boosterism). 
Furthermore, the relative lack of local investments—or of positive feed-
back loops where local actors perceive a merger between self-interest, 
community interest, profit, and local reinvestment—helped strengthen 
the preexisting emphasis on the exchange valuation of land at the expense 
of use valuation.
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The influence of non-local capital investment on the growth of Phoenix 
began with the city’s very founding. The federal placement of Fort 
McDowell in close proximity to the Salt River Valley led to a demand for 
locally supplied food to feed soldiers and horses (Mawn 1979). The area’s 
first agriculturalists, who eventually came together to found the Phoenix 
townsite, were directly motivated by federal willingness to purchase the 
Valley’s agricultural produce. After its founding, Phoenix expanded its 
base of agricultural importers beyond Fort McDowell, but the role of 
non-local investment continued to be crucial for the city’s growth. The 
1891 placement of a federal Indian School in Phoenix, intended to cultur-
ally assimilate Native American children from around the American West 
into Anglo society, represented a significant boon to the nascent city’s 
economy (Mawn 1979). The Indian School employed numerous people, 
triggered ancillary effects on the city’s economy, and became an institu-
tional anchor encouraging future growth.

Yet the Indian School was only one reason why the following decade 
represented “a period of increased dependence on outside investment 
in Phoenix and the Salt River Valley” (Mawn 1979, 175). A number of 
public works projects crucial for the city’s modernization and competitive 
 advantage, such as sewage and electricity systems, were funded wholly by 
capitalists who had few or no local connections. As Mawn (1979, 209) 
observes, “The many apparent advances in public services during the 1890s 
highlighted the willingness of outside financial investors to risk funding the 
plans of local promoters. For example, there would have been no north- 
south railroad without Midwestern interests, no sewer system without 
English capital, and no telephone service without California developers.” 
Since Phoenix had only one locally owned bank at the time, outside capi-
tal investors especially from the Midwest, Denver, and California became 
important for the early growth of the city. The 1887 completion of the 
railroad branch line to Phoenix represents another example. Although 
the  line was funded partially through public bonds, a large proportion 
of the financing was invested by two San Francisco financiers, and this 
financing was only secured due to the personal and political connections 
of Phoenix businessmen (Myrick 1980).

Water is of particular importance to a desert agricultural city, and most 
of the major water projects supporting the rapid urbanization of Phoenix 
derived significant amounts of capital from out-of-state sources. The 
initial canals built from the Salt River to open farmland for production 
were financed by private companies, usually with investment money not 
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generated by agricultural development. For example, Swilling’s original 
“Ditch” company derived its capital from Wickenburg businessmen inter-
ested in selling food to mining settlements (as well as Fort McDowell) 
(Mawn 1979). The high variability in the Salt River’s water flow, which 
was especially troubling during a catastrophic 1891 flood as well as a 
period of drought beginning in 1898, helped spur efforts to build a major 
dam upstream to assure a consistent agricultural water supply. The passage 
of Theodore Roosevelt’s National Reclamation Act in 1902 enabled the 
federal government to subsidize construction of Roosevelt Dam, com-
pleted in 1911, to benefit agricultural interests in the Salt River Valley. 
Although the federal government provided capital, they did also require 
that local landowners offer their lands as collateral to pay for the costs 
of dam construction, forming a unique public-private partnership that 
became the basis for future public water management policy in Phoenix 
(Gober 2006). Another major water project vital for continued urban-
ization, the Central Arizona Project (CAP) canal supplying Phoenix and 
southern Arizona with Colorado River water, was begun 60 years after the 
completion of Roosevelt Dam. This project, however, was constructed 
completely with federal funds after Arizona’s congressional delegation 
convinced Congress and President Johnson to support the project (Gober 
2006). The CAP was a fantastically expensive project and perhaps repre-
sents the most obvious example of how out-of-state capital investment has 
been critical to the continued growth of Phoenix.

Shermer (2013) emphasizes that Phoenix’s dependence on non-local 
sources of investment was a broader pattern shared by cities across the 
southern and western United States before World War II.  Lacking the 
ability to produce specialized goods or a local market for its raw agricul-
tural and mining products, Phoenix and other Sun Belt cities resembled 
a type of “domestic colony” indebted to the alpha economies of distant 
industrial cities.

Historians have long considered the prewar South and West to have func-
tioned as domestic colonies in service to the country’s burgeoning manufac-
turing empire. Residents relied on imported goods, entrepreneurs had little 
access to credit, and profits from outsiders’ investments largely went back 
to corporate boardrooms and big city banks in the Steelbelt. Agricultural 
and extractive markets in turn determined economic fortunes across the 
periphery, even for the small-town and urban ownership and professional 
classes, like the Phoenix Chamber elite, whose profits rose and fell alongside 
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commodity prices. This colonial servitude had an effect on these regions’ 
politics and society. Legislative apportionment, either dictated through state 
constitutions or determined by the leverage and economic power of absent 
investors and firmly entrenched estate owners, left many townspeople 
underrepresented. This malapportionment constrained city dwellers’ ability 
to change the state tax codes and laws that discouraged homegrown indus-
trialization initiatives. (Shermer 2013, 8)

As Shermer alludes, Phoenix’s “colonized” status was not only manifest 
in its dependence on raw material exports from its “five C’s” (copper, 
cattle, cotton, citrus, and climate), but over time it became codified and 
reinforced in state policies that were increasingly oriented toward encour-
aging non-local political economic power. Mining companies, for exam-
ple, exerted significant power over state legislation but contributed little 
to central Arizona’s economic development (Shermer 2013). This set of 
power relations helped legally entrench outside capital interests into the 
state’s policy structure and established a precedent that would influence 
the state’s ability to encourage entrepreneurialism far into the future.

The outbreak of World War II triggered another round of massive fed-
eral investments that directly benefited the growth of Phoenix, helping it 
emerge from “colonial servitude” and develop a more diversified, indus-
trial economy. Soon after war was declared, Arizona senator Carl Hayden 
persuaded the War Department to locate four air training centers in the 
Phoenix area (Konig 1982). This decision provided a massive economic 
boost to local businesses that dwarfed the siting of the Indian School 50 
years before; contemporaries estimated the economic impact of the bases 
at $3.5 million (Luckingham 1989). In fact it was the prospect of los-
ing this business that convinced the Charter Government Committee to 
originally form and push for changes to the city’s political establishment. 
Large-scale manufacturers catering to the aircraft industry like Goodyear 
and Alcoa followed the air bases to Phoenix, creating the nucleus of 
 technological development that spawned the postwar electronics indus-
try. Yet this regional economic development is not simply explained by 
agglomeration effects alone, for the federal government continued to 
subsidize corporate relocation to Phoenix by offering a consistent stream 
of defense contracts to major firms. “In their wake came Cold War defense 
contractors. Aircraft electronic component industries predominated, but 
they were soon followed by missile component manufacturers … These 
defense industries produced a multiplier effect, for they, in turn, attracted 
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a host of other manufacturing enterprises” (Konig 1982, 20). Thus the 
population and housing boom triggered largely by the rapid growth of 
high- tech industry in the 1950s can be interpreted as an  outgrowth of 
federal investment.

Even Phoenix’s twentieth-century housing industry was seriously 
indebted to non-local capital and federal investment. Dwight B. Heard, one 
of Phoenix’s first large housing developers, surely used some of the wealth 
generated by his local farming and newspaper operations to finance his 
 housing business. Yet Heard initially spawned his business kingdom from the 
massive wealth of his father-in-law, who was a wealthy Chicago industrialist 
(Luckingham 1989). In later years, housing development became a much 
larger, more professionalized business operation as entrepreneurs like Del 
Webb perfected the large-scale development of master- planned communi-
ties. Del Webb, however, started his construction firm during the 1930s 
Depression, and New Deal programs to subsidize housing were instrumental 
in building his business and accumulating the capital needed for future large-
scale development. On the eve of World War II, Webb himself observed in a 
now-famous quote that “construction is no longer a private enterprise, but 
rather a subsidiary of the federal government” (Gammage Jr. 2003, 19). 
In fact, New Deal money played a crucial role in shielding the economy of 
1930s Phoenix from the Depression, subsidizing parks, schools, farm infra-
structure, and roads (Luckingham 1989); the Public Works Administration 
conducted 122 total projects in Arizona, and the federal government had 
spent $10 million in Maricopa County by the mid-1930s (Shermer 2013). 
Of course, in the postwar period the federal government also helped subsi-
dize single-family home construction in Phoenix and the rest of the country 
through the G.I. Bill and the Federal Housing Administration’s mortgage 
subsidization program. Although this represented a universal grant, Sun Belt 
cities like Phoenix with plenty of room for spatial expansion and federally 
subsidized industries were especially rewarded.

The conflict between a cultural ethic of free market self-sufficiency and 
the importance of federal government aid became especially clear in the 
1960s and 1970s, as Phoenix increasingly accepted federal urban renewal 
funding. CGC leaders were philosophically opposed to accepting federal 
funds, especially for programs framed as social welfare, but they often 
relied on federal money to support certain priorities. “Selective acceptance 
of federal funds helped make it possible to improve law enforcement and 
to slight or ignore anti-poverty programs; it allowed Charter Government 
to establish philosophical priorities, maintain a low tax rate, and stay 
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within state budget limits on city expenditures” (Luckingham 1989, 178). 
As Phoenix approached the mid-1970s, the CGC finally began to lose its 
decades-long grip on municipal politics, and a new class of leaders was 
especially reliant on federal funds to address service provision and pov-
erty issues directly and indirectly related to rapid urban growth. Phoenix 
received millions of dollars from the 1972 State and Local Assistance Act 
and the 1974 Housing and Community Development Act, and as a result 
the amount of federal aid received by the city rose from $14 million to 
$89 million between 1972 and 1978 (Luckingham 1989). Hall (1982, 54) 
notes that “federal aid represented an increasingly large share of total city 
operating expenditures during the 1970s, while local revenues decreased 
as a proportion of total expenditures.” Rapid growth put a strain on city 
services, since municipalities had to cover many of the infrastructure costs 
associated with spatial expansion, but authorities decided to use federal 
funds instead of taxes on the development process to continue providing 
services. “Accepting federal aid was considered better than raising taxes or 
reducing services … [and] most Phoenix officials, while calling themselves 
fiscal conservatives … [felt] that the New Federalism entitled their city to 
a fair share of tax sharing. As Senator Goldwater put it on national televi-
sion in June 1979, ‘The most vociferous citizens of the cities of my state 
against high taxes and federal control are also the most vociferous citizens 
calling for federal aid to cities’” (Luckingham 1989, 182–183). By the late 
1970s, municipal policymakers were often conflating urban renewal grants 
and general fund revenue when referring to the city’s finances, and federal 
aid was increasingly distributed across the entire city’s population instead 
of being channeled to specific anti-poverty programs (Hall 1982).

Phoenix’s rapid emergence as a major regional center undergirded 
by high-tech industries would seem to have provided an opportunity to 
develop a more complex, diversified economy in which entrepreneurs 
could build regional companies and reinvest locally. To some extent this 
did occur, with housing developers like Del Webb and retailers like the 
Goldwater family prospering greatly from Phoenix’s postwar growth and 
expanding regionally. Yet, as VanderMeer (2010) details, industries pro-
viding the anchor of Phoenix’s growth tended to either relocate to other 
regions (such as most of Phoenix’s electronics and aerospace companies) 
or drastically consolidate into national and multi-national corporations by 
the 1970s and 1980s. For example, the critically important home build-
ing industry had emerged as a constellation of small-scale builders reli-
ant on small capital lenders, but by the 1960s it had consolidated into 

 NON-LOCAL CAPITAL INVESTMENT 



98 

“a hierarchy topped by a few major builders,” and by the 1970s these 
builders had sold out to large national corporations operating across the 
country (VanderMeer 2010, 196). John Long’s famous Maryvale devel-
opment, one of the first master-planned communities in the country, 
was nominally local but relied on a partnership and capital funding from 
notable California mall developer Victor Gruen. As this type of larger 
community development became common throughout Phoenix in the 
1970s, the capital- intensive nature of such development privileged non-
local developers with connections to larger cities and capital sources, and 
California- based companies increasingly controlled housing starts and 
associated profits. Further, since these companies were well capitalized 
and employed a competitive strategy to “build to maintain market share,” 
this industry shift was often accompanied by a lack of attention to local 
demand, overproduction of houses, and drastic volatility in the housing 
market (VanderMeer 2010, 308).

Retail and banking industries were similarly transformed by consoli-
dation, and in the process, local corporate leaders who had encouraged 
coordinated regional growth through boosterism slowly disappeared. 
“During the 1960s the three locally owned department stores—Korrick’s, 
Goldwater’s, and Diamond’s—were bought by outside chains. Though 
obviously part of a national pattern, these sales had major consequences, 
for they removed local control of important economic institutions and 
ended the local public role of men who had championed a commercially 
vibrant central city … [instead bringing] in economic players whose com-
mitment to the long-term prosperity of the Valley was far more tenuous” 
(VanderMeer 2010, 304). Phoenix’s banking industry, at one point syn-
onymous with boosterism and the municipal growth machine under the 
dynamic leadership of Walter Bimson and Valley National Bank, witnessed 
a similar round of consolidation encouraged by state and federal laws. 
The federal deregulation of the S&L industry (which strongly impacted 
Arizona urban development; see Chap. 4) and subsequent instability 
among small lenders, followed by state legalization of out-of-state bank 
ownership, incentivized a wave of Arizona bank mergers and consolida-
tions in the mid-1990s. Most banks were purchased by large national banks 
based in New York and California, like Chase and Bank of America, and 
by the twenty-first century 90% of Arizona’s bank assets were controlled 
by four out-of-state corporations (VanderMeer 2010). The local transpar-
ency and control of development capital were subsequently diminished,  
not just because boosterism suffered and profits began flowing  elsewhere, 
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but because “the size of these new institutions, together with their new 
banking practices, affected lending patterns throughout the Valley,  reducing 
the role of personal contacts and risk taking based on familiarity with indi-
viduals” (VanderMeer 2010, 304).

The investment of non-locally generated financial capital is not the only 
way Phoenix’s growth has been imposed more from outside than self- 
generated, however, as non-local human capital has been equally impor-
tant for Phoenix’s continued success. Mexican labor in particular has been 
a crucial part of Phoenix’s economy for its entire history, despite a strong 
undercurrent of racism. The initial agricultural operations serving Fort 
McDowell in the late 1860s relied on the “labor and expertise” of Mexican 
immigrants, and soon after the official founding of the Phoenix townsite 
roughly half of the town’s population was Mexican (Luckingham 1994). 
Although the proportion of Mexicans declined as Anglos rapidly moved 
to the Valley in the following decades, the importance of this imported 
labor continued, and even boosters noted in promotional pamphlets 
that Mexicans provided cheap and reliant sources of agricultural labor 
(Luckingham 1994). In fact, foreign labor was so crucial to Phoenix’s 
early success that large agricultural capitalists like Dwight Heard heavily 
lobbied Congress to exempt Mexican labor from strict 1917 immigra-
tion laws, an effort which ultimately succeeded (Luckingham 1994). Yet 
despite their importance, the Mexican community in Phoenix was system-
atically segregated and excluded from the main, Anglo-dominated institu-
tions of the city. Mexicans were segregated in industrialized South Phoenix 
by institutional redlining and informal discrimination, and the area did not 
receive the same services as Anglo neighborhoods for many decades of the 
twentieth century (Bolin et  al. 2005; Shermer 2013). Although politi-
cal leaders attested to the importance of Mexicans by lobbying Congress, 
they simultaneously enacted political reforms to disenfranchise Mexican 
communities, such as a 1913 political shift to a city manager system where 
municipal representatives were elected at large instead of by geographi-
cal district (Luckingham 1994). Mexicans were not the only source of 
non-local human capital, however, since much of Phoenix’s rapid growth 
was due to emigration from other parts of the United States, especially 
California and the Midwest (Gober 2006). Gober (2006) points out that 
in modern Phoenix locally born residents only represent one-third of the 
city’s population, with the rest coming from migrants, and that even this 
one-third is largely generated from recent migrants.
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Thus from a historical perspective, Phoenix’s growth economy has 
been primarily transplanted to the region by capital generated in other 
locations. It is hard to imagine that the nation-leading rates of growth 
common in the latter half of the twentieth century could have been 
accomplished by homegrown population increases and economic activity. 
Non-locally generated growth before World War II was driven by specific 
Chicago and California industrialists operating under the intra-national 
colonial economic relations of frontier capitalism (Gober 2006; Shermer 
2013), while after the war it thrived as part of a larger federal shift toward 
subsidizing the rise of the Sun Belt (Wiley and Gottlieb 1982).

Far from standing on its own feet, then, Phoenix (and other Sun Belt cities) 
was a prime beneficiary of federal tax and spending policies that redistributed 
wealth and industry away from the Frostbelt states … The federal tax struc-
ture, for example, allowed corporations to write off plant closures, count 
relocation as business expenses, and win lavish investment credits for new 
technology products. In effect, the corporate flight to the South and West to 
escape unions and regulations was heavily subsidized and refinanced by the 
federal government. Frostbelt deindustrialization and Sun Belt growth were 
two sides of the same government coin. (Ross 2011, 64)

Today, Phoenix continues to benefit from federal spending programs. For 
example, Phoenix receives federal highway funding, matching funds for 
light rail expansion, and stimulus funding for the airport’s new rail  system. 
Yet a social and political spirit embracing free market principles and “rugged 
individualism” remains relatively unscathed, priming the pump for future 
conflicts between the area’s ideological adherences and the historically 
imposed necessity of government support for Phoenix’s growth economy.

property speculatioN aNd Fraud

As cheap land opened up to the west, the profits to be harvested from land 
appreciation far outweighed any sustenance that could be eked out of rais-
ing livestock and selling crops. Consequently, a speculator’s psychology 
kicked in, and economic mobility from the proceeds of resales became a 
standard expectation … The same speculator psychology would take hold 
in the mind of the late twentieth-century homeowner. A home became less 
a shelter than a tradable asset, and for those whose income reached a pla-
teau in midlife, resale value of their houses had to be a dependable revenue 
source. (Ross 2011, 32)
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Arizona is the native haunt … of three species of poisonous lizard: namely, 
the Gila monster, the land speculator, and the real estate broker. (Abbey 
1977, 147)

Land and property speculation, reviewed in Chap. 1, has significant impli-
cations for sustainable urban development. When empty land or a building 
becomes viewed as a “tradable asset” rather than a good deriving value 
from the emplaced nature of everyday life, communities can become 
increasingly disenfranchised from control over socio-economic outcomes. 
When property at large is defined in terms of exchange value, the insta-
bilities of capitalism become magnified through boom-and-bust cycles; 
for example, the first major financial crash in United States history was 
caused by western land speculation (Ross 2011). As the following section 
details, Phoenix is no stranger to property speculation. The speculative 
treatment of land has been engrained in Phoenix since the city’s found-
ing and continues today, a fact that may sow conflict between sustainable 
development’s adherence to regional culture and dedication to use value- 
based urbanism.

In late 1870, numerous groups of settlers in the Salt River Valley began 
political negotiations over the location of a permanent Phoenix town-
site. Naturally most groups were looking to establish the town close to 
their existing landholdings, to enhance the value and convenience of their 
agricultural property. It quickly became clear, however, that most inter-
ested parties were specifically looking to maximize the chances of own-
ing land suitable for profitable resale. After a number of proposals, one 
group of farmers specifically argued for a neutral townsite that was free 
of Indian ruins and thus more profitable to clear for development. “They 
also opposed the Hellings millsite, or any other site in the original settle-
ment, and urged that the town be placed on unoccupied land, so all inter-
ested parties would have an equal opportunity for speculative investment” 
(Mawn 1979, 20). Once a compromise site was finally chosen, town lead-
ers immediately moved to form a town association that would provide gov-
ernance and a legal structure for the new settlement. Although necessary 
for social stability in any new settlement, the establishment of governance 
was considered especially urgent because current residents wanted to dis-
courage claim jumpers and squatters while quickly improving the new land 
“to promote quick lot sales” (Mawn 1979). When Maricopa County was 
created the following year, with Phoenix declared the county seat due to 
resident political connections, these boosters “quickly followed up their 
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electoral success by offering more town lots for sale” (Mawn 1979, 27). 
As Ross (2011) suggests in the opening quote, these early settlers were 
clearly motivated more by the expectation of profitable land speculation 
than by the generative economic possibilities presented by the Valley’s 
fertile soil and available water resources.

In the following decades, property speculation continued to be a moti-
vating force in the workings of Phoenix’s economy, especially as high 
agricultural productivity showed the potential for expansion in the Valley 
(VanderMeer 2010). Both active and structural speculation was com-
mon when the extension of major water or transport infrastructure added 
value to neighboring properties and presented an opportunity for profit. 
When the 1887 branch railroad to Phoenix was officially announced, land 
speculators quickly became interested in Valley real estate; one lumber 
dealer from Tombstone, for example, bought 700 acres in Tempe near 
the railroad before construction was even completed (Myrick 1980). The 
railroad’s announcement triggered a business boom across the Valley and 
real estate began selling at higher prices (Myrick 1980). Yet the savviest  
businessmen understood the more complicated connections between 
infrastructure, land values, government policy, and speculative profit, and 
they sought regulatory enablement of infrastructure projects with the 
intention of profitable land sales. The Arizona Improvement Company, 
a venture by W.J. Murphy that developed canals and water infrastructure 
on the edges of Valley settlement in the 1880s and 1890s, specifically 
promoted the development of townsites in conjunction with their water 
projects. Partnering with non-local investors, the company created the 
still-existing towns of Glendale and Peoria to profit from residential devel-
opment driven by the availability of water (Mawn 1979; Zarbin 2001).

The passage of the federal Desert Lands Act in 1877 enabled many of 
the largest speculative efforts pairing water infrastructure and land devel-
opment, and the lack of regulation contained in the law (compared to 
the earlier Homestead Act) allowed land fraud to become synonymous 
with land speculation (Zarbin 1995, 2001; Larsen and Alameddin 2007). 
Under the act, homesteaders could apply to buy 640 acres of government 
land at bargain prices simply by showing one-time evidence of property 
irrigation. Buyers did not have to live in-state, and a lack of oversight 
combined with outright corruption allowed “entrepreneurs” like Murphy 
to develop complicated schemes to appropriate land for speculative sales. 
Murphy first pursued a virtual monopoly on irrigation canals in Phoenix, 
attracting foreign investment from around the country and buying out 
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other canals when water disputes arose. Next, Murphy took advantage 
of the lax provisions of the Desert Lands Act, soliciting hundreds of land 
claims from “dummy entrants” (many of whom were from Murphy’s 
hometown in Illinois and had never been to Arizona). By coordinating 
with the dummy entrants and bribing an official in the General Land 
Office, Murphy was able to “sell” government lands to buyers by forcing 
the dummies to relinquish their rights to the property right before the 
buyer was ready to buy; the bribed official ensured that the land would be 
reclaimed by Murphy’s buyer. Under this scheme, not only did Murphy 
likely collect a “finder’s fee” from the “sale,” but if the buyer wished to 
farm the land, he or she was forced to buy water rights from Murphy’s 
canal company (Zarbin 2001). In some situations, Murphy even received 
land rights before the required water rights, falsifying documents to 
skirt the law. The territorial surveyor general at the time lamented that 
“Speculators of all degrees have now turned their attention to the facilities 
offered by the desert-land law … and I fully believe more perjury is com-
mitted now under this law than at any time in the history of the Territory 
to acquire public domain” (quoted in Zarbin 2001). In 1912, a con-
gressional investigation determined that Murphy and others had indeed 
fraudulently acquired public lands, but all escaped prosecution due to 
the statute of limitations. These actions thus have become a foundational 
aspect of the Valley’s history: the initial townsites of Glendale and Peoria 
were created under Murphy’s scheme (Zarbin 2001), and a similar fraud 
was conducted by Dr. A.J.  Chandler in the founding of the Chandler 
townsite (Zarbin 1995).

The 1877 law represented an “open invitation to systematized land 
fraud across the West” largely due to the synergies between available gov-
ernment resources and land speculation (Larsen and Alameddin 2007, 
91). The history of Phoenix helps confirm accounts that link the actual 
functioning of speculation with government incentive structures as well as 
with outright fraud. In fact, Larsen and Alameddin (2007) show that many 
of Phoenix’s biggest turn-of-the-century boosters were able to profit on 
speculative land schemes due to close political connections to and under-
standing of government initiatives. Dwight Heard, for example, used his 
political influence to encourage state leaders to build the first vehicular 
bridge over the Salt River at Central Avenue rather than in downtown 
Tempe—a move that increased the value of his large ranch landholdings 
in south Phoenix. In another, more ingenious example, Moses Sherman 
and another investor bought a large amount of land west of downtown 
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Phoenix in the early years of the Phoenix townsite. When Phoenix  boosters 
were able to secure the new territorial capital from Prescott only 25 days 
after Sherman’s purchase, Sherman graciously offered to donate some of 
his lands for the state capitol complex—a move that drastically increased 
the value of his land holdings surrounding the capitol area, enabling him 
to develop and speculatively sell this land to investors while increasing 
ridership on his trolley system. Thus much of Phoenix’s early land specu-
lation was not “active speculation” alone, based on general community 
growth and land value increases, but rather was “structural speculation” 
predicated upon the confluence between government investment, indi-
vidual political capital, private infrastructure monopolies, and growth.

Phoenix’s streetcar system, constructed beginning in 1887 with capital 
from New York and California investors, quickly became the most widely 
used vehicle for infrastructure-based property speculation. Streetcar lines 
extending west, east, and north of the city were constructed to specifically 
enhance the value of real estate holdings along the lines (Luckingham 
1989). Especially after the electrification of the system in 1893, subur-
ban growth of residential subdivisions based on streetcar lines was widely 
apparent on the edges of Phoenix, and other property owners began pay-
ing streetcar operators to route cars through their properties. “At the 
turn of the century, the lines were extended beyond the city limits, bring-
ing with them an ability to develop new areas. A number of individuals 
and small investment companies began platting land on the outskirts into 
subdivisions with lots of about 50 feet by 130 feet … Real estate own-
ers and investors, recognizing the value of the streetcar line, were easily 
convinced to pay the construction costs of extending the rail lines. As a 
result of streetcar expansion, 16 new subdivisions were platted in the year 
1909 alone” (Gammage Jr. 2003, 11–12). The pernicious effects of land 
speculation are considerably muted when infrastructure improvements 
and land sales are financed by the same entities, as opposed to specula-
tors who free-ride and profit from neighboring infrastructure investments 
without improving land or financing the infrastructure. Yet the wide-
spread practice of pairing real estate and transportation development, 
replicated in many American and European cities, illuminates the ways in 
which wealthy individuals can profit from urban population growth alone 
when the extent of their financial and political capital holdings produces 
monopoly-like effects.

The connections between population growth, land speculation, and 
residential development became professionalized and institutionalized in 
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Phoenix after World War II. The rapid and sustained population influx to 
the Valley became a seemingly inevitable and everlasting source for busi-
ness profit to the major banks, civic leaders, law firms, and land specula-
tors and developers involved in Phoenix’s growth economy. A template of 
development was established that included a multi-step process of specu-
lative development: initial speculators would purchase large tracts of land 
on or past the urban fringe, holding it until it appreciated and attracted 
development interest; a second institution would buy the property, work 
to secure zoning entitlements, and perhaps even build or encourage the 
building of utilities infrastructure needed for residential housing; and 
finally, a developer would buy the development-ready property and build 
housing, possibly in conjunction with a separate home builder.1 Yet specu-
lative practices filtered down to smaller groups and individuals, sometimes 
concerned only with the sale of existing housing. In this period “there 
was a shared vision of Phoenix as a place not only to get a job, but to 
get rich quick, as reflected in wide participation and frequent success of 
real estate entrepreneurs and private citizens turned speculators” (Redman 
and Kinzig 2008, 260).

Wiley and Gottlieb (1982) argue that the “get rich quick” mentality 
supported by rapid growth led to a business atmosphere where public 
corruption was rewarded. Arizona governor Bruce Babbitt even appeared 
on the national news program 60 Minutes to warn of widespread govern-
ment corruption related to land speculation, where legislators and policy-
makers were easily bribed to provide zoning approvals for fraudulent land 
deals (Wiley and Gottlieb 1982). The way in which Phoenix’s deregulated 
postwar growth economy incentivized speculative development strategies, 
both legal and illegal, evokes the business atmosphere surrounding the 
S&L scandal a decade later. Not surprisingly, Arizona was one of the pri-
mary locales for the fraudulent land development schemes promoted by 
S&Ls (Calavita et al. 1997). Western Savings and Loan became a proto-
typical example of the S&L crisis: it engaged in a variety of massive land 
deals with financial institutions and speculators (Laing 1988), and by the 
end of the 1980s it had gone bankrupt and was taken over by the federal 
Resolution Trust Corporation, costing taxpayers $1.7 billion (AP 1994). 
In fact nine of the ten Arizona S&Ls ended up bankrupt by 1991, leaving 
taxpayers with a $5 billion bailout and numerous financial executives with 
prison time. The head of Western, Gary Driggs, was indicted in 1994 on 
ten counts of fraud-related charges stemming from Western’s land  dealings 
(AP 1994). Many companies involved in such paper money schemes often 
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sold assets to one another when regulators began to question their true 
worth, an act that obscured and delayed market assessment of overval-
ued assets while complicating investigation of such practices (Laing 1988; 
Calavita et al. 1997). Ultimately, Arizona witnessed a serious real estate 
bust in the late 1980s due to massive overinvestments in real estate largely 
driven by the confluence of speculation and S&L schemes (Laing 1988).

The prophecy of financial capital shifting from primary to secondary 
circuit investments, as posited by critical theorists (Chap. 1), was real-
ized in Phoenix’s twentieth-century boom. Laing (1988) notes that many 
regional, national, and international firms “diversified” their business 
by investing heavily in Phoenix-area real estate in the 1970s and 1980s. 
These massive speculative investments, sometimes in raw land without an 
intention to develop, clearly contributed to the real estate bubble that 
emerged. For example, Phoenix-based Talley Industries—a producer of 
aerosol devices, steel rods, and defense industry products—“had some 
$135 million of its $423 million in assets tied up in real estate develop-
ment projects and raw land” (Laing 1988, 30). Other companies used 
more coordinated strategies to find an outlet for excess capital in Phoenix’s 
growth economy. Arizona Public Service, a major electrical utility in the 
Phoenix area that by the mid-1980s had compiled hundreds of millions in 
capital, departed drastically from its original mission by purchasing S&L 
MeraBank for $426 million, spending $450 million on undeveloped land, 
and using Pinnacle West Capital Corporation and SunCor as residential 
development entities. When the speculative bubble surrounding real estate 
began to burst, Laing (1988, 34) observed that “the synergy envisioned 
by Arizona Public Service just two years ago—SunCor developing huge 
mixed-plan communities that would boost electric usage and create mort-
gage and loan demand for MeraBank—will remain a dream deferred.” 
This type of growth-focused collaboration between finance, development, 
and utilities is highly evocative of Logan and Molotch’s (2007) descrip-
tion of the municipal “growth machine.”

The rapid rise and even quicker fall of the nation’s real estate  market 
over the past 15 years has generated a national conversation about the 
effects of real estate speculation conducted both by small investors and 
enormous financial firms. Few cities in the country were as directly 
affected by real estate fluctuations as Phoenix. Before the 2008 financial 
crisis, housing in the Phoenix area appreciated at such a high rate that 
house “flipping” became a common practice by individuals and firms alike. 
People employed in various industries began personally buying and selling 
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houses, sometimes even training to receive real estate licenses, in order 
to profit from the boom. Land speculation in downtown was especially 
rampant (Chap. 4). “Among the housing units sold before the crash, 
there were a high proportion of buyers seeking investment properties or 
second homes, as downtown became a land bonanza, with out-of-state 
speculators buying and flipping lots like breakfast pancakes. The price of 
lots on Roosevelt, in particular, skyrocketed as successive buyers won City 
Hall’s approval for ever-taller building heights. Many of the buyers had no 
intention, nor any experience, of building anything” (Ross 2011, 89). Yet 
even after the financial crisis, speculative real estate investment continued 
to dominate Phoenix’s real estate market, especially since the crisis dras-
tically lowered property prices and created an artificially narrowed win-
dow for future accumulation. For example, non-profit affordable housing 
providers attempting to buy low-priced properties after the crash were 
often outbid by housing speculators with much greater capital reserves. 
Non-profits targeting specific neighborhoods and price ranges to meet 
the needs of prospective, middle-income buyers were often disadvantaged 
when speculators entered the market, free from such use-based or price- 
based constraints.2

By 2012, close to 20% of Phoenix’s single-family homes and condo-
miniums were owned by massive hedge funds and real estate investment 
firms who swept into the postcrash market to buy recently devalued prop-
erties (Reagor 2012). This trend doubled the number of rental properties 
since 2000 and increased home values by 40% just in 2012, providing 
much needed aid to the struggling housing market but also preventing 
many local buyers attempting to buy houses through conventional means 
(Reagor 2012). These investment firms, a majority of which are based 
outside of Arizona, can often outcompete local homebuyers because 
they can quickly pay cash for properties instead of waiting for mortgage 
approval. The business strategies of these new investors do not seem to be 
based on quick house flipping, and some specifically state that their busi-
ness model is predicated upon rental income, not speculative sales. Yet 
other observers worry about the massive scale of these corporate holdings 
and firms’ lack of local commitment. Real estate experts note that when 
only a few major investors dominate the rental housing market, sudden 
shifts in corporate strategies can instantly destabilize an already fragile 
market. “If the big companies decide to take their profit in five to seven 
years and move on, real-estate insiders worry that a flood of houses back 
on the market could send prices spiraling down again” (Reagor 2012). 
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The core of this problem is that local properties continue to be bought 
and sold as tradable assets without a commitment to underlying use val-
ues, and these corporate buyers have neither the loyalty nor the incen-
tives to reinvest accumulated capital in the regional economy. This clouds 
the transparency of place-based capital and decreases the resilience of the 
Phoenix economy. “‘Investors helped stabilize Phoenix’s housing mar-
ket,’ said Mark Stapp, director of real-estate development for Arizona 
State University’s W.P. Carey School of Business. ‘My concerns are that 
too many investors are treating Phoenix’s homes as a commodity, and not 
the area as a community’” (Reagor 2012).

Growth-predicated puBlic policy

Expectations of future urban growth often inspired urban boosters and 
guided the business strategies of corporations throughout the history of 
Phoenix. Yet this growth paradigm has also seeped into official public 
policies as well. A number of municipal policies developed over the course 
of the twentieth century were predicated upon expectations of future 
growth and the notion that urban growth can “pay for itself,” despite the 
basic sustainability issues raised by unlimited growth. In the 1950s, rapid 
suburban growth on the fringes of urbanized Phoenix created a number 
of challenges for municipal policymakers. Growth often “leapfrogged” 
over more proximate vacant parcels and occurred on land farther away 
from the urban core, where prices were cheaper for developers. This pat-
tern increased the fiscal and physical challenge of providing utilities and 
transport infrastructure to new residents, and became a target of criticism 
from the Phoenix city manager, who also linked the practice to substan-
dard construction and health issues (Heim 2001; VanderMeer 2010). As 
a result, the city created the Phoenix Growth Committee in 1956 to work 
with municipal officials to identify “municipal development needs” (City 
of Phoenix and Maricopa County 1959; Konig 1982). After a number 
of proposals, including ideas to raise property taxes or seek additional 
sources of revenue to finance needed infrastructure, the committee sim-
ply decided to issue municipal bonds based on the widely shared expec-
tation of future urban growth and future increases in the municipal tax 
base. In 1958, the committee backed a $70 million bond proposal, 
quickly approved by voters, where improvements “were financed out of 
growth itself” (Konig 1982, 36). This policy decision helped reaffirm 
the precedent for a growth-based economy in the region, an outcome 
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rapidly realized as  housing construction assumed an ever larger por-
tion of the region’s economy over the course of the twentieth century. 
Although municipal leaders and citizens continued to express concerns 
about leapfrog development over the following decades (VanderMeer 
2010), such patterns remained common. Institutions like the Phoenix 
planning department, formed a few years after the war, had developed 
around expectations of constant growth and evolved to become a service-
oriented wing of the growth machine (VanderMeer 2010). Even today 
the department is directly funded by real estate development fees, and in 
the recent economic crisis the decline in new development projects forced 
it to seriously cut back its workforce and planning functions (Ross 2011).

One of the most fundamental and significant ways Phoenix policy is 
predicated upon the growth paradigm derives from the city’s municipal tax 
structure. Bowman and Pagano (2004) argue that the “land-tax dynamic” 
is one of the primary drivers of how municipal governments approach land 
development. Most cities in the United States rely on either property taxes 
or sales taxes to generate revenue, usually relying on just one source or 
emphasizing one over the other; only in a very few cases do American 
municipalities tax income. Cities that emphasize property taxes tend to be 
focused on increasing property values, thus increasing revenue, and will 
often encourage residential infill development or invest in other improve-
ments to urban land. Cities reliant on sales taxes, on the other hand, incen-
tivize commercial development and often attempt to compete with other 
local municipalities to attract out-of-district spenders, thus exporting tax 
burdens outside of the municipality (Bowman and Pagano 2004). While 
both property and sales tax revenues benefit from growth in urban popu-
lation and housing (and even property tax dependent municipalities can 
become dependent on urban growth and speculative property values for 
revenue, e.g., McCarthy 2011), they tend to encourage different types of 
development quality. Property taxes are by definition derived from residents 
(or absentee owners), and property tax municipalities are incentivized to 
develop vacant or underutilized land and improve local quality of life in 
order to raise property values. Sales tax municipalities are less incentivized 
to improve resident quality of life and more focused on quantitative growth 
in commercial retail in order to export tax burdens to tourists or neighbors. 
In general, the difference between property and sales tax municipalities is 
roughly the difference between qualitative, place-focused development and 
quantitative, non-locally derived growth—a split with clear parallels to the 
divergence between scalar growth and sustainable development.
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The City of Phoenix and most Valley municipalities rely overwhelm-
ingly upon retail sales tax revenue, although state government does allow 
municipalities to tax property. A series of growth-oriented policy deci-
sions have led to this sales tax focus. For example, when federal urban 
renewal aid used by Phoenix to subsidize general city services began to 
dry up in the early 1980s, the city decided to raise sales tax rates instead 
of raising other forms of taxes or cutting services (Luckingham 1989); 
between 1980 and 2005, sales tax revenues increased as a proportion of 
city revenues from 24.9 to 39% (VanderMeer 2010). Due to the Valley- 
wide dominance of sales tax, municipalities have often used regulatory 
or financial incentives to compete with neighbors to attract commercial 
development, and projects are often placed near city borders to maximize 
the number of non-local customers (Bowman and Pagano 2004). For 
example, as the city of Peoria has grown, municipal leaders have pursued 
a strategy of aggressive annexation and commercial development near its 
border with Glendale to better retain the sales tax revenue of residents 
and draw additional funds from Glendale spenders (Bowman and Pagano 
2004). Phoenix itself has often seen annexation attempts by neighbor-
ing municipalities as existential threats to the city’s finances, at one point 
even annexing 12 square miles to its north simply to gain tax revenues 
from one leapfrog outlet mall and prevent rival annexations (VanderMeer 
2010). When the city of Chandler decided to build a new mall on its bor-
der with Tempe, to attract Tempe consumers and compete with Tempe’s 
mall, Tempe took a different approach and convinced Chandler to drop 
the plans in exchange for a percentage of the sales tax revenue generated 
from the existing mall (Bowman and Pagano 2004). Gammage Jr. (2003) 
argues that intra-urban competition for tax revenue is counterproductive 
for all Valley municipalities and is based on longstanding efforts to rely on 
non-local sources of revenue within a growth economy. “Our infatuation 
with sales tax is part of historic pro-growth attitudes and expectations—
newcomers, tourists, and future generations will pay the tax … [This] 
obsession with sales tax distorts land-use patterns and leads cities to fight 
one another for their piece of a limited pie. We should either reduce the 
proportionate reliance or create metropolitan-wide means of sharing some 
portion of sales taxes” (Gammage Jr. 2003, 135).

Growth-based public policy also raises a more fundamental question: 
does growth pay for itself? The suburban sprawl that extends out from 
most American cities has often been justified by the economic argument 
that new properties and free-spending residents add to the municipal 
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tax  base. Yet numerous authors disagree, observing the high costs of 
providing service infrastructure to new developments and noting that a 
majority of studies find new housing developments usually represent a net 
fiscal loss (Logan and Molotch 1996; Ross 2011). While the municipal 
boosters behind the “growth machine” frame growth as an unquestion-
able addition to the “collective good,” Logan and Molotch (1996, 318) 
argue that “for many places and times, growth is at best a mixed blessing 
and the growth machine’s claims are merely legitimating ideology, not 
accurate descriptions of reality.” A number of non-monetary consider-
ations provide further evidence that growth may not pay for itself. For 
one, when economic growth represents a transfer of employment, retail 
space, or capital investment from one municipality to another, it becomes 
a zero- sum game for the region or nation at large even if a specific munici-
pality can point to a tax base increase. Two, fiscal analyses of the benefits 
and costs of growth typically do not factor in externalities like added pol-
lution, traffic, or carbon emissions that can seriously impact quality of life. 
Finally, even if urban growth represents a net fiscal benefit for a munici-
pality and its encompassing region, growth-based economic success can 
become an unsustainable trap by creating a “vicious cycle of crisis-oriented 
growth addiction as various infrastructures collapse from overuse and are 
replaced by still larger facilities, which then can only be paid for with addi-
tional growth that again creates another crisis of overuse” (Logan and 
Molotch 1996, 319–320).

The question of whether growth is financially and socially beneficial 
has been roundly debated in Phoenix. Luckingham (1989) observes 
that in the postwar history of Phoenix growth, “services always seemed 
to lag behind the population explosion,” triggering increasing numbers 
of resident complaints and ultimately spurring the city’s government to 
institute new sales taxes to improve service provision. Despite aggressive 
annexation drives intended to expand tax and utility revenues, Phoenix’s 
infrastructure expenses tended to outstrip revenue growth in the fastest 
periods of postwar growth (VanderMeer 2010; Shermer 2013). One 1998 
study indicated that, due to municipal provision of service infrastructure 
to new housing developments, residents of the urban fringe receive more 
public tax expenditures per capita than inner-city residents (Guhathakurta 
and Wichert 1998). In that same year, the Morrison Institute’s study of 
the metropolitan area’s growth economy—commissioned by the state 
 legislature—directly confronted the “growth machine” mentality by 
providing a laundry list of reasons why growth does not pay for itself 
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(MI 1998; Ross 2011). Yet Gammage Jr. (2003, 128) provides a strong 
rebuttal to these arguments, noting that most cost-of-growth studies do 
not factor in variables other than initial public investments, and generally 
attempt to represent a dynamic, changing urban system with “static snap-
shots of costs, benefits, cross-subsidies, and wealth transfer.” He argues 
that these studies do not recognize larger, more complex regional inter-
dependencies and transfers of benefits. “The balkanizing methodology of 
isolating a neighborhood within a city to measure the economic revenue/
cost sustainability of that precise area is neither realistic nor desirable and 
is ultimately meaningless … But more fundamentally, the method itself is 
flawed: different subsidies flow in different directions at different times” 
(Gammage Jr. 2003, 128–129).

Gammage Jr. (2003) goes on to note Phoenix’s historic and cultural 
adherence to the growth paradigm and widespread acceptance of the posi-
tive benefits of growth, further arguing that any negative consequences 
could be negated by simply instituting development impact fees attached 
to building entitlements—a policy prescription already adopted by many 
Valley cities. The municipal assessment of development impact fees was 
specifically enabled by the state legislature in 1987 (Heim 2001), and 
counties were granted a similar power under the state’s 2000 Growing 
Smarter legislation (MAG 2002). A Maricopa Association of Governments 
(MAG) report indicates that, in 2001, 17 of 23 Valley municipalities 
assessed impact fees related to new residential, commercial, or industrial 
construction in order to pay for a variety of capital infrastructure, like 
sewer systems, roads, parks, and fire stations (MAG 2002). Fee types and 
rates vary widely across the region, but in many municipalities these fees 
are sizeable and can cover a significant amount of public infrastructure 
costs related to growth. For example, a focus on Chandler fees and hous-
ing prices indicates that development impact fees raise the sales price of 
average new single-family homes by 6.6% (MAG 2002). Thus, to a large 
extent, development impact fees enable residential growth to “pay for 
itself” in terms of public infrastructure costs.

Yet there are also significant downsides to the current policy struc-
ture surrounding development impact fees in many areas, issues that 
weaken the ideal of self-paying growth. Competition for commercial 
development among Valley municipalities leads many governments to 
waive impact fees, which can lead to “shortfalls in infrastructure fund-
ing and/or capacity” (MAG 2002, 2); although state statutes prohibit 
the selective application of impact fees, municipalities are allowed to 
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pay the fees for developers provided that payment is not derived from 
other impact fee revenue. The Valley also lacks a regional development 
authority or legal arrangement to provide new infrastructure relevant at 
the regional level, such as roadways. As a result, certain towns are often 
burdened by new traffic related to development in neighboring juris-
dictions, without receiving impact fee revenue to compensate. While 
county governments can assess impact fees or enter into legal arrange-
ments with municipalities to share infrastructure fee revenue and costs, 
these types of agreements are rare because counties and municipalities 
often compete for development, and even when on the same page, coun-
ties often cannot meet the financial expectations of such agreements 
due to a lack of sales taxation power (MAG 2002). Thus many of the 
issues related to development fees and self-financed growth are closely 
intertwined with the regional emphasis on sales taxation, which inher-
ently privileges intra-regional competition, non-progressive taxes, and 
less planned growth patterns. Further, even when impact fees are col-
lected, these costs are often transferred to the consumer (as the housing 
price study above suggests). While both homebuyers and renters may 
see their housing costs rise significantly as a result of the fees, renters 
and affordable housing are often hit disproportionately hard because 
fees are not scaled to housing prices (MAG 2002). Although in this 
scenario the costs of growth are still borne by the residents triggering 
that growth—and thus can possibly disincentivize scalar growth while 
privileging existing housing—it is likely that the original intent was to 
finance growth-related infrastructure from developers’ profit margins.

GeNerative developmeNt aNd the Future 
oF phoeNix’s Growth culture

One of the main tenets of sustainable urban development suggests that 
regionally generated economic development can be more dynamic, resil-
ient, and locally controllable than development imposed from outside. 
The history of Phoenix provides a few examples of such generative devel-
opment. For example, the technology of evaporative cooling—a precur-
sor to the air-conditioning unit—was invented in Phoenix to mitigate the 
extreme summer heat. By 1930 an industry had sprung up to produce 
these units, and it quickly expanded, soon exporting three-fourths of its 
products to other national or international cities plagued by low  humidity, 
high temperature climates (Konig 1982). This case of invention and  
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industrial expansion based on region-specific knowledge represents a 
good example of Jacobs’ (1969) notions of generative economic devel-
opment and the export-multiplier effect. The success of John F. Long’s 
home construction business represents another example of generative 
economic development. A native Phoenician who as a youth worked on 
his family’s farm, Long began his business inadvertently, building a house 
for his family that he ultimately sold due to an irresistible offer. He rein-
vested his profits in  local home construction, building houses with his 
own labor and quickly assembling a vibrant business. In the process, he 
devised a number of innovative mass building techniques, as well as mar-
keting techniques, that he eventually applied to the mass construction 
of the Maryvale community (Gober 2006)—a landmark achievement in 
the history of housing development that helped encourage the spread of 
master-planned communities in the Sun Belt. Although like many devel-
opers Long was motivated by accumulation, and benefited from non-local 
capital at times, it is important to note that he reinvested profits in place 
and initially used his own labor to generate home building innovations—a 
distinctly local process of economic development with multiplier effects 
for the local economy, such as knowledge spillovers and the recirculation 
of wealth.

The larger history of Phoenix, however, suggests that these examples of 
generative development are outliers; Phoenix is by and large an economy 
and society imposed from afar, with non-local sources of capital, labor, 
and residents. The myriad ways in which Phoenix’s growth was triggered 
by non-local private and federal investments often solicited by city boost-
ers provide the clearest indication of this trend. For example, Phoenix’s 
electronics and aerospace industries were not generated in the Valley, but 
instead relocated here suddenly, following the federal placement of air 
bases and issuance of defense contracts. Although this corporate migra-
tion did create demand for a number of ancillary supporting industries 
(e.g., in metal products), building a more dynamic economy, the core 
innovations behind these industries were not developed in Phoenix and 
firms were not reliant on the city’s larger base of human capital (plainly 
illustrated when many firms relocated to Austin and other cities from the 
1970s onward). In light of the city’s economic history, Jacobs (1984) 
might classify Phoenix as a “transplant region,” where industrial firms that 
have already achieved a critical mass of business success are free to relo-
cate plants (and equally free to move them someplace else if costs can be 
lowered). Storper (1997, 48) similarly observes that sometimes regional 
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economies are not dynamic, instead just “a mere locational repository of 
organizational and technological worlds or artifacts, exogenously driven, 
exhibiting little regional coevolution.”

The ways Phoenix’s economic success increasingly depended on scalar 
urban growth seem to have consistently precluded a generative regional 
economy. Kelly (1964, 18) described Phoenix as “a searching city, always 
trying to shorten the lag between what it must become via necessity and 
what it hopes to attain.” By restlessly searching for new sources of growth, 
often from readymade sources of non-local capital, Phoenix was able to 
achieve economic success at a rate that may be incompatible with the 
patient, incremental nature of generative development. This is analogous 
to the strategy of “r-species” in growing ecosystems: beating competitors 
by claiming resources more quickly, but perhaps at the expense of long- 
term, developmental strategies possessing more stability in the face of 
change. By privileging rapid growth, Phoenix not only relied on more 
obscured, less controllable sources of financial capital, but also tended to 
decrease the tangibility of other relationships central to sustainable urban 
development. As postwar growth rapidly replaced Phoenix’s farming- 
based economy with one predicated upon housing development and 
defense industries, Phoenicians gradually lost contact with the social and 
ecological infrastructure that had previously been their socio-economic 
lifeline. The network of old canals had served as places of social interaction 
and recreation (Gober 2006), while reminding residents daily of the criti-
cal importance of water in a desert farming community; yet in the postwar 
era, “the hydrology of the irrigated agriculture [became] more engineered 
and less visible to most citizens … [and] as city limits spread, an increas-
ing number of citizens did not have contact with farmland or even see 
it as part of their region” (Redman and Kinzig 2008, 259). In this way, 
Phoenix’s growth obscured the tangibility of the producer-consumer rela-
tionship related to water use, while also removing the canal spaces provid-
ing a distinct sense of place as well as a nucleus for community cohesion.

Can sustainable urban development, as conceived in the literature, be 
successfully promoted in Phoenix? Can Phoenix shift from an economy 
based on exchange value-oriented, scalar urban growth, where low- 
density development and capitalism are traditionally paired, to a genera-
tive regional economy focused on local use values and dynamic urban 
environments? These questions are contentious because they pit a local 
ethic of bioregionalism—as derived from other locales like Seattle—against 
Phoenix’s local ethic of growth boosterism and speculative  development. 
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Gober (2006) notes that policies proposed to manage urban growth 
by setting growth boundaries were defeated at the polls in 1996 and 
2000, indicating a deeper cultural adherence to the growth economy. As 
Gammage Jr. (2003, 69) proclaims, “what others see as sprawl, we see 
as our heritage.” Thus it seems that the regional culture and sense of 
place exuded by Phoenicians—critically important to contemporary ideals 
of sustainable development—may be intricately linked with the growth- 
based, speculative mentality that has consistently held sway over residents 
since the city’s very founding. This means that Phoenix’s emplaced iden-
tity may stand in stark contrast with other pillars of sustainable develop-
ment, which advocate reductions in land and resource exploitation and 
promote self-generating, equitable urban development.

Yet Phoenix’s political economy of development, whether or not still 
considered a cohesive “growth machine” given economic and political 
challenges to the sprawl-based model, may be increasingly challenged by 
new visions of urban success more in line with sustainable urban develop-
ment. Gammage Jr. (2003) states that the political consensus surrounding 
growth has been lost due to the growing number of city residents who 
see growth and quality of life more as a zero-sum game than a mutu-
ally beneficial team. Although a major proponent of Phoenix’s residential 
development economy, Gammage Jr. (2003, xvi) admits that times may 
be changing, stating that “we need to have a clearer and different focus on 
the nature and quality of the growth that occurs, the kind of jobs, and the 
character of what we build.” Citing Governor Napolitano’s inauguration 
speech, Gammage Jr. (2003, xvi) sums up the challenge of negotiating a 
middle path between Phoenix’s long history of scalar growth and the pos-
sibility of a qualitative twenty-first-century economy. “Her implicit chal-
lenge is that we find a new ‘big ambition’ as a replacement for population 
growth as the consensus goal of Arizona’s future. Doing that will not be 
easy, for it requires translating the frontier spirit needed to make Phoenix 
boom into a focused urban ambition that makes Phoenix distinctive” 
(xvii). The following chapters, which detail more contemporary efforts 
to encourage sustainable urban development in downtown Phoenix, 
train specific attention on the ideological and political tensions emerging 
between the region’s traditional approach to the growth paradigm and the 
city’s newfound support for bohemian urbanism.
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Notes

 1. Steven Betts interview, October 19, 2012.
 2. Allen Carlson interview, November 8, 2012; Ross 2011.
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CHAPTER 3

A History of Property Development 
and Ownership in Downtown Phoenix

In the first two chapters, theoretical notions of growth, sustainable 
 development, and urban political economy have been dissected and 
employed to reflect upon the rapid growth of the Phoenix metropolitan 
area. Despite decades of adherence to the suburban growth paradigm, 
where economic growth pushed by a constellation of public and private 
actors was achieved primarily through low-density residential construc-
tion on the urban fringe, the City of Phoenix and the private develop-
ment industry have recently shown interest in promoting a new direction 
for economic development predicated upon infill development, dynamic 
urbanism, and knowledge-based economies. This chapter will trace the 
emergence and outcomes of this mentality in Phoenix. It focuses spe-
cifically on government and private efforts to promote “sustainable” 
urban development amid a municipal political economy with deep-seated 
adherence to purely monetary definitions of urban property value. Local 
residents committed to the emergence of a grassroots, bohemian econ-
omy in downtown, some of whom maintain local property holdings as 
a bulwark against gentrification, have found themselves caught in the 
crossfire between sustainability and neoliberal land policies. The “local-
ness” of property ownership, shown to have decreased in tandem with 
increased development interest in the district, is specifically analyzed as 
a bellwether of these trends. A few research questions help frame this 
analysis. What government and private industry efforts over the past 
60 years have encouraged infill development in the downtown core of 
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Phoenix? Has Phoenix’s growth machine successfully negotiated a bal-
ance between sustainability and neoliberal approaches to urban devel-
opment? Have these efforts successfully encouraged the development of 
vacant land as well as greater transparency in the public-private process of 
local urban development?

To answer these questions, the history of government policy aimed 
at revitalizing central Phoenix will be reviewed and compared to actual 
development outcomes. A variety of data sources informs this analy-
sis. A range of policy documents, plans, and reports produced by both 
municipal authorities and other non-profit entities are utilized to show the 
 progression of thought surrounding urban economic development. These 
 documents are supplemented by secondary sources providing more general 
analyses of development politics in Phoenix. Quantitative data indicating 
the prevalence of vacant land and amount of local property ownership over 
the past few decades, taken from county assessor and recorder data as well as 
historical aerial imagery, are employed to measure development outcomes. 
Finally, 33 local interviews conducted with “growth machine” stakeholders 
involved in downtown Phoenix development—an array of property owners, 
developers, zoning attorneys, businessmen, and policymakers—are used to 
supplement the other sources and confirm general trends regarding infill 
development and local property ownership patterns.

Urban Decline anD aUtomobile-baseD 
reDevelopment efforts

Until the mid-1950s downtown Phoenix was the unquestioned heart of 
the Phoenix metropolitan area in terms of business and retail activity. 
Residents from all over the area routinely traveled to downtown for shop-
ping, business deals, and nightlife. Yet like many American cities, subur-
ban residential construction exploded after World War II to accommodate 
returning veterans and other emigrants, establishing a newly decentral-
ized urban environment. As residents increasingly moved to suburban 
subdivisions on city periphery, retail and business services followed suit, 
quickly diminishing downtown’s former monopoly on Valley commerce 
(Gober 2006). While downtown Phoenix accounted for 52% of the city’s 
retail sales in 1948, this number quickly fell in parallel to suburbaniza-
tion, dropping to 28% by 1958 and 3% in 1972 (Gober 2006, 175). The 
watershed moment in downtown’s decline came with the opening of Park 
Central Mall along North Central Avenue in 1957, which convinced big 
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downtown retailers like Goldwater’s to abandon the district in favor of 
trendy automobile-oriented shopping experiences (Gober 2006; City of 
Phoenix HPO and RA 2010). As a result, over the next 15 years many 
properties went into serious decline or were abandoned, increasing the 
amount of blighted or vacant land in the core of the metropolitan area.1

The opening of Park Central Mall was critically important for the direc-
tion of Phoenix’s urban development not only because it heralded a new 
era of automobile-dominated urban planning but also because it helped 
trigger a wave of high-rise office construction outside the traditional 
downtown along North Central Avenue (Gober 2006). Entrepreneurial 
real estate developers like David H. Murdock predicted that the future of 
commercial office development lay along this corridor and began actively 
assembling large parcels along Central Avenue; by 1960 numerous devel-
opers were competing to build new office complexes in this uptown district 
(City of Phoenix HPO and RA 2010). The first buildings along the cor-
ridor included the Central Towers south of Park Central Mall, the Phoenix 
Corporate Center (Merabank Tower) completed across from Park Central 
Mall, and the Guaranty Bank building (first tower in the Rosenzweig 
Center) just south of Indian School Road (City of Phoenix HPO and RA 
2010). Luckingham (1989, 197) argues that the initial development of 
the Rosenzweig Center, which subsequently spurred construction of two 
more on-site office high-rises, represented a tipping point in the high-rise 
development market. North Central Avenue became the sole target for 
new investment, “nailing the lid on the coffin of downtown Phoenix.”

The city’s planning department, still in its infancy, quickly noticed the 
northern flight of development capital but did little to counter the trend. 
The city’s first attempt at urban planning had occurred in 1920, when the 
Phoenix Planning Commission employed a firm to enact City Beautiful- 
style planning principles, and a comprehensive zoning ordinance was first 
adopted in 1930 (Gammage Jr. 2003). The city did not create a planning 
department until 1947 (City of Phoenix and Maricopa County 1959), 
however, and once created the department showed little allegiance to the 
central city urbanism which had traditionally hosted most of the area’s 
economic activity. In 1959, the Phoenix Planning Commission recog-
nized that the city’s central business district was in decline and prepared 
a downtown land use plan to adapt to the new situation (City of Phoenix 
1970). Yet the planning department was simultaneously awarding high-
rise zoning entitlements to developers along North Central without a 
coherent strategy in place, prompting Luckingham (1989, 197) to argue 
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that “in those days the city’s planning policy was ‘not to plan at all.’” By 
1962, downtown business interests realized that the future of the district 
was in doubt and began to advocate for public investments in downtown. 
Local leaders formulated a redevelopment program which would utilize 
public money to build government offices and regional cultural facilities 
such as a civic auditorium, convention center, and performance theater. 
The Phoenix Civic Plaza Corporation was formed in 1963, ultimately 
leading to the construction of Phoenix Civic Plaza and Symphony Hall by 
1972 (City of Phoenix HPO and RA 2010). One author notes that this 
event space-based redevelopment strategy represented the “precursor” to 
the subsequent stadium-based strategies for revitalizing downtown (City 
of Phoenix HPO and RA 2010).

While the city poured public money into governmental projects down-
town, it increasingly saw automobile-dependent development as the 
future of Phoenix and took steps to encourage this type of growth. The 
city contracted with two consulting firms in 1967 to produce a strategic 
plan for central Phoenix, and by 1969 the firms had delivered the Central 
Phoenix Plan (City of Phoenix 1969a, 1970) along with a larger, citywide 
plan (City of Phoenix 1969b). The Plan specifically endorsed high-rise 
construction along North Central Avenue between 3rd St. and 3rd Ave., 
essentially codifying and ordering the development pattern begun over 
ten years prior (City of Phoenix 1971; see Figs. 3.1 and 3.2). Although 
the planning department had neglected to guide prior high-rise devel-
opment, the Central Phoenix Plan specifies that “the existing physical 
development pattern is the starting point” and assumes that the decline of 
downtown and movement of capital toward North Central are existing, 
irreversible trends (City of Phoenix 1969a, 5). The plan’s authors buttress 
these assumptions by arguing that the plan is “based on real things,” such 
as the current functioning of the real estate market, and thus is intended 
“not to create visions of the future, but to prepare for the future” (City 
of Phoenix 1969a, 5). This fatalistic, almost self-contradicting perspective 
on urban planning—which stands in contrast to the concurrent, targeted 
municipal investments downtown—perhaps owes a debt to the laissez- 
faire economic ideology of the Goldwater era.

Although it specified high-rise density within a designated area and 
a density transition zone reminiscent of the new urbanist transect con-
cept, the Central Phoenix Plan was fully committed to the automobile- 
dominated planning paradigm common in the era. The “Central Business 
Corridor” along North Central is intended to be linear specifically so that 
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high-rise buildings can be “evenly distributed, without dense clusters” 
allowing “free moving automobile circulation”—a feature seen crucial 
for cementing the area as a premier business location (City of Phoenix 
1969a, 5). A major concern of the plan is that the corridor will become 
overbuilt and too congested, and thus care is taken to assure that auto 

Fig. 3.1 Central Phoenix Plan land uses propose a narrow corridor of high-rise 
density from downtown to uptown Phoenix (City of Phoenix 1969a, 4)
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traffic can reach the towers from a variety of high capacity east-west 
routes  (connected to the future Black Canyon and Squaw Peak free-
ways). The plan specifically rejects mass transit as it “would require dense 
concentrations of population—the very concentrations that many people 
came here to avoid” and because ultimately “transit is a supplement to, 
not a substitute for, private cars” (City of Phoenix 1969a, 13). This lin-
ear planning technique is even extended into downtown Phoenix, based 
on the notion that downtown is currently too congested and could use 
“improved parking and an open spacious environment” in the blocks 
immediately behind two main avenues (Central Avenue and Washington/
Jefferson Streets) (City of Phoenix 1969a, 7; see Fig. 3.2). Although the 
Central Phoenix Plan and the larger, citywide Comprehensive Plan 1990 

Fig. 3.2 The plan for downtown Phoenix in the Central Phoenix Plan proposes 
linear corridors of development along Central, Washington, and Jefferson Avenues 
with abundant parking behind each corridor (City of Phoenix 1969a, 52)
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(City of Phoenix 1969b) were ultimately rescinded and changed by the 
city’s General Plan in 1985, they helped produce an urban environment 
along North Central Avenue in line with their goals, triggering the con-
struction of numerous high-rises culminating in the 1991 construction 
of the Dial Tower (Viad Tower).

As in many American cities, public-private collaboration aimed at build-
ing large event and entertainment spaces became the focus of urban rede-
velopment efforts in downtown Phoenix from the mid-1980s. After the 
downtown municipal buildings boom in the 1960s and 1970s, this effort 
represented a next generation of privately encouraged public redevelop-
ment efforts oriented around automobile access to large theaters, stadi-
ums, and civic buildings. The Phoenix Community Alliance (PCA) was 
formed in 1983 by a coalition of business leaders, with the encouragement 
of city government, to provide coordinated leadership aimed at revitaliz-
ing the downtown core (City of Phoenix 1991; Ross 2011). In 1990, the 
PCA was joined by another public-private organization, the Downtown 
Phoenix Partnership (DPP), which was more specifically focused on the 
downtown district. Together, PCA and DPP helped broker deals with 
city government that funneled millions in public money toward public- 
private development projects primarily focused on public entertainment, 
including Patriots Park, Herberger Theater, Phoenix Convention Center, 
Arizona Science Center, the Orpheum Theater (renovation), Burton Barr 
Central Library, Hance Park, America West Arena (US Airways Arena), 
Bank One Ballpark (Chase Field), and Dodge Theater (Comerica Theater) 
(City of Phoenix 1991; Gober 2006). Although supporters argue that 
these efforts helped create a wealth of modern infrastructure in downtown 
and directly led to over $1 billion in private investment (City of Phoenix 
1991), others have emphasized that public subsidies for such develop-
ment enriched “a powerful group of downtown investors, spearheaded by 
sports and real estate mogul Jerry Colangelo” (Ross 2011, 81).

These redevelopment initiatives were intended to bring people and 
activities back to downtown Phoenix, but they presented a one- dimensional 
vision of urban dynamics that largely ignored residential living, small busi-
ness success, and dynamic pedestrian experiences. This vision was clearly 
predicated upon automobile travel to and from events, ignoring the possible 
spillover effects of pedestrian activity in downtown. This orientation is best 
represented in the City’s “Sunburst Traffic Management Plan,” created in 
1998 “to provide smooth, evenly distributed traffic throughout downtown” 
when multiple events are scheduled.2 Under the sunburst concept, traffic 
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entering and exiting the downtown district is purposely directed into all 
four quadrants of the district to maximize street usage and allow the quick-
est possible travel. Thirty to 50 police officers and a command center utiliz-
ing traffic cameras are all deployed purely to optimize traffic flow. Although 
the Sunburst Plan has been highly effective in its stated goals, policymakers 
are currently reviewing the assumptions underlying the plan that prioritize 
traffic movement over pedestrian experiences (City of Phoenix 2012).

The City’s 1995 infill housing program represents another infill devel-
opment effort inspired by an automobile-based urban vision. The program 
was created to stimulate development of vacant land in central Phoenix, 
including both downtown and a range of outlying districts, to provide 
affordable, owner-occupied housing and to stabilize deteriorating neigh-
borhoods (Bowman and Pagano 2004). To do so, the initiative offered 
a series of incentives for developers willing to invest in targeted areas, 
including development fee waivers and relaxation of regulatory constraints. 
Although the program targeted infill development and community stabil-
ity, it only applied to the construction of single-family homes, did not 
include more dense or mixed-use projects, and has been largely targeted 
to low-density, automobile-dependent areas (Bowman and Pagano 2004).

The sprawl-first mentality toward economic development in the Phoenix 
metropolitan area perhaps reached its peak in November 2000, when the 
Citizens Growth Management Initiative was directly presented to voters. 
This proposition aimed to impose strict growth boundaries on development 
at the urbanized fringes of Maricopa County, in order to direct develop-
ment inward toward more dense patterns (Gammage Jr. 2003). Although 
initially popular in polls, perhaps due to the long- growing complaints by 
residents about the negative aspects of suburban expansion, the measure 
was ultimately defeated decisively at the polls after a heavy lobbying cam-
paign by the developer and homebuilder lobbies (Gammage Jr. 2003; 
Gober 2006). The results allowed the Valley’s traditional suburban growth 
machine to proceed unchecked into the twenty- first century and failed to 
provide incentives or disincentives to encourage infill development.

neobohemian strategies of Urban Development

Although automobile-dependent strategies of development continued 
to exert dominance over Phoenix’s growth patterns through the end of 
the twentieth century, an alternative perspective on development derived 
from ideals of dynamic urbanism began to emerge decades before the 
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failure of the 2000 growth management legislation. This counter vision, 
roughly similar to sustainable urban development as elaborated in Chap. 
1, emerged from the increasing spread of bohemian planning ideologies 
(such as “new urbanist” and “creative class” ideas) as well as from local 
arts community activists engaged in the everyday machinations of down-
town Phoenix’s political economy.

A precursor to the new urbanist vision appeared in the Planning 
Commission’s 1970s era Urban Village Plan. After conducting a variety 
of studies, an “urban village” concept was presented to and approved by 
the City Council which established nine villages within the city, each with 
a higher density core intended to provide key services to the local popula-
tion in a more dense and efficient manner (City of Phoenix 1979b; City 
of Phoenix 1983a; Gober 2006). Each village is planned to include a core 
area, gradient area, and periphery both to encourage increased infill den-
sity and to minimize automobile trips to services (City of Phoenix 1983a), 
with a specific focus on creating “high intensity pedestrian oriented cores 
with a full mix of activities” (City of Phoenix 1979b, 12). This strategy was 
ultimately codified in the city’s comprehensive 1985 General Plan, and rep-
resents a distinct step toward recognizing the value of dense development 
nodes—despite also encouraging further movement away from a “single-
core model” based on downtown Phoenix, and proposing use- based dis-
tricts in downtown (Fig. 3.3) (City of Phoenix 1979a; Gober 2006).

A separate grassroots approach to urban redevelopment emerged 
more organically in this era, relying more on entrepreneurial and ide-
ological initiative than top-down government planning. In the 1980s, 
local artists began renovating older warehouse and retail storefronts in 
the downtown core, opening galleries and beginning a process of sig-
nificant arts-based revitalization (Ross 2011). Yet this movement ran 
headlong into the events-based redevelopment initiative supported by 
business and government leaders, and before long many artists were dis-
placed from the warehouse district to make way for the construction of 
America West Arena.3 Although city officials were somewhat receptive to 
the growing arts-based, mixed-use redevelopment spontaneously emerg-
ing at the time, and considered alternate sites for the arena just outside 
of the downtown district, public-private organizations exerted political 
influence over city officials and the arena ultimately displaced a number 
of artists.4 Some artists moved to the Roosevelt and Grand Avenue cor-
ridors, establishing newer arts district cores intended to be more resistant 
to public-private displacement.
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Around the same time, Mayor Goddard announced a new public plan-
ning initiative aimed at coordinating downtown redevelopment efforts, 
and the growing core of artists and urban-minded residents participated 
in the process and helped orient the resulting planning document around 
new urbanist goals. The “Downtown Specific Plan,” created through a 
series of planning department committees and public forums and approved 
by the City Council in 1991, was intended to envision the urban form 
and development of downtown over the next 25 years (City of Phoenix 
1991). Although the plan was intended to complement the events-based 
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 redevelopment paradigm supported by the PCA and DPP, and includes 
a specific focus on parking requirements, it clearly represents an early 
adherence to sustainable urban development principles derived from both 
Jacobs-style urbanism and sustainability ideals. A variety of “character 
districts” are specified to ensure unique neighborhoods built on historic 
precedent (Fig. 3.4), and “a mix of intense, pedestrian oriented uses is 
the key concept governing the design of the character districts” (City of 
Phoenix 1991, 101). The document goes further to envision a downtown 
transformed by sustainable development in 25 years: “Downtown Phoenix 
[will be] a unique, forward-looking urban center the design and form of 
which reflect the origins of Phoenix, its regional context, and the climate 
and natural environment of the Sonoran Desert, incorporating significant 
historic structures, a continuum of shaded walkways, parks and plazas 
featuring drought resistant plantings, and reliance on the sun as a major 
energy source” (City of Phoenix 1991, 7). The Downtown Specific Plan 
includes other new urbanist development ideas as well, such as supporting 
mixed-use development, pedestrian and bike circulation strategies, afford-
able housing provision within mixed-use centers, and public space provi-
sion (City of Phoenix 1991).

As these planning ideals began to receive national attention through 
the emergence of the sustainable development concept and the 1993 
formation of the Congress of the New Urbanism, policymakers in the 
Phoenix metropolitan area increasingly became receptive to reforming the 
automobile-based growth paradigm. One concrete step in this direction 
was taken in 2000, when despite rejecting growth boundary legislation, 
county voters overwhelmingly approved an initiative to strengthen the 
Valley’s mass transit system, including the creation of the Valley’s first rail 
transit system since the 1940s (Gober 2006). Voters approved a new sales 
tax to fund the improvements, and the following year the federal govern-
ment offered matching funds to support light rail construction (Gober 
2006). Although light rail was not scheduled to open until 2008, the 
City of Phoenix proactively adopted transit-oriented development (TOD) 
overlay zoning in 2000 to spur the transition toward dense, mixed-use 
urban infill development (Atkinson-Palombo and Kuby 2011; Kittrell 
2012) and subsequently added a TOD goal to the 2002 General Plan 
Update (City of Phoenix 2002; MAG 2003b). In fact, the City’s 2002 
General Plan Update—a plan providing a non-regulatory framework for 
land use policymaking—generally reflected the increasing popularity of 
new urbanist redevelopment strategies. The plan’s Growth Area Element, 
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Fig. 3.4 Character districts suggested in the 1991 Downtown Specific Plan rep-
resent a precursor to the districts officially adopted in the 2010 Downtown 
Phoenix Code to shape the area’s redevelopment into unique neighborhoods 
(City of Phoenix 1991, 9)
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for example, urges new policies for certain urban locations, minimizing 
setbacks and maximizing lot coverage, and the Land Use Element con-
tains a variety of new urbanist reforms geared at mixed-use, pedestrian- 
oriented urban environments (City of Phoenix 2002).

To many local arts-oriented business leaders, the new urbanist tem-
plate increasingly deployed in municipal plans dovetailed with a gen-
erative, grassroots economy centered on local cultural production. The 
local business movement, which expanded nationally in the 1990s and 
2000s, became increasingly visible in Phoenix in part through the Local 
First promotional efforts of local arts community leader Kimber Lanning 
(Ross 2011). Under this mentality (Chap. 1), local businesses help recir-
culate wealth locally not only through direct cycles of sales, profits, and 
local reinvestment but also through indirect impacts such as employing 
local graphic designers and accountants.5 In interviews conducted by the 
author, both artists and developers alike increasingly saw the promotion of 
“small grain” urbanism and culturally generative business as intertwined, 
noting that downtown business models cannot be simply based upon 
event-space overflow and large retail projects like the Arizona Center.6 
Greg Esser, another local arts community leader, helped establish the 
Roosevelt Row Community Development Corporation not only to pro-
tect the existing arts community from displacement but also to promote 
this type of culturally generative redevelopment model (Ross 2011). This 
“neobohemian template” (Ross 2011) for urban redevelopment was con-
currently promoted by academic authors as well (Florida 2002; Markusen 
and Schrock 2006)—most famously by Richard Florida, who was encour-
aged to bring his brand of “creative class” ideology to Phoenix in 2003 by 
the Phoenix New Times and the Phoenix city manager (Ross 2011). Not 
only do creative workers contribute significantly to regional economies, 
but regional consumption of arts-based products often leads to the type 
of import substitution and unique economic production at the core of 
sustainable urban development (Markusen and Schrock 2006). A series 
of commissioned reports further cemented this redevelopment trend in 
the Phoenix metropolitan area, beginning with Florida’s 2003 report 
“Phoenix Downtown: Right Place Right Time!” and continuing with 
studies by the Maricopa Partnership for Arts and Culture (MPAC) (Ross 
2011). One such report argued that arts and culture have “considerable 
multiplier impacts” on the Valley’s regional economy, “creating $344 mil-
lion in economic activity, $34.5 million in tax revenues, and 4000 direct 
and 7000 indirect jobs in the Valley in 2000” (MRAC 2004, vii). A later 
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report suggested rebranding Phoenix as an “opportunity oasis” to attract 
creative-class-type workers to the central city (Arthesia 2008).

The chorus of arguments supporting sustainable infill development in 
downtown Phoenix reached a crescendo in late 2003 and 2004, when the 
city’s policies toward infill arrived at a watershed moment. A critical aspect 
of the neobohemian development template is the introduction of knowl-
edge industries such as education and research facilities, and in June 2003 a 
coalition of groups broke ground on downtown Phoenix’s first such addi-
tion—the Translational Genomics Research Institute (TGen) (Gober 2006). 
Phoenix mayoral hopeful Phil Gordon and Arizona State University (ASU) 
president Michael Crow had been boldly discussing plans to move a major 
academic campus to downtown Phoenix before Gordon was even elected.7 
First hinted at by an ASU faculty planning committee in September,8 by 
early 2004 Gordon was indeed elected and an ASU Downtown campus 
had become an official component of the city’s downtown revitalization 
strategy, receiving enthusiastic endorsements from the City Council and 
the Arizona Republic.9 Noting the desired redevelopment spillover effects 
of an urban academic campus, one article noted, “Phoenix wants to join 
the legion of great cities that boast a large urban university—and all that 
it means: 24 hour-a-day activity, intellectual discourse, an economic boost 
to shops, restaurants and entertainment venues. A university downtown 
would boost construction of new housing and businesses. It would give the 
city a jolt of intellectual energy, creating a welcome environment to profes-
sors and students, scientists and entrepreneurs, young people and those 
who want to harness the energy and idealism they bring.”10 Furthering 
the “meds and eds” focus of the neobohemian template (Ross 2011), in 
August 2004 ASU and the University of Arizona announced plans to build 
a biomedical research and medical school in downtown Phoenix close to 
the TGen facility.11 A month later, city officials and ASU worked together 
to purchase the first tract of land for the new downtown campus, financially 
cementing their commitment to education-based revitalization.12 Finally, in 
November 2004, Valley voters approved a voter initiative to fund a drastic 
expansion in the number of lines planned for the city’s light rail system 
(Gober 2006). Thus, in a year’s time, a newly assembled growth-oriented 
political coalition had taken a number of revolutionary steps toward pro-
moting a novel generative economic development model in Phoenix.

Yet while these knowledge- and culture-based redevelopment  models 
gained traction among policymakers, another round of proposed public- 
private entertainment-based projects were vying for attention. Another 

3 A HISTORY OF PROPERTY DEVELOPMENT AND OWNERSHIP...



 135

stadium project was proposed for the district—this time, a giant  football 
stadium proposed for the Evans-Churchill neighborhood, where the 
arts community displaced from the warehouse district had recoalesced 
(Ross 2011). Furthermore, a group of Phoenix business leaders headed 
by Colangelo had entered into a business arrangement with the Jerde 
Partnership, an international development firm known for creating 
“Disney-style” entertainment districts in Los Angeles, Las Vegas, and 
Japan featuring chain stores, chain restaurants, and public entertainment 
modeled on theme parks.13 The local business group, known as Phoenix 
Futures, attempted to quietly assemble the land, capital, and political good-
will needed to ultimately transform a large percentage of the downtown 
district in conjunction with Jerde. One critic noted that, despite the active 
participation of quasi-public entities like the PCA and DPP, the Phoenix 
Futures group was initially secretive about their plans. “Colangelo and 
the others—including members of the Downtown Phoenix Partnership 
and Phoenix Community Alliances—are tightlipped about exactly what’s 
going on. While insiders say the secrecy is about staving off the kind of real 
estate speculation that has paralyzed development in parts of the down-
town core for decades, Colangelo’s critics say it is about giving the power 
brokers time to corner the market before presenting a master plan to a 
compliant Phoenix City Council.”14 Phoenix Futures supporters argued 
that the project was broadly intended to revitalize the district, to the bene-
fit of all, and would not specifically enrich business leaders like Colangelo. 
Furthermore, they specifically rejected the notion that the project would 
become a homogeneous, mall-like development, actively endorsing a 
more mixed-use, urban environment and soliciting feedback from down-
town stakeholders.15 Yet it still became apparent that the Phoenix Futures’ 
vision for downtown was fundamentally different from the neobohemian 
redevelopment template, relying more on top-down implementation than 
incremental development. Although Colangelo expressed support for 
diverse urban environments, he expressed concern about  “haphazard” 
development, arguing that under the arts-based initiative development 
“would be hit and miss … A little deal here, a little deal there. There 
would be no rhyme or reason.”16 Others, like Esser, emphasized that hap-
hazard development is exactly the point. “It’s always top-down, single 
vision versus a grassroots, organic structure,” he said, noting that many 
community members specifically “want a spontaneously generated, diverse 
economy and culture.”17

 NEOBOHEMIAN STRATEGIES OF URBAN DEVELOPMENT 



136 

In an attempt to reconcile these different perspectives on redevelop-
ment, the City convened a series of public meetings in early 2004 to 
solicit feedback from a range of stakeholders.18 It quickly became appar-
ent that arts community and other community members were strongly 
opposed to the Phoenix Futures plan, voicing their displeasure through 
the public meetings and other channels. This opposition became a water-
shed moment: unlike in past, events-based redevelopment efforts, where 
the City privileged business leaders over small entrepreneurs, Mayor 
Gordon and other city leaders ultimately chose the new “meds and 
eds” development model, siding with ASU officials and arts commu-
nity members, and politically relegating the Phoenix Futures group.19 In 
addition, the proposed football stadium had been similarly defeated by 
concerned local property owners. For the first time, the emergent down-
town community had scored a quick succession of political victories and 
had established the neobohemian template as an officially recognized 
redevelopment model (Ross 2011).

This victory was due in large part to a newfound political coalition, 
the Downtown Voices Coalition, formed in April 2004 by a number of 
preexisting advocacy groups focused on a variety of downtown issues. 
Spearheaded by the Downtown Phoenix Arts Coalition (D-PAC) and 
joined by the Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC), Arizona Chain 
Reaction (now Local First Arizona), Phoenix Historic Neighborhoods 
Coalition, and Community Housing Partnership, the Downtown Voices 
Coalition codified their redevelopment prescriptions in a report follow-
ing an  inclusive, formative community meeting in May 2004 (DVC 
2011). The report called for a variety of redevelopment initiatives in 
line with sustainable urban development philosophy, including specific 
new urbanist design guidelines emphasizing pedestrian-oriented mixed-
use development; bioregion-specific design oriented around mitigat-
ing the desert heat and augmenting Phoenix’s cultural heritage; explicit 
municipal and regulatory support for small business entrepreneurs; tax 
and affordable housing policies to prevent gentrification, land speculation, 
and residential  displacement of lower income residents while promoting 
historic preservation, adaptive reuse, and cultural diversity; and develop-
ment policies that view arts-based cultural production as the centerpiece 
of economic policy (DVC 2004). The report specifically calls for more 
 “transparent”  coordination between city officials and the local community 
when  formulating regulatory and incentive structures influencing develop-
ment (DVC 2004)—a clear call for a more inclusive, tangible  relationship 
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between the place-based community and the public officials closely 
engaged in the political economy of downtown. These prescriptions were 
largely ratified again, with some modifications, when Downtown Voices 
conducted a follow-up meeting six years later (DVC 2011).

Since the watershed events of early 2004, City policymakers have insti-
tuted a series of policy reforms aimed at buttressing this new model of 
downtown redevelopment and satisfying arts community advocates. In 
July 2004, policymakers worked with D-PAC to develop and present to 
the Central City Planning Subcommittee a series of strategies aimed at 
supporting arts-based entrepreneurship, including a small business assis-
tance program, a loan program for renovating downtown businesses into 
art galleries, and other initiatives.20 Yet over the next years, it became clear 
that there were larger regulatory issues hampering arts-related businesses. 
Small business owners complained about lengthy permitting times, reg-
ulatory requirements more suited to suburban locations (such as oner-
ous parking requirements), inconsistent application of building codes, 
and issues surrounding communication with municipal agencies.21 In 
response the City Council approved an Arts, Culture and Small Business 
Overlay District in downtown Phoenix in 2008 aimed at allowing more 
flexible, arts-based redevelopment. The overlay district specifically allows 
residential- to-commercial conversions, relaxes suburban-style zoning reg-
ulations, and allows a wide variety of uses including art galleries, restau-
rants, arts-based educational space, and outdoor cultural events.22

Interviews conducted with insiders and experts on Phoenix’s devel-
opment industry confirm that the City has been proactive in pursuing 
regulatory reforms spurring bohemian urbanism. Although there are 
still issues surrounding consistency and business-friendly flexibility in 
regulatory enforcement surrounding the overlay district, and although a 
recent zoning plan enacted in downtown has superseded and complicated 
these regulations, a number of artists agree that these planning reforms 
have helped support cultural economic development.23 Such regulatory 
reforms directed at downtown Phoenix were recently expanded as well, 
and the City now minimizes “red tape” with same-day permitting, plan 
self-certification for design professionals, and quick building inspections.24

Although some arts community leaders recognize that the City has been 
quite progressive in reforming adaptive reuse regulations,25 there are still 
significant financial hurdles standing in the way of such  redevelopment. 
A number of interview respondents noted that adaptive reuse continues to 
be more expensive, on average, than new construction, and often adaptive 
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reuse projects are only successful when property owners have an ideologi-
cal commitment to reuse and/or when federal tax credits can be utilized.26 
Yet many noted that such spaces are absolutely crucial to supporting arts- 
based economic development, partly because the cost of new retail spaces 
is invariably too high for artists to afford27—an argument first presented 
by Jacobs (1961). Thus despite the City’s best efforts at streamlining the 
adaptive reuse process, there seems to be an ongoing need for local devel-
opers and property owners who are personally committed to supporting 
arts-based development and engaged with artistic tenants.

In December 2004, the City moved to codify the new direction of down-
town redevelopment by adopting a plan entitled “Downtown Phoenix: A 
Strategic Vision and Blueprint for the Future.” The plan promotes adher-
ence to the neobohemian template by combining arts-based initiatives, 
the proposed educational campuses, the light rail system, and new urban-
ist planning reforms (City of Phoenix 2008; n.d.). This plan provided an 
important conceptual foundation for subsequent development initiatives. 
The Downtown Urban Form Project was started in 2006 to realize the 
urban form envisioned in the 2004 plan, ultimately leading to the 2008 
Downtown Phoenix Plan. Based on three basic principles—“community, 
connectivity, and integration”—the 2008 plan envisions a classic new urban-
ist environment complete with residential and mixed-use components, sus-
tained by the “knowledge anchors” of ASU Downtown and TGen and 
by arts-based economic development (City of Phoenix 2008). The plan 
specifically calls for private investment in the development of vacant land 
in the district, and argues that smaller residential projects (low- to mid-rise 
developments) would be better suited and more affordable for downtown 
residents (although this language is contradicted when the plan states that, 
due to Proposition 207, downzoning from high-rise zoning entitlements is 
specifically prohibited; see later section on Proposition 207).

The 2008 plan, in turn, paved the way for the 2010 adoption of the 
Downtown Phoenix Form-Based Code (DPC), a progressive zoning ordi-
nance intended “to create a pedestrian-oriented, dynamic urban center 
with an authentic sense of place” (City of Phoenix 2010). Like other form-
based codes advocated by the new urbanist movement, the DPC explicitly 
allows mixed-use development, urban-oriented design features (such as 
maximum, not minimum building setbacks), flexible building uses, and 
development standards encouraging density; the code, however, also 
includes a host of aesthetic design standards that decrease development 
flexibility as well. Regulatory specifications are based on the delineation 
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of “character districts”—similar but different from those specified in the 
1991 downtown plan—intended to generate distinct neighborhood iden-
tities and land use mixtures (Fig. 3.5). The code also includes a system 
of “sustainability bonuses” where provision of “environmentally friendly 
design” like vertical mixed-use, renewable energy production, or green 
building features are rewarded by additional regulatory flexibility related 
to density and parking (City of Phoenix 2010). Although few projects 
have yet been built under these new zoning standards, many policymakers 
and business leaders interviewed felt that the DPC was a very positive addi-
tion that would spur quality urban development in line with sustainable 
development goals.28

Recent initiatives supported by public and private downtown stakehold-
ers signal that the City’s commitment to sustainable urban development—
in terms of urban form and use—remains strong. The Sunburst Traffic 
Plan, still city policy despite the movement toward new urbanist reforms 
over the past ten years, has been increasingly questioned by downtown 
advocates. A revision to the policy that prioritizes pedestrian movement 
and the resulting economic opportunities for businesses will be presented 
soon to the City Council for approval (City of Phoenix 2012). A larger 
movement advocating temporary use of vacant properties has also been 
gaining momentum, due to widespread support from the City, ASU activ-
ists, community leaders, and non-profit groups. Beginning with the “Valley 
of the Sunflowers” project, which secured permission to conduct urban 
agriculture on a vacant city lot slated for future development and success-
fully grew a sunflower crop,29 the temporary infill movement has expanded 
to include a “pop-up” park in the Roosevelt Row district and urban 
agriculture on a large lot owned by Baron Colliers in uptown Phoenix. 
Community activists emphasize that these projects represent a tremen-
dous step forward in the city’s sustainability policy and hold promise for 
community building,30 while policymakers point to the possible economic 
dividends from such initiatives, as they may improve property values and 
serve as a catalyst to speed up the development cycle.31 Ultimately, these 
local bohemian initiatives have succeeded in slowly growing an urbanist 
arts scene to some extent, but serious issues persist concerning the amount 
of vacant land remaining throughout the Central Phoenix corridor and 
concomitant issues with local quality of life. A  significant amount of devel-
opable land around many central Phoenix light rail stations remains vacant 
or underutilized while commuters continue to make daily excursions in an 
often unshaded desert streetscape (see Figs. 3.6, 3.7, 3.8, 3.9, and 3.10).
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Fig. 3.5 Character districts specified in the 2010 Downtown Phoenix Code each 
possess a unique mix of zoning requirements aimed at creating unique neighbor-
hoods with dense, mixed-use buildings and a pedestrian-oriented streetscape (City 
of Phoenix 2008)

3 A HISTORY OF PROPERTY DEVELOPMENT AND OWNERSHIP...



Fig. 3.6 The Valley of the Sunflowers project in the Evans-Churchill arts district, 
a temporary community project on privately owned land, grows across the street 
from an arts district property (Dec. 2011)

Fig. 3.7 A cluster of converted houses in the arts district along 5th St. is locally 
famous as a mix of art galleries, cafes, and collective art space
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Fig. 3.8 Commuters cross a vacant lot at Indian School Rd. and Central Ave. as 
they transfer from light rail to bus (Apr. 2013)

Fig. 3.9 A large vacant lot with high development potential offers proximity to 
light rail and other high value investments

3 A HISTORY OF PROPERTY DEVELOPMENT AND OWNERSHIP...



 143

site-specific government infill Development 
initiatives

The Central Phoenix Plan and Comprehensive Plan 1990, both published 
in the early 1970s, represented the City’s first attempts to spur redevelop-
ment of the downtown Phoenix core (City of Phoenix 1969b, 1971). Yet 
these planning documents were simply meant as a rough guide to devel-
opment and did not authorize site-specific government efforts to attract 
development. In 1974, the federal government created the Community 
Development Block Grant (CDBG) program to subsidize urban redevel-
opment in “blighted” areas across the country, and in 1978 the program 
was revised to require that cities establish specific geographical zones for 
targeted federal grants (City of Phoenix 2002). In response, the City of 
Phoenix created a Target Area Program that established a redevelop-
ment area in downtown Phoenix governed by Arizona state law (City of 
Phoenix 2002; State of Arizona n.d.-a). The core of this effort was laid out 
in the Downtown Area Redevelopment and Improvement Plan, a piece 

Fig. 3.10 Skyscrapers intersperse with vacant land along the Central Avenue cor-
ridor in central Phoenix
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of legislation approved by the City Council in 1979 that legally enables 
the City of Phoenix to conduct a variety of redevelopment efforts (City 
of Phoenix 1979a). Arguing that downtown Phoenix was threatened by 
“blight” and “obsolescence,” the Plan specifically endorses “the need for 
vigorous, coordinated public-private action to secure this area as the busi-
ness, governmental, institutional, and cultural heart of the region and as a 
focus of community pride and achievement” (City of Phoenix 1979a, iv).

The downtown improvement plan established geographical boundaries 
for the redevelopment area and specified a range of expanded municipal 
powers to improve the area, all in conjunction with state law (ARS 36-1471; 
see State of Arizona n.d.-a). Plan objectives reflected the automobile- first 
mentality of the era, specifically focusing on “safe, efficient, and attractive 
vehicular access to downtown Phoenix” and, once visitors had arrived, 
providing a range of parking options (long-term, short-term, employee, 
and “errand”) while strictly separating vehicular and pedestrian traffic 
(City of Phoenix 1979a, 5; see Fig. 3.3). Although the plan proposes a 
“fine-grained” and “human-scale” pedestrian network, it does not pro-
mote mixed-use environments, directly calling for functional separation of 
land uses. The major goals of the plan were to attract private investment 
and preserve property values, and as such it enabled the City to take a 
range of “special economic development actions”: acquiring, holding, or 
improving land and buildings; selling, leasing, exchanging, or subdivid-
ing land and buildings, including entering into contracts with developers 
and instituting covenants; requesting and/or actively soliciting develop-
ment proposals; providing technical assistance to property owners; and 
generating economic development funding through bonds, loans, grants, 
public-private partnerships, tax abatements, and special assessments (City 
of Phoenix 1979a, 15).

The downtown improvement plan neatly coincided with the birth 
of the Urban Village Plan, and both targeted core urban areas for infill 
development density (City of Phoenix 1979a, 1979b). By 1985 the urban 
village ideal had become codified in the Phoenix General Plan and the 
downtown improvement area coexisted with the new Central City village 
plan (City of Phoenix 1983a, 1985). The following year, the City cre-
ated the Community Economic Development Department “to coordi-
nate revitalization efforts in downtown and several other redevelopment 
areas” (City of Phoenix 2002, 257). “Growing Smarter” state legislation 
passed in 1998, and revised in 2000, helped to further promote a focus 
on infill development by requiring Arizona cities and counties to establish 
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redevelopment plans with specified geographical areas (Leigh 2003). This 
focus became codified in the 2002 General Plan Update, although no new 
authority was granted to municipalities in the legislation or general plan 
(City of Phoenix 2002; MAG 2003a). The General Plan Update points 
out that infill development has been stymied by policy-driven factors, 
such as a general municipal failure to force suburban fringe developers 
to pay their “fair share of capital growth costs through taxes and impact 
fees” (City of Phoenix 2002, 160). It also cites a range of market-based 
impediments to infill, such as “high land costs, potential environmental 
contamination, costs to relocate utilities, surrounding blight, difficulties 
in assembling parcels, crime and perceptions of crime, and/or concerns 
about the school systems” (City of Phoenix 2002, 75). To remedy the 
situation, the plan again proposes geographically specific programs and 
directly suggests implementation of a larger infill development incentive 
district covering a swath of central Phoenix (Fig. 3.11). If a district is cre-
ated, municipalities are allowed to spur development by instituting “expe-
dited zoning or rezoning procedures; expedited processing of plans and 
proposals; waivers of municipal fees for development activities; and relief 
from development standards” (City of Phoenix 2002, 39; MAG 2003a).

Despite the abundance of planning documents specifying ideal types 
and locations for infill development, actual municipal efforts to attract 
development have often operated independently, ignoring planners’ inten-
tions to some extent. The most obvious example of this trend occurred 
in 1981 when the City approved the rezoning application for a mid-rise 
office complex in the East Camelback corridor for the ANROC National 
Life Insurance Company. The application was approved despite the City’s 
official adoption of the Central Phoenix Plan and Phoenix Concept Plan 
2000, both of which explicitly limited mid-rise and high-rise construction 
to the Central Avenue corridor (City of Phoenix 1983b). An “issue paper” 
published by the city’s planning department shortly after the rezoning 
decision noted that previous planners had warned against scattering high- 
rise zoning across the city in an ad hoc fashion because it would set a plan- 
breaking precedent, incentivizing higher vacancy rates and less investment 
in downtown while “encouraging land speculation, artificial inflation of 
property values and thus overzoning” (City of Phoenix 1983b, 4). This 
issue paper perhaps indicates, for the first time, a growing disconnect 
between the planning department’s idealistic, often sustainability-oriented 
infill development specifications and the larger politics surrounding the 
city’s attempts to woo site-specific development.
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Fig. 3.11 Infill development incentive districts proposed in the 2002 General 
Plan Update (City of Phoenix 2002, 76)
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City policymakers still aggressively pursued site-specific downtown 
redevelopment for decades under the auspices of the 1979 downtown 
plan, however, regardless of development initiatives in other districts. The 
main thrust of this effort has centered on the Government Property Lease 
Excise Tax (GPLET) program inspired by target area redevelopment pro-
grams and enabled by Arizona state law (State of Arizona 1996). After the 
1979 plan, the City explored various economic development techniques 
and discovered that offering property tax exemptions to developers was 
often most successful. To accomplish this, the City would accept the title 
to a privately owned redevelopment property and lease it back to the pri-
vate owner at a nominal rate. Since the City was now the title holder, 
all property taxes were nullified. When other cities began to utilize this 
technique, the State legislature became concerned about the long-term 
viability of such incentives, and in 1985 passed a “possessory interest tax” 
that required assessed property taxes on any privately held improvements 
on municipal property (ATRA 2009). This tax discouraged cities from 
using tax exemptions in development initiatives until 1993, when a court 
decision found the exemptions to be unconstitutional (ATRA 2009). To 
clear up confusion resulting from this decision, the State legislature passed 
a comprehensive GPLET law in 1996 in which a watered-down excise tax 
was substituted for the possessory interest tax. Although the law allowed 
for an initial eight-year tax abatement window, an excise tax was mandated 
after the window that “the Legislature thought would continue to act as a 
check on the cities use of their tax exempt status for private  development” 
(ATRA 2009, 6). Yet by the mid-2000s it had become clear that the 
excise taxes in practice did not come close to replacing lost property tax 
revenue—especially in downtown Phoenix GPLET agreements—and 
Governor Napolitano created a commission to study possible revisions 
to the law to “more closely accomplish the legislature’s stated purpose of 
making whole the taxing jurisdictions that depended on revenues under 
the prior possessory interest tax” (ATRA 2009, 6).

After years of contentious negotiations between Arizona municipali-
ties and business interests—and after an obstructionist move by the City 
of Mesa to delay reform until after a GPLET could be offered for a large 
resort development—the legislature approved a GPLET reform bill in 
2010 (ATRA 2010; Flatten 2010). The new law preserves the 8-year tax 
abatement window and grandfathers in all previous GPLET agreements, 
but defines a new, more punitive excise tax structure (essentially doubling 
most rates), limits agreements to 25 years, and mandates that cities pick 
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strict geographical boundaries for their GPLET offerings representing 5% 
or less of their total land area (ATRA 2010; State of Arizona n.d.-a, b). 
The new rate structure relies on a complicated formula based on the type 
of development, with rates escalating yearly after the abatement window 
(State of Arizona n.d.-b). The law is also heavily dependent upon assess-
ing the exchange value of properties, as determined by economic analyses. 
It explicitly requires that “the economic and fiscal benefit” to municipali-
ties “will exceed the benefits received by the prime lessee” based on an 
independent third party economic impact study, and that ultimately “the 
government property improvement resulted or will result in an increase in 
property value of at least one hundred per cent” (State of Arizona n.d.-b). 
One of the most drastic changes in the 2010 revision centers on the shar-
ing of property tax revenue, which under Arizona law is funneled to local 
school districts and other special districts based on local assessments and 
specified minimum standards. Before the law’s passage, the state com-
pensated local school districts for any lost tax revenue due to GPLETs, 
but the law ended that practice, meaning that local property owners in an 
assessment district would now have to cover the difference in tax revenues 
when local properties were granted a GPLET exemption (Flatten 2010).

The GPLET program has proven to be enormously contentious among 
policymakers, business leaders, and local property owners—especially since 
virtually all high-rise or large commercial development in downtown over 
the past 20 years has been built with GPLET incentives (Flatten 2010) 
(see Fig. 3.12 for a map). “To its supporters, GPLET is a critical economic 
development tool, the last incentive available to lure high-end develop-
ment to the state. To its detractors, the law is an unfair giveaway to a few 
hand-picked developers who would have come to Arizona anyway, or who 
are bringing risky projects that could not succeed on their own” (Flatten 
2010, 2). Supporters argue that tax incentive structures like the GPLET 
program are absolutely essential to attracting private investment in down-
town Phoenix and other urban cores, especially given the preexisting mar-
ket bias toward suburban “greenfield” development on the urban fringe. 
Such advocates make the argument that redevelopment simply would not 
happen without GPLET incentives (Flatten 2010). GPLETs are especially 
important because most of Arizona does not allow tax increment financ-
ing, a redevelopment initiative commonly used across the country that 
allows municipalities to borrow money for improvements based on the 
expected future increase in property values and tax revenues from the 
improvements. Thus to some observers, GPLETs are the local response 
to tax-increment financing  (TIF) and function in a similar way, at least 
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Fig. 3.12 Properties owned by the City of Phoenix and leased to private entities 
under the GPLET incentive program in 2013. Lighter gray shading identifies 
GPLET properties that have reverted to full taxpaying or contribute other benefits 
to the City under special arrangements32
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in terms of development outcomes.33 One city policymaker described the 
GPLET program as an effective way to make public investments that, after 
the eight-year tax abatement window closes, will generate extremely high 
returns for the community at large. Using the example of a recent GPLET 
awarded to a mid-rise development along Roosevelt Row, he argued that 
existing property taxes on the vacant lot are about $10,000 per year, but 
that when completed the development will generate about $400,000 per 
year. Thus the city will lose $80,000 over the eight-year abatement period, 
but will instantly recoup the money and expand tax revenues sharply in the 
ninth year—essentially an investment with a 300% return.34 Ultimately, 
GPLETs are seen as a critical development tool because the City is priori-
tizing “sustainable density and development” and dense, mixed-use devel-
opment is simply too expensive in current market conditions.35

Yet a growing group of detractors—including policy groups generally 
opposed to tax incentives as well as individual property owners hurt by ris-
ing tax assessments—present a variety of arguments against GPLET-based 
development. The biggest complaint centers on the fact that property 
tax burdens—which must maintain a specific level due to school district 
 funding—are shifted onto local property owners who do not receive 
GPLET incentives. Since tax revenue is distributed on a district-specific 
basis, local property owners in the immediate area must compensate for all 
lost revenue despite the fact that GPLET improvements may benefit city 
residents as a whole (Flatten 2010). One 2008 study estimated that down-
town Phoenix properties currently receiving GPLET incentives are valued 
at $1.2 billion, and would be generating $17.1 million in annual property 
taxes; the excise tax replacement, however, only generates $2.4 million. 
As a result, the owner of a $200,000 home in the district would have to 
pay between $90 and $183 more in annual property taxes (Flatten 2010). 
Many interview respondents railed against the fundamental inequity of the 
situation,36 including Kurt Schneider, who is attempting to organize local 
property owners to politically contest the GPLET program. “To me, it’s a 
form a reverse condemnation. They are raising my taxes to subsidize new 
development … I want the city of Phoenix to be great and everything, but 
if you own an existing building, and you’re in this situation, every time your 
taxes go up your [property values] are going down … [due to losses in] net 
operating income.”37 Schneider argued that especially for local property 
owners who lease space to tenants—in particular, arts- based entrepreneurs 
renting adapted buildings who are highly sensitive to rental costs—rising 
taxes are necessarily passed on to tenants, resulting in more vacancies and 
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rental income losses just as taxes continue to rise. Another adaptive reuse 
property owner framed the situation more in terms of equity. “The city has 
intimated to me that I could get a GPLET. I don’t want a GPLET. I want 
all those multi-millionaires to pay their fair share.”38 Even one public-
private organization employee, who was initially a big supporter of the 
GPLET program, argued that limits should be placed on utilizing the tool. 
While GPLETs were initially successful in attracting large high-rise office 
towers to the district, they are now negatively impacting smaller property 
owners just as small, locally generated, arts-based projects are becoming an 
important part of downtown economic development.39

Another argument against GPLET-based redevelopment emphasizes 
the effects of tax incentives on the dynamics of free market development 
in downtown Phoenix. Despite a significant office vacancy rate and glut-
ted market for office space in downtown, GPLETs have encouraged the 
construction of new office towers (Flatten 2010). Many believe that the 
free market should dictate this type of construction to minimize the over-
production of office space at taxpayers’ expense.40 To some observers, 
the construction of new downtown offices has not functioned to attract 
businesses from outside the metropolitan area, or even from outside the 
district, but has instead encouraged zero-sum competition for office 
 tenants.41 This competition is especially problematic for some market par-
ticipants because GPLET developers can pass along tax incentive savings 
to prospective tenants while simultaneously offering a newer product, 
disadvantaging non-GPLET properties in the process.42 While real estate 
competition is a natural feature of capitalist development markets, using 
taxpayer subsidies to subsidize certain projects can unfairly privilege some 
market actors over others,43 and when such subsidies become standard for 
all new projects it can permanently change market dynamics.44

Ultimately, the GPLET program has been successful at attracting major 
new developments in downtown, but it tends to privilege large property 
owners and developers over small-scale actors, and more recent market 
entrants over established property owners.

Here’s what it does: it increases taxes for smaller business owners and devel-
opers like myself, which makes it much more difficult to develop or rede-
velop properties. Because we’re now competing for office space [lessees] 
with the big guys, who can be at a lower basis. So it’s very difficult to make 
that work. And although the market in the last few years has gone down, 
property taxes actually have gone up … on some properties, they might be 
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up to $4 or 5 per square foot in property taxes, competing against prop-
erties that aren’t paying anything … To compete with those guys—when 
really, we’re talking about big institutions versus small developers, it’s tough 
to see how that makes sense.45

Especially as Phoenix’s economic development efforts increasingly center on 
the neobohemian template, where small-scale entrepreneurialism is viewed 
as a legitimate path to success, a growing number of people are questioning 
the continued viability of the GPLET program. A number of downtown 
observers note that GPLETs were crucial for attracting early developments 
in downtown in the 1990s and early 2000s—highly risky investments due to 
the then-unproven direction of the downtown neighborhood—but argue 
that a tipping point in institutional momentum toward downtown success 
may now have been reached, especially after the crucial public commitments 
toward revitalization secured in early 2004 by ASU and Valley Metro.46 “[I 
understand] the pump priming mechanism of it, because Phoenix needed 
something. And, to me, it should be … you prime the pump, you make 
downtown better, and then you need to step back, and take your foot off 
the gas. And let free enterprise do something. If everybody’s going to get a 
GPLET, then everybody is going to expect it.”47 Yet these coherent argu-
ments for scrapping incentive programs in downtown Phoenix, based on the 
notion that the district is finally  self- generating development, are hard to 
separate from the fact that virtually all development in downtown Phoenix 
over the past 30 years has been subsidized by taxpayer money. Considering 
the public monies used to construct government buildings, stadiums, and 
event spaces, the importance of federal tax credits for most affordable hous-
ing and adaptive reuse projects, and the prevalence of GPLETs in all major 
high-rise office and retail projects, taxpayer subsidies are indivisible from 
the current state of downtown. Especially now that these tax incentives are 
fully ensconced in the property values, leases, and sale prices governing the 
real estate market in downtown, it is hard to imagine a future in which a 
truly “free” market begins operating.

private infill Development market  
anD government inflUence

Despite a long-standing orientation toward building master-planned, 
automobile-dependent suburban communities on Phoenix’s urban 
fringe, private residential developers have increasingly considered infill 
development opportunities over the past 15 years. Especially in the wake 
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of the 2008 recession and collapse of the suburban housing market, and 
perhaps influenced somewhat by the institutional momentum toward the 
neobohemian development model and site-specific urban projects, the 
development industry increasingly sees mixed-use infill development as 
the next market trend in the metropolitan area.48 One interview partici-
pant argued that the development industry began to seriously consider 
modern residential infill projects after the success of the Esplanade Place 
condominiums, a high-rise project built in the East Camelback corridor 
in the early 2000s.49 The Esplanade project was quickly followed by two 
more high-rise condominium projects nearby, and when all three were 
financially successful, developers began to envision new high-rise projects 
all over the city, especially in the downtown and midtown cores. Realizing 
the tremendous potential for infill development in central Phoenix given 
the availability of large vacant parcels close to developed infrastructure 
and urban services,50 developers have increasingly focused on infill, often 
utilizing “24/7 urbanism” imagery in marketing schemes.

Yet the development industry’s predominant focus on suburban devel-
opment has left a dearth of local firms with the experience and expertise 
necessary to build successful high-rise residential projects. In one  infamous 
example, developers of the Centerpoint condominiums in downtown 
Tempe, who did not have previous infill development experience, forgot to 
include garbage chutes in the building design, forcing tenants to haul gar-
bage in the elevators.51 Not only are there relatively few firms focused on 
executing infill development business models, but traditional capital lend-
ers are also unfamiliar with infill projects and often much more hesitant 
to invest in infill than in the standard suburban development template.52 
Both developers and lenders tend to have a herd mentality, and look for 
successful projects to emulate before exploring a new business model.53 As 
a result, there has been a significant disconnect between general market 
interest in infill development and actual execution of projects. This dis-
connect has been manifest in the large number of speculative real estate 
sales associated with high-rise infill projects (see Chap. 4 for a detailed 
examination of land speculation), as many would-be developers choose 
to “flip” land entitled for high density rather than engage in the com-
plicated development process. Land speculation tends to raise land costs 
rapidly, often quickly elevating above the price thresholds for profitable 
development. Another outcome is the rise of unrealistic market expecta-
tions surrounding high-rise projects. In the spike of infill development 
interest following the Camelback corridor condominium projects, about 
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10,000–12,000 condominium units were proposed along the Central 
Avenue corridor into downtown54; one zoning attorney personally par-
ticipated in about 60 high-rise zoning entitlement changes in the period, 
describing interest in high-rise entitlements as a “gold rush.”55 Although 
many local market insiders strongly believed market demand did not exist 
for even a fraction of the proposed projects,56 a variety of local and non-
local developers pushed to either develop high-rises or sell their entitled 
properties to other developers in the mid-2000s.57 Due to the lack of infill 
development expertise, land speculation, and unrealistic market expecta-
tions (often stemming from speculation-driven land price appreciation), 
very few of these high-rise infill projects were actually built.

The failure of the vast majority of proposed high-rise infill projects over 
the past 15 years is largely related to the incongruence between the fun-
damental costs of the development process, the inflated value of land, 
and naïve market expectations.58 Despite the best intentions of planners, 
policymakers, and citizens promoting ideal infill projects, such projects are 
always subject to an array of market conditions that dictate the possibili-
ties for profitable development. The cost of land tends to represent 15% of 
total infill development costs on average nationwide,59 and when this price 
becomes skewed by land speculation, it can stymie all good-intentioned 
efforts to develop for years or even decades (see Chap. 4). The need to 
assemble land parcels into tracts large enough for economies of scale in 
development is an oft-cited problem, both in contemporary development 
and in many past “development cycles” (City of Phoenix 1969b, 1979a, 
1995, 2002). Since the entirety of downtown Phoenix was originally plat-
ted into small 7000-square-foot lots intended for small commercial and 
residential buildings, it can be very difficult for developers to reach their 
desired development scale.60 The relationship between entitled density, 
engineering standards, building codes, and the cost of construction mate-
rials also represents a critical balance that can be tipped when land costs 
or entitlements are incongruent. If the desired density requires a build-
ing over four or five stories, for example, wood-based construction must 
be replaced by concrete and steel construction according to code, raising 
costs significantly.61 Another cost-based tipping point exists between mid- 
rise and high-rise construction, since building codes mandate provision 
of an array of expensive safety features when buildings are over six stories; 
one ASU planner noted that most downtown campus buildings are just 
eight inches below high-rise height due to these restrictions.62 As a result, 
many infill buildings group together at a few specific height levels where 
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there is a balance between building regulations, entitlements, density, 
and construction costs. Economies of scale also operate when attracting 
financing for infill projects, with most lenders requiring that 50–70% of 
proposed units are sold before financing project construction; this means 
that high-rise projects, with more units to sell, can take much longer to 
construct and can cost more due to higher debt servicing and tax pay-
ments in the interim sales period.63 The combination of these factors often 
makes high-rise infill development in the Phoenix market prohibitively 
expensive for both developers and buyers.

Despite the widespread interest in high-rise projects from both local 
and non-local firms, there is general agreement among local development 
market participants that the true market demand for infill in downtown 
and central Phoenix lies in three- to five-story, mixed-use projects.64 Even 
a city report on downtown development endorses this scale of develop-
ment due to the prohibitive costs of and weak market demand for high- 
rise buildings (City of Phoenix 2008). Yet many development industry 
insiders indicated that the combination of the infill development issues 
cited above—especially problems with land assembly, land costs, and 
entitlements—had prevented them from embarking on new projects even 
in the three- to five-story range. Some felt they needed to develop a 
“critical mass” of units at one time, either on one site or on a number of 
small, proximate sites, in order to make development worthwhile from 
their perspective.65 As one developer explained, “if you’re doing a little 
project, let’s say you’re doing a 10-plex, it’s as much work as doing a 
big project. You still have to draw plans, you’ve got to do engineering, 
you’ve got to do structure, you’ve got to do civil, you have to make out 
location, you have to get a permit, you have to hunt down your sub 
[contractors]. You’re doing all the same stuff as a bigger project, but 
there’s no volume to it.”66 Another developer, who has successfully built 
a number of mixed- use projects in the downtown core, noted that he 
owns a tiny but well- located property at Roosevelt and 5th Street, and 
already has a mixed-use design in hand. Yet he plans to wait on develop-
ing it until he can find numerous other sites to develop nearby and can 
reach a critical mass of about 40–50 units, at which point he can profit-
ably hire a management company to direct all of the projects at once. “I 
could build it, and it could make some money. But it’s not going to make 
enough money for just that few number of units to make it worthwhile. 
You either need to build a home, or four units, and sell them and be done 
with it, make some money and go on … but to invest all that money, for 
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a little bit of money, money that you could make consulting over 3 or 
4 months, why are you going to do it? It’s just—it’s very hard to make 
those things work.”67

Thus the main issue with infill development on small parcels is not 
that profit cannot be made, but that a certain scale of profit is needed to 
entice development. Lanning argued that developers could clearly make 
money developing properties around the district, but that “it’s a mat-
ter of how much profit they want to make.”68 From the viewpoint of 
basic economics, this problem should be easily solved by increasing market 
competition: as more developers compete to develop infill projects, they 
will naturally accept lower and lower profit margins, with higher amounts 
of work involved, in order to succeed. Yet in practice, it appears that the 
current lack of infill development expertise combined with a dearth of 
lending capital for infill projects has amounted to a form of market fail-
ure. Developers can hold out for desired profit levels simply due to a vir-
tual monopoly on the conditions for the production of urban space. This 
dynamic may have shifted somewhat due to the recession—for example, 
one developer noted that during the boom years, his business group used 
to ignore development proposals that did not exceed a 15% return on 
investment, but that recently he is considering projects closer to an 8% 
return.69 Others are more convinced of the viability of smaller projects, 
even at the scale of a single-family lot.70 Yet even if competition increases 
in the future, as the infill market becomes a more proven commodity to 
investors and as more firms gain infill expertise, it appears that issues of 
scale will continue to be major impediments to infill development for the 
foreseeable future.

The headaches and complications that discourage infill development are 
perhaps magnified when viewing the success of another, competing land 
use: for profit parking operations. Numerous interview participants noted 
the ease with which many landowners can earn a solid income simply from 
managing a parking lot on developable land.71 The most notorious exam-
ple of this is a parking lot at Central Avenue and Fillmore Street owned by 
the Reznik family; respondents noted that the owners illegally demolished 
older buildings on the site to open a for-profit parking lot across from the 
new ASU campus, and they did not face legal action because the City was 
engaged in similar behavior at the time.72 “The most financially successful 
piece of real estate in downtown, in my neighborhood, you know what it 
is? It’s the [Reznik] parking lot … No TIs, no commissions, no construc-
tion loan—it’s just cash, everyday … I look at that, and I go, all the brain 
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damage I go through to renovate a building, to turn it into [successful 
adaptive reuse]? Make it a parking lot, baby. It will sit there forever.”73 
In other cases, lots remain unimproved because of billboard placement, 
another simple source of steady income that does not require complicated 
development work.74 Some noted that parking lots and billboard lots are 
successful for a reason, and that if market demand makes such land use 
successful, it should be accepted. Yet an argument can be made that sur-
face parking lots are not the “highest and best use” of land in the urban 
core of Arizona—especially lots zoned for high-rise development.75

Due to the aforementioned difficulties with successfully implement-
ing infill projects, many developers rely on federal subsidies—distributed 
through the New Markets Tax Credit program—to make projects work. 
One executive at a non-profit housing finance organization noted that the 
majority of new residential projects constructed in downtown Phoenix 
over the past ten years utilized New Markets credits, which are specifi-
cally oriented to provide housing tailored to residents earning 60% of 
the area median income.76 Numerous developers and zoning attorneys 
reported utilizing New Markets credits to successfully implement proj-
ects as well,77 while other affordable housing developers have utilized 
City financing programs (Ross 2011). Not only are there very few cases 
of successful infill development projects in downtown Phoenix that did 
not take advantage of taxpayer subsidies at some level, but the most suc-
cessful projects also involved close coordination between the developers, 
policymakers, institutional leaders, and municipal bureaucrats that form 
downtown’s particular growth regime. As predicted in recent literature, 
Phoenix’s municipal entrepreneurialism in attracting development has 
been melded to a sustainable development mentality (Clarke and Gaile 
1997; Gibbs and Krueger 2007) in a new type of downtown development 
governance structure in which the former dominance of regional banks 
and corporations (e.g., Valley National Bank) has been replaced by real 
estate industry actors, educational institutions, and  non-profit advocacy 
groups (Strom 2008). The City has actively engaged in  “land-banking” 
style initiatives to buy and assemble vacant land in downtown, either in 
conjunction with the development of ASU Downtown and the biomedi-
cal campus or as a general development strategy. These initiatives have 
often been pursued in conjunction with PCA and DPP, thus utilizing 
 non-profit leaders to advance city development initiatives while tapping 
into private resources, minimizing municipal liability issues, and keep-
ing land assemblies from attracting speculators’ attention.78
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For example, the City enlisted the PCA and DPP to assemble land for 
the proposed football stadium (and when this plan fell through, for the 
biomedical campus), using their private, professional ties to a real estate 
broker with experience in land assembly. This public-private collaboration 
was successful from the City’s point of view (although many in the arts 
community felt threatened by displacement; see Ross 2011), especially 
because the broker was able to “quietly tie up” the land without attracting 
the attention of land speculators who might benefit from large public real 
estate investments.79 This public-private land assembly was similar to the 
PCA’s efforts 15 years prior to assemble land for the construction of the 
Arizona Center.80 The City also worked extremely closely with ASU offi-
cials to assemble land for the ASU Downtown campus, including not only 
building and land purchases for ASU buildings but also the construction 
of Civic Space Park and the renovation of the downtown post office.81 In 
fact, the City has also aggressively purchased downtown properties simply 
to prevent land speculation and to better control the character of infill 
development (see Chap. 4).82

Thus even when the City promotes the neobohemian template of fine- 
grained, urbanist development, it often relies on a neoliberal mentality 
that combines the active attraction of large institutions with deregulatory 
actions. Some community advocates striving for a more transparent rela-
tionship between local residents and land uses have encouraged the City 
to actively support community benefits agreements (CBAs) in new real 
estate developments. Often generated through public meetings, CBAs are 
a widespread community development tool that use municipal regulatory 
leverage to require developers to include specific features desired by local 
residents such as affordable housing, public space, or streetscape improve-
ments. Despite the specific enablement of CBAs in Phoenix’s downtown 
form-based code, the City has not developed a CBA policy or shown an 
indication that it has the “frame of mind” for this type of active market 
intervention.83 The City has also at times ignored community requests, as 
conveyed in public charrettes, to limit development to under four stories, 
instead pushing for larger buildings that would better augment the tax 
base.84 Even when encouraging the temporary reuse of vacant land by 
working with community groups and private landowners to create pop-up 
parks and urban agriculture, the City has emphasized that its main goal is 
to utilize public-private partnerships to stimulate new private investment 
and development.85 Thus although the intended ends of development ini-
tiatives are sometimes inspired by sustainability discourse, the means are 
often firmly ensconced in neoliberal approaches.

3 A HISTORY OF PROPERTY DEVELOPMENT AND OWNERSHIP...

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58910-7_4


 159

At the same time, the extremely close involvement of municipal 
 government in virtually all downtown development projects, and contin-
ued willingness to listen to and incorporate a broad range of community 
interests, suggests that the critical academic narrative of city-neoliberal 
collusion may not fully apply here. For example, the new urbanist-style 
Roosevelt Square apartment complex—widely hailed as one of the few suc-
cessful examples of quality infill development—resulted from an involved 
collaboration between Roosevelt community members and the City’s 
economic development department. The properties on which the com-
plex sits used to be a row of deteriorated buildings and vacant lots which 
attracted high levels of crime, and the surrounding community enlisted 
the city to assemble the land and attract an appropriate developer. After 
a drawn-out land assembly and developer selection process in which the 
community vetoed a number of proposed developments, the commu-
nity and city finally agreed on a developer who would build a mixed-use 
project using storefronts and porches to encourage active street life while 
burying the necessary parking in the middle of the complex.86 The Alta 
residential complex—the first mid-rise mixed-use residential complex in 
downtown Phoenix, and perhaps the only successful large residential proj-
ect built in the years before the economic downturn—represents another 
example where the city actively directed the character of infill develop-
ment. Although the city was not involved in developer recruitment, it 
provided GPLET incentives and in the process was able to mandate a mid-
rise, mixed-use form (which the city viewed as more appropriate for the 
district) instead of the single- use high-rise projects that developers of the 
(eventually bankrupted) 44 Monroe and Copper Square towers gravitated 
toward.87 Alta’s GPLET lease, which cites the 1979 downtown improve-
ment plan as its “purpose,” explicitly requires a six- to nine-story building 
with 10,000 square feet of street-level commercial and live/work space 
(City of Phoenix 2005).

The City has also actively worked to create affordable housing in the 
district, both by building city-owned housing facilities with affordability 
restrictions and by selling city-owned land to a developer based on an 
agreement providing affordable units under deed restrictions requiring 
owner occupancy.88 Thus while elected officials and top policymakers con-
tinue to encourage private investment and free market forces, their bureau-
cratic partners in the Mayor’s office and planning department are also 
actively engaged in shaping the character of the market. Developer Steve 
Betts observes that the City has indeed driven the nature of private devel-
opment in downtown, to some extent, noting that the City has “walked a 
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fine line” between supporting and perverting the free market. While many 
cities in California, for example, tend to micro-manage the development 
process to the point where costs and development times rise dramatically, 
Phoenix has been effective at minimizing their influence while also ensur-
ing quality development compatible with specific neighborhoods and sus-
tainability goals.89 As a result, the City’s development influence may fall 
somewhere in between the model-type neoliberal municipal agent wedded 
to free market competition and the sustainable development change agent 
leveraging government authority for the benefit of community members 
and the environment.

It is important to note that municipal influence over infill development 
is ultimately limited by a range of economic, political, and cultural factors, 
especially in Arizona. Numerous authors have studied the ways in which 
municipal governments in the United States are legally and politically 
restricted by federal laws that privilege federal, state, and county govern-
ments over municipalities (Peterson 1981; Frug 1999). The traditionally 
contentious balance of power between federal and state governments leaves 
no explicit political authority for city governments (save for some state 
home rule laws), and cities are forced to constantly seek legislative approval 
to exert control over many aspects of urban governance (Peterson 1981). 
Furthermore, most metropolitan areas are fractured into an array of small 
local governments and the lack of centralized authority derived from weak 
municipal power can lead to mutually detrimental intra-urban competi-
tion (Frug 1999). Municipalities are often hamstrung when addressing 
infill development issues because “most state laws severely constrict local 
government action and thus, protect the individual property owner at the 
expense of the surrounding community” (Accordino and Johnson 2000, 
313). Although few states grant a significant amount of legal autonomy 
to cities, Arizona municipalities appear especially restricted. For example, 
Arizona is the only state that has not legally enabled tax increment financ-
ing for urban redevelopment (notwithstanding a specially created district 
in Tucson), preventing city governments from creating special tax assess-
ment districts for targeted projects; although TIFs have been proposed 
numerous times in the state legislature, they have been defeated consis-
tently by special interest groups fearing change to existing funding alloca-
tions (MAG 2003a). This issue is closely linked to the broader inability 
of municipalities to independently assess and collect property taxes under 
Arizona state law.
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The most blatant way in which Arizona municipalities are disenfran-
chised from full control over urban land use by state government is derived 
from the 2006 passage of Proposition 207, or the Private Property Rights 
Protection Act. “Arguably the most sweeping change in land use law in 
the State’s history” (Gammage Jr. 2008, 1), Proposition 207 instituted 
two major restrictions on municipal government: cities are restricted from 
using eminent domain to assume control over land, except for explicitly 
public purposes; and cities are required to compensate private property 
owners if any zoning or other land use regulation reduces the value of 
their property.90 Although the law was mainly billed as an anti-eminent 
domain law, most observers agreed that the eminent domain restrictions 
are relatively minor compared to the drastic legal change embodied in the 
second provision (Gammage Jr. 2008). Tracing the legal history of zoning 
law, Gammage Jr. (2008) notes that since the 1920s federal law has recog-
nized that the “social compact” undergirding modern society implies that 
individuals must “surrender some measure” of private property rights, 
and that government would be unduly burdened by compensating for all 
changes in property values. “Proposition 207s language repudiated this 
principle, for it says that whenever government adopts regulations that 
to any degree diminish the value of private property it must compensate 
for doing so. The fact that other regulations may increase the value of 
the same property creating that “average reciprocity of advantage” is no 
longer justification for any diminution” (Gammage Jr. 2008, 5). This legal 
shift is seen as especially dramatic because, as a voter approved proposition, 
the law was not crafted through the compromising forces of legislative 
negotiation and because the state’s Voter Protection Act explicitly limits 
the legislature’s power to modify adopted voter initiatives (Gammage Jr. 
2008). Most Arizona municipalities opposed Proposition 207 due to fear 
that it would rob cities of sovereignty over zoning and land use control; 
the state’s real estate industry also opposed the law out of concern that it 
would make rezoning and development projects much harder to accom-
plish (Gammage Jr. 2008).

After the passage of Proposition 207, there was an “absolute panic” 
among many municipal policymakers and other industry stakeholders wor-
ried about municipal paralysis and the future health of the urban develop-
ment industry; these fears proved largely overblown, however, as cities 
began to successfully require that all entities seeking zoning changes must 
sign waivers releasing claims related to Proposition 207.91 Yet although 
the law has not practically affected municipal ability to approve specific 
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private developments, it has exerted a number of indirect effects that have 
seriously constrained municipal initiative. After the law’s passage, the des-
ignation of historic districts has essentially halted due to fears that it could 
be challenged under Proposition 207 by even one disaffected resident—
despite the fact that many studies indicate that historic districts increase, 
not decrease, property values.92 The law’s limitations on eminent domain 
have affected municipal negotiations with property owners regarding land 
assembly and redevelopment projects not because the city is restricted in 
exercising eminent domain (a rarely used tool) as much as because the 
threat of eminent domain is often enough to bring property owners into 
reasonable negotiations.93 Furthermore, the restriction on lowering prop-
erty values directly prevents the city from proactively downzoning proper-
ties in areas where the proportion of commercial and retail zoned land is 
too high or where zoning changes are needed for historic preservation.94 
This is especially problematic in parts of downtown Phoenix where a large 
number of properties are zoned for high-rise development (and often 
remain vacant for years as owners wait for market conditions to change; 
see Chap. 4), while most policymakers and industry observers agree that 
low- to mid-rise density would be most appropriate and successful as an 
infill development strategy.95 Thus although Proposition 207 has not led 
to the immediate disablement of municipal development, as many feared, 
it has exerted many indirect effects that further limit proactive govern-
ment redevelopment strategies.

Ultimately, Proposition 207 has served to reinforce the exchange value 
mentality toward urban real estate, where property income is considered 
the sole source of value.96 It has also further deepened the preexisting 
commitment to privilege private property rights over municipal land use 
control—another way in which municipal government is legally disadvan-
taged in redevelopment initiatives. Many interview respondents similarly 
emphasized the importance of private property rights, arguing that munic-
ipal government should be extremely limited in its ability to influence local 
land use or limit property rights without fair compensation97; even com-
munity activists promoting more collective approaches to vacancy issues 
expressed resignation at the primacy of private property rights.98 There are 
a variety of ways in which local communities can exert control over land 
use through democratic and political means—such as zoning and planning 
hearings, non-profit advocacy, community design charrettes, and tradi-
tional democratic election of representatives—and these continue to be the 
main vehicles for challenging exchange value-based conceptions of urban 
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property and encouraging municipal legal actions. Municipalities may be 
highly limited in legal authority due to federalism, suburban fragmenta-
tion, and individualistic property laws, but democratic action continues to 
provide avenues for enabling public influence over local redevelopment.

vacant lanD anD local property ownership 
in Downtown phoenix, 1992–2012

Perhaps the simplest way to measure the success of government-led urban 
infill development efforts over the past few decades is to assess land use 
change. Table 3.1 displays the percentage of land parcels in the downtown 
area (out of 23,340,852 total ground square footage studied; see below for 
study area definition) that have remained vacant or surface parking from 
1978 to 2012, based on historical Google Earth imagery combined with 
geographic information system (GIS) spatial analysis. The table indicates that 
infill development efforts have indeed been somewhat successful district-
wide, as vacant land has diminished from about 22% of land area in 1978 
to about 9% in 2012. The amount of surface parking has also diminished 
in this time frame, but at a slower pace. Yet an in-depth look at one neigh-
borhood within the downtown district, Evans-Churchill—the site of many 
arts-based redevelopment initiatives and resistance against heavy-handed 
public-private redevelopment attempts (see Figs. 3.6, 3.7, 3.13, 3.14, and 
3.15; Chap. 4)—shows a less discernible decline in vacant and surface park-
ing land use. The difference between Evans-Churchill and the remainder of 
downtown probably indicates the concurrence of declining housing stock, 

Table 3.1 Vacant land in downtown Phoenix, 1978–2012 (by percentage)

1978 a Sept. 
1992

Apr. 
1997

May 
2002

July 
2005

May 
2007

Nov. 
2009

June 
2012

Vacantb 21.9 16.2 14.5 12.2 9.8 8.0 8.1 8.8
Vacant/Surface Park na 33.0 31.8 27.8 26.7 25.1 24.9 24.7
Vacant (Evans-
Churchill onlyc)

23.6 31.5 27.8 28.0 25.8 23.2 28.1 25.0

Vacant/Surface Park 
(Evans-Churchillc)

na 44.2 42.0 44.0 42.8 42.8 45.8 42.3

aAll data derived from Google Earth aerial imagery except 1978, derived from City of Phoenix 1979a, 4
bExpressed as a percentage of ground square feet, excluding roads
cEvans-Churchill is defined here as area from Fillmore St. north to Hance Park, and between Central Ave. 
and 7th St.
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Fig. 3.13 A mixed-use development offering commercial and residential space 
sits across from older storefronts along Roosevelt Row in Evans-Churchill

Fig. 3.14 A gallery and art space on 5th Street in Evans-Churchill
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aggressive attempts to assemble land for redevelopment (often leading to 
the willful destruction of historic housing stock), and actual infill develop-
ment. One community leader noted that dozens of historic buildings in 
the neighborhood have been razed or burned over the past few decades,99 
perhaps due to attempts to lower property taxes or to assemble land for 
speculative or development purposes.

Although infill development initiatives have considerably reduced the 
amount of district-wide vacant land in this time period, downtown has still 
been pockmarked by a relatively large amount of vacant land for decades, 
especially in certain areas like Evans-Churchill. Despite fast-growing cur-
rent momentum toward infill development, typified by projects like the 
Roosevelt Pointe mid-rise project, the district continues to host a dis-
concerting amount of vacant or underutilized, developable land (see 
Fig. 3.16). Many community members and observers blame the historical 
abundance of vacant land for the lack of infill development over the years, 
noting that it undoubtedly discouraged private investment due to the 
appearance of urban disorder and decline100; academic studies of vacant 

Fig. 3.15 Residential apartments in the Evans-Churchill neighborhood are some-
times surrounded by vacant land offering an unforgiving pedestrian experience
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Fig. 3.16 Vacant and surface parking lots in downtown Phoenix, March 2011
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land reinforce the proposed causality between vacancy and lack of invest-
ment (Accordino and Johnson 2000; Bowman and Pagano 2004). Yet for 
community members who live and work in the district, the effects of long- 
term vacant land have been more visceral and personal. Vacant lots clearly 
affect community’s quality of life not only by encouraging delinquency, 
crime, and cycles of disinvestment, but also simply because they present an 
unappealing, unshaded streetscape for pedestrians in which urban services 
are few and far between (which becomes borderline dangerous during 
the intense Sonoran Desert summer). A number of interview respondents 
argued that vacant lots continue to be one of the most pressing prob-
lems facing the downtown community due to day-to-day quality of life 
issues.101 Thus overall, infill development efforts have been successful at 
consistently reducing the amount of vacant land in downtown since the 
1970s, although this redevelopment is not spread evenly across the district 
and sometimes comes at the expense of established residential properties.

As reviewed in Chap. 1, market-based land valuation and the dominance 
of highly capitalized firms seriously conflict with notions of transparency 
in the local political economy of development. Increasing deployment of 
placeless, globalized finance capital in urban communities can affect the 
stability of local economies while eroding local municipal control over 
capital investment and development initiatives (DeFilippis 1999; Pendras 
2002; Logan and Molotch 2007). Non-local property ownership, one 
important indicator of local control over development, can similarly desta-
bilize communities if absentee landlordism becomes especially prevalent 
(Logan and Molotch 2007). On the other hand, sustainability theory sug-
gests that when properties are owned by local, publicly engaged residents, 
profits are more likely to be recirculated within the community and prop-
erty owners are more likely to be invested in place, engaged with shaping 
public development policies, and oriented toward building up property 
use values. This concluding section introduces quantitative and qualitative 
data related to land tenure patterns in downtown Phoenix over the past 20 
years in an effort to understand whether local control over property own-
ership and development has significantly changed while the proportion of 
vacant land has shrunk.

The study was conducted utilizing GIS mapping in conjunction with 
archival research. The study period, from 1992 to 2012, was intended 
to capture the ownership patterns before, during, and after the boom in 
housing construction and housing prices in the metropolitan area dur-
ing the mid-2000s. The study area was confined to land parcels in the 
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 downtown Phoenix territory between 7th St. and 7th Ave., Interstate 
10, and Buchanan St. (Fig. 3.16), representing approximately 23  million 
ground square feet of property. This area incorporates the central busi-
ness district and a number of other neighborhoods including the Evans-
Churchill arts district. GIS analysis of property data enabled investigation 
of property ownership patterns, and detailed archival research into prop-
erty deeds and sale documents augmented and corroborated the GIS 
data used. GIS data, available district-wide only for 2001, 2007, and 
2009–2012, was originally derived from the Maricopa County Assessor’s 
Office and provided location information based on owner addresses. The 
Maricopa County Recorder’s Office provided supplemental archival data 
through which ownership was determined by recorded deed transfers and 
dates of notarized transfer. Since many property owners are incorporated, 
specific data on corporate addresses was retrieved from the Corporations 
Division of the Arizona Corporation Commission. This data indicated the 
existence of parent companies or parent ownership chains (the highest 
order parent company’s address was used for this analysis when available), 
and provided a crucial source of supplemental location data based on cor-
porate addresses as well as company officer addresses.

The study was split into two analytical approaches. First, ownership of 
all parcels in the district was studied, including 1479 parcels in 2001 and 
increasing to 2084 parcels in 2012 due to high-rise condominium develop-
ment and other land use changes. All data are given as ground square feet, 
thus excluding all parcels at or above the second floor (and thus excluding 
most of the 600 parcels added in the district by 2012). As Table 3.2 indi-
cates, total square footage studied varies about 1.5% (350,000 sq. ft.) over 

Table 3.2 Property ownership in downtown Phoenix, 2001–2012, by  percentage 
of ground square feet

Ownership State of Arizonac City of Phoenix c

2001 2007 2012 2001 2007 2012

Private locala 40.2 37.3 38.2 33.2 27.7 27.6
Private non-localb 14.2 17.4 20.7 21.3 26.9 31.2
City of Phoenix 22.6 25.3 28.6 22.6 25.3 28.6
County, state, fed gov. 14.0 14.8 12.6 14.0 14.8 12.6
Missing data 9.0 5.3 0.0 9.0 5.3 0.0

aIndicates ownership located inside the area specified in headers
bIndicates ownership located outside the area specified in headers
cGround square feet in 2001: 23,051,422; 2007: 22,999,623; 2012: 22,709,724
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the study period due to spatial data irregularities, a significantly smaller fig-
ure than observed changes in ownership. Next, all privately owned proper-
ties that were vacant or non-institutionally affiliated surface parking in 2011 
were studied in more detail; these properties totaled 198 parcels, broken 
into 55 contiguously owned properties (about 1.5 million ground sq. ft. 
depending on year; see Table 3.3). This breakout study was conducted to 
specifically focus on ownership patterns for land with greatest promise for 
private infill development. All downtown properties were divided into four 
categories of ownership: private local, private non-local, City of Phoenix, 
and other governmental agencies. ‘Local’ ownership was further divided 
into two categories: owners located in or out of the State of Arizona, and 
those located in or out of the City of Phoenix. These categories were cre-
ated to differentiate public from private infill development projects, train-
ing attention on changes in the locations of private owners. The private 
leaseholders of GPLET properties are included as property owners.

The analysis of property ownership changes from 2001 to 2012 reveals 
significant increases in both city-owned and private non-local prop-
erty ownership (Table 3.2). While private in-state landowners decreased 
slightly, the number of out-of-state owners rose more significantly. Despite 
this increase in out-of-state ownership, in-state ownership remained much 
more prevalent than out-of-state in 2012. A look at city-based private 
ownership reveals a more substantial shift toward non-local ownership, 
however. Private out-of-city ownership, significantly less than in-city own-
ership in 2001, rose to eclipse both private local and city ownership by 
2012. Detailed spatial analysis of ownership patterns indicates that gains 
in private non-local ownership are primarily concentrated in the northern 

Table 3.3 Non-local private ownership of vacant and surface parking case study 
properties, 1992–2012

Ownership 1992 1997 2002 2007 2012

Private, 
out-of- statea

9.6% 17.1% 14.4% 16.5% 29.9%

Private, 
out-of-citya

20.5% 33.2% 35.1% 58.1% 77.2%

Total private 
sq. ft.b

1,468,143 1,509,289 1,535,958 1,440,515 1,432,329

City of 
Phoenix

0 0 5331 191,985 198,317

aPercentage of privately owned vacant/parking square feet in given year with non-local ownership
bTotal amount of private square feet assessed for non-local percentages
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half of the study area, especially on blocks surrounding Roosevelt St. in the 
Evans-Churchill arts district (Fig. 3.16)—an area with large tracts of vacant 
land frequently targeted by development initiatives. Data also indicate that 
the City of Phoenix consistently purchased land in this period, raising 
the proportion of city-owned land from 22.6% to 28.6% by 2012. Spatial 
analysis and qualitative investigation reveal that gains in city  ownership are 
mainly based on land purchases for educational campus development in 
conjunction with institutional partners.

There is a significant amount of missing 2001 data which are fully account-
ed for in 2012 (9% of ground sq. ft.), and at first glance the noticeable 
trends toward non-local and city ownership appear connected to changes 
in parcel data from missing to non-local or city ownership. A close exami-
nation of the historical changes associated with all parcels with missing 
2001 data, however, reveals that they converted relatively equally to all 
four types of ownership in 2012. Furthermore, many parcels converted to 
city or private local ownership by 2012 were owned non-locally in 2001, 
especially those comprising new education campuses. Non-local owner-
ship in the district increased significantly from 2001 despite the conver-
sion of these large, previously non-local properties. Thus the missing data 
do not account for a significant proportion of the observed ownership- 
type changes.

Figure 3.17 portrays the locations of all downtown property owners in 
the Phoenix metropolitan area in 2001, 2007, and 2012, based on GIS 
geocoding of available home/corporate addresses. The sizes of  location 
dots were graduated based on the amount of ground square footage 
owned in the district by one owner. All government office addresses were 
excluded from the analysis to emphasize the placement of private own-
ers. All P.O. Box address locations were also excluded since they do not 
show true owner locations. Figure 3.17 indicates that downtown property 
owners spatially dispersed around the metropolitan area over the past 12 
years. Although firm trends are hard to identify, both growth in prop-
erty ownership in North Scottsdale (the northeast quadrant of the area) 
and a concomitant decrease in ownership in east central Phoenix repre-
sent distinct shifts. These changes are notable because North Scottsdale is 
the wealthiest part of the metropolitan area, suggesting a shift in owner-
ship toward higher income individuals and corporate offices increasingly 
separated physically from the downtown community. This trend cannot 
be attributed to the rapid urbanization of the metropolitan area’s urban 
fringe in the study period because land use data showing the urbanized 

3 A HISTORY OF PROPERTY DEVELOPMENT AND OWNERSHIP...



 171

extent of the metropolitan area in 2000 indicates that most peripheral 
developments in North Scottsdale relevant to owner locations had already 
been constructed by 2001 (ASU and Moeller 2000). Review of Fig. 3.17 
as well as similar maps constructed for nationwide owner locations sug-
gests that out-of-state downtown landowners are widely dispersed across 
the United States.

A detailed study of all vacant property ownership from 1992 to 2012 
was also conducted to understand the extent of local control over proper-
ties offering the best opportunities for infill development. All case study 
properties were vacant or non-institutionally affiliated surface parking at 
the time the study began, in summer 2011; properties under study rep-
resent a subset of those shown in Fig. 3.17, and of the 24.7% of district 
land vacant in 2012 (Table 3.1). Institutional parking lots and large tracts 
assembled by the City of Phoenix were excluded from the study due to 
lack of private development potential. Unlike in the district-wide study, 

Fig. 3.17 Downtown property owner locations in the Phoenix metropolitan 
area graduated by ground square feet of owned land
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where ownership percentages represent all publically and privately owned 
ground square footage in the district (Table 3.2), the vacancy case study 
ownership percentages only represent proportions of privately owned 
vacant and surface parking land, excluding government-owned land and 
missing data (Table 3.3). Aside from these exclusions, which reduced the 
underutilized land studied from about 6 million to 1.5 million square feet, 
the 55 properties selected (representing a total of 198 owned parcels) 
represent the majority of open developable land in 2012. Percentages are 
based on the total amount of privately owned ground square footage for 
which data are available in a given year. The amount of square feet studied 
rose and fell slightly during the study period; square footage is initially 
lower in 1992 due to a small amount of missing ownership address data 
early in the study period, and it becomes lower again by 2012 due to an 
increasing amount of municipally owned property. This indicates that the 
City of Phoenix increasingly purchased vacant properties in the district, 
including some not specifically intended for campus development.

The study revealed a similar but much more drastic shift from local to 
non-local ownership among undeveloped parcels than the district-wide 
study, especially in regard to out-of-city ownership (Table  3.3). Out-
of- city ownership of privately held vacant land increased from 20.5% to 
77.2% over 20 years. Although some land was previously built up, only 
becoming vacant more recently, Table 3.1 suggests that the majority of 
properties studied have remained vacant or underdeveloped through-
out the study period. Figure  3.18 maps the locations of private vacant 
property owners in the Phoenix metropolitan area, in similar fashion to 
Fig. 3.17. Ownership location dots are again graduated in size based on 
amount of ground square feet owned, and mapped data again excludes not 
only government- owned and missing data but also all PO box addresses; 
excluding property linked with PO box addresses subtracted 70,000 to 
200,000 square feet of the privately owned square footage presented in 
Table 3.3, depending on year. The data indicate a very significant shift in 
ownership away from downtown Phoenix and toward outlying districts in 
the metropolitan area, especially in wealthy areas like Paradise Valley and 
North Scottsdale (Fig. 3.18). The influence of rapid peripheral urbaniza-
tion is even less distinct here, as there is a clearer shift away from down-
town Phoenix and toward districts developed by the 1990s. This study 
also suggests that increasing amounts of vacant and surface parking land 
have been assembled and concentrated under fewer owners (including 
municipal government), indicated by fewer but larger ownership location 
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dots (Fig. 3.18). There were 60 unique private owner addresses for case 
study properties in 1992, but this number diminished to 47 by 2012, 
despite more missing address data and less mapped square footage in 
1992. Thus the data indicate that private, undeveloped land in downtown 
Phoenix has been increasingly concentrated in municipal or non-local 
hands, by fewer owners with larger landholdings.

In sum, these quantitative data indicate that downtown Phoenix’s 
political economy of development may be trending away from the localist 
ideal of sustainable urban development. Significant increases in non-local 
ownership over the past 20 years are apparent when looking at all prop-
erties in total, and are especially drastic when considering only vacant or 
surface parking properties. Data indicate that the development trajectories 
of vacant land are increasingly controlled from outside of the district and 
city by corporate entities with increasingly large landholdings. The study 

Fig. 3.18 Owner locations for privately owned vacant and surface parking case 
study properties in the Phoenix metropolitan area, graduated by ground square 
feet of owned land
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also reveals that the City of Phoenix has increasingly engaged in entrepre-
neurial efforts to guide property development by assuming ownership of 
property.

Qualitative data regarding the prevalence and import of local  property 
ownership were obtained in interviews conducted with 33  stakeholders 
directly involved in land and community development in downtown 
Phoenix. Interviewed stakeholders included government officials, 
 public- private organization professionals, academic policymakers, land 
development professionals, zoning attorneys, community activists, and 
local property owners. Interviews were conducted from August 2012 
through December 2012  in a semi-structured format. Two interview 
questions specifically informed this study: To what extent has the location 
of property owners in downtown Phoenix changed over the past 20 years? 
Does local versus non-local property ownership matter for the success 
of downtown infill development? Seventeen of the 33 total interviewees 
expressed an ability to provide information about either the historical pat-
terns or efficacy of local property ownership in downtown Phoenix.

Eleven interview participants corroborated the quantitative findings 
that local property ownership has decreased significantly over the past 
20 years. These respondents noted that out-of-state ownership, and even 
completely foreign ownership, increased significantly in the mid-2000s in 
conjunction with increased levels of land speculation (see Chap. 4). Four 
respondents did not notice a shift in the locations of property owners, 
and posited that downtown hosts a wide mix of owners. Regardless of 
whether a shift was observed, the majority of land in downtown is per-
ceived by interviewees to be controlled by local entities (either private or 
government owners).

Interviews revealed the inherent complexity involved with defining 
and tracking local property ownership. Many development companies 
or individual investors simultaneously maintain presence both in Arizona 
and other locales, making it difficult to understand the extent to which 
these entities are generating and reinvesting financial and social capital in 
the local economy. For example, the Metrowest development company 
owns one prominent vacant parcel—at 1st Avenue and Roosevelt—and 
although two of the company’s partners are based in Chicago, one partner 
lives in the downtown neighborhood and is engaged with local policy-
makers and community members.102 Although Metrowest is classified as 
a non-local property owner in terms of owner address, the company in 
practice may adhere to the local sustainable development ideal—especially 
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if the profits gained from renovating a nearby historic building into con-
dominium units are reinvested in the mixed-use, new urbanist-style resi-
dential project proposed for the vacant property. In another example, the 
Concord Eastridge group recently developed a mixed-use, mid-rise resi-
dential project on Roosevelt catering to the new ASU student population. 
Although the company’s president is a local product who began her career 
involved in local community activism, the company has developed projects 
all over the country and the financing for the local residential project is 
from non-local sources.103 The massive CityScape project in downtown 
Phoenix, created by RED Development, provides a particularly cloudy 
example of the difficulties assigning “localness” to property owners and 
developers. RED Development is a locally based company, headquartered 
in a new office tower in CityScape and closely connected to civic leaders, 
but the initial development projects on which the company was built were 
centered in various, often ex-urban locations around the country. One 
company representative noted that about seven years ago, RED decided 
to focus more intently on local projects, and now they have a “sincere 
commitment to Arizona.”104 Despite this local orientation, RED’s primary 
source of funding is derived from Dallas police and fire department pen-
sions, and other investment capital funds have been secured from a large 
variety of sources that are hard to geographically identify.105

One community activist argued that, regardless of official address, 
the key metric surrounding local ownership is the degree of community 
engagement shown by an individual or corporation.106 In- or out-of-state 
ownership is much more important than city-based ownership—since 
many engaged community members live in Scottsdale or other regional 
suburbs—and furthermore, in-state owners should be judged less on 
physical address and more on tangible, local, working relationships.

I think it’s an in-state/out-of-state issue. And it depends on the person in 
Scottsdale. People that live there, but work here—I consider that part of the 
community. As opposed to people that work in Chicago but have a home in 
[Scottsdale], and buy land in downtown. So it’s still a qualitative difference. 
You can be in Scottsdale and be part of the community or be in Scottsdale 
and be an out-of-state person. A lot of those [North Scottsdale] zip code 
areas are second home areas for people who have homes in Chicago, San 
Francisco, New York, other cold weather places … Overall there is still not 
a strong local tradition of [investment in Phoenix], especially those people 
who have second homes, third homes.107
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Another local observer, however, argued that there is indeed a significant 
difference between developers who live and work in the Central Phoenix 
corridor, and those that work outside the zone in peripheral areas like 
Scottsdale; district-based developers are often more successful and more 
community-oriented since they are personally invested in the area.108

When looking at the impacts of ownership, interviewees specifically 
argued that non-local property ownership or absentee landlordism nega-
tively affected infill development outcomes, and further expressed that 
local ownership in conjunction with local market knowledge, familiarity 
with politics, and/or personal or professional connections was important 
for development success. When owners are not locally present, they lack 
the ability or desire to personally check on the status of their properties, 
and they can easily lose touch with the local market conditions that may 
enable or constrain successful infill development. Downtown Phoenix was 
home to significant amounts of vacant land speculation in the mid-2000s, 
and these interview participants noted that the majority of land specula-
tors were from out-of-state. By driving up land prices and local prop-
erty taxes in tandem, these speculative processes encouraged many local 
owners to sell property, creating a positive feedback loop of incentives 
discouraging local ownership (Chap. 4). One local property and business 
owner, landlord, and small business advocate argued that the nucleus of 
the arts district was preserved largely due to an ideological commitment 
to arts-based development professed by a few local owners. She asserted 
that speculation-driven displacement of the arts community was stymied 
because a core of six landowners did not accept property sale offers. “I 
could have tripled my money without changing zoning, without chang-
ing the structure, between 1999 and 2007. Just by putting it back on the 
market … But I’m not in that business, I’m in the art business, so I kept 
it.”109 She observed that local property ownership is crucial not only as a 
shield from gentrification, but also because City Council and other gov-
ernment entities tend to ignore the concerns of tenants but are quick to 
respond to taxpaying property owners. In another example, one influen-
tial local zoning attorney built an urban, mixed-use project in downtown 
Tempe to house his professional office and other tenants, and he stated 
that he discounts the rent on his retail restaurant space so that the tenant 
has a better chance of surviving. Unlike a large institutional manager, who 
might keep the space vacant for months or years waiting for the desired 
rent, he tries to keep the space rented partly because he physically works 
in the neighborhood. “To me, as an owner, it is better to get a little bit 
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of money, and contribute something to the life of the street—and [rent-
ing to] a mom and pop business is fine even though it struggles … It’s 
because I’m here all the time. It troubles me to walk by a vacant space in 
a vibrant urban area … I go to Mill Avenue and I walk around, and it’s 
depressing because there are so many vacant spaces. I’m conscious of that 
because I’m here.”110

Despite these initial indications suggesting a link between local owner-
ship and development success, the qualitative data discussed here is not 
extensive enough to reach firm conclusions. Although ten respondents 
endorsed the efficacy of local ownership, five other respondents argued 
that development expertise—whether gained locally or non-locally—is 
more important than local status. A few noted that, especially in times 
of financial crisis when commercial lending is tight, non-local capital and 
ownership are often crucial for rectifying market imbalances created by 
speculation. Ultimately, interviewees more broadly agreed that the key 
metric surrounding local ownership and development success is the degree 
of community engagement and local knowledge shown by an owner, 
regardless of official address. Although the results of this exploratory study 
do not support a firm link between local ownership and development suc-
cess, these preliminary findings do support the legitimacy of future, more 
rigorous studies measuring the efficacy of local property ownership for 
positive land and economic development outcomes.

The Evans-Churchill arts district is slowly evolving amid a relative 
dearth of infill development (as of 2013) and continued problems with 
vacant and underutilized land. These conflicting outcomes reflect, in part, 
the contradictions inherent in the mix of municipal, county, and state pol-
icies incentivizing both grassroots, bohemian development models and 
transaction- based business approaches to urban land. For example, the 
City’s utilization of state-enabled GPLET tax incentives in the arts dis-
trict can unintentionally harm local arts-based development. By selectively 
removing large properties from the tax rolls, taxes rise significantly on other 
local property owners, sometimes forcing them to pass higher costs along 
to arts-based tenants. In the mid-2000s, these tax increases were multi-
plied by the effects of speculation on land prices and property assessments. 
Furthermore, while the City has occasionally offered GPLET incentives 
to artist-owners, the complicated legal structure behind GPLETs (which 
involves granting property title to the City) prevents all but the largest, 
most capitalized firms from participating.
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The transaction costs are very high, the legal costs are very high, and you 
have to have enough economic clout to explain [it] to your lender … 
because you’re giving away title to the lender’s security … GPLETs wind 
up incentivizing big stuff … the stuff that needs to be incentivized the least. 
And that’s part of the failure of downtown Phoenix. The older buildings, 
the mom and pop shops, they don’t get the incentives.111

As a result, all but one of the seven GPLET properties currently active in 
downtown Phoenix are owned by large, out-of-state firms.

State laws banning real estate transfer taxes (enacted by voter propo-
sition in 2008) and restricting local abilities to downzone or alter land 
use regulations without compensation also have specifically limited the 
tools available to municipal governments attempting to privilege use- 
based development outcomes over speculative transactions. The City 
of Phoenix’s inability to directly establish property tax rates—which are 
determined at the county level—has prevented any efforts to deincentiv-
ize vacant landholding by equalizing rates on improved and unimproved 
land. These specific laws have been instituted on top of the historical legal 
domination of state power over municipal power in the United States, a 
long-standing situation consistently constraining the home rule of munici-
pal governments. The significant decreases in  local property ownership 
documented above can be partly explained by state-level legislation that, 
by emphasizing individual ownership rights, often specifically privileges 
the exchange value of land over community-based use value. Thus despite 
the great strides taken in the redevelopment of downtown Phoenix since 
its postwar decline, and the growing influence of sustainability discourses 
in shaping public-private development policies, the historical and political 
sway of the state’s adherence to neoliberal ideas of property continues to 
challenge the proposed transition from quantitative to qualitative urban 
development.
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CHAPTER 4

The Political Economy of Land Speculation 
in Downtown Phoenix

Land speculation, defined here as maintaining ownership of land to profit 
explicitly from political economic changes affecting local land values, 
has been intertwined with land development throughout American 
history. The widespread prevalence of speculative land sales in the 
development of the nineteenth-century American frontier is well docu-
mented (Swierenga 1977), but such practices also commonly influenced 
North American settlement in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
(Glaeser 2013). As shown in Chaps. 2 and 3, property speculation has 
been intertwined with growth-oriented politics guiding development in 
frontier towns, suburban municipalities, and most recently, urban infill 
parcels ripe for “smart growth.” The following investigates the existence 
and public impacts of land speculation in Phoenix, Arizona, under the 
premise that speculative processes represent an underexplored but influ-
ential phenomenon in municipal political economies.

By altering land prices, value assessments, and market behavior, land 
speculation actively influences property markets and infill development 
outcomes in modern capitalist cities. As urban infill development is increas-
ingly lauded as a more sustainable pathway for urban growth than virgin 
land development, the impact of speculative urban political economies on 
sustainability-oriented land policy becomes more visible. Land speculation 
is also worth studying because it illuminates connections between local 
pro-growth political structures and the emplaced but globally influenced 
value of urban land. Public value can be appropriated for private speculative 
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gain when municipal development initiatives are publicized or when land 
use regulations are politically renegotiated (Logan and Molotch 2007), 
and this transfer of rents depends on the coordination and power of local 
growth coalitions.

A mixed-methods case study of land speculation in downtown Phoenix 
before, during, and after the mid-2000s property boom is the focus of this 
chapter. Downtown Phoenix is an especially relevant study area because 
the region’s history of land speculation and suburban growth boosterism 
have influenced current attempts to redirect growth to infill development 
on the myriad vacant lots surrounding downtown. Unlike the vacant land 
plaguing deindustrializing cities in the American Rust Belt, born from 
population decline and increasingly addressed by “smart decline” strat-
egies of urban greening (Schilling and Logan 2008), most vacant land 
in Sun Belt cities like Phoenix is generated by growth-oriented political 
economies that incentivize leapfrog development and municipal annexa-
tion of open land (Bowman and Pagano 2004). Yet downtown Phoenix 
itself experienced vacancy issues similar in nature to many American down-
towns, even in northern industrial areas, that saw a postwar exodus of 
residents and businesses to suburbs and a new auto-oriented way of life. 
Ultimately, downtown had tremendous potential for dense, mixed-use 
development in the mid-2000s due to the prevalence of developable land, 
public and private momentum toward sustainability-oriented urban revi-
talization, and strong regional growth (Ross 2011; Stanley 2013). Three 
research questions guided study of land speculation during this period:

 1. To what extent has land speculation occurred on vacant land in 
downtown Phoenix over the past 20 years?

 2. How has land speculation affected land and community develop-
ment outcomes in downtown Phoenix?

 3. What are the drivers of land speculation, and to what extent do 
speculative strategies rely on leveraging the public value inherent in 
government development initiatives and land use regulations?

This chapter deploys a quantitative investigation of vacant land sales 
paired with qualitative interview data to assess the prevalence, function-
ing, and socio-economic impacts of speculative processes in Phoenix. The 
study indicates that land speculation represented a significant barrier to 
both public and private infill development, and that many public strategies 
to encourage development actually facilitated private speculative profits.  

 4 THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF LAND SPECULATION...
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Land speculation is theoretically interpreted in light of urban regime  
theory as well as the structural, capitalist constraints navigated by existing 
urban regimes. Regime theory, which helps explain the machinations of 
governance surrounding development policy in growth-oriented munici-
pal economies, is utilized as a foundation for building an understanding 
of speculative processes. Speculative strategies appear especially successful 
when taking advantage of weaknesses in the coordination and bargain-
ing power of local growth coalitions—weaknesses derived from scalar mis-
matches between land use governance and municipal entrepreneurialism.

Urban Growth reGimes and specUlation

Over the past few decades, the study of urban development has coalesced 
around the notion that continuous urban and regional growth is a primary 
focus of a range of local actors and institutions invested in urban socio- 
economic health. Depicting urban governance as a locally unique out-
come of “growth machines”—personal and professional networks of 
elected officials, developers, attorneys, financial institutions, utilities, 
media entities, and cultural institutions—such theorists emphasize that 
“growth policy is not just one of many important facets of local poli-
tics but, rather, the guiding concern around which governments are 
constructed” (Logan et al. 1997, 604; Logan and Molotch 2007). Urban 
regime theory has developed from political sociology to probe and codify 
the different types of governance regimes that emerge when pervasive 
pro-growth sentiment guides the contingencies of local land development 
politics. Growth machine formation tends to be enhanced when state 
structures enable fiscally independent municipalities and incentivize inter-
municipal competition for economic development (Logan and Molotch 
2007). Urban regimes vary in internal structure based on structural, gov-
ernmental, and market constraints as well as the strength of local initiative.

A variety of typologies have been proposed to categorize urban regimes. 
While often broadly different in the details, such typologies generally 
emphasize differences generated by three bases of urban power: the state, 
private markets, and popular democracy. Elkin (1987) traces three types 
of regimes—pluralist, federalist, and entrepreneurial—based on whether 
growth coalitions are able to broadly dominate land use politics or whether 
local citizen groups or private businesses are able to politically elevate their 
minority interests. Kantor et  al. (1997) focus on these three sources of 
power when categorizing the types of “bargaining environments” dictating 
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the formation and efficacy of local regimes in different Western cities. 
Ultimately, the “essential project” for regime theorists is to measure the 
effectiveness of local regimes in generating and controlling local land and 
economic development (Logan et al. 1997, 609). Empirical focus is placed 
on the degree of and mechanisms guiding internal cooperation within 
often highly diverse local regimes, and how the character of cooperation 
enables regimes to function as bargaining intermediaries between private 
market forces, local residents, and public land use decision makers (Cox 
1997; Kantor et al. 1997).

Land speculation represents a process whereby individual speculators 
exploit asymmetries in the political power and cooperative coherence of urban 
regimes. While traditional commodity speculation rests on the exploitation of 
asymmetrical market information, where speculators use knowledge superior 
to market averages to predict and profit from price variations, land specula-
tion is predicated upon asymmetries of political economic information and 
coordination across spatial and institutional scales. Stone (1987, 9) notes that, 
when regime tensions rise over local land use policies, “conflict is interwoven 
with opportunities for particular benefits and protection of organizational 
domain.” Cox (1997) further observes that the dependence of urban regimes 
on local place, given the lack of geographical substitutability, introduces weak-
nesses in regime bargaining power and allows private agents to leverage and 
exploit public information about development initiatives. These arguments 
apply directly to processes of land speculation, especially given the ways that 
speculative value is embedded in land’s relative spatial position and often gen-
erated by leveraging institutional power. Both active and structural specula-
tors essentially operate by exploiting cracks in the already tenuous foundations 
of urban regimes, and a direct line can be traced between the fragmentation 
of government power and the ability of elite groups to shape governance to 
realize private profit (Logan and Molotch 2007).

Three major asymmetries of coordination and political economic power 
within urban regimes are proposed to interpret the following case study. 
First, a lack of intra-municipal coordination between elected officials respon-
sible for legislating land use and bureaucrats responsible for enacting city 
development policy can provide a point of speculative leverage. Since urban 
regimes depend on municipal planning authority (often in conjunction 
with public-private institutions) to enact growth agendas (Logan et  al. 
1997), the ability of structural speculators to circumvent official plans 
and independently influence zoning and infrastructure decisions is closely 
related to regime coherence. Second, divergence in purpose and structure 
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between state-level and municipal-level land use regulations decreases 
regime control over land use and development patterns. Strong fiscal and 
regulatory coordination between state and municipal authorities can limit 
speculation, such as in European contexts where state landownership or 
tax structures specifically combat land speculation (Logan and Molotch 
2007). While regime theorists hypothesize that effective growth regimes 
often exert political influence on state or national legislation addressed to 
land development (Logan et al. 1997), less coherent regimes may struggle 
to coordinate municipal and state strategies, providing a window for struc-
tural speculators or ideological movements to insert regulatory wedges. 
Finally, the disconnect between the increasingly global scale and obfuscated 
origins of development capital, and the continued place dependence and 
public transparencies of local growth regimes, tends to weaken the efficacy 
of regimes and provide opportunities for uncontrolled speculative bubbles. 
Many authors have observed that municipal governments and growth 
regimes have been progressively weakened in their control over local land 
development due to the “delocalization” of capital and the “scalar restruc-
turing” of political economies (Logan 1991; Lauria 1997; Pendras 2002; 
Logan and Molotch 2007). The scale and mobility of development capital 
leaves growth regimes with less leverage over development patterns, and 
the resulting void in regulatory wherewithal provides another opportunity 
for speculative behavior at odds with local development goals.

Phoenix’s planned “neobohemian” metamorphosis in the mid-2000s 
(Chap. 3; Ross 2011) paralleled a significant shift in downtown Phoenix’s 
growth regime structure. Similar to Strom’s (2008) findings, Phoenix’s 
regime structure has recently recoalesced, with the traditional influence 
exerted by individual boosters with regional business and banking inter-
ests replaced by cultural institutions like universities and by real estate cor-
porations with fewer local commitments. While elected officials have been 
quick to embrace new buzzwords like smart growth, sustainability, and 
diversity, Phoenix’s deep-seated pro-growth culture remains—possibly, as 
Logan and Molotch (2007, xx) warn, “the same old growth machine but 
with a decorative skin.”

Although Phoenix was dependent on expansive, low-density subur-
ban growth for its twentieth-century socio-economic success, signs are 
emerging that the structure of the development industry is also funda-
mentally shifting to a focus on urbanism, especially following the 2008 
recession. Development industry insiders indicated in 2012 that infill 
development on the myriad vacant parcels dotting the metropolitan area is 
increasingly pursued while “greenfield” development on the urban fringe 
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continues its postrecession stall. One prominent developer, noting that 
“ten, twenty years ago, density was a dirty word,” observes that many 
development companies are now focusing primarily on infill projects due 
to the low costs and availability of existing road and utility infrastructure, 
higher market demand for urban environments, municipal support, and a 
noticeable decline in community opposition to higher density housing.1 
Many of these Phoenix firms used to specialize in greenfield development 
and master- planned communities, but are now refocusing their business 
models around higher density infill development—a shift with significant 
implications for the structure and functioning of urban growth regimes.

Phoenix fits comfortably into the  Kantor et  al. (1997) typology of 
growth regime “bargaining environments,” or the political economic con-
text surrounding regime efficacy. Unlike cities lacking growth prospects or 
situations where policy and political land use powers are closely integrated 
between national and municipal scales, Phoenix is broadly similar to a free 
enterprise regime within a mercantile bargaining context. Here the city’s 
“pro-growth, limited government culture” exudes a number of character-
istics that strengthen specific business interests at the expense of regime 
coordination and power: an economic dependence on spatial growth; the 
removal of land use and fiscal authority from municipal governments; and 
the need for intra and interregional competition for global capital invest-
ment. Downtown development initiatives as well as the ability to fight 
speculative market influences are significantly affected by the regime’s rela-
tively weak bargaining position. Intra-municipal conflict has been triggered 
by divergence in strategies pursued by the City’s development and plan-
ning bureaucracies—who are often proactively focused on using zoning, 
tax incentives and direct purchasing to generate and control the charac-
ter of infill development—and elected officials responsible for regulatory 
approvals. For example, in 1981 the City approved rezoning for a mid-rise 
office complex outside the city’s established core, despite the official adop-
tion of planning documents explicitly limiting the spread of such density 
(City of Phoenix 1983). A subsequent response published by the City’s 
planning department criticized this plan-breaking precedent, arguing that 
it would create higher vacancy rates and less investment in downtown while 
“encouraging land speculation, artificial inflation of property values and 
thus overzoning” (City of Phoenix 1983, 4). Contemporary municipal 
approaches to downtown development similarly have lacked a unified vision 
of urban growth, a regime weakness especially easy to exploit as non-local 
development capital increasingly gains leverage over local land use politics.
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The efficacy of Phoenix’s growth regime has also been weakened by 
an array of state legislative decisions removing land use authority from 
municipal government (reviewed in Chap. 3). The 2006 passage of 
Proposition 207, “arguably the most sweeping change in land-use law 
in the State’s history” (Gammage Jr. 2008, 1), instituted two major 
restrictions on municipal power: cities are restricted from using eminent 
domain to assume control over land, except for explicitly public purposes; 
and cities are required to compensate private property owners if zon-
ing or other land use regulations reduce their property’s exchange value. 
Although opposed by most state municipalities and the state’s real estate 
industry, the voter proposition passed and has significantly affected the 
degree to which municipalities can be proactive about urban develop-
ment. A second voter proposition—2008 Proposition 100—explicitly 
prohibits all real estate transfer taxes, a policy tool used by many states to 
combat land speculation. The state legislature’s larger unwillingness to 
allow municipalities to independently assess property taxes or to use tax 
increment financing also has constrained municipal home rule powers. 
These laws have essentially transferred power away from growth coali-
tions using planning powers or public-private institutional arrangements 
to enact specific development patterns, and toward individual market 
actors who may not be invested in the larger success of the City’s eco-
nomic development.

analyzinG land specUlation in phoenix, 1992–2012
To study land speculation trends, a study of vacant property ownership in 
downtown Phoenix was conducted utilizing archival research in tandem 
with geographic information system (GIS) mapping and analysis. The 
study period, from 1992 to 2012, was intended to capture the ownership 
patterns before, during, and after the mid-2000s Phoenix housing mar-
ket boom. The downtown Phoenix study area was confined to the rect-
angular territory from 7th St. to 7th Ave. (east-west) and from Interstate 
10 to Buchanan St. (north-south) (Fig. 4.1). This area incorporates the 
entirety of the central business district and a number of neighboring 
districts varying in character and redevelopment potential. The Evans-
Churchill arts district, forming the northeastern quadrant of the study 
area, represents a focal point both as a nucleus of the growing arts scene 
in downtown as well as the site of many vacant, developable properties 
(see Figs. 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, 4.7, and 4.8).
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Fig. 4.1 Vacant and surface parking lots included in case study. Shading indicates 
the number of yearly ownership transfers. Lettered properties were analyzed in a 
detailed case study



Fig. 4.2 The Roosevelt Row corridor in Evans-Churchill, looking east from 4th 
St. (Dec. 2011)

Fig. 4.3 Art galleries in older buildings threatened by demolition in advance of 
new development, despite an abundance of nearby vacant land (Dec. 2011)



Fig. 4.4 An art boutique in a converted house sits across the street from a vacant 
property. Residential conversions are common in the district

Fig. 4.5 Sunflowers grow on vacant land near a backyard art space in 
Evans-Churchill



Fig. 4.6 Large expanses of vacant land are especially concentrated in the blocks 
between Roosevelt Row and the central business district

Fig. 4.7 An old alley runs between vacant properties, providing the last visible 
indication of the blocks’ original planning
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In March 2011 and June 2012, all privately owned vacant or surface 
parking properties in the study area were cataloged using Google Earth 
satellite imagery in combination with first-hand observation (see Chap. 3). 
This study found that 24.7% of the study area was vacant or surface park-
ing. After excluding all institutionally affiliated surface parking (under 
the premise that these sites lack development potential) and properties 
under long-standing municipal ownership, the study focused on a total 
of 198 parcels, broken into 55 contiguously owned properties, present-
ing potential for development or land speculation (Fig. 4.1). The eight 
properties with the most ownership transfers between 1992 and 2012 
were analyzed in even greater detail (lettered properties in Fig.  4.1), 
including the study of sale prices and corporate ownership. These prop-
erties were isolated for detailed archival research because their large 
number of ownership transfers—often more than once a year—stood 
out from other studied properties and suggested the possibility of short-
term speculative strategies.

Property sale prices were converted to price per ground square feet. In 
situations where property sales included additional properties not included 

Fig. 4.8 Mixed-use buildings coexist with older structures and vacant space 
along Roosevelt Row
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in the study, prices were prorated based on the proportion of relevant 
square footage purchased. These prorated prices were based on propor-
tion alone, without factoring in geographical details that might affect sale 
prices, such as lot position, land quality, and size of owner’s holdings; 
few property sales needed this type of prorated calculation, however, and 
the ones that did included very similar properties from the immediate 
district, mitigating sharp differences in valuation. Gross profits obtained 
from speculative buying and selling of properties were determined simply 
by difference in sale prices, and do not factor in investor overhead costs, 
property tax payments, interest payments, or any increased value added by 
municipal rezoning or the assembly of parcels into larger, more propor-
tionately valuable properties. Buyer locations (approximated by addresses) 
were derived from as many sources as available, including corporate 
records and personal information listed for officers, directors, managers, 
and members of landowning companies. When property is owned by an 
incorporated entity, location information is included for its highest order 
parent company, based on data availability.

The primary source of data regarding property ownership was GIS data 
obtained from the Maricopa County Assessor’s Office. These data, which 
were highly incomplete, provided property owners’ names and addresses, 
land use classifications, property valuation, and spatial information includ-
ing parcel areas. The Maricopa County Recorder’s Office provided archival 
data regarding legal property ownership and exact notarized dates of 
ownership transfers needed to supplement the missing data. Data regard-
ing sale prices and property financing, compiled from sales affidavits filed 
with Maricopa County during property sales, were retrieved from a private 
company (Information Market LLC). Since many property owners are 
companies (often limited liability companies), specific corporate owner-
ship data were retrieved from the Corporations Division of the Arizona 
Corporation Commission. These data indicated the existence of parent 
companies or parent ownership chains, and provided the addresses of cor-
porate officers. Finally, historical Google Earth aerial imagery was used to 
confirm land uses before or after legal transfers.

To supplement and challenge quantitative data regarding property 
ownership transfers and land speculation, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted in late 2012 with 33 stakeholders directly involved in land and 
community development in downtown Phoenix. Interviewed stakeholders 
included government officials, public-private organization professionals, 
land developers, zoning attorneys, community activists, and local property 
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owners. Interviews were utilized to better understand the existence 
and nature of land speculation as well as the interwoven nature of land 
speculation, municipal political economy, and infill development outcomes.

The case study of property ownership transfers from 1992 to 2012 
revealed three general categories of ownership tenure based on duration 
of ownership (Fig.  4.1): properties with very few ownership transfers 
(0–1); eight properties with the highest number of ownership transfers 
(lettered properties); and all other properties. The number of transfers 
excludes transfers within families (e.g., between individuals or family trusts 
with same surname). Properties with very few ownership transfers (light 
gray parcels), often not transferred at all over the past 20 years, were in 
many cases held under a family trust as a long-term asset. While a few 
of these properties are actively employed as general commercial parking, 
many have remained unused for many years, even if paved for parking. 
Other case study properties were transferred more often, and the number 
of transfers varied widely, from 2 to 14 times in the past 20 years.

Again, speculation is defined as maintaining ownership of land to profit 
explicitly from political economic changes affecting local land values. This 
definition excludes situations where land improvements create profitable 
resale conditions, or when “serendipitous” landownership (from previous 
enterprise or from ongoing land assembly and development efforts; see 
Logan and Molotch 2007, 29) unintentionally generates speculative profit. 
Property data provide an initial indication that speculative strategies were 
pursued in the study period, especially in relation to the timing of public 
development initiatives in downtown Phoenix. Figure 4.9 graphs the num-
ber of property ownership transfers per year based on a sum of all transfers 
for all vacant and surface parking parcels in the study area. The graph shows 
that, after a 10-year period of relative stability where an average of 20 trans-
fers occurred each year, a distinct spike in transfer activity occurred from 
2003 to 2006. At its height in 2005, over 120 transfers occurred in a single 
year, partly because some parcels were transferred numerous times in one 
year. Average land values for case study properties in this time period, based 
on their assessed full cash value, indicate drastic land value increases from 
about $5 per square foot in 2001 to over $50 per square foot in 2009. Due 
to an 18-month lag period between actual market activity and the release of 
assessed values based on that activity, assessed values actually peak the year 
after the collapse of housing values in Phoenix and nationwide. Average 
assessed values fall distinctly in the years following the economic crash, but 
not back to previous levels and much more slowly than their initial rise.
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All eight speculation case study properties show some degree of specula-
tive profit-taking in the study period, especially between 2003 and 2007, 
when property owners bought and sold properties multiple times at profit 
without significantly improving them (Tables 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, 
4.7, and 4.8). Tables 4.2 and 4.8 display two of the clearest examples of 
rapid speculative activity. For both Properties B and H, the property was 
bought and sold numerous times in the span of a few years, and the price 
per square foot doubled or more in each transaction despite both proper-
ties remaining vacant over the past 15–20 years. Gross profit-taking total-
ing well over $1 million occurred with both properties, with profits tending 
to multiply significantly by the third sale during the boom period. In both 
cases, ownership was mixed between in-city, in-state, and out-of- state own-
ership, but a very significant amount of non-local ownership was involved 
in regard to profit-taking. Over all eight properties, however, the majority 
of ownership was based either wholly or partially in-state. Table 4.9 pres-
ents a summary of local ownership and profit-taking across all eight prop-
erties. A total of over $26 million in profits were received from buying and 
selling mostly vacant land during the study period. Of these profits, 46% 
were received by ownership with mixed in-state/out- of- state ownership, 
while 13% went to fully out-of-state owners. Thus although a significant 
amount of profits likely flowed to non-local entities, the results indicate 
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that most profits were received by firms with at least some presence in the 
state, and a significant proportion of those firms are fully in-state or even 
in-city.

Interview data confirm that land speculation has been a common 
occurrence in downtown Phoenix over the past 15 years, especially in the 
period between 2003 and 2007. Respondents confirmed the speculative 
sales patterns documented for some specific properties (such as Properties 

Table 4.1 Property sales data for Property A, 1992–2012 (85,932 sq. ft.)

Buyer Sale date a Price/ft2 
(in $)

Gross profit  
(in $)

Buyer 
location b

Land use

ESCA LTD 7/90, 4/91 12.68 62,823 PHx, Az N/A
Evergreen Pines LP 8/22/2002 13.42 1,333,462 PHx, Az 13% 

built
4th Street Devel. Co. 6/8/2004 28.93 513,715 PHx, Az Vacant
R3 Partners LLC 2/17/2005 34.91 2,700,000 PHx, Az, 

CT, DE, NV
Vacant

Roosevelt Gateway 
LLC

2/20/2006 66.33 −4,450,000 PHx, Az, ID Vacant

RG I Loan LLC  
ET AL

8/4/2010 14.55 817,042 Az Vacant

EDR Phoenix/
Summa West LLC

6/9/2011 24.05 TN, DE Vacant

aNotarized date from recorded document of ownership transfer
bLocation of buyer (PHx, state code) based on address of company and/or directors, officers, managers, 
and members

Table 4.2 Property sales data for Property B, 1992–2012 (21,000 sq. ft.)

Buyer Sale date a Price/ft2 
(in $)

Gross profit 
(in $)

Buyer 
location b

Land use

Murray Reisman 4/3/1992 2.75 242,250 PHx, Az Vacant
Paying Cash for 
Houses.com LLC

11/18/2003 14.29 650,000 Az, NV Vacant

All State Homes LLC 5/24/2005 45.24 1,000,000 CA Vacant
Mz Development LLC 6/8/2006 92.86 650,000 CA Vacant
SRM Phoenix LLC 1/18/2007 123.81 WA Vacant

aNotarized date from recorded document of ownership transfer
bLocation of buyer (PHx, state code) based on address of company and/or directors, officers, managers, 
and members
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Table 4.3 Property sales data for Property C, 1992–2012 (26,343 sq. ft.)

Buyer Sale date a Price/ft2 
(in $)

Gross profit 
(in $)

Buyer 
location b

Land use

Evergreen Pines LP 10/15/1998 7.07 213,800 PHx, Az Vacant
Kriti LLC/George 
A. Ambus

1/12/1999 15.18 531,000 Az Vacant

Paying Cash for 
Houses.com LLC

8/3/2005 35.34 665,000 Az, NV Vacant

Phoenix City 
Investments LLC

7/25/2005 60.59 5,054,000 PHx, Az, 
NV

Vacant

Third and Roosevelt 
Development LLC

3/4/2008 252.44 −5,550,000 Az Vacant

Roosevelt Lending 
Partners LLC

7/8/2009 41.76 Az Vacant

aNotarized date from recorded document of ownership transfer
bLocation of buyer (PHx, state code) based on address of company and/or directors, officers, managers, 
and members

Table 4.4 Property sales data for Property D, 1992–2012 (42,029 sq. ft.)

Buyer Sale date a Price/ft2 
(in $)

Gross profit 
(in $)

Buyer 
location b

Land use

14th Street 
Investors LTD

9/1/1999, 
11/1/2000, 
3/1/2002

15.13 84,324 PHx, Az Vac/park

Jill Slikker 4/17/2003 16.84 0 Az Vac/park
JES Investments 
LLC

11/24/2003 16.84 968,984 Az Vac/park

Fourth Quarter 
Properties 94 LLC

3/23/2005 39.90 0 GA Vac/park

Donald E./Mary 
K. Cardon

10/11/2005 39.90 0 PHx, Az Vac/park

E.G. Kendrick Jr. 10/11/2005 39.90 2,483,121 Az Vac/park
James Onken 10/19/2006 98.98 0 Az Vac/park
Copper Square 
2nd Ave LLC

10/20/2006 98.98 890,000 Az, NV Vac/park

DTR25 LLC 8/30/2007 120.16 Az, 
LONDON 
UK

Vac/park

aNotarized date from recorded document of ownership transfer
bLocation of buyer (PHx, state code) based on address of company and/or directors, officers, managers, 
and members
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C and D in Fig.  4.1; Tables 4.3 and 4.4), and pointed out additional 
properties where speculation has probably occurred, such as the old 
Ramada site (currently under development for ASU’s law school) and 
numerous properties in the warehouse district.2 Not only has such active 

Table 4.5 Property sales data for Property E, 1992–2012 (27,882 sq. ft.)

Buyer Sale date a Price/ft2 
(in $)

Gross profit 
(in $)

Buyer  
location b

Land use

ILA Financial 
Services Inc.

12/29/1995 15.66 –136,522 PHx, Az 25% built

386 LLC 3/10/1999 10.76 171,930 PHx, Az 25% built
Jill Slikker 4/17/2003 16.93 0 Az 25% built
JES Investments LLC 11/24/2003 16.93 182,615 Az 25% built
CF Metropolis LLC 2/3/2005 23.48 530,535 PHx, Az, CO 25% built
Copper Pointe Devel. 
I LLC

9/30/2005 42.50 0 Az 25% built

Copper Pointe Devel. 
II LLLP

4/14/2008 42.50 0 Az Vacant

Johnson Bank 6/29/2011 42.50 –653,080 Az Vacant
O’Neill Printing 3/28/2012 19.08 PHx, Az Vacant

aNotarized date from recorded document of ownership transfer
bLocation of buyer (PHx, state code) based on address of company and/or directors, officers, managers, 
and members

Table 4.6 Property sales data for Property F, 1992–2012 (50,490 sq. ft.)

Buyer Sale date a Price/ft2 
(in $)

Gross profit 
(in $)

Buyer  
location b

Land use

337 North  
3rd Avenue LLC

3/1/2000, 
3/1/2000

13.62 163,478 PHx, Az 29% built

Jill Slikker 4/17/2003 16.36 0 Az 29% built
JES Investments LLC 11/24/2003 16.36 319,577 Az 29% built
CF Metropolis LLC 2/3/2005 22.69 928,435 PHx, Az, CO 29% built
Copper Pointe Devel. 
I LLC

9/30/2005 41.08 0 Az 29% built

Johnson Bank 6/29/2011 41.08 –1,423,890 Az Vacant
Jerome S./Anita 
F. Gutkin

6/18/2012 12.87 Az Vacant

aNotarized date from recorded document of ownership transfer
bLocation of buyer (PHx, state code) based on address of company and/or directors, officers, managers, 
and members
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Table 4.7 Property sales data for Property G, 1992–2012 (27,796 sq. ft.)

Buyer Sale date a Price/ft2 
(in $)

Gross profit  
(in $)

Buyer 
location b

Land use

Robin Snoke 4/2/1998 4.50 120,000 CA Vacant
Core Builders Inc. 5/24/2001 8.81 147,000 Az, IL, MO Vacant
Soho Lofts LLC 7/25/2002 14.10 3,608,000 Az Vacant
Solomon Towers  
LLC et al.

4/7/2005 143.91 0 CA Vacant

Arizona LG LLC 7/13/2009 143.91 −$3,600,000 Az, CA Vacant
Avalanche Funding LLC 7/28/2010 14.39 0 CO Vacant
Glencoe LLC 8/31/2010 14.39 CO Vacant

aNotarized date from recorded document of ownership transfer
bLocation of buyer (PHx, state code) based on address of company and/or directors, officers, managers, 
and members

Table 4.8 Property sales data for Property H, 1992–2012 (30,615 sq. ft.)

Buyer Sale date a Price/ft2 
(in $)

Gross profit 
(in $)

Buyer 
location b

Land 
use

Richard E./
Antoinette D. Taylor

7/16/1996 3.22 156,500 PHx, Az Vacant

Core Builders Inc. 6/27/2002 8.33 289,000 Az, IL, MO Vacant
Lofty Lofts LLC 8/30/2004 17.77 501,325 NY, NJ, MA Vacant
Binhnam Tran/
Hanh C. Nguyen

3/28/2005 34.14 979,675 CA Vacant

McKinley 
Development LLC

6/1/2006 66.14 N/A IL Vacant

ATC Realty 16 Inc. 2/28/2011 N/A N/A CA, NC Vacant
PMCM 1 LP 12/19/2011 21.23 Az Vacant

aNotarized date from recorded document of ownership transfer
bLocation of buyer (PHx, state code) based on address of company and/or directors, officers, managers, 
and members

speculation based on numerous rapid transactions occurred, but long-
term, “land- banking” style strategies have also been common throughout 
the district.3

Two participants neatly divided downtown property buyers into two 
categories: real developers, with proven track records of building on 
urban properties; and speculative investors who either seek entitlements 
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Table 4.9 Summary of property sales case studies

Property Sq. ft. Trans.a Gross profits (in $) % GP, mix.b % GP, for.c

A 85,932 5 4,610,000 59 0
B 21,000 5 2,542,250 26 65
C 26,343 5 6,463,800 88 0
D 42,029 5 4,426,429 20 0
E 27,882 5 748,558 71 0
F 50,490 4 1,411,490 66 0
G 27,796 4 3,875,000 4 3
H 30,615 5 1,926,500 15 77
TOTAL (A–H) 312,087 38 26,004,027 46 13
AA 245,581 4 26,638,764 0 63

aNo. of tracked ownership transfers, 1992–2011
bPercentage of gross profits to firms with mixed in- and out-of-state presence
cPercentage of gross profits to firms with only out-of-state presence

or  conduct other types of legwork to prepare properties for development 
by a future buyer, or who simply flip properties based on district-wide 
property value increases.4 Some individuals, such as one infamous out-
of-state entrepreneur, blurred the lines between developer and speculator 
by proposing vague development plans but ultimately flipping or hold-
ing properties without developing.5 A number of other firms attempted 
a similar strategy, presenting fancy architectural renderings of proposed 
high-rise buildings to City Council and community members in hopes 
of enlisting support, but often not intending to develop the proper-
ties themselves.6 Although speculation was common, some respondents 
argued that the “window” for profitable land speculation was quite small, 
from 2005 to 2007; furthermore, some owners who flipped land had 
truly intended to develop but were enticed to sell by skyrocketing land 
prices and willing buyers.

Interview participants generally concurred that the array of public 
redevelopment initiatives proposed from 2002 to 2004 (Chap. 3) became 
primary catalysts for active speculation. Some observers believed that the 
university campus announcement was the biggest factor in generating 
investor interest, since it promised over 10,000 new students downtown. 
One commentator at the time noted that land prices had already risen 20% 
since some of these public announcements and lamented the imminent 
possibility of “another sterile cycle of speculation of the kind that has 
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left the central city with so much overpriced empty land” (Talton 2004). 
Fearing exactly that, university and city officials worked closely from 
2004 to 2005 to avoid publicizing the targeted campus location to avoid 
opportunistic land speculation. Yet speculators still managed to buy and 
flip a number of proximate properties, raising land prices tremendously in 
the process. One study indicates that active speculation based on public 
investments may have predated these initiatives. Kittrell (2012), study-
ing sales of vacant land surrounding proposed light rail stations, observes 
that annual sales tripled in the three years following the initial light rail 
announcement (1998–2000). While possibly representing a “three-year 
land assembly phase,” the author also recognizes the possibility of market 
distorting land speculation.

Longer-term speculative strategies are also common in the study area. 
Interview respondents confirmed numerous examples where vacant 
lot owners sit on land for decades as they wait for land prices to rise.7 
Sometimes real estate investment or development companies buy land at 
the height of the market, and after an economic downturn, they end up 
holding land for many years as they wait to develop or recoup their initial 
investment—a practice common not only after the recent recession, but 
in other market cycles as well.8 Yet many other long-term speculators are 
local individuals and families who see vacant, central city land as a financial 
asset not dissimilar to a long-term bond. “There have been some really 
long-term local holders. There are people here who have bought land with 
absolutely no intention of ever developing it, they have ridiculous prices 
on it, they bought it cheap, they’ve had it for decades, and they will give 
it to their kids, who will sit on it, and at some point sell it for some really 
high price.”9

Property records confirm that many vacant properties have been 
owned for decades by the same owner, and in some cases are placed 
in family trusts. Not only are trusts especially reluctant to sell land for 
infill development, but sometimes properties are buried in family hold-
ings, and when the original purchaser passes away, the family may not 
even realize they own the land.10 In other cases, long-term speculators 
are local individuals highly engaged in a speculation-based business 
model. One notable speculator has owned a variety of small lots in the 
downtown district for decades and, in addition to long-term specu-
lation, also rents the lots for billboards and temporary construction 
storage space.
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He buys up key single lots. He’s obviously very, very smart. And he’ll 
just sit on it. He’ll sit on it, and sit on it, and sit on it. And then eventu-
ally somebody has to buy that piece, and he’ll sell it … you know, in that 
sense you give the guy credit. Because he’s very frugal, obviously, and 
he’s very smart, because he has a system—he buys low, he holds, and sells 
high. And you know, it’s not necessarily helpful for downtown, or for 
whomever buys it, but it’s helpful for Murray. So I give him credit in that 
sense, but I think it kind of stinks. Historically there’s been a lot of that 
in downtown.11

Many local observers see long-term land speculation as a serious problem 
for downtown Phoenix, both for local community members and the 
development market. Long-term owners often do not engage with other 
community members or feel any responsibility to improve vacant land.12 
Speculative owners have also been known to leverage their holdings when 
developers or the City are attempting to assemble land for infill develop-
ment, often holding out for much higher prices than neighbors received.13 
Often speculative holders have unrealistic market expectations, and they 
hold land indefinitely while waiting for a financial windfall.14 This type 
of market behavior generally tends to make infill development more dif-
ficult and more expensive.15 Since land in downtown Phoenix is relatively 
cheap and involves relatively low property taxes compared with other 
major American cities,16 long-term speculative strategies are more viable 
in Phoenix than in other places.

strUctUral specUlation in downtown phoenix

A third distinct form of land speculation is closely aligned with Logan 
and Molotch’s (2007) definition of structural speculation: speculation 
based on lobbying for zoning entitlements or other regulatory changes 
from government which increase land values. Interviewees noted that a 
variety of individuals and development firms emerged in the mid-2000s to 
buy downtown properties, to seek zoning entitlements allowing high- rise 
office or residential projects from City Council, and once received, to resell 
the property to a developer or another speculator.17 Although much of the 
downtown district south of Fillmore and north of the railroad had already 
been zoned high-rise following the 1979 Downtown Area Redevelopment 
and Improvement Plan, neighborhoods like the warehouse district, 
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Evans-Churchill, and Roosevelt South remained zoned for less density or 
for suburban-style high-rise setbacks.18 In most cases, structural specula-
tors posed as real developers when seeking regulatory permissions from 
the Planning Commission and City Council—including presenting com-
missioned architectural drawings and other plans—even when their busi-
ness was solely focused on “repositioning” and “promoting” the property 
to other buyers. One participant noted that a colleague working at an 
architectural firm in the mid-2000s had mentioned that a large number 
of clients in that period were focused on this business model, and had 
contracted with the firm for drawings simply to present at zoning entitle-
ment hearings, without any intention of using them in development.19 An 
urban planner working for a law firm reported similar instances, specifi-
cally recanting his participation in about 60 high-rise zoning entitlement 
cases in the period; only one or two buildings were ever built, however. 
He described a veritable “gold rush” of high-rise rezoning attempts, not 
just in downtown Phoenix but in the core areas of Tempe, Scottsdale, 
Chandler, and other Valley municipalities as well.20

In practice, the structural speculation occurring in downtown 
Phoenix has been closely intertwined with the opaque private capital 
industry. A variety of business models were utilized in the effort to enti-
tle for and build high-rise developments in Phoenix in the mid-2000s. 
In many cases, experienced development firms bought land outright 
and sought zoning entitlements for a specific project. Yet in an equal 
number of cases, speculative project “promoters” served as middlemen 
between existing landowners and future buyers, oftentimes using little 
or none of their own money and promoting projects without a clear 
vision of the ultimate development outcome (other than higher den-
sity).21 In these cases, the speculative development process generally 
went as follows. A promoter would enter into an option or purchase 
contract with a landowner allowing the promoter to buy the property 
in question at a specified price by a specified future date, often a year 
or two away. Option agreements vary in structure, but tend to involve 
a fee that is a small fraction of the eventual land price. Once signed, 
the promoter would use the interim period to seek zoning entitlements 
for much higher density, usually by presenting contracted architec-
tural drawings in rezoning hearings. In the same period of time, some 
promoters would also seek acquisition or development money from 
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banks or other private lenders, and they would often seek to line up 
another buyer for the property. If the rezoning request and effort to 
find a future buyer were successful, promoters would often execute 
the option on their original contract and immediately sell the property 
to the next buyer (sometimes at double or triple the original price) 
under a “double escrow” arrangement.22 Thus unlike a land broker, 
who would be hired by a landowner to market a property to develop-
ers, promoters often operate independently from existing landowners 
as well as future buyers, and sometimes are able to put little personal 
money at risk. While some maintained a financial interest in the end 
product through specific contracts, many had no stake or interest in the 
ultimate development outcome.23

Interview respondents were split on whether this type of land 
speculation was beneficial for the infill development market. Proponents 
argue that promoters serve a valuable function by contributing “sweat 
equity” to a development project. Assembling land, securing zoning enti-
tlements, and marketing properties to appropriate developers can take a 
lot of time and legwork, and such work can be especially costly under 
onerous option contracts or if the associated loans have a high interest 
rate. Thus in this view, promoters provide a valuable market function in a 
development market often best served by highly specialized firms working 
in conjunction.24 Yet others viewed this type of land speculation as bor-
derline fraudulent, essentially using public land use changes to person-
ally profit without holding a personal stake in development outcomes or 
community success.25 This process was especially suspicious to some when 
promoters were from out-of-state.

I think we have, frankly, a reputation of being—you can dupe the system out 
here. So you can get something rezoned and put it right back on the market, 
and make a couple million bucks, and have a nice day … There’s nothing 
to stop it. All you have to have is a firm handshake and a cup of coffee, and 
pretty much our [City government] leadership goes, ‘Oh, that’s great.’ You 
need to hire an architect to do some silly renderings of something that you 
never intended to build, and you’re in like Flynn … It’s low self-esteem at 
the leadership level. We had a guy that I stopped personally from flipping a 
parcel on Grand, who didn’t even have a website, had never built anything 
before. He was trying to buy something and get it rezoned for 8 stories in 
a neighborhood that didn’t want 8 stories. I called the councilman at the 
time, and said, ‘do you realize he doesn’t even have a website?’ And he 
goes, ‘You’re kidding me!’ I mean, you have a whole staff that’s supposed 
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to check on this stuff … that’s how [out-of-state speculators] act, it’s like, ‘if 
you come out here, there’s a bunch of suckers, you can make a fortune.’26

Entitlement-based project promotion in the mid-2000s was further 
complicated by the fact that traditional capital lenders are often hesi-
tant to bankroll speculative projects. Development projects often require 
a  “capital stack” of investment money—invested funds gleaned from a 
variety of lenders, all of whom are positioned in the “stack” based on the 
order that the lenders receive subsequent returns. Usually lenders that 
receive returns first are large institutional lenders, providing lower rate 
loans, while those higher in the stack are riskier loans commanding much 
higher interest rates.27 As the number of speculative projects increased 
during the boom, the demand for more risky capital sources increased as 
well, opening the door for the emergent “hard money” lending market. 
Hard money lenders were often small private firms or individuals who 
solicited investment money from wealthy individuals or small investment 
groups, and then lent the money out at extremely high interest rates, 
often to real estate projects.28 These types of loans were especially attrac-
tive to the large contingent of promoters attempting to avoid investing 
their own money.29

In the mid-2000s, a significant number of promoters used hard money 
loans to initially acquire land through option arrangements. The most 
infamous hard money lender active in downtown Phoenix was Mortgages 
Limited, a small firm that lent money for the acquisition of numerous 
downtown properties including a block at 3rd St. and Roosevelt (Property 
A; Fig.  4.1; Table  4.1) and a number of warehouse district properties 
slated for the Jackson St. entertainment district; the lender also helped 
finance the aborted renovation of Hotel Monroe.30 In many cases the enti-
ties lending to Mortgages Limited (often small individual investors) did 
not realize that their money was being reloaned at higher rates, instead 
assuming that it had been used to invest in hard assets.31 Lindeman (1976) 
predicts exactly this kind of investment arrangement at the end of prop-
erty booms, when novice investors become interested—groups of bro-
kers and sellers form land speculation partnerships with a variety of small 
investors, shifting the market from “investment” to “gambling.” “In this 
manner, Mr. Average joins the game, using his limited resources to buy a 
small part of a joint undertaking … the participants in these last stages of 
the market often lack full knowledge of the consequences of their actions 
and often can be quite careless in their dealings” (Lindeman 1976, 149).  
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In the end, the vast majority of Mortgages Limited projects failed and went 
bankrupt because the firm was essentially conducting a Ponzi scheme—
using currently invested money to pay off prior investors and overlend on 
projects.32 Mortgages Limited money was often used to acquire property 
at the height of downtown’s real estate bubble, and most projects bought 
at those prices were not realistic for the market. The collapse of Mortgages 
Limited led its manager, Scott Coles, to commit suicide in 2007.

Ultimately, whether utilizing hard money loans or not, speculative 
projects involving promoters are hard to reconcile with the ideology of 
sustainable infill development. Under this vision, transparent and con-
trollable relationships between place, local community stakeholders, land 
development, and ultimate uses are key to enacting development which 
accommodates local needs and creates cycles of place-based reinvest-
ment. When project promoters do not have a financial or personal stake 
in the ultimate outcome of infill development—instead relying solely on 
an intermediate transaction—financial value will always trump the ulti-
mate use value. This process also leads to promoters seeking maximum 
density, or the “highest and best use” of a property, instead of devising 
projects that fit the unique bioregional attributes, neighborhood context, 
and community needs at a given site. The failure of the vast majority of 
proposed high-rise projects shows that many promoters, especially non- 
local ones, did not have the personal experience or commitment to fully 
understand the local market. The difference between brokers and promot-
ers is instructive here because while brokers generally represent a middle-
man facilitating a specifically defined project, promoters are by definition 
independent of development and divorced from use-inspired outcomes. 
One respondent observed that sometimes promoters, upon receiving 
entitlements that drastically raised land values, would use entitled value as 
collateral to borrow additional capital for additional land acquisition proj-
ects. Describing it as a “shell game,” he noted instances where promoters 
would repeatedly borrow capital, purchase land, entitle a property, and 
repeat until they controlled numerous properties without contributing a 
significant amount of personal capital.33 This phenomenon, as well as the 
prevalence of the hard money industry, shows the extent to which financial 
capital became fully disconnected from the use value of developed land 
during the boom period. Obscured capital sources, non-local actors, and 
complicated financial schemes all combined to disrupt emplaced patterns 
of supply and demand mediated by community needs, local government 
expertise, and market forces.
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the effect of land specUlation on infill 
development

Overall, three types of land speculation have been witnessed in downtown 
Phoenix: short-term, active land “flipping,” long-term holding, and struc-
tural speculation combined with project promotion. With the exception 
of long-term speculation, seen by most as unproductive, interview partici-
pants signaled that speculation can have both beneficial and detrimental 
effects on the real estate development market. A number of respondents 
emphasized that land speculation has a positive function largely because 
it is a natural outgrowth of free markets which tend to promote efficient 
market outcomes34; in this view, negative outcomes can be mitigated by 
the existing democratic structures in place to allow public input on proj-
ects or even to alter land use laws. “I don’t think speculation in land is a 
bad thing … I think it does bring liquidity, it does bring valuation. If land 
doesn’t change hands fairly frequently, you don’t know what it’s worth. 
And the entitlement process does create points of interface between the 
city and the private market that ought to result in shaping some vision of 
city growth and development. So I think all of that in general is good.”35 
Thus from this viewpoint, land speculation serves a valuable function 
because frequent transactions provide critical market feedback orienting 
both private strategies and public tax assessments—an argument sup-
ported in speculation theory literature (Foldvary 1998).

Speculative strategies that involve the work of repositioning properties 
for future development are greeted even more warmly by industry insiders 
(as mentioned above). Many firms specialize in both assembling disparate 
parcels into single developable properties and seeking zoning entitlements, 
and many participants—even some who are more focused on community 
than real estate development—recognize the difficulty involved and the 
importance of this work for enacting dense, mixed-use environments.36

There are some very small parcels that you really can’t do anything with 
unless you assemble land. So, I think that there is a value for somebody to 
put 2 to 3 parcels together, entitle them. You know, go through the whole 
process and then sell this entitled parcel to somebody else. Because it takes 
time to assemble land, clean title, and then put it through the whole zoning 
process and get it ready for development. You know, sometimes it takes sev-
eral years to do that. You have to have definitely patience, and patient capital 
to be able to do that. So I think it’s a valuable thing to do.37
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To a certain extent, the encouragement of firms specializing in repositioning 
property stems from the workings of the larger Phoenix development 
market. For decades, these types of firms have worked on the suburban 
periphery of the metropolitan area, buying land and repositioning it for 
low-density suburban development. This type of repositioning can involve 
much more work, since many sites also need utility infrastructure exten-
sions in addition to zoning, but it can also prove to be much more lucra-
tive than infill development due to low initial land costs and economies 
of scale.38 “The real estate market in Arizona—and this may not hold true 
post-2008—but before 2008, the real estate economy was extremely effi-
cient, just when looking at economic theory … Say, in your typical land 
speculation … there’s a farmer, you buy it from the farmer and you rezone 
it. And you sell it to the next guy and lot split it. And after the lot split it 
goes to the builders. That land banking process is incredibly efficient. And 
that process is efficient because 50,000 people were coming a year.”39 It is 
not surprising that this business strategy has migrated from the suburbs to 
the central city as interest in infill development rises relative to the subur-
ban development market.

Other industry experts, policymakers, and community activists, how-
ever, emphasize the negative aspects of speculative activity.40 Many specu-
lative promoters who entered the market in the mid-2000s did not fully 
understand the local market, and by pursuing unrealistic high-rise projects 
they ended up overzoning properties and preventing infill development.41 
Furthermore, upzoning properties not only increases their value but often 
affects land values and market activity in the immediate area, sometimes 
threatening to displace existing residents through gentrification.42 A prom-
inent city policymaker argued that entitlement-based land speculation 
hurts development outcomes by encouraging unrealistic market activity. 
Infill land speculation is fundamentally different from suburban reposi-
tioning because infill land does not need utility improvements. He placed 
the blame primarily on the political structure of municipal government.

I think where the system breaks down is when the city does inappropriate 
zoning or gives entitlements that don’t relate to the marketplace, because the 
private property owner was able to hire the right zoning attorneys and lob-
byists to get the entitlements … So there are two factors in zoning: does this 
make sense from a city planning perspective, [and] can you get kind of the 
bureaucrats and planners in city hall to say this is a good idea. And you need 
the political will and approval to do it. I think there have been just too many 
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cases where the city planner said, ‘this is a bad idea,’ but you know, the folks 
that were speculating on the land were able to get the political support … 
You just don’t give the entitlements to the land speculator. You know, give 
the entitlements once the land is controlled by the entity that generates the 
income from the business that is developing the land.43

Some development industry observers offer a more nuanced perspective 
on land speculation, noting both positive and negative aspects. This 
type of viewpoint often focuses on the extent to which speculative own-
ers, especially entitlement-seeking promoters, are zeroed in on concrete 
development; if their efforts are conducted while in close contact with an 
eventual developer, the speculative repositioning process can be positive 
even when it takes years to complete.44 One well-known zoning attorney 
described the balance needed between free market activity and commit-
ment to placemaking.

Speculation is OK because it creates activity. However, the speculation that 
has occurred over the years in Arizona has been, I think, detrimental. It 
should be about growing this community in the right way. More important 
to me is how we sustain our community over a long period of time, and 
develop it in an appropriate way, [as opposed to] an individual who walks 
into town and wants to make a couple bucks. I like to represent people who 
are for real, who want to develop the community, and want to develop it 
in a sensitive, appropriate way. I prefer not to represent speculators. If you 
are speculating, I prefer to represent the last speculator, the last person who 
is going to increase the value, and knows exactly that he’s going to turn it 
over to a developer. I refuse to represent many potential clients—we don’t 
do that here. I know there are people in my business who will do that, but 
not everyone does that here in Phoenix.45

One argument in this vein equates a developer’s local commitment to the 
amount of capital they personally put at risk. When promoters are able to 
assemble, entitle, and flip properties only by using other people’s money, a 
disconnect emerges between personal interest and development outcomes 
that may decrease the chances of successful development.46 Thus higher 
availability of lending capital at times may be paradoxically correlated with 
decreasing efficacy in local development outcomes.

Perhaps the most fundamental problem surrounding land speculation is 
that rapid land transactions in a booming market—especially when  lending 
capital is flowing freely from numerous types of lenders—can inflate the value 
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of land to price levels that are unrealistic for experienced local developers. 
Speculative sales not only increase the value of traded land, but also affect 
neighboring property values as well. One respondent related how one project 
promoter assembled a bunch of properties in the warehouse district, buying 
them at a relatively higher price than existing land values as high-density 
entitlements were received. This land assembly, along with another group 
assembling nearby land for a proposed entertainment district, ultimately led 
to rapidly rising land prices all over the warehouse district; land that was 
originally priced at about $18 per square foot rose to over $100 per square 
foot.47 Landowners all over the warehouse district noticed these sales and 
quickly began demanding similar prices for their properties. Yet these own-
ers often did not have real estate development experience, and most devel-
opment industry insiders felt that these prices were highly unrealistic48—a 
suspicion born out when none of the proposed warehouse district develop-
ments were even begun, and when all were eventually foreclosed upon.49 
Thus as one developer argued, land speculation can heavily distort property 
and development markets in certain situations. “It is creating a fictitious 
market. It has created a fictitious market in land that is fundamentally dis-
connected from the actual market for real estate assets across all asset classes. 
So you have land that is trading based on a hypothetical end use that doesn’t 
exist, that is quote the highest and best use possible for a piece of land, that 
… in large part does not correlate to the actual demand for said product.”50 
Thus especially when the City grants zoning entitlements not congruent 
with actual market demand, “fictitious markets” can emerge that ultimately 
discourage infill development.51

Numerous interview participants agreed that multiple types of land 
speculation have directly contributed to the lack of infill development by 
raising land costs to unrealistic levels. Sustained land price increases, due 
to long-term holdouts, rapid speculative sales and successful rezoning 
requests, often prevented experienced local developers from entering the 
development market during the mid-2000s boom and generally discour-
aged infill development.52 “In terms of redevelopment of the core part 
of the metropolitan area, in downtown Phoenix, I think land speculation 
was the number one barrier [to economic development]. If you look at 
where the city was successful in promoting development, in almost all 
the cases, it was because the city acquired the property and the city facili-
tated the redevelopment and provided the land and the basis that made 
economic sense.”53 Although land speculation did not prevent the rapid 
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development of the ASU Downtown campus, partly because the City was 
able to threaten the use of eminent domain at the time, it did make the 
process more difficult and more expensive. While the City was able to use 
land- swaps and other techniques to acquire much of the land without con-
flict,54 one or two specific investors purposely bought downtown proper-
ties right after the campus announcement so that they could flip it to the 
city at profit, and they succeeded in doing so.55 As a result, the amount 
of money that ASU had received from publicly issued bonds for campus 
development “skewed more heavily into land” from 2005 to 2007, as 
speculators drove up prices on specific parcels as well as district-wide.56

Speculative land sales and increasing property values increasingly oper-
ated in a positive feedback loop independent from development market 
forces in the mid-2000s. This type of self-fulfilling market prophecy—
where speculation drove the mid-2000s market bubble, instead of the other 
way around—is anticipated in speculation theory (Lowe 1975; Foldvary 
1998; Logan and Molotch 2007) and was observed in macroeconomic 
studies of American property markets in the period (Bayer et  al. 2011; 
Haughwout et al. 2011). While this phenomenon may benefit promot-
ers and speculators who base their business model on resale, not devel-
opment, it sometimes afflicted real development projects as well. In one 
example, developer Jim Onken was engaged in designing a high-rise, 
mixed-use project on two acres behind a YMCA on 2nd Avenue (Property 
D; Fig. 4.1; Table 4.4) after two influential local investors had secured a 
$3 million option on the property and had contributed investment capital. 
Onken assembled a small group of investors and bought the property from 
the original promoters, receiving title immediately after they exercised the 
option. The project involved three development phases that would even-
tually provide a 28-story tower, housing geared toward the downtown 
workforce (including affordable housing), and ground-level retail. Onken 
worked for a year on the complex project, seeking a federal HUD loan for 
financing, securing approval from the City’s Planning Department, and 
working with an architectural firm on predevelopment design—spending 
a few hundred thousand dollars on these “soft costs” in the process. Yet 
when the downtown market continued to heat up, the original project pro-
moters began negotiating with a large development company to drastically 
expand the project. The company was interested in a larger project partly 
because their sizeable capital assets were derived from large pension funds 
and the company only received fee income when fund capital was actively 
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invested. The expanded project would include many more residential 
units, and involved buying the YMCA property and neighboring parking 
lots, adding to the complexity of the development process since easements 
needed to be negotiated and the YMCA operations would need to be relo-
cated. Concerned about the expanded scale and complexity of the project, 
Onken decided to leave the project, ultimately selling the original land his 
group had bought back to the newly expanded investment group for over 
$10 million.57 Soon afterward the market began to decline, and the proj-
ect was put on hold indefinitely; the property continued to be owned by 
the same large development company and undeveloped in 2013. Onken 
noted that his group would have been able to continue development even 
with the recession, just at a slower pace, especially since they had received 
cheap federal financing. He was ultimately happy that he sold out, however, 
since he was able to achieve a significant profit for himself and his small 
investment group; although he had contributed a year’s worth of work, 
the sale “put a couple million dollars in their pocket for essentially doing 
nothing.” Thus throughout the project promotion process, the original 
two investors and Onken’s development group all made a significant profit 
despite the fact that no improvements were ultimately made to the prop-
erty.58 Rapidly spiraling land prices due to district-wide speculation indi-
rectly prevented infill development because they encouraged investors to 
promote an ever grander project, discarding already completed develop-
ment work in the process. These prices also encouraged Onken to cash 
out instead of continue through on the project. One observer noted that 
even with well- intentioned developers, “the prices got so crazy, you were 
crazy not to sell … So I don’t blame them one bit. Good business deal on 
their part, bad necessarily for the development, but really good for them 
… It was just so crazy, so crazy, how this land went up and up and up.”59

Land speculation not only created a “fictitious” property market dur-
ing the boom years, but its effects have continued to exert influence 
over markets years after the economic downturn began—a downturn 
which itself was largely created by speculation. Speculative transactions 
sometimes involve the addition of complicated legal clauses, such as 
release and subordination clauses in mortgages passed along to buy-
ers. When chains of speculation occur, these legal requirements can 
cloud title authenticity and generate other legal headaches for legitimate 
developers, decreasing the attractiveness of the land for years (Lindeman 
1976). Yet more simply, on properties where high-rise zoning entitle-
ments drastically increased property values and sale prices, many owners 
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who bought at unrealistically high prices cannot or will not sell the 
properties at a price reflecting a more realistic, postcrash land value. In 
many cases, selling the land now would require a financial loss of 70% 
or more. While some properties bought at high prices have been fore-
closed upon and resold by lenders at a drastically lower price, many other 
properties continue to sit vacant or underutilized while owners wait 
for the market to return to pre-2008 levels of valuation and develop-
ment market demand.60 The corresponding drop in market transactions 
can then decrease the liquidity of the market, preventing proper valu-
ation and further depressing market demand (Lowe 1975; Foldvary 
1998). Lindeman (1976, 150) theorizes exactly this type of “irrational” 
response to speculative losses, noting that behavioral factors can inter-
rupt the ideal functioning of urban land markets. “Whereas the logical 
reaction might be to default or sell at a loss, many investors will not do 
so. Perhaps they are unwilling to admit they were wrong, perhaps they 
absolutely will not acknowledge a loss by recognizing it in a transaction. 
Perhaps they expect that, eventually, prices will rise once again … In any 
case, so long as they hold on they are, effectively, restricting the sup-
ply of land by their ‘illogical’ refusal to sell at more reasonable prices.” 
Policymakers are effectively hamstrung when attempting to address this 
issue, especially as Proposition 207 prohibits municipal governments 
from downzoning properties and reducing their value (Chap. 3). So 
how long will vacant property owners wait for market conditions to 
revive? If owners continue to hold properties five years after the crash, 
it is likely that they have the financial strength to hold them indefinitely. 
One developer noted that “if you’ve waited this long, for five years, 
what’s another five years? You have to think it’s going to get better.”61

One notable example of this phenomenon has been occurring at the 
intersection of Central Avenue and McDowell Road, where large properties 
on the northwest and southeast corners were slated for high-rise develop-
ment by large development companies during the mid-2000s but have 
remained vacant (or surface parking) for many years.62 The northwest 
corner parcel (Property AA; Table 4.10) has remained partly or wholly 
vacant for almost 30 years (fully vacant after the Mountain Bell building 
was demolished), and during the mid-2000s the property was subject to 
a number of speculative sales. The current owner is a large international 
development firm that intended to build towers up to 500 feet on the 
site—a proposal so divorced from market demand that it was described as 
“just insane” by one observer.63 These situations are especially lamentable 
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since many properties stuck in this type of purchase price purgatory are 
located in prime urban locations ideal for infill development (e.g., the 
property is located directly between downtown and midtown, next to a 
light rail station and a major bus line, and across the street from a major 
art museum).

[Properties] will sit there with an entitlement that would allow a 20 story 
building, or a 30 story building, and that expectation is so lucrative and so 
attractive that a lot of owners will sit waiting for another cycle, and in the 
meantime have a surface parking lot. And it would be far better, from an 
urban perspective, if you’d get a 3–4 story building that would be there 
for 30 years, and knock it down and then build a tall building when there’s 
demand. But at least there would be something in the interim … Sometimes 
that happens but a lot of people will just sit and wait.64

Overall, the widespread existence of land speculation poses a challenge 
for commonplace understandings of property markets. The commonly 
cited argument that “if land doesn’t change hands fairly frequently, you 
don’t know what it’s worth”65 may hold true early in a speculative cycle; 
yet, when these same speculative spirals lead to economic crashes after 

Table 4.10 Property sales data for Property AA, 1992–2012 (245,581 sq. ft.)

Buyer Sale date a Price/ft2 
(in $)

Gross profit 
(in $)

Buyer 
location b

Land use

Two Trees (33% of site) 4/23/1986 43.26 602,100 NY Vacant
TCW Land Fund I 
Holding Co.  
(33% of site)

9/29/1988 50.70 N/A CA Vacant

Arnold/Rachel Smith 8/28/2002 12.35 9,799,764 PHx, Az Vac/park
McDowell and Central 
Avenue LLC

6/2/2005 52.26 12,767,800 ID Vac/park

Central Phoenix 
Development LLC

10/16/2006 104.25 3,469,100 PA, ISRAEL Vac/park

AI—BSR LLC 3/30/2007 118.37 NY, PA, 
ISRAEL

Vac/park

aNotarized date from recorded document of ownership transfer
bLocation of buyer (PHx, state code) based on address of company and/or directors, officers, managers, 
and members
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which a large proportion of properties are held long term by one owner, 
speculation can ultimately prevent property liquidity and obscure market 
information for years or even decades. Furthermore, speculative activity 
spurs many observers to differentiate between the “fictitious markets” 
intertwined with wildly inflated land prices and the “real” markets defined 
by individual perceptions of market demand. Yet where is the dividing line 
between real and fictitious markets? When do sale prices stop functioning 
as the prime watermark of land valuation and market activity and become 
a market driver unto themselves?

specUlative bUsiness cycles

Most available evidence indicates that land speculation surrounding infill 
development was not confined to the mid-2000s real estate boom, but 
has been a significant factor in Phoenix’s property markets for a long 
time. A well-known downturn in the housing construction market 
occurred from 1960 to 1963, as a growing number of builders led to an 
oversupply crisis, ultimately forcing many bankruptcies and spurring the 
consolidation of the industry (VanderMeer 2010). In the following years, 
periodic crises became normalized in the residential construction market. 
VanderMeer (2010, 196) argues that “while construction is highly 
sensitive to changing economic circumstances, the boom-bust cycle in 
Phoenix represented an exaggerated version—one in which speculative 
instincts and beliefs in a prosperous future overrode more sober estimates 
of economic realities.” In the commercial urban market, developers (or 
possibly promoters) were engaged in land assembly and entitlement 
seeking along the Central Avenue corridor for high-rise office projects as 
far back as the 1950s (City of Phoenix HPO and RA 2010), and specu-
lation was most likely a political economic factor.66 Although it is dif-
ficult to discern how much pure or entitlement-based land speculation 
occurred at this time, it seems to have been a concern for policymakers 
as they prepared for the future of downtown and Central Avenue in the 
late 1960s; the Central Phoenix Plan suggests quick action on downtown 
redevelopment since “as time passes, speculation introduces imbalance 
in land prices, and negotiations among land owners may become impos-
sible” (City of Phoenix 1969, 44). Two decades later, a 1991 plan for 
redeveloping downtown Phoenix echoes similar concerns and suggests 
that land speculation has hurt the chances for redevelopment.
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The private sector is not providing housing now because there is a gap 
between the prices at which property owners wish to sell their land ($10–$25 
per square foot) and the price that builders can afford to pay to build market 
rate housing ($3.30–$7.35 per square foot). This gap exists because either 
land is zoned to allow some types of commercial uses or owners purchased 
the land expecting to obtain commercial zoning. To eliminate this gap, the 
public sector may need to provide some financial incentives, and private own-
ers will need to bring their expectations more in line with market realities for 
developing any kind of residential use. (City of Phoenix 1991, 70)

Some authors indicate that land speculation in central Phoenix was again 
common in the 1980s, attributing the city’s late 1980s recession mainly 
to speculative property sales that dovetailed with the failure of the city’s 
main S&L institutions (Gober 2006; VanderMeer 2010). Gober (2006, 
152) also notes a “widespread perception that land speculators were prof-
iting excessively from right-of-way acquisition” related to planned high-
way construction in the late 1980s. Other published works on the S&L 
crisis confirm that speculative land transactions were often at the heart of 
the banking frauds which affected most Sun Belt cities and required a mas-
sive public bailout by the federal government (Calavita et al. 1997; Black 
2005; see next section).

Interviewees broadly confirmed that a previous “cycle” of land specula-
tion occurred in downtown and central Phoenix during the 1980s. Prices 
for prominent infill properties along Central Avenue rose tremendously 
during the early 1980s and then collapsed in conjunction with the S&L 
industry. In many cases, vacant properties remained for many years after 
(and some continue to exist) due to precrash demolition in preparation 
for development and postcrash holding due to unrealistically high land 
basis.67 Structural speculation was also common in this period, as the City 
freely granted zoning requests to promoters presenting high-rise proj-
ects along the Central Avenue corridor.68 Yet some interview participants 
argued that more purely speculative buying and selling occurred during 
the 1980s speculative boom than in the mid-2000s; many land buyers 
in the 1980s were solely focused on flipping properties, and promoted 
projects tended to be even more disconnected from possible developers or 
end uses.69 As in the mid-2000s, the 1980s infill property market attracted 
an influx of national or international capital investors,70 and despite wide-
spread talk of high-density development, very little was actually devel-
oped in the period due to the “false valuation of property” created by 
speculative sales.71 One respondent observed that speculative cycles have 

 4 THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF LAND SPECULATION...



 223

occurred in central Phoenix every 10–15 years, and noted that these 
cycles occurred in downtown even when the market was not considered 
economically viable.72

While many properties today may remain in their current state indefi-
nitely due to high initial land costs, many others have been foreclosed 
upon and their market value reset to current market prices. Some 
observers note that this is a natural progression in a new market cycle, 
and as previous equity is washed out of more overpriced properties, 
infill development will pick up accordingly.73 While land buying and 
development in downtown Phoenix has increased recently, there are 
concerns that a new cycle of speculation has just begun. One observer 
described this eminent possibility as “depressing,” saying “it amazes 
me that, you know, you can have this kind of speculation again. But 
people have very short memories.”74 Fully prepared for another typi-
cal business cycle, one developer emphasized that there are many infill 
development possibilities right now due to lower expectations, cheaper 
capital sources, and reduced land prices. In his opinion, there is a “two-
year window of opportunity” for successful infill development projects 
before interest rates and land prices rise to the point where develop-
ment is unrealistic.75

There is no question that property markets in Arizona—as in other 
states—have operated in boom-and-bust business cycles over the past 50 
years, and likely have undergone cycles for decades before that as well. Yet 
among many development industry insiders, a certain deterministic streak 
emerges where the lines are blurred between acknowledging a historical 
fact and imbuing business cycles with an aura of inevitability. A variety of 
interview participants casually referenced historic business cycles almost 
as an independent, self-propelling force and seemed to assume that such 
cycles were inevitable in the future.76 While many respondents are sim-
ply being realistic about Phoenix’s past and present, there is a danger 
here that “capital” and “business cycles” can become reified as sentient 
processes and assume a certain agency divorced from the collection of 
individual investment decisions which drive markets. Viewing business 
cycles as a deterministic future outcome in Phoenix’s property markets 
can clearly encourage market actors to make decisions that become self-
fulfilling prophecies. Do real estate development conditions naturally lead 
to small temporal “windows” for profitable and place-appropriate infill 
development? Or are there ways that public policy can adjust the rules of 
the game so that cycles are not inevitable and so these windows can be 
opened more permanently?
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The popular narrative describing historic business cycles is indivisible 
from processes of land speculation, where over time the exchange values 
of properties repeatedly diverge from underlying use values in a socio- 
geographical context. Perhaps the biggest issue with land speculation—as it 
affects the normative vision of sustainable infill development—is the way in 
which it enables a positive feedback loop of market behavior fundamentally 
unhinged from use-inspired property values. When a critical mass of market 
actors expect local property to appreciate due to local conditions or public 
investments, these actors can drive the very appreciation they anticipate 
through property transactions. The more profitable sales that occur, the 
more property values rise (due to land appraisal policies primarily based on 
sale value), and the more that market actors feel vindicated in their predic-
tions and are encouraged to continue participating in a speculative upward 
spiral. A fundamental danger emerges when each individual market actor 
sees the reified “market” as going up, and responds accordingly with invest-
ment without recognizing that markets are simply the sum of many similar 
calculations. One zoning attorney summarizes that “developers don’t want 
speculation. The guys who buy property and turn it, do like speculation.”77 
In essence, speculators love speculators because everyone is profiting from 
the irrational behavior of others. A shared expectation of future business 
cycles provides a certain predictability that investors thrive upon, regardless 
of whether these cycles can efficiently provide socially useful infill devel-
opment. In some cases, successful land development can be detrimental 
to speculative business models because it can provide a tangible bench-
mark of real property value, bursting bubbles in the process. Speculative 
feedback loops ultimately thrive upon a purely exchange-based notion of 
land value—even more so when promoters use entitlement-based values to 
borrow money for additional land acquisition projects78—and these loops 
tend to disadvantage generative infill development predicated upon slow 
growth, tangible land uses, and localized economic development.

When property prices escalate rapidly through land speculation, the 
effects can cascade through a political economy. Sale prices directly impact 
assessed property values, which in turn determine property tax bills. In 
downtown Phoenix, land speculation essentially doubled annual  property 
taxes for commercial landowners for a number of years in the mid- 2000s.79 
Considering the tight profit margins for landlords attempting to support 
arts district tenants, this trend in turn threatens the rent levels necessary for 
culture-based economic development. “People that stayed in the market … 
that built, or invested, or improved properties are the ones that suffered,”80 
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as opposed to speculators whose profits were indirectly linked to such 
increases. Furthermore, after the property bubble burst, assessed property 
values did not decline nearly as fast as they had risen. For one, the tax 
assessment system includes a lag of about 18 months since the assessor’s 
office bases current assessments on two-year-old data; as a result, assessed 
values still climbed in 2010 despite the major national financial crisis that 
began in 2008. Another issue is that the liquidity of land dried up almost 
overnight following the crisis, as owners stopped selling, and assessors were 
left with little data to use to change assessment levels.81 One zoning attor-
ney lamented the problems inherent in Arizona’s appraisal and assessment 
system. “It is a real dilemma. It would be far better to find some sort of 
stable assessment system that didn’t change every year.”82 As Logan and 
Molotch (2007, 280) confirm, “mutually reinforcing tax policies and pat-
terns of speculation are major problems” when attempting to privilege the 
use value of urban land.

Yet this type of political economy thrives on instability, and inherently 
privileges property traders and promoters over place-based entrepreneurs, 
landowners, producers, and residents. It has produced an amazingly 
paradoxical situation where local landowners committed to community 
development attempt to prevent their own land values from rising. When 
local activists Beatrice Moore and Kimber Lanning vehemently opposed 
a project promoter seeking entitlements for high-rise density in a City 
zoning hearing, the promoter argued that his request would surely raise 
the value of Moore’s land and thus could not be rationally opposed.83 Yet 
if the proposed development did raise the value of Moore’s warehouse 
spaces, largely rented to artists, it could have triggered a chain reaction 
that would have raised property taxes and priced artists out of the neigh-
borhood—the very bohemian presence that attracted development in the 
first place. Thus Moore actually sees locally undesirable land uses as criti-
cal for community stability and sustainable economic development (Ross 
2011). One developer argues that real estate is not just about profit-
seeking, but about defining value itself while defending against alternative 
notions of value; income, in this sense, is only one source of value.84 
Community activists like Moore are constantly engaged in a struggle to 
redefine property value from its exchange value-based origins in Phoenix 
history. In the end, exchange value-based property values can only be 
realized when selling a property, and local landowners committed to 
long-term ownership and community development may not benefit from 
rising monetary property values.
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leveraGinG cracks in the foUndations 
of Urban reGimes

Profitable land speculation in downtown Phoenix ultimately has been 
predicated upon driving wedges into the coherence and bargaining 
strength of Phoenix’s pro-growth coalition. Speculators prey on a lack of 
effective coordination within municipal government and between regu-
latory scales as policymakers respond to ideological challenges to home 
rule and to increasingly concentrated and geographically untethered 
development capital. First, the city’s particular “council-manager” gov-
ernance structure introduces tension between elected officials amenable 
to granting valuable regulatory permissions to developers so as to indi-
vidually burnish their economic development resumes, and professional 
city managers more invested in long-term planning strategies. Any break-
downs in intra-municipal coordination provide windows for individual 
speculators to translate regulatory entitlements into private wealth; for 
example, the aforementioned tendency of municipal legislators to grant 
valuable zoning entitlements without significant municipal oversight or 
planning tends to advantage private actors with speculative strategies. 
There are numerous examples of exploiting intra-municipal divides for 
speculative gain in Phoenix, and these conflicts sometimes pit non-local 
speculator- developers against local developers closely in league with the 
zoning attorneys, local financing institutions, and city officials that form 
downtown Phoenix’s ephemeral growth regime.

Second, downtown Phoenix’s growth coalition—led by a close part-
nership between the Mayor’s development staff and two public-private 
economic development organizations (recently merged into one orga-
nization to improve effectiveness)—has been hamstrung by a constella-
tion of state laws limiting the land use powers of municipal government. 
Numerous interviewees argued that the few residential infill projects actu-
ally built in downtown Phoenix during the study period were successful 
specifically due to active public-private efforts that utilized local regime 
knowledge of market, regulatory, and political conditions. For example, in 
exchange for tax incentives and zoning entitlements on a proposed mixed-
use development, the City was able to legally ensure construction of a 
mid-rise apartment building with street-level retail instead of the single-
use high-rise projects toward which most private developers in the period 
gravitated (City of Phoenix 2005). Mid-rise density is considered by many 
local development experts to be more market appropriate in downtown,  
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a stance supported by the eventual success of the complex and the 
bankruptcy of two private residential high-rises built concomitantly. Fully 
cognizant of the adverse effects of land speculation on actual development, 
the City also aggressively purchased downtown properties to prevent land 
speculation and to better control the character of infill development in 
coordination with local elites (Chap. 3). Yet these entrepreneurial munici-
pal efforts have been highly constrained by the continued removal of reg-
ulatory tools by the state legislature and voter referendum system. The 
City has been distinctly affected in its ability to fight speculation and lead 
development markets by five specific regulations: curtailment of eminent 
domain powers; financial penalization for downzoning properties to lower 
densities (and exchange values); prohibition of real estate transfer taxes; 
lack of independent property tax assessment authority; and legislative limi-
tations on development tax incentive and tax increment financing pro-
grams (see Chap. 3 for policy details).

Land speculation does not just generate winners and losers among 
the capitalist elite and increase the difficulty of successful market-based 
infill development, however, it can actively drain public coffers as well. 
For example, as City officials and development organizations worked with 
university planners to develop a new downtown university campus, tax-
payer money funneled into the project raised neighboring land values and 
provided opportunity for active speculation. While policymakers were able 
to use land-swaps and other techniques to acquire much of the land with-
out conflict (since it was prior to the passage of Proposition 207), a few 
investors purposely and successfully bought downtown properties right 
after the campus announcement to resell to the city at profit. As a result, 
a greater proportion of the public money dedicated for campus develop-
ment was used only for land purchases from 2005 to 2007, as speculators 
drove up prices on key parcels.

One particular parcel presents an especially notable case of publicly 
financed land speculation. “Block 22” is an entire city block at the heart of 
the original Phoenix townsite and contemporary central business district. 
As the commercial heart of Phoenix, the block was home to a variety of 
commercial buildings up through the 1970s, including the old four-story 
headquarters of First National Bank.85 Although the property ownership 
history for this block is hard to track, at some point between 1980 and 
1992 the entire block was assembled under one owner, razed, and paved 
for surface parking.86 By the end of the 1980s, Southwest Savings and 
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Loan Association owned the block, with the last sale price estimated at 
over $100 per square foot.87

Southwest Savings and Loan was at the epicenter of the S&L scan-
dal in Arizona in the 1980s. Many of the bank’s practices closely resem-
bled the types of fraud perpetuated by other S&Ls, including the use of 
false appraisals to inflate property values and the granting of insider loans 
to generate fee income for bank directors (Calavita et  al. 1997; Black 
2005). Most published investigations of the institution have focused on 
Southwest’s role in the Camelback Esplanade project, a large commer-
cial and residential complex on the East Camelback corridor proposed 
by Southwest director and future Arizona governor Fife Symington. The 
project, which was delayed numerous times in the mid-1980s, received a 
$30 million investment from Southwest (while the bank received a 50% 
interest in return) and a $432 investment from Symington (which some-
how entitled him to a 19% return as well as 5% of all development costs) 
(Greene 1991; Davis and Fricker 1992). One article observed that such 
dealings went beyond speculative and irresponsible business practices to 
constitute outright fraud.

Aside from the lopsided commitments of money involved, several things were 
wrong with this transaction. According to Senate and FDIC documents, 
the Southwest investment was made before the property was appraised but 
while Symington was a Southwest director, both violations of federal regula-
tions—and likely grounds for a liability suit if losses occurred, which they 
did … But although Camelback Esplanade was going nowhere, the develop-
ment fees were piling up. According to Southwest’s own figures, the bud-
get for consultants rose 436 percent, from $620,000 to $3.3 million, and 
the overall budget quadrupled … [while] construction, in the overheated 
Phoenix real estate market, had yet to begin. Symington, steadily raking in 
his 5 percent fee, eventually pocketed more than $8 million, according to 
internal RTC estimates. (Davis and Fricker 1992, 12)

Evidence suggests that Southwest utilized questionable property appraisals 
to inflate the value of their landholdings, possibly so that employees could 
receive fee income from an escalating series of transactions. After a new 
president was appointed in 1982, the thrift began making a series of ques-
tionable, high-risk loans; a confidential memo written by a Federal Deposit 
Insurance Corporation (FDIC) investigator in 1989 recommended examin-
ing all of Southwest’s appraisal practices after 1982. One anecdote indicates 
the extent to which Southwest may have relied on appraisal-based fraud. 
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“Marc Barlow, Southwest’s chief appraiser, wrote that he was pressured by 
various executives to write ‘unsafe and unsound’ appraisals. Some execu-
tives wanted to use these appraisals to extend shaky loans, examiners have 
said. Others wanted to use them to sell properties for more than they were 
worth, according to Barlow’s memos” (Greene 1991).

Southwest was seized by the federal government in February 1989 
after the institution’s financial failure—and others like it—threatened the 
viability of the federal deposit insurance extended to S&Ls. It is estimated 
that Southwest lost $52 million on the Esplanade project, and when the 
institution was sold by the government’s Resolution Trust Corporation 
(RTC) in 1991, losses to federal taxpayers were estimated at $914 million. 
Yet FDIC investigators charged with examining the institution’s col-
lapse were prevented from investigating for years, largely because one of 
Southwest’s directors was a regional FDIC director and refused to release 
important documents (Greene 1991; Davis and Fricker 1992). While the 
federal government sued Southwest’s directors in 1991 to recover a small 
fraction of these losses, and while Symington was ultimately convicted of 
fraud, forced to step down as governor, and sent to prison (Purdum 1997, 
1998), the obstructionism of Southwest’s employees and the shaky book-
keeping behind their real estate projects have left little evidence that can 
be used to further investigate the company’s fraudulent and speculative 
activities. As a result, it is difficult to determine whether similarly fraudu-
lent appraisals, loans, and other techniques were responsible for inflating 
the value of Block 22. Although there is no available data to confirm this 
hypothesis, it is at least eminently possible that Block 22 was subject to 
these same practices. If so, it would provide an initial case where irre-
sponsible speculative transactions predicated upon the manipulation of 
exchange value were ultimately subsidized by public money.

After seizing Southwest and its real estate holdings, the RTC sold 
Block 22 in 1991 to New York architect Emilio Ambasz (head of Block 
22 Inc.) for $31 per square foot (see Table 4.11 for a transaction history). 
At the same time, a downtown planning document specifically cited the 
 redevelopment of Block 22 as a major goal of the plan’s first phase (City of 
Phoenix 1991). After the block remained surface parking for many years, 
Ambasz began proposing a building for the site to prospective develop-
ers and lenders featuring a strange, Grand Canyon-inspired design. When 
nobody was willing to use his design, largely due to the impracticality of 
construction and internal configuration, Ambasz continued to hold the 
property and refused to sell to an array of willing buyers.88 One interview 
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participant noted that Ambasz was subsequently rude to a variety of local 
policymakers and business leaders, and almost seemed to sit on the prop-
erty out of spite that the local development community did not finance his 
design.89 Ultimately, RED Development (Woodbury Lakes LLC) reached 
a sale agreement with Ambasz in 2006 as part of the CityScape develop-
ment effort (Harris 2006); Ambasz received a price of $268 per square 
foot, almost ten times the original price of the property.

While RED bought the property on the private market from Ambasz, 
the deal was heavily subsidized by the City of Phoenix because local policy-
makers were desperate to encourage mixed-use development in the heart 
of downtown. The City had agreed to extend GPLET incentives to RED 
before the deal was completed, and as part of a complicated  development 
agreement, the City subsidized the land acquisition costs partly by con-
structing a subterranean parking garage on the larger site.90

So now you have a real developer coming in with this real project, with 
real equity and lenders that will finance it. And something that will cre-
ate some density downtown … well those guys had to pay $300 per foot 
for that block. But who really paid it is the City of Phoenix, because RED 
Development came in and said, we’re going to deliver this project that you 
really want. We can only make it work if we’re paying what the real market 
value is for the land … So the city ends up putting tens of millions of dollars 

Table 4.11 Property sales data for Block 22, 1992–2012

Buyer Sale date a Price/ft2 
(in $)

Gross profit 
(in $)

Buyer 
location b

Land use

Southwest Savings 
and Loan Assoc. FA

N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

Resolution Trust 
Corporation

N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

Block 22 Inc. 12/20/1991 31.21 0 NY Parking
Block 22 and 
Associates LC

12/29/1995 31.21 24,300,000 NY Parking

Woodbury Lakes 
LLC

3/3/2006 268.21 Az, DE, MO Parking

City of Phoenix 10/24/2007 Parking

aNotarized date from recorded document of ownership transfer
bLocation of buyer (PHx, state code) based on address of company and/or directors, officers, managers, 
and members
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of incentives into the deal. And that never went into RED’s pocket, that went 
into Emilio Ambasz’s pocket. Because he speculated and won … [It is] the 
classic example of what happens [with land speculation] … because when you 
do finally get a real developer, and the land speculator knows that and knows 
the city is driven to make that project work, the issue is how much can you 
really extract from the city through the developer. And that’s just tough.91

Other interviewees agreed that, despite Ambasz’s architectural credentials, 
he operated as a active land speculator and that it was ultimately detrimental 
for downtown development outcomes.92 “He picked what has to be seen 
as the number one or two block in the state of Arizona, that was available 
to buy. On Central and Washington to Jefferson, in the largest city [in the 
state]. That block shouldn’t have been—if you want to think about land 
speculation—such a pawn.”93 Ultimately, Block 22 did become a speculative 
pawn, perhaps for the second time in 20 years. The City used tens of millions 
of dollars in taxpayer money to subsidize land values inflated by the specula-
tive political economy in downtown at the time and further propelled by the 
owner’s ability to leverage against a clearly publicized municipal priority. If 
land speculation did indeed occur on the same property in the 1980s (again, 
a possible but unsubstantiated claim), it would imply that Block 22 has 
witnessed two different instances where public money has been utilized to 
subsidize speculative profit-taking. This example illustrates the third type of 
wedge leveraged by speculators against growth regime coherence: the diver-
gence between the place-based dependence and semi-public functioning of 
regime development initiatives and the superior market positionality of more 
mobile, capitalized, and secretive private firms. The relative transparency of 
the entrepreneurial dance between growth regimes and large development 
firms allows individual speculators the opportunity to extract rents from the 
City, and ultimately from both local and non-local taxpayers.

In summary, land speculation has been a pervasive feature in central 
Phoenix’s political economy for decades, introducing drastic volatility in 
land prices and generally discouraging transparent urban development 
both in the mid-1980s and in the mid-2000s. Three types of land specula-
tion have been common: long-term land-banking, rapid speculative sales, 
and entitlement-based “structural” speculation predicated upon project 
promotion. When speculative capital floods a property market, it produces 
a self-fulfilling prophecy of rising land values and a fictitious real estate 
market divorced from the contextual use value of land. Reifying capital 
patterns and business cycles as natural forces further contributes to these 
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self-propelling positive feedback loops. By only aiding property owners 
attempting to sell, rising speculative land prices tend to further entrench 
and naturalize inefficient business cycles while disincentivizing long-term 
local property ownership motivated by community improvement and 
generative economic development. In some cases, the inefficiencies and 
inequities of a speculation-based economy translate into higher costs for 
taxpayers as well. Land speculators are most successful when disruptive 
stakes are driven into the regulatory coordination and political economic 
positionality of urban regimes. The entrenchment of speculative real estate 
cycles into the historical political economy, and in fact into the very cul-
ture of Phoenix development, now represents a semi-autonomous market 
force anticipated by private and public actors alike.
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CHAPTER 5

Policy Approaches to Transparent Urban 
Development in Phoenix

As Phoenix plunges more deeply into the twenty-first century, a consensus 
remains among business and policy leaders that renewed growth is crucial 
for the city’s long-term success. The growth paradigm has guided the 
city’s development since its founding, and Phoenix has thrived as this par-
adigm has shifted from the westward expansion of the American frontier 
to the multi-directional spread of the Sun Belt’s suburban development 
frontier (Chap. 2). While obviously these two “frontiers” represent fun-
damentally different forms of growth, they share a number of similarities: 
each took advantage of untapped land and material resources, growing 
in response to the energy available for utilization; and each involved the 
dominance of a political economy beholden to the exchange valuation of 
land and susceptible to land speculation and market volatility.

Sustainable urban development theory implies that the potential for 
urban infill development—in terms of both real estate development pro-
moting dense, mixed-use, pedestrian-oriented environments and economic 
development generating urban complexity and cultural production from 
dense, vibrant urbanism—represents a third type of untapped frontier. 
At its best, this urban frontier offers the opportunity for self-generating 
economic development based on the synergies of complex urban econo-
mies; unlike the previous two frontiers, gains can derive from increasing 
the efficient use of existing infrastructure, resources, vertical airspace, and 
social capital rather than from the scalar growth of land and resource con-
sumption. At its worst, economic development based on urban infill is 
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only realized through processes of gentrification and displacement, where 
the rent gap and “accumulation by dispossession” become the sources for 
realizing future financial gains and economic growth (Chap. 1). Either 
way, the research presented in previous chapters suggests that the political 
economy of urban infill development needs to be altered if sustainable 
urban development outcomes are to be durably achieved in the Phoenix 
metropolitan area.

Questions remain as to whether a broad consensus will emerge to 
support a transition from quantitative, relatively homogeneous suburban 
expansion on the urban fringe to qualitative, complex, generative develop-
ment in the urban core. There are legitimate arguments for preserving the 
existing political economic framework surrounding both suburban and 
infill development. Although land speculation can produce unproductive 
distortions in land markets (Chap. 4), the business cycles perpetuated in 
this process also provide a measure of predictability that is very helpful 
for risk-averse investors and developers. Even if only small parts of these 
cycles provide profitable conditions for development, many private enti-
ties may prefer this state of affairs over a more chaotic, historically novel 
infill development market. Further, it may be impossible to significantly 
speed the process of infill development, regardless of policy adjustments, 
if development is an inherently slow process. “Free market” functioning 
under the current political economic regime may provide as good a chance 
as any to spur effective infill development, and would provide the added 
benefit of avoiding wholesale disruption to market actors, policymakers, 
and residents.

A conception of sustainable urban development informed by critical 
theory is not especially amenable to desires to spur immediate devel-
opment and generate short-term benefits for stakeholders, however. 
Sustainability is about adopting a holistic, longer-term, systems-based per-
spective on problems, rooted in notions of intergenerational well-being 
and resilient, self-adapting processes. When focused on local American 
sustainable development, this ideology implies that the political economy 
of cities may need to be reconfigured at a variety of scales to ensure the 
ability to generate growth consistently. A number of interview participants 
argued that Arizona is a state built upon extraction of mineral, water, and 
agricultural resources, and, most recently, the sunshine and climate that 
spurs quality of life and the “Arizona lifestyle.”1 Any economy built on 
extraction of resources, an inherently temporary source of development, is 
presented with a sustainability problem. Yet the response of policymakers 
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in Arizona is often to address the symptoms of larger problems or to enact 
superficial reforms. Ross (2011) notes that the City of Scottsdale has a 
long history of supporting green building and other sustainability reforms, 
but not at the expense of an individualistic culture focused on preserving 
property values and low-density environments while preventing urban-
ist solutions such as mass transit. Scottsdale’s approach to sustainability 
adheres to the “checklist approach to sustainability favored by city man-
agers nationwide,” where cities can “cherry-pick from a menu of policy 
choices” without addressing the deeper cultural, political, and economic 
issues at the base of many sustainability issues (Ross 2011, 70). This ideal 
of transparent urban development, informed by sustainability, attempts 
to transcend shallow prescriptions for the downsides of an extractive 
regional economy and implement a comprehensive set of ideological and 
policy reforms that privilege an inherently generative and resilient politi-
cal economy. if this transition can succeed in Arizona, a state “faced with 
larger environmental challenges, and considerably more resistance from its 
elected officials than havens of green consciousness” (Ross 2011, 15), it 
has the potential to serve as a model for cities in other states and countries 
faced with similarly complex, intertwined sustainability problems. As Ross 
(2011, 15) surmises, “solutions culled from Central Arizona may turn out 
to be applicable in the megacities of Asia, Africa and the middle East.”

SuStainability tranSitionS and SyStemS thinking

As an emergent academic discipline, sustainability involves reconciling 
both objective and subjective perspectives regarding real-world processes. 
Although sustainability is grounded in scientific understanding of coupled 
human-environment systems, it is unique in that it uses objective facts as 
a springboard for explicitly presenting and evaluating normative sugges-
tions for improving the resilience, productivity, and social equity of these 
systems. normative thought is not normally associated with science, but 
sustainability practitioners argue that scientific findings are already com-
monly used for normative ends. By making the normative component of 
societal decision-making explicit and systematic, sustainability science can 
improve the transparency and efficacy of public policy aimed at solving the 
complex sustainability problems affecting today’s world.

Sustainability transition methodology is increasingly applied to sys-
tematize the process of identifying and solving sustainability problems. 
loorbach (2010) identifies four general steps underlying the transition 
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management approach: strategic (developing a sustainability vision and 
long-term collective goals in response to local social values), tactical (iden-
tifying the structure of regulations and institutional contexts and devel-
oping specific goals), operational (proposing short-term, experimental 
interventions), and reflexive (ongoing monitoring and evaluation of policy 
changes). Wiek et al. (2012, 12) review a number of projects that engage 
in transition methodology along these lines and summarize a general 
methodology that includes “future pathway analysis (advanced scenario 
and visioning methodology), impact assessment (pre-and post-impact 
assessment design; advanced systemic sustainability assessment methodol-
ogy), and policy design (advanced intervention and transition research 
methodology).” A key component of the transition management approach 
is active participation and co-knowledge creation from local stakeholder 
groups alongside academic researchers (Wiek et al. 2012). Sustainability 
transition methodology in fact shares much in common with “charrettes,” 
a popular tool in urban planning practice over the past 40 years to solicit 
public input on proposed development projects. Sustainability transition 
methodology more intensely codifies this approach, specifically including 
the development of a shared vision in relation to bioregional and local 
cultural values and a consensus over future development pathways. once 
shared visions are established, this methodology essentially involves con-
structing an objective analysis of current human-environment system 
functioning and using this understanding to collectively craft policy inter-
ventions to solve sustainability problems.

in one study, sustainable urban development in the Phoenix metro-
politan area was addressed by a coalition of researchers and local stake-
holders (Wiek et al. 2012). Focusing on local sustainability problems such 
as “energy-intensive, car-dependent urban form,” food deserts, and over-
drafting of groundwater supplies, the research team engaged in a com-
plete transition management process including visioning, “historical and 
current state system analysis,” scenario construction suggesting possible 
futures, and backcasting to identify relevant intervention points for norma-
tive efforts to enact sustainability solutions (Wiek et al. 2012, 16). While 
the project was generally successful, researchers noted that their efforts 
were diluted by political debates over proposed solutions. Furthermore, 
the authors noted that in the range of transition studies reviewed, “more 
detailed project appraisals would need to scrutinize in how far the proj-
ects sufficiently analyzed the interfacing human/social systems—a deficit 
observable in sustainability science projects that are primarily based on 
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bio-physical systems frameworks” (Wiek et al. 2012, 19). Thus it appears 
that transition management studies are susceptible to a general concern 
about sustainable development approaches: that such studies specify ideal 
social, geographical, or political arrangements without in-depth engage-
ment with the actually existing political economies of contemporary 
advanced capitalist cities (Chap. 1).

This book has applied a highly modified version of sustainability transi-
tion methodology to the political economy of urban infill development 
in Phoenix. The previous four chapters propose a theoretical vision of 
sustainability, then elaborate on the socio-political system supporting the 
urban growth paradigm in the history and current functioning of Phoenix; 
these chapters provide the cultural context, system components, problem 
identification, and sustainability visioning crucial for transition methodol-
ogy. Rather than visual diagrams of systems linkages, often used to dissect 
social structures in sustainability, this book has employed a descriptive, 
qualitative analysis buttressed by property data to represent the totality of 
the system. in the following pages, points of intervention in this political 
economic system offering windows for enacting sustainability solutions are 
identified at a variety of political scales. This effort diverges significantly 
from transition methodology, however, in that it lacks participatory inter-
action with stakeholders in devising intervention point strategies. This 
research also does not involve rigorous development of scenarios or use of 
backcasting techniques. instead, a combination of quantitative data, aca-
demic literature, and interview data is used to independently suggest sus-
tainability interventions. While this approach thus loses the socio- political 
appeal of publicly negotiated solutions as well as the objective, structured 
nature of scenario-based suggestions, it may represent the actual work-
ings of the local political economic system in more detail. The task for the 
remainder of this chapter is to further elaborate upon the structure of this 
system and identify intervention points where adjustments to the ideol-
ogy, public policy, and business models surrounding real estate develop-
ment may generate more sustainable outcomes.

The real estate development process, clearly central to urban develop-
ment outcomes, represents a system unto itself. Standard business mod-
els underlying both suburban and urban infill development are relatively 
straightforward and commonly shared across market participants. most suc-
cessful development in Phoenix goes through most or all of the following 
phases, in this general order: market analysis, site analysis, land acquisition, 
land entitlement, architectural design and engineering, governance design, 
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permitting, financing, presales, construction, regulatory approval, final 
marketing, and occupancy (City of Phoenix 1995). While there is room for 
new business models of infill development (reviewed at end), the real estate 
development process itself is a simple, straightforward tool for building 
urban form. The problems associated with enacting sustainable infill devel-
opment in Phoenix do not emerge from the assembly line-style real estate 
process per se, but rather derive from the multitude of cultural, political, 
economic, and social contexts that frame, restrict, and direct the nature of 
real estate development. As previous chapters have attempted to show, the 
political economic context surrounding urban development is the crucial 
variable influencing the success of development projects and larger sustain-
able development outcomes in metropolitan Phoenix.

Policy contextS influencing urban 
land develoPment

The political economy of urban land development in Phoenix can be sub-
divided into five categories relating to the institutional scales at which 
public and private policies contextually impact the development process: 
federal, state, county, and municipal public policy, as well as private devel-
opment market practices. Each of these contexts is reviewed and points of 
intervention aimed at encouraging more transparent urban development 
are identified within each.

The fundamental differences between sustainable development theory 
and critical theory (Chap. 1) become especially apparent when theorizing 
systemic interventions. Critical theory explores the fundamental contra-
dictions brooding at the heart of advanced capitalism, and focuses upon 
capitalism’s tendencies toward accumulation, inequality, and instability. 
Critical theorists emphasize the flaws in the overall structure of current 
economies and point out how capitalism leads to the production of space 
often at odds with use-oriented outcomes or the interests of all members 
of society. As a result, these theorists often see little room for policy com-
promises at any governmental level, and instead train their attention on 
revolutionizing the structure of neoliberal capitalism itself. on the other 
hand, sustainability practitioners are much more willing to accept the fun-
damental structure of capitalism and seek pragmatic solutions within an 
existing political economy. many sustainability theorists implicitly or explic-
itly accept a capitalist mindset, and instead of fomenting revolution, work 
to alter the conditions of the game to incrementally increase sustainability. 
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Thus, by and large, these types of pragmatic policy recommendations are 
more in line with an academic sustainability approach to problem solving. 
Critical theorists are more likely to indict the global capitalist system at 
large, or to rhetorically target international neoliberal capital markets to 
propose a truly wholesale reform of local urban development initiatives.

Federal Policy

Federal government policies have directly and indirectly impacted the infill 
development market in Phoenix and other American cities for decades. 
Some policies have directly privileged low-density suburban growth, such 
as highway, oil, and home mortgage subsidies. Federal agency support for 
master-planned communities, homeowners’ associations, and single-family 
construction—in tandem with institutional capital’s flight toward second-
ary circuit investment—has also effectively privileged suburban growth 
over infill development (Chap. 2). more fundamentally, the constitutional 
structure of the federal government, which emphasizes the interplay 
between federal and state power, does not provide an explicit source for 
municipal-level power. This power structure significantly detracts from 
the ability of municipal or regional governments to proactively address 
development issues (Frug 1999).

on the other hand, a number of federal policies have supported 
below- market infill development in American cities for decades, start-
ing with the 1970s Community Development Block grant program. 
Programs have included the 1977 Community Reinvestment Act 
(CRA),Housing and Urban Development’s HoPE vi program, and the 
new markets tax credit program. These programs often enact a mixture 
of incentives and regulations intended to encourage the private develop-
ment market to provide affordable infill housing and development. For 
example, the CRA is “designed to encourage financial institutions to 
identify and help meet the credit needs of the communities they serve. 
CRA requires institutions to assess the credit needs of the community 
and to do marketing outreach to low income and minority communi-
ties” (City of Phoenix 1995, 16). The CRA provides an array of bank-
ing regulations which essentially require that banks must provide local 
small business and housing loans in exchange for regulatory approval of 
larger deals.2 These types of federal programs have established a prec-
edent and provided valuable policy experience for future federal efforts 
to incentivize sustainable infill development.
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Balance suburban growth and infill development subsidies. A report on 
infill development conducted by the City of Phoenix Planning Department 
concluded that the wide availability of cheap suburban housing accessible 
by an excellent freeway system is a distinct barrier to demand for infill 
housing (City of Phoenix 1995). Federal government subsidies for home 
mortgages, highways, and oil have contributed to the market imbalance 
between suburban and urban infill products. Rebalancing suburban and 
urban subsidies—perhaps by reducing suburban infrastructure subsidies 
while increasing funding for infill development programs—can provide a 
crucial impetus for sustainable urban development. if some of the money 
poured into oil industry coffers was redirected into public transit programs 
as well as expansions of the new markets and HoPE vi programs, a more 
equitable playing field (as well as a “freer” market) might be promoted.

Revise federal constitution to provide municipalities with explicit political 
power. As noted before, municipalities are not provided with explicit political 
power under the federal constitution. if cities were legally enabled to control 
land use, taxation, and regulatory policies without interference from state 
government, they would be empowered to directly enact sustainable, trans-
parent development policies. This power shift would be especially impor-
tant for sustainability given the importance of municipal- level initiatives for 
enacting consequential sustainability policies regarding carbon emissions, 
resource use, and transportation (e.g., the efficacy of the C40 coalition 
of urban mayors promoting sustainability; see http://www.c40.org). of 
course, this type of sweeping legal redefinition, predicated upon amending 
the federal constitution, is highly improbable given the massive political and 
ideological consensus needed and the sacrifice of power required from fed-
eral and state governments.

State Policy

Policies enacted at the state level can have a profound impact on the 
development of urban land. leigh (2003) reviews a variety of ways in 
which state legislative reforms can impact the development of vacant 
land: adjustments to eminent domain laws to streamline the process of 
public acquisition; land-banking powers granted to municipal govern-
ments to aid acquisition and development; reform of state building codes 
to aid adaptive reuse; creation of public redevelopment authorities with 
 powers of taxation, bond issuance, and land acquisition; and enable-
ment of business improvement districts and tax increment  financing 

 5 PoliCY APPRoACHES To TRAnSPAREnT URBAn DEvEloPmEnT in PHoEnix

http://www.c40.org


 247

 districts. State legislatures often “hold the keys” when municipalities are 
attempting to implement infill development policies, and state laws can 
be crucial in determining development outcomes. often, the key is to 
allow flexibility in municipal development approaches, and offer cities 
a variety of legally enabled paths for development; without a diversity 
of tools, municipal development strategies can be one-sided or cannot 
address sustainability issues (Bowman and Pagano 2004).

Enable tax increment financing districts. Arizona is the only US state 
that has not legally enabled the creation of tax increment financing (TiF) 
districts to spur urban development (although the state legislature enabled 
a TiF-like district for Tucson) (Flatten 2010). As mentioned in Chap. 
4, TiF allows special redevelopment districts to issue bonds for district 
improvements under the notion that when improvements are complete, 
property values and tax revenues will rise and the additional revenues can 
be used to service the original bonds. This redevelopment tool is widely 
used across the United States, often for infill development or urban revital-
ization. Community groups have argued that enabling TiFs in downtown 
Phoenix can help spur the acquisition of land and financing for affordable 
housing provision (DvC 2004, 2011).

Repeal Proposition 207. Proposition 207 is an explicit outgrowth of the 
historical, cultural tradition emphasizing private property rights and indi-
vidualism over progressive urban development in the United States. The 
law constricts the municipal use of eminent domain and effectively prohib-
its all government actions that may lower private property values. initially 
formulated as a one-size-fits-all legislative template to strengthen private 
property rights by a national conservative organization, Proposition 207 
has exerted few direct impacts over development but has had a profound 
indirect influence over public efforts to create historic districts or spur 
infill development (see Chaps. 3 and 4). The elimination of Proposition 
207 (which must be accomplished by referendum, not by the state leg-
islature, due to a separate referendum governing repeal of referendums) 
would not only grant municipal governments more flexibility in using land 
use controls to spur development, but would also represent an ideological 
victory over an absolutist, anti-urban, individualistic vision of society.

Revise the GPLET program. Chapter 3 reviews the arguments for and 
against the use of gPlET incentives to spur infill development in cen-
tral city districts. There are ways the program can be altered to lessen 
the tax impacts on local businesses and residents, perhaps by reducing 
the window of tax exemption or limiting the use of the incentives on 
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a temporal basis; any dilution of the program, however, would surely 
lessen the effectiveness of the program in the eyes of supportive poli-
cymakers. one compromise solution would be to revise the gPlET 
statutes at the state level so that state funds are used to compensate 
local tax districts for the loss of gPlET revenue. This revision would 
cost a significant amount of money, but would halt the process in which 
large developers are essentially subsidized by existing local businesses, 
privileging large, sometimes foreign firms over small businesses with 
deep community roots. Although this would involve another conten-
tious legislative process, there is a precedent for such state subsidies, 
since up until 2010 the state directly compensated school districts for 
loss of revenue due to gPlET tax breaks (Flatten 2010).

Promote the positive aspects of sustainable urban development theory. 
opposition to the sustainable development concept is growing among cer-
tain political factions in the United States. one reporter noted that the Tea 
Party, a conservative, low tax, libertarian-leaning faction of the Republican 
Party, is increasingly objecting to a perceived threat from “Agenda 21,” a 
set of non-binding resolutions contained in the 1992 United nations Rio 
Declaration on Environment and Development, which was endorsed by 
the United States (Carey 2012). Activists are increasingly promoting an 
anti-urban, anti-density agenda in response to perceived attacks on subur-
ban form and private property rights; efforts have ranged from local pre-
vention of apartment building development and bicycle lanes to national 
political pressure placed upon local governments to disassociate from the 
international Council for local Environmental initiatives (iClEi) (Carey 
2012). in 2012, a bill was introduced in the Arizona legislature by a Tea 
Party legislator that would prohibit the state from supporting any of the 
27 principles contained in the Rio Declaration and would prohibit all 
Arizona municipalities from joining or interacting with iClEi; the bill 
justified such prohibitions “since the United nations has enlisted the sup-
port of numerous independent, shadow organizations to surreptitiously 
implement this agenda around the world” (State of Arizona 2012). The 
bill was passed by the Arizona Senate, but did not come up for vote in 
the House, partly because the Arizona Chamber of Commerce lobbied 
heavily against it under fear that it would drive environmentally conscious 
businesses away from the state (State of Arizona 2012; Carey 2012). 
Although this bill did not pass, it provides ample evidence that the ideo-
logical battle over sustainable urban development theory is far from over. 
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There are any number of steps that can be taken in the state’s legislative or 
executive branches that can further legitimize this economic development 
approach. The first step is to prevent anti-sustainability bills from coming 
to fruition, but more generally, state policymakers can use official state-
ments or policies to endorse the positive benefits of sustainable develop-
ment in the future.

State-enabled regulation of property deed transfers. in some states where 
property speculation has detrimental effects on urban land economies, 
state laws have been passed to regulate property deed transfers and prevent 
speculation. For example, maryland, minnesota, and South Dakota have 
passed laws prohibiting transfer of property ownership unless all delinquent 
taxes and liens have been fully paid (Ergungor and Fitzpatrick 2011). This 
type of regulation is important in states like ohio, where an abundance 
of vacant land in central cities (due to deindustrialization) often attracts 
property speculators who buy and sell land at profit without paying delin-
quent taxes or notifying new buyers of such claims; these entrepreneurs 
can often outbid buyers who factor in such tax costs and who intend to 
renovate and occupy the building (Ergungor and Fitzpatrick 2011). Yet 
this type of state regulation may not apply to speculation in the Sun Belt 
context, where speculative profits are usually predicated upon property 
value bubbles within a stronger, growth-based economy. in this context, 
one author suggests that speculation can be prevented by implementing a 
three-year ban on house resales, especially in newly constructed subdivisions 
(Pindell 2005–6). This type of ban would simply prevent quick flipping of 
properties. “Through the [proposed anti-speculation] ordinance, market-
rate property is brought within the ambit of a broader meaning of property 
still defined by exchange value concepts, but also infused with valuations 
based on property’s use value and importance as shelter for individuals and 
families” (Pindell 2005–6, 550). in fact, many private developers already 
include such restrictions in development covenants to prevent specula-
tion (Rich 2005; Pindell 2005–6); these restrictions are largely immune to 
legal challenge because they are contained in fully private contracts. This 
type of law clearly would be contested by property rights advocates, as it 
would constrain free property markets, and it may not be especially realis-
tic at the state level. Yet municipal governments with localized problems 
with speculation might be willing to implement such restrictions at some 
level. To lessen the impact on property rights, resale bans could be reduced 
in duration, or replaced by fees paid for quick property  transfers (with 
fee money funneled toward community development) (Pindell 2005–6).  
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To allow municipalities the flexibility to utilize such tools, state legislation 
explicitly enabling such activities may be required, especially to head off 
potential legal challenges (Pindell 2005–6).

A related policy reform to combat short-term land speculation would 
involve the imposition of a state real estate transfer tax. This type of tax 
would naturally penalize those who engage in rapid property flipping more 
than long-term owners. Although a majority of states have passed such a 
tax, in 2008 Arizona voters soundly approved a voter referendum to amend 
Arizona’s constitution to ban all real estate transfer taxes. Supporters 
emphasized the possibility of “double taxation” for homeowners, since 
property owners already pay property taxes, while opponents noted that 
the ban would greatly restrict the state’s taxation policy flexibility despite 
existing problems with the volatile and regressive nature of the state’s 
sales tax dependence (State of Arizona 2008; DvC 2011; see Chap. 2). 
Although amending the state’s constitution to impose a new tax would 
approach the extremes of political difficulty, a real estate transfer tax 
remains one of the few tools that would directly address land speculation. 
generous relief provisions could be included that exempt or reduce the 
tax on homes that have been owner occupied for a specified period of time 
(perhaps more than two years), or on homes that have been significantly 
improved, directing the tax mainly toward absentee owners or vacant land 
speculators. The tax could also be structured to impact corporate owner-
ship transfers more than personal transfers. Tax income could be directed 
toward urban development goals, such as supplying affordable, transit- 
oriented infill housing (DvC 2004).

County and Regional Policy

in the State of Arizona, county governments are charged with significant 
power over land use, especially in regard to property valuation and taxa-
tion. valuation assessments and property taxation are key political eco-
nomic variables at the very core of land speculation and ownership issues, 
as they provide powerful incentive structures influencing local owner-
ship, gentrification, and speculative profiteering. The County level also 
exerts influence over infill development outcomes as the scale at which 
regional transit systems and utilities operate. The structure of transit and 
utility systems can provide both major incentives for and barriers to infill 
development. While maricopa County is endowed with political power 
over municipalities by the State of Arizona, many other regional entities 
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exert influence as well, such as valley metro, the maricopa Association of 
governments (mAg), the Salt River Project (SRP), and Arizona Public 
Service (APS).

Restructure the interconnected system of property value assessment, taxa-
tion, and sales. When property values are based on a year-by-year assessment 
of property markets and comparative sales, as in maricopa County and many 
other jurisdictions, political economies founded on exchange value are rein-
forced. Earlier chapters detail the ways in which land speculation and over-
inflated property values are encouraged by property value assessments based 
on comparative sales of similar properties. Self- reinforcing cycles of specula-
tive value and “fictitious” property markets are directly generated when land 
values are determined by recent sales. not only can such cycles stymie dense 
land development, but they can also serve to raise taxes on local property 
owners who provide the nucleus for place-based economic development. 
A more holistic, use value-inspired approach to determining property val-
ues may be necessary to break free from destructive cycles of speculation. 
Furthermore, it may be useful to consider a complete separation between 
property value assessments for taxation and for sales purposes.

Arizona’s current system of property value assessment for taxation pur-
poses—a system devised at the state level but enacted by county assessor’s 
offices—is wholly beholden to economic theory emphasizing exchange 
value and policy oriented toward a suburban growth economy. As stated 
in legal documents, “property tax in Arizona is an ad valorem tax based 
upon ‘full cash value,’” which is the statutory standard for taxation pur-
poses. A.R.S. § 42-11001(5) specifies that “full cash value for property 
tax purposes means the value determined as prescribed by statute. if no 
statutory method is prescribed, full cash value is synonymous with market 
value, which means the estimate of value that is derived annually by using 
standard appraisal methods and techniques” (State of Arizona 2001, Sect. 
1.3). in the late 1970s, a number of state court decisions helped clarify 
the definition of market value as applied in property assessment. one deci-
sion established it as “the highest price estimated in terms of money which 
property will bring if exposed for sale in an open market,” based on current 
land use (State of Arizona 2001, Sect. 1.4). Another decision mandated 
that “‘current use’ could reasonably be interpreted to include holding for 
investment purposes (speculative purposes),” and that cash sales must be 
the specific benchmark for property value assessment by public agencies 
(State of Arizona 2001, Sect. 1.4). Thus property assessment techniques 
have been clearly based on exchange valuation in an economy often prone 
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to speculative inflation of property values. The impersonal perspective of 
economic theory has been specifically applied to provide theoretical jus-
tification for valuation decisions. “Utility” and “scarcity” within a frame-
work regulated by “supply and demand” are cited as the main reasons why 
comparative land sales form the central foundation of public assessment 
procedures (State of Arizona 2001, Sect. 1.5). This type of mentality is 
at odds with a sustainable development approach emphasizing practical, 
community-oriented use value and transparent urban outcomes.

A deeper look at Arizona’s property assessment policy suggests that 
it not only has deep roots in exchange value-based economic concepts, 
but has also evolved in tandem with an economy predicated upon rapid, 
homogeneous suburban growth. Two features of state assessment policy 
stand out in this regard. First, heavy reliance on the core principle of “sub-
stitution” to determine land values indicates a propensity for homogene-
ity. “A property’s value tends to be set by the cost of acquiring an equally 
desirable substitute. The price, presence, and availability of other land or 
alternative investments determine the demand for land, and subsequently 
the value of the land. The principle of substitution provides that the sale 
price of a property is indicative of the market value of similar properties. 
The principle assumes that in a competitive market all properties that are 
close substitutes have approximately the same value” (State of Arizona 
2001, Sect. 1.5). The abstract principle of substitution is consistently cited 
in the application of assessment techniques. The technique of “stratifica-
tion,” which “clusters homogeneous properties according to area, zoning, 
neighborhood, and subarea [into] useful groupings” used to determine 
comparative value (in conjunction with property sales), is based on the 
notion of substitution. in turn, the two main, preferred valuation tech-
niques employed—the “comparative unit” and “base lot” methods—use 
stratified groupings or “benchmark” properties to magnify limited indi-
vidual sales data into the valuation of blocks and neighborhoods (State 
of Arizona 2001, Sect. 3.3). Although these techniques have provided 
a relatively stable policy regime governing property assessments, they 
are fundamentally at odds with sustainable urban development theory 
because they assume that urban environments do and should perpetuate 
a limited array of homogeneous building and business types. The focus 
on emergent novelty as a critical source of economic prosperity over the 
coming decades—in mixed-use building forms, in aesthetic and cultural 
 expression, in economic development, and in urban layout—is not sup-
ported by a valuation system which needs substitutable forms to function.
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Second, Arizona’s property valuation system inherently privileges rapid 
suburban growth in a variety of ways. Another core valuation principle, 
“anticipation,” is based on the assumption that future development is 
inevitable. “The principle of anticipation states that market value equals 
the present value of future benefits. Commercial development of land cre-
ates income, and the anticipated net incomes capitalized into present value 
equals the market value. The future rents attributed to vacant residential 
land capitalized into present value equals the market value of vacant resi-
dential land” (State of Arizona 2001, Sect. 1.5). This principle is utilized 
in the “anticipated use or cost of development method” of valuation, 
employed when there are insufficient land sales in a district to use valua-
tion methods based on substitution for vacant land.

in the absence of sufficient land sales data, the appraiser hypothetically 
develops the vacant site. This method involves some speculation, and the 
projected improvements must represent the most probable use of the land. 
The results of this method, based in the principle of surplus productivity, 
indicate the price a prudent developer will pay for land in its present unde-
veloped condition by subtracting the total development costs from the pro-
jected sales prices of the lots as if developed. The appraiser calculates the 
residual land value after the satisfaction of labor, capital, and management. 
(State of Arizona 2001, Sect. 3.9)

Thus this method of valuation is based on assuming that vacant land will 
be developed in the future along similar lines to previous developments. it 
involves a complicated set of assumptions while the appraiser plays the role 
of developer. The influence of Arizona’s growth economy is unmistakable 
here, and in fact, this valuation approach represents one of many assess-
ment policies predicated upon new, auto-dependent suburban growth. An 
entire chapter of the state’s guidebook for land assessment is devoted to 
the valuation of residential subdivisions at various stages of development, 
“from raw land to subdivided land to fully developed parcels” (State of 
Arizona 2001, Sect. 4.2). While core economics principles represent the 
foundation of most valuation policies, a number of specific land uses like 
golf courses, shopping centers, and master-planned community common 
areas have special “statutorily mandated valuation methods” negotiated 
by state lawmakers.

These types of exceptions highlight the ways in which Arizona’s public 
policy has been closely interwoven with the growth paradigm in his-
tory. Attempts to shift toward sustainable urban development, although 
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not impossible, must confront not only the specific policies privileging 
suburban growth but the socio-cultural legacy behind such policies. it is 
extremely difficult to alter the political economy of private property when 
all stakeholders are invested in the current structure. Yet there are still 
reasons to search for acceptable alternatives to current valuation methods. 
one report on infill development policy in Phoenix noted that the reliance 
on comparative sales to determine value can harm infill outcomes because 
newly constructed houses on infill lots in distressed neighborhoods can be 
valued at less than the cost of development itself (City of Phoenix 1995). 
The report suggested that appraisal policies need to become more flexible 
and adaptable to the infill development context, and that appraisers should 
consider community and non-profit development efforts when determin-
ing neighborhood-based property values.

So what would an alternative, use value-based property valuation sys-
tem look like? Although there is virtually no precedent for such a system, 
there are a number of ideas that could be applied. To start with, some 
non-sales property variables already included in appraisal formulas—such 
as lot size, lot position, zoning classification, and land use—could form 
the foundation of alternative valuation. Arizona appraisers already ana-
lyze a wide variety of data, investigating the “social, legal, governmen-
tal, political, physical, environmental, and locational factors that influence 
land values” in addition to comparative sales (State of Arizona 2001, Sect. 
2.3). These numbers could be subsequently modified by recognition of a 
property’s proximity to important public infrastructure, such as city parks, 
public transit lines, schools, and walkable, service-rich urban neighbor-
hoods. There is an opportunity here to diverge from largely quantitative 
assessments of value (often crafted by one assessor’s judgment), and focus 
on qualitative assessments of value derived collectively, in negotiation. 
Collective value judgments might emphasize the most popular services and 
illuminate the “sense of place” felt toward distinctive, valuable locations. 
While comparative sales can surely indicate that a condominium with close 
walking distance to trendy old Town Scottsdale is more valuable than a 
similar unit in middle-income South Scottsdale, the collective common 
sense of the general public could also make this judgment. in fact, pub-
lic appraisers are already tasked with using “visual confirmation” and per-
sonal judgment to augment property assessments (State of Arizona 2001, 
Sect. 3.9); this process could become more transparent and inclusionary 
by including the general public in decision-making. What if property valu-
ation, based initially on size, position, and land use variables, was modified 
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by proximity to important services, with those service locations explicitly 
determined in a democratic process? Any scale of democratic forum, from 
small community charrettes to municipal elections, could be used to solicit 
public feedback about which places or public services are most important 
and valuable to all. if valuation was established in a more tangible, durable, 
community-oriented manner, valuation would not shift drastically on an 
annual basis and could provide a less volatile arena for public and private 
investments. it would also form a more stable and predictable basis for 
property tax assessments, one which better reflected the degree to which 
an individual’s property value is bolstered by collective social investments. 
This type of system could also adjust valuation based on other sustainabil-
ity goals, such as a property’s contribution to or detraction from critical 
ecosystem services.

The ideal of creating an alternative property valuation and taxation 
system, based partly upon proximity to collective investments, is closely 
related to long-standing calls for land value-based property taxation sys-
tems. Henry george, a famous taxation activist working at the turn of the 
twentieth century, was the first to popularize the idea of land value taxa-
tion (kunstler 1996; gihring 1999; Davis 2010). The idea is that prop-
erty values (and the property taxes based on those values) are determined 
not only by the value of structural improvements but also by neighboring 
amenities provided by collective social investments. While taxing property 
values based on improvements provides a disincentive to improve land for 
personal and social benefit, taxing land value alone serves to capture the 
“social increment” of collectively endowed value for the purpose of public 
reinvestment. george argued passionately that American taxation systems 
should transition to land value taxation because poverty is caused by “the 
ownership of land by a small cadre of landowners who are able to capture 
for themselves the appreciating value of land” (Davis 2010, 5). Under 
current taxation systems, landowners may be incentivized to speculate and 
leave land vacant, or construct flimsy, low-density buildings that will not 
be highly assessed (kunstler 1996; gihring 1999; vincent 2012). Drastic 
differences between assessed land values and building values also represent 
the core of rent gap theory, and contribute to problems such as gentrifica-
tion and property milking (lees et al. 2008).

Under land value taxation, however, land speculation strategies predi-
cated upon the resale of land proximate to new public investments like rail 
systems (see Chaps. 3 and 4) could be mitigated because profit margins 
would be inherently taxed. one hypothetical study shows that applying 
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 revenue-neutral land value taxation to vancouver, Washington, would 
serve to reduce taxes on single-family and multi-family housing as well as 
some commercial properties while raising rates on vacant and other com-
mercial sites (gihring 1999). The study suggests that it would indeed rein 
in land speculation in moderate growth scenarios and may be politically 
viable given the reduction in taxes for a majority of residents (gihring 
1999). Although still not in common usage, land value taxation has been 
implemented around the world in new Zealand, Johannesburg, South 
Africa, Taiwan, and parts of Australia (Pindell 2005–6). in the United 
States, the only state where it is widely used is Pennsylvania, where 19 towns 
and cities have enacted it (Hartzok 1997; vincent 2012). While impacts 
of the new tax system have varied, and are hard to disentangle from other 
economic and political factors, studies suggest that it has helped to incen-
tivize new construction in Harrisburg, Clairton, and Pittsburgh (Hartzok 
1997; vincent 2012). in fact, Pittsburgh—which was the first American 
municipality to enact split-rate land taxation, in 1913—witnessed a 70% 
increase in building permit values and construction in the 1980s, shortly 
after the split-rate tax was revised to tax land values in much greater 
proportion (Hartzok 1997; oates and Schwab 1997). Compared with 15 
other Rust Belt cities, Pittsburgh was the only city to experience a surge, 
rather than consistent decline, in construction in this period (oates and 
Schwab 1997). While researchers are careful to qualify these findings, 
noting that the construction boom was primarily due to latent demand 
in Pittsburgh’s office market, they argue that land value taxation was an 
important secondary factor (oates and Schwab 1997). in the Phoenix 
context, one interview participant noted that land value taxation would 
have been especially just and productive if deployed in Tempe before the 
construction of Tempe Town lake. The lake—a damned river project 
near downtown Tempe, funded by taxpayer money—greatly enhanced 
the value of land on either side of the river and led to a slew of high-end 
condominium projects. land value taxation would have allowed some of 
the developers’ profit margins (the social increment) to be funneled back 
into public coffers, generating future productive public investments.3

maricopa County’s current property assessment and taxation system 
does differentiate between the value of land and of improvements upon 
the land, however, like many other American municipalities. Tax rates for 
individual properties incorporate both types of value. The assessor’s office 
generates two different estimates of property value: limited property value 
(lPv) and full cash value (FCv). FCv essentially represents the sum of 
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land and improvement values, and is used to fund secondary property taxes 
used to service government bonds and fund special assessment districts. 
lPv funds primary property taxes, and is determined by applying a for-
mula to FCv such that the annual increase in taxable property value is 
limited (as ordered in the Arizona Constitution) (State of Arizona 2011). 
To further emphasize land values and the social increment over the value 
of improvements, the balance between these two values would need to 
be shifted to some extent. Yet there are limits to the efficacy of land value 
taxation, especially in the modern context. For example, pure land value 
taxation based on service access and walkable urbanism would tend to raise 
taxes on inner-city properties, and promote the gentrification of lower 
income neighborhoods with preexisting urban access. An alternative prop-
erty valuation system based on use values and democratically determined 
high value areas would perhaps face a similar problem, as taxes and prices 
rise in areas with high service access and force lower income residents into 
areas with few amenities.

Thus a truly progressive, use-inspired property valuation and taxation 
system would probably need to be more complicated, redistributive, and 
specifically oriented toward sustainable urban development goals. This 
type of system could begin with use-inspired property valuation, perhaps 
along the lines mentioned above, to remove the volatility and false valu-
ation inherent in a system based on comparable sales and properties. 
it could then incorporate specific economic development ideas, incen-
tivizing certain types of land use, urban form, and density over others 
by connecting valuation with land uses and zoning. maricopa County’s 
“Senior valuation Protection option” program has established an inter-
esting precedent closely related to these ideas. The program freezes 
the property valuation for senior citizens for three years, if they pro-
vide proof of owner occupancy, two years of residence, and low-income 
status (State of Arizona n.d.). The program proves that specific policy 
goals can be pursued by altering the property valuation process. What if 
affordable housing or adaptive reuse buildings were similarly incentiv-
ized (as suggested by local community groups, DvC 2004), within the 
scope of a comprehensive approach to sustainable urban development? 
For example, if a consensus emerges that mid-range urban density is a 
crucial feature of urban sustainability in twenty-first-century Phoenix, 
property valuation techniques could emphasize a connection between 
land use, density, and property values such that three- to five-story 
projects are assessed and taxed at a lower rate than either single-family 
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properties or skyscrapers. While an alternative property valuation system 
not based on transaction prices could ultimately become more of a flat 
tax than the current arrangement, hurting urban sustainability’s concur-
rent goal of reducing income inequality, these effects could be mitigated 
by progressive income and sales taxes.

Ultimately, it is crucial to recognize the inherent tension promoted by 
the current property valuation system. When property values rise rapidly, 
property owners who wish to sell are benefited while long-term owners are 
hurt by rising tax bills. Sustainable urban development theory implies privi-
leging long-term owners embedded in the community and local economy. 
Thus it is critical to provide a separation between property valuation for 
the purpose of sales (a function accomplished by the private market) and 
valuation for the purpose of taxation (a public, democratic process of col-
lectively assigning value and social responsibility). not only can taxation 
valuation be reformed to minimize land speculation, but it can serve as a 
powerful economic development tool for other ends if closely connected 
to land use, zoning, and local development initiatives.

Tax vacant land at a higher rate than improved land. Henry george 
was the first theorist to suggest that vacant land speculation can be 
deterred by taxing vacant land at a higher rate (through land value 
taxation) (gihring 1999; Pindell 2005–6). When improved land is taxed 
more heavily than vacant land, productive activity is disincentivized and 
taxes tend to erode the basis for continued property investment. A vari-
ety of modern academic and popular theorists have presented similar 
arguments, noting that vacant land taxation should spur urban develop-
ment (kunstler 1996; Accordino and Johnson 2000; leigh 2003; Pindell 
2005–6). kunstler (1996) anticipates a more complicated economy, 
arguing that higher land taxes would reduce potential buyers and lower 
demand for properties, thus lowering prices and eventually increasing 
the odds of productive development. only a few cities have implemented 
higher tax rates on vacant land than on developed land; one notable 
example is Washington, DC, where vacant land is taxed at a rate 2.5 times 
higher than residential land (Wachsmuth 2008).

in the Phoenix context, a number of activists and community groups (as 
well as the City of Phoenix Planning Department) have suggested a similar 
policy to rectify the large amount of vacant urban land (City of Phoenix 
1995; DvC 2004, 2011). Under the current tax structure, improved land 
is taxed at 20% while vacant land is taxed at only 16%, providing an incentive 
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structure for many property owners to demolish historic buildings while 
they hold onto property.4 Some interview respondents (see study presented 
in Chaps. 3 and 4) indicated that equalizing vacant and improved rates, or 
even elevating vacant tax rates higher, represents ideas worth exploring in 
more detail.5 Yet other downtown stakeholders were extremely critical of 
the idea, warning that it could trigger the flight of downtown property 
owners who are just starting to actively invest in the district, and more gen-
erally threaten private property rights in the city.6

if i’m sitting there paying property taxes, and you’re not investing in my 
land, and you start putting pressure on me, i think that’s wrong … i’ve 
heard people say, all the vacant land should be taxed triple. [But if] you 
start raising taxes, i’m just going to walk away. You’re going to force me to 
develop something that’s not going to work, where i have to go through a 
personal signature to borrow money, and i’m going to lose it, and they’re 
going to rip the sheets off my bed—that doesn’t make sense, does it? … 
Someone has to hold that ground until the time is right.7

Thus the taxation of vacant land is a highly contentious issue in downtown 
Phoenix. one compromise solution could involve implementing higher 
vacant land taxes, but providing exemptions for local property owners 
who have actively invested in other properties; another solution could 
provide tax exemptions for new owners for a specific period of time (e.g., 
up to three years), allowing a window of time in which owners can wait 
for favorable development conditions without assuming a larger tax bill.

A separate but related policy solution would involve the use of ordi-
nances and fees to provide disincentives for long-term vacant landholdings. 
A number of cities have instituted such programs to discourage vacant 
land: Winnipeg, Canada, received provincial authorization to establish 
a system where vacant property owners must apply for vacancy permits; 
San Diego, California imposes fines on vacant properties lacking redevel-
opment plans filed with the City; Portland, oregon mandates quarterly 
vacant building inspections, at the cost of the owner; and Wilmington, 
Delaware, established annual registration fees for vacant properties that 
rise over time (Wachsmuth 2008). other cities, like louisville, kentucky 
and Salt lake City, Utah, have established abandonment taxes and fees as 
well (Bowman and Pagano 2000).

Restructure the county’s property tax lien system. municipal governments 
in the United States operate within systems that allow them to fore-
close and assume ownership of tax-delinquent private property. Bowman 
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and Pagano (2004, 90) note that 55% of surveyed large American cities 
indicated that this authority rested at the county, not municipal level under 
state law, “thereby creating a situation of county-owned vacant land located 
within the corporate limits of a city.” Cities also vary widely regarding 
the legal tipping point for tax foreclosure on abandoned properties; while 
new York City forecloses on abandoned commercial properties after only 
one year of delinquency, Atlanta, georgia waits for five years (Bowman 
and Pagano 2004). in Phoenix, tax foreclosures are handled by maricopa 
County, and after a number of years the county sells tax liens to investors. 
investors who buy tax liens (the amount of back taxes on the property) 
and continue to pay taxes are ultimately guaranteed a set, generous rate 
of return by the county when the property is resold.8 Private markets have 
evolved that specifically focus on investing in county tax liens.

The tax lien system offers an opportunity to generate productive urban 
development because it involves government control over developable land 
in central urban areas. one city policymaker stated that the City had a desire 
to buy tax liens, as part of a larger initiative to proactively steer development 
outcomes in downtown, but that the tax lien market was too complicated, 
privately oriented, and fast for the City to participate.9 Thus one way to 
generate sustainable urban development outcomes would be to alter state 
and county policy to allow privileged access to certain foreclosed properties 
by the City or private developers with congruent plans. Even if only a small 
fraction of the county’s tax liens were funneled to public or private entities 
promoting affordable housing, mixed-use environments, or creative econo-
mies, it could represent a significant step forward in development outcomes. 
This policy could be even more effective if paired with progressive property 
valuation and taxation or higher vacant land taxes.

Strengthen the legal authority of regional governance over land use, transit, 
and development outcomes. The Phoenix metropolitan area hosts a number 
of quasi-governmental agencies focused on regional urban issues, in addi-
tion to the regional urban functions of maricopa County government. The 
maricopa Association of governments (mAg), valley metro transit, Arizona 
Public Service (APS), and the Salt River Project (SRP) provide regional tran-
sit, utilities, and planning functions that are important for the continued 
development of the region. Yet the metropolitan area is also fractured into a 
large number of separate municipal governments, many of which tend more 
toward competition for commercial development and prestige than regional 
cooperation. A stronger regional government, with explicit legal authority 
granted by the state, could help promote regional cooperation on important 
development issues and end destructive competition in the process.
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one of the core tenets of sustainability theory holds that when address-
ing wicked sustainability problems, the unit of governance must match the 
scale of the problem (kofinas and Chapin 2009). Since sustainable urban 
development is an inherently regional, place-based project (Chap. 1), 
strong regional institutions may be required to holistically encourage dense, 
vibrant urban environments. For example, the planned expansion of the 
valley metro light rail system offers a tremendous opportunity for replac-
ing sprawling growth with transit-oriented development (ToD) over the 
next 50 years. if a regional government with true legal power over land 
use, zoning, property valuation, and taxation existed, the public would be 
in a much better position not only to enact ToD along new rail lines but 
also to capture the increased value from such public investments (the social 
increment) and productively reinvest them in the region.

Utility providers like APS and SRP also exert significant influence over 
infill development outcomes because the placement of utility lines can often 
influence the feasibility and character of new development. one inter-
view participant argued that Phoenix utility companies need to shift their 
institutional mentality from the suburban growth paradigm toward infill 
development if infill is to become commercially feasible. She noted that 
their institutional momentum—along with their physical infrastructure—
can often obstruct efforts to enact ToD.10 By working actively with infill 
development companies to successfully implement projects, utilities can 
learn how to restructure their operations so that today’s infrastructure 
projects will be congruent with tomorrow’s development initiatives.

Municipal Policy

As mentioned earlier, American municipalities are considerably con-
strained in their ability to promote specific economic development out-
comes. The Constitution grants explicit power to the federal and state 
levels of government, but does not provide municipal or regional entities 
with comprehensive powers of home rule, especially in regard to taxa-
tion, land use controls, and regional governance. municipalities are fur-
ther weakened in states like Arizona where many important urban policy 
instruments are controlled at the county level. Thus the City of Phoenix 
is somewhat hamstrung in its urban development efforts, and must work 
with a limited number of policy options.

Continue reform of local business and land use regulations. For many 
years, proponents of infill development and local business cited the 
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cumbersome nature of municipal land use and business regulations as a 
major impediment. one infill development report noted that the City of 
Phoenix’s development review is an inflexible, time-consuming process, 
and can be especially problematic for infill because such projects are often 
more complex than greenfield construction due to existing infrastructure 
and neighborhoods. The report also argued for greater flexibility in engi-
neering standards mainly devised in the context of suburban development 
(City of Phoenix 1995). Ten years later, a community coalition focused 
on the revitalization of downtown’s local economy cited similar barriers 
to development. The group argued for building permit self-certification, 
the use of “by right” zoning (where property owners can bypass govern-
ment review of certain property improvements), and more flexible zoning 
districts allowing greater freedom for aesthetic expression (DvC 2004). 
Both reports suggest an array of interesting municipal policy ideas for 
redeveloping the inner core of Phoenix.

As Chap. 3 reports, many of these policy ideas have been subsequently 
adopted by the City. Downtown’s form-based code allows greater zon-
ing flexibility, and the development review process has been accelerated 
and streamlined to include permit self-certification, greater use of by-right 
zoning, and other reforms. While there are still some conflicts with these 
new regulations and older programs such as the arts district overlay and 
the Storefront improvement Program, the City has been actively work-
ing to solve previously intractable bureaucratic problems.11 Yet there are 
still many steps to be taken to orient the City’s regulatory structure away 
from the suburban growth paradigm and toward an acceptance of sus-
tainable urban development. one interview respondent, who recently 
developed an infill property, argued that “everything in Phoenix is driven 
towards a suburban model, and when you try to do urban development 
in a place that is used to permanent suburban stuff, it is a nightmare.”12 
He noted that there is much more regulation of mixed-use development 
features in the Phoenix area than in manhattan; for example, whereas res-
taurant exhaust fans can blow out onto the street in new York, he was 
forced to pay $50,000 to install an exhaust duct in his roof. other enti-
ties have expressed similar problems with the metropolitan area’s adher-
ence to suburban development protocols, such as public works and public 
safety guidelines (mAg 2003; DvC 2011). Thus although the area has 
made great strides recently, there is much more room for improving the 
regulatory systems surrounding urban development.
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Promote closer inter- and intra-governmental coordination. one 
academic study of vacant land issues suggests that ineffective government 
organization can represent a major barrier to efforts to redevelop vacant 
land (Accordino and Johnson 2000). vacancy issues like deterioration and 
lack of development must be addressed by a variety of city departments 
(such as code enforcement, planning, economic development, assessor’s 
office, police, public works, and city attorney’s office), and coordination 
can be extremely difficult, especially when departments are underfunded 
and understaffed. in 1991, the City of Phoenix moved to remedy these 
bureaucratic problems by creating the neighborhood Services Department 
(nSD) from parts of 11 different city departments, in conjunction with 
the urban village program. nSD was charged with focusing specifically 
upon neighborhood problems, including vacancy and abatement issues 
(Bowman and Pagano 2004).

While nSD has been successful at addressing many issues of deterioration, 
other observers argue that much remains to be done in terms of encourag-
ing infill development. The lack of coordination between the City’s plan-
ning department and other agencies remains a central problem. Hollander 
(2011) notes that the City’s Department of Community and Economic 
Development (another reformed department aimed at addressing urban 
issues) has been active in tackling problems, but has not effectively engaged 
with the planning department—especially since planning’s workforce was 
reduced drastically after the recession because the department’s revenue 
is closely tied to real estate development application fees. in Chaps. 3 
and 4, it is also suggested that the continued disconnect between city 
planners, the city’s elected officials, and other actors in Phoenix’s local 
growth regime represents a source of inefficiency and lost development 
opportunities. A number of government reports have proposed the cre-
ation of specific interdepartmental teams to overcome organizational issues 
and promote infill development outcomes, or even a new agency endowed 
with enough power to enact infill (City of Phoenix 1995, 2002, 2008). 
Some entities have proposed greater use of  public- private partnerships and 
non-profit advocacy organizations to accomplish development objectives 
(City of Phoenix 1995; mAg 2003); while this may prove effective, many 
downtown community members (as well as academics) are suspicious of 
these groups’ motives and may not cooperate with them as much as with 
city agencies.

Negotiate Community Benefits Agreements with prospective developers. 
over the past ten years, the City of Phoenix has pursued an aggressive 
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entrepreneurial strategy to attract developers and large projects to downtown 
Phoenix (Chap. 3). While many of these efforts have successfully incentivized 
mixed-use buildings in line with public visions for the district, such unilat-
eral efforts also run the risk of alienating community members and shift-
ing the political economy in downtown neighborhoods. Some authors note 
that these entrepreneurial strategies are now common among municipalities 
in the Western world, and as a result, “gentrification now receives more 
explicit governmental support, through both subsidies to large corporate 
developers and targeted policies designed to attract individual gentrifiers” 
(lees et al. 2008, 81).

in Phoenix, a number of local activists have argued that the city needs to 
do a better job of building the downtown community and supplying resi-
dents with the power to influence the character of nearby development.13 
To accomplish this, the City could attempt to negotiate Community 
Benefits Agreements (CBAs) with prospective developers, where develop-
ers would receive necessary permissions and even bonus rights in exchange 
for collectively negotiated amenities such as affordable housing, open space, 
and streetscape improvements (DvC 2004, 2011). To date, the City has 
not attempted to use CBAs, since they have been keen to attract any sort 
of development,14 but as downtown matures, the City may begin to exert 
more leverage over the development process. The downtown form-based 
code also includes a sustainability bonus system for developers that resem-
bles a CBA; while public input is not solicited on projects, developers do 
receive bonus rights for providing sustainability features such as affordable 
housing and green construction (City of Phoenix 2010). one author notes 
that CBAs can also be used to tackle land speculation problems: agree-
ments could mandate resale restrictions for a specified period of time on 
all residential units, or even require owner occupancy (Pindell 2005–6). 
Although laws mandating local ownership can be legally tricky, since they 
require discriminating against non- residents and may run afoul of certain 
constitutional provisions, they can be legally justified by emphasizing the 
protection of community character. Traditionally, suburban municipalities 
have been better at utilizing this justification, but there is no reason why 
inner cities cannot use it as well (Pindell 2005–6). Finally, if the City begins 
to exert tighter control over the development process, other local develop-
ment goals could be pursued in conjunction15; for example, requests for 
proposals might be structured to privilege local developers over out-of-state 
firms, hopefully triggering positive feedback loops of development, profit, 
and local reinvestment.
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Construct streetscape improvements to incentivize private development 
investment. A number of downtown stakeholders have argued that one 
straightforward way to trigger infill development and walkable urban-
ism is to proactively construct streetscape improvements.16 These types 
of improvements—such as widening sidewalks, creating bicycle lanes and 
traffic calming features, landscaping (including shade tree planting), and 
providing street lighting and furniture—can drastically improve the pedes-
trian experience and incentivize developers who hope to market their 
products to an urban-oriented consumer. The major impediment to this 
policy is cost, as such improvements can run into seven figures or more. 
one report suggests that downtown streetscape improvements could be 
funded by new, dedicated sales taxes, citywide bond measures tied to park 
funding, or special assessment districts (City of Phoenix 2008). Either way, 
it appears that these costs are not totally insurmountable: the City beauti-
fully reconstructed the 2nd Avenue streetscape (between Portland and 
van Buren) a number of years ago and is currently renovating Roosevelt’s 
streetscape from 7th St. to 1st Avenue.

Pursue creative zoning entitlement policies. An mAg report on ToD 
included a cited review of the various ways in which newer zoning con-
cepts can provide flexibility and encourage novel urban environments. 
“Among the zoning initiatives used to promote ToD have been incentive 
zoning (e.g., density bonuses), performance zoning (e.g., tying incen-
tives to meeting minimum criteria), inclusionary zoning (to encourage 
mixed uses), interim zoning (to prevent auto-oriented uses from preclud-
ing eventual ToD), floating zones (to allow flexibility in where desired 
uses go), and minimum-density (as of-right) classifications.” Perhaps the 
most flexible zoning tool is planned unit development (PUD), where spe-
cial densities, mixed uses, and forms can be actively negotiated among 
developer, government, and community. PUDs are now allowed for the 
downtown district under the form-based code,17 and their use could be 
expanded to other urban zones.

innovative zoning designations can also be used to combat land specu-
lation predicated upon received high-density zoning entitlements. over 
the past few years, the Phoenix Planning Commission has begun granting 
entitlements that revert or expire after a specified period of time (e.g., two 
years).18 Thus developers who receive entitlements must develop the property 
to zoned specifications, and without a longer-term guarantee of high value 
zoning, they lack the ability to flip properties at profit to other buyers based 
on that received value.
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Create a vacant property registry. one of the major problems associated 
with rectifying urban abandonment and deterioration in many American 
cities is identifying and contacting owners of vacant properties. This can 
be especially difficult when multiple properties are owned by firms as long- 
term investments or as tax write-offs (Cohen 2001). While Phoenix does 
not have the same type of abandonment issues as Rust Belt cities, it does 
have issues with determining the ownership of some vacant land in the 
central city, especially when owners hold land long term for investment 
purposes and include land in family trusts and estates (Chap. 3). Some cit-
ies have skirted these problems by creating vacant property registries and 
other vacant land monitoring programs (kildee 2012). Chicago’s Cook 
County, which recently led the nation in foreclosure inventory, passed an 
ordinance in 2011 requiring vacant landowners to register the property, pay 
a $250 fee, submit annual reports, and maintain land to specific standards 
(office of Bridget gainer 2011). The City of Cincinnati, ohio was one of 
the first American cities to create a computerized inventory of all vacant 
land in the city, and its efforts have been copied by many other cities, 
especially with the advent of giS computing (Bowman and Pagano 2004).

A similar initiative has been proposed for Phoenix in numerous reports 
(City of Phoenix 1995, 2002), and although the nSD has actively 
attempted to address such issues through community forums, it may not 
be staffed well enough to construct a comprehensive vacant land inven-
tory (DvC 2004; Bowman and Pagano 2004). in many cities, the main 
problem with such inventories lies not with technology, but with consis-
tent, comprehensive data collection. information must often be collected 
by city personnel with other primary responsibilities (firemen, building 
inspectors, etc.) or by residents themselves (Bowman and Pagano 2004); 
in one situation, a maryvale community organization used volunteers 
to maintain a vacant home inventory for a number of years, but ulti-
mately stopped when data collection requirements became too onerous 
(Hollander 2011). While this group did share their data with the nSD, 
providing a model for future efforts to create an inventory, their ultimate 
dissolution highlights the problems with comprehensive data collection.

Intensify community outreach to mitigate NIMBY behavior. A long- 
cited problem in urban infill development derives from the opposition 
of local community members. Some residents seem opposed to virtu-
ally any sort of change—a mentality often described as “not in my Back 
Yard,” or nimBY—and are especially opposed to higher density devel-
opment (and concomitant traffic) or locally undesirable land uses like 
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social service centers or sewage treatment plants. nimBY behavior is an 
especially large problem for sustainable urban development because the 
introduction of higher density, mixed-use form to nodes within previously 
suburban residential environments is a critical component. local residents 
can exert an outsized influence in public hearings regarding development 
proposals, and it is not uncommon for a very small minority of residents 
to defeat a project despite the support of a majority of neighboring resi-
dents (City of Phoenix 1995; mAg 2003). For example, one report noted 
that “neighborhood individuals and groups can be unreasonable and can 
put unnecessary roadblocks in front of developers. Delays caused by long 
hearing and negotiation processes can be very expensive for developers 
who are paying daily costs for construction loans, attorney fees, etc… The 
fear of encountering opposition and the delays it can cause act as a barrier 
to infill development” (City of Phoenix 1995, 7).

There is no easy solution to these issues, but one step that policymak-
ers can take is to intensify efforts to educate the public about the benefits 
of sustainable urban development projects. Attracting more interest from 
the public—and more supporters of projects, instead of simply detractors, 
to public meetings—could help to secure more project approvals from 
skittish lawmakers. Advertising the benefits of sustainable urban develop-
ment theory more generally can help produce a needed paradigm shift 
in the ways that ordinary citizens view economic development. As more 
citizens see the construction of mixed-use environments as beneficial for 
both their daily lives and the health of their local economy, nimBY efforts 
to stymie higher density environments can be better contested.

Private Development Market

Sustainable urban development theory, at its core, implies that pol-
icy reforms and consumer interest should shift the locus of new urban 
 construction from the suburban fringe to urban infill sites. While altering 
the socio-economic ideologies, political economies, and government poli-
cies surrounding urban development is crucial for enacting this change, it 
is also important to focus on how private development firms and consum-
ers can enact sustainable development without major structural change. 
over the last 15 years, the Phoenix metropolitan area has witnessed a 
significant growth in infill development projects, both conceptualized and 
completed. While the suburban growth paradigm has not been rejected 
(although slowed by the recent recession), private and institutional 

 PoliCY ConTExTS inFlUEnCing URBAn lAnD DEvEloPmEnT 



268 

momentum toward free market infill projects does appear to be building 
(Chap. 3). infill development in Phoenix has included single-family homes, 
mid- rise buildings, and high-rise skyscrapers; in recent years, there has 
been increasing interest in building mid- to high-rise projects specifically 
oriented around light rail transit and walkable, mixed-use environments.

The City of Phoenix Planning Department’s 1995 report on infill 
development issues elaborates the primary factors impacting infill devel-
oper decisions to invest in new projects. These factors include stable 
neighborhoods lacking crime or visible deterioration, with access to ser-
vices and employment; adequate-sized parcels or easy land assemblies; 
reasonable land prices; recent neighboring sales comparable to expected 
sales prices; minimal environmental or social impediments to develop-
ment, such as zoning, brownfields, utility problems, historic preservation 
issues, landownership disputes, and nimBY behavior; and possibility for 
on-site marketing (City of Phoenix 1995). These factors will continue to 
represent critical drivers of success under the newer models of free market 
infill development.

Yet aside from these tested business models, there may be other, more 
innovative approaches to private and non-profit infill development that 
address the infill development and sustainability problems elaborated in 
previous chapters. new models of development and land tenure, as a final 
type of sustainability “intervention point,” hold potential for confronting 
land speculation, non-local ownership, and affordable housing in a more 
direct way. This final section reviews a number of ideas in this vein, includ-
ing private market property covenants, the community land trust model 
of land tenure, and generative zoning and home building. Each of these 
ideas can address some of the development problems identified earlier, and 
can do so in a more entrepreneurial, self-generating way than politically 
altering public policy or ideology.

Include anti-speculation covenants in private market offerings. land 
speculation is a problem recognized not only by neighborhood groups 
and local governments, but by many private developers as well. Especially 
when building larger projects, developers are sometimes concerned 
about speculative buying and selling of their units because these activities 
can lead to competition between developers and new owners for buyers. 
Some developers also rely upon marketing strategies emphasizing stable, 
community-oriented living (especially in new urbanist communities), 
and speculative sales can lead to long-term vacancies, absentee land-
lordism, and uncertain upkeep of units (Pindell 2005–6). As a result, 

 5 PoliCY APPRoACHES To TRAnSPAREnT URBAn DEvEloPmEnT in PHoEnix

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58910-7_3


 269

many development firms have turned to covenants and other restric-
tions that address speculation, even without public policy incentives 
(Pindell 2005–6; Rich 2005). “increasingly, private developers creating 
detached, single-family housing communities have employed restric-
tions on renting and resale to limit speculation. Developers may include 
provisions restricting the rental of property, may require buyers selling 
their property within a certain time period to sell to the developer at a 
set price, or may require buyers selling property to remit a percentage 
of the sales profit to the developer … Private developer restrictions that 
capture gains on sales … suggest an alternative administrative structure 
to a government imposed sales restraint” (Pindell 2005–6, 561–562).

if the infill market oriented toward unique, vibrant, mixed-use urban 
environments continues to grow, consumers may increasingly demand 
stable residential environments generating strong social capital. Anti- 
speculation covenants can help to ensure owner occupancy by resi-
dents who are committed to local social and economic goals. if these 
desires become a significant market segment, private developers will 
increasingly include such restrictions as a marketing tool. At least one 
successful infill development in downtown Phoenix has included owner 
occupancy restrictions, indicating that these models can be successful in 
the Arizona context.19

Advance the community land trust model of affordable homeownership. 
Community land trusts (ClTs) represent an innovative form of land 
tenure intended to combat gentrification, land speculation, and absen-
tee ownership while promoting community development, social capital, 
and sometimes sustainability goals. ClTs are non-profit corporations that 
buy and hold residential land in perpetuity, leasing land to residents who 
own buildings and other improvements on the land. Residents retain full 
ownership and interest in their homes while signing a long-term lease for 
the land underneath their homes. These leases are often structured so 
that, although residents can build equity in their homes, the ClT retains 
first rights of purchase and includes resale restrictions that allow the ClT 
to capture a portion of appreciating property values for use in maintain-
ing and expanding the ClT’s function. ClTs usually utilize grant money 
from foundations and government agencies to perform these functions, 
and most are committed to providing affordable housing in perpetuity to 
community residents (gura 2001; leigh 2003; Davis 2010).

This innovative ownership structure serves two main purposes in the 
context of this research study. First, by purchasing land collectively in urban 
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neighborhoods on the fringe of wealthier areas, many ClTs can combat 
gentrification. ClTs use grant money to buy land and keep prices low for 
home buyers, and when property values rise in response to gentrification, 
resale restrictions and formulas allow ClTs to capture the “social incre-
ment.” This money is then used to expand the program while keeping the 
original properties at an affordable level. There are a variety of resale restric-
tion formulas that can be utilized, based on appraised housing values, local 
economic variables, and other factors (Abromowitz and White 2010; Davis 
2010). Second, owner occupancy requirements and an ethic of commu-
nity development serve to encourage local ownership and active commu-
nity participation. ClTs are often constructed with a tripartite governance 
structure, where the non-profit’s elected board of directors is composed of 
“one- third leaseholders; one-third representatives from the surrounding 
community who are not leaseholders; and one- third public interest rep-
resentatives, such as public officials, local funders, nonprofit housing or 
social service providers, or other individuals charged to speak for the pub-
lic interest” (gura 2001, 78). Thus ClTs are not intended to be insular 
organizations promoting affordable housing as much as a larger social and 
organizational foundation for local community development, including all 
relevant stakeholders. ClT structures can also be modified for a variety of 
housing types, including single-family homes as well as multi-family and 
apartment complexes. limited equity housing cooperatives (utilized in 
new York City, among other places) and mutual housing arrangements 
(common in northern Europe) represent similar ways to promote afford-
able homeownership and community development in perpetuity while 
avoiding problems associated with gentrification (gura 2001).

in essence, “the community land trust model embodies a commitment 
to the principle that a community has an interest in the way that its land 
base is used and in the way that its land is allocated to individual members 
of the community” (Abromovitz and White 2010, 333). The model is 
directly relevant to sustainable urban development because it encourages 
tangible understandings of and connections between people, local places, 
and the political economy of urban residence; as one author phrases, it 
“renews the covenant between the individual, the community, and the 
land on which both depend” (matthei 2010, 401). While urban ClTs 
focused on affordable housing provision are most common, it is interest-
ing to note that the basic ClT structure can be modified to support other 
sustainability goals such as local food and energy production, biodiversity 
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conservation, and closed loop metabolisms. one innovative project—the 
Troy gardens development built by the madison Area ClT in madison, 
Wi—provides a true model for sustainable urban development. The devel-
opment used a small portion of a 31-acre agricultural tract for compact 
affordable housing while preserving the majority of the land for local food 
production and community open space. The housing was developed in 
classic ClT style, with homeownership combined with leased land and 
affordable, resale-restricted housing units; yet the development also 
involves “cohousing,” or cooperative living arrangements, green build-
ing techniques to promote energy and water conservation, and resident 
input on physical design features. The inclusion of community gardens has 
proved to be an especially important feature, bringing together residents 
in a common cause while increasing local food security. The development 
took five years to complete due to a variety of logistical and regulatory 
hurdles, but by utilizing the flexibility of planned unit development zon-
ing, organizers were ultimately successful. Troy gardens is now seen as a 
model ecovillage for not only its green building and cooperative features 
but also the political economy undergirding the complex; it represents 
one of the rare examples of a project simultaneously promoting economic 
growth (local food production), social equity (mixed-income afford-
able housing), and environmental protection (open space preservation) 
(Campbell and Salus 2010; Rosenberg 2010).

ClTs were first devised in a rural agricultural context in the late 1960s, 
as part of the civil rights movement in the American south. The first urban 
ClT was created in Cincinnati, ohio in 1979, and since then the con-
cept has spread tremendously, including influential ClTs in Burlington, 
vermont, and Boston, massachusetts. By the 1990s, ClTs began to 
qualify for federal urban redevelopment grants, aiding their success and 
growth significantly. Today there are over 240 ClTs in 45 states  (including 
Washington, DC), and the concept is beginning to spread to other coun-
tries (Davis 2010). in the Phoenix metropolitan area, the newtown 
Community Development Corporation has created numerous ClTs in 
Tempe, Chandler, glendale, and Scottsdale to ensure affordable home-
ownership in the face of speculation and market volatility. These ClTs use 
grant monies to buy single-family homes, renovate them, and offer them 
to income-eligible home buyers at a below-market price. like other ClTs, 
buyers lease the land underneath the home for 99 years at a nominal rate, 
and newtown reserves the right of first purchase under a specific cov-
enant formula (Corbett 2010). The program is seen as a success by some 
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observers, with close to a zero-percent default rate; newtown’s success is 
based partly upon offering financial and mortgage counseling to buyers 
before and after the sale.20

Yet despite the success of newtown and similar ClTs across the coun-
try, and despite the Phoenix market’s continuing problems with spec-
ulative land prices and volatility, the concept has been slow to receive 
acceptance by mainstream policymakers and organizations. The City of 
Phoenix did explore the ClT concept a number of years ago, hiring a 
consultant tied to the founding of the ClT movement, approaching lend-
ers about financing, and assembling prospective properties for develop-
ment. The concept was ultimately defeated politically, however, partly 
due to confusion between the ClT model and “housing trust funds,” 
a different instrument closely tied to real estate transfer taxes.21 Thus 
although it may face opposition from locals who blindly associate non-
profit landownership with “socialism,” the previous exploration of the 
concept by the City indicates that there is fertile ground for reintroducing 
the idea—especially as developers and policymakers prepare for the pos-
sibility of another cycle of property speculation. ClTs could be deployed 
in a variety of downtown neighborhoods to prevent gentrification of arts 
districts and encourage local ownership, both central goals of the sustain-
able urban development movement.

Explore innovative new models of generative housing development. As 
noted in Chap. 3, one of the major problems with infill development 
in Phoenix is the lack of adequate-sized parcels for development. many 
vacant inner-city properties are considered too small or too oddly shaped 
for conventional development, and often developers need to simultane-
ously construct neighboring projects on different parcels to make proj-
ects work financially (City of Phoenix 1995, 2002). Part of the problem 
is that, despite a desire for unique urban environments, both developers 
and government regulations tend to focus on preexisting development 
models and aesthetic regimes. For example, the City’s 2002 general Plan 
advocates for infill development in the urban core, but specifies that land 
“should be developed or redeveloped in a manner that is compatible with 
viable existing development and the long term character and goals for the 
area” (City of Phoenix 2002, 20). Downtown’s form-based code is simi-
larly conflicted, including the paradoxical mandate that “buildings should 
be unique structures that complement and blend with the surrounding 
context” (City of Phoenix 2010, 74). Despite the lack of imagination 
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exhibited by some policymakers, some individuals and community groups 
continue to call for new methods of infill development that can provide 
truly unique urban forms in a more sustainable manner and at a lower cost 
than conventional infill development. As one report argues, “there is not 
enough exploration or development of affordable/alternative techniques 
and materials for construction. Commonly used construction techniques 
make the cost of developing affordable housing prohibitive … [there is 
a need to] encourage housing demonstration projects that will showcase 
the use of alternative affordable construction materials, such as straw bale 
and passive solar … [and] revise the City’s building code to include some 
of the more affordable and innovative technologies that have recently 
been developed” (DvC 2004, 21). A later report by the same community 
coalition urges the private and non-profit exploration of cooperative hous-
ing, land trusts, and adaptive reuse strategies to perpetuate “innovative 
housing models” (DvC 2011).

one idea in this vein is generative or incremental development. inspired 
by the long-term history of world cities (e.g., the Arab-islamic urban tra-
dition), as well as informal construction in developing countries, genera-
tive urbanism involves planning, designing, and engineering houses that 
can expand vertically over time (Hakim 1986, 2007; Alexander 2002). 
This type of design allows the upfront sale of small, durable, and afford-
able housing, but encourages residents to save money to build additional 
stories over time, adding to urban density while allowing residents who 
improve their financial standing to remain embedded in local communi-
ties. generative development is intended to generate two- to four-story 
residential or mixed-use development on centrally or transit-oriented 
land parcels too small or oddly shaped to be considered by the main-
stream development industry. Single- or multi-family structures could 
be individually constructed on exceptionally small lots (800–2000 sq. 
ft.) subdivided from existing vacant lots. not only could this approach 
activate “orphaned” lots ignored by conventional developers, but it 
could also provide a source of affordable homeownership predicated 
upon small, simple architectural designs. new green building techniques 
and prefabricated construction hold the possibility of reducing energy 
and construction costs as well. These types of developments could also 
include new types of generative zoning codes—common in  Arab-islamic 
cities but virtually unheard of in north America—that regulate the 
 ongoing,  open- ended process of individual  development  encouraged 
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by incremental methods. These codes could regulate  “viewscapes,” lot 
 coverage, density, and common areas without overrestricting the flex-
ibility of residents to design their own urban form. it is possible that 
units could be sold with preapproved architectural designs and building 
permits for future vertical or horizontal additions, to be enacted when 
homeowners save enough money for expansion.

The ideal of generative zoning and development is still mainly concep-
tual in the Western world, and there are many barriers to implementation. 
one of the most severe barriers, especially in Phoenix, is the existing zon-
ing codes that mandate setbacks, maximum densities, and specific urban 
designs. Despite the growing acceptance of PUD zoning, and an acknowl-
edged need for small lot infill development that can support creative urban 
economies, the types of zoning changes required to enact generative 
building are relatively severe. Yet there are some precedents in the metro-
politan area for incremental construction. For example, the ASU Stardust 
Center for affordable housing built a model house in guadalupe that is 
specifically designed to accommodate a second story addition at a future 
date; the house also includes innovative building materials while incorpo-
rating latino cultural and architectural traditions (ASU Stardust 2008). 
Two larger buildings in downtown Phoenix, the CCBg building at 1st 
St. and Buchanan and the newest CityScape tower, were specifically built 
to allow future vertical expansion of seven stories or more; the CityScape 
developers have already expanded the towers due to strong demand for 
residential space in downtown Phoenix.22

Although much research is needed to demonstrate the feasibility of 
generative building more generally, these types of projects indicate that 
the twenty-first century may be ripe for conceiving alternative, innovative 
styles of urban development. ideally, generative building could be com-
bined with the community land trust model to produce a new, for-profit 
development model. This model might cater to a new class of consumer 
valuing community cohesion, diversity, urban living, and stable political 
economies as much as current market demands such as resale value and 
granite countertops. Alternative development business models could be 
further advantaged if some of the policy reforms suggested above were 
implemented. Ultimately, sustainable urban development is as much 
about ideological change among citizen consumers as about concrete pol-
icy changes, and if sustainable political economies become widely desired, 
market forces may follow suit and add pressure to change existing land 
policy structures.
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concluSion

in the few years since this book’s case study was conducted, downtown 
Phoenix and the Evans-Churchill arts district have continued to evolve. 
A number of new apartment buildings have been constructed, some of 
which stand on former vacant lots subject to mid-2000s speculation that 
were “reset” in price following the 2008 recession. market participants 
have observed (and generated) the rise of a new development cycle in the 
district, and more new construction has been successful than in the last, 
speculation-prone cycle. While some strides have been made, many in the 
community continue to be deeply suspicious of the efficacy and commu-
nity benefits derived from modern development patterns (and occasion-
ally use graffiti to publicly contest the political economy of land use; see 
Figs. 5.1, 5.2, and 5.3). This suspicion is founded on the district’s history 

Fig. 5.1 A graffiti tag 
references political eco-
nomic dynamics in the 
garfield neighborhood, a 
site of tensions over gen-
trification in nearby 
Evans-Churchill
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Fig. 5.2 Public art contests a vacant lot in uptown Phoenix sitting next to a light 
rail station and vibrant intersection, Camelback Rd. and Central Ave

Fig. 5.3 A public mural advocating the densification of the built environment 
stands next to a vacant lot and a building under active renovation in Evans-Churchill
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of obscure relations between developers, their capital sources, community 
leaders, and the different branches of municipal government responsible 
for shepherding the development process. While some new projects fit 
many of the criteria for sustainable urban development—providing dense, 
mixed-use buildings that have greatly activated Roosevelt Row’s previously 
sleepy streetscape, albeit among a more gentrified class of residents—the 
socio-political process of development has evolved little from its historical 
origins in non-local capital deployment and a mentality oriented around 
property rights and exchange value.

Recent political economic drama regarding the proposed redevelop-
ment of a historic property in the district provides a case in point. The 
“Circles” building, which sits proximate to both the arts district and 
downtown, was a former early twentieth-century car dealership with a 
large, glass-enclosed showroom subsequently converted to a music store, 
and ultimately left vacant. Although the City of Phoenix tried to purchase 
the property, to both preserve and reuse the structure, the private own-
ers refused and  ultimately sold it to a developer. The developer’s vision 
for the site, which included a dense, mixed-use project attractive to many 
observers, involved demolishing at least part of the building. The devel-
oper sought gPlET tax incentives to construct the project, a move that 
requires city approval and often needs local community support to pass the 
approval process, but it only superficially engaged with community stake-
holders (in the eyes of many) before beginning the process of demolition. 
After only a few meetings, viewed by some as just the beginning of the 
community negotiation process, the developer exercised its partial demoli-
tion permit and destroyed part of the building; amid continued commu-
nity tensions, it even applied for a full demolition permit instead. These 
moves enraged many in the local community, especially historic preserva-
tion activists, since the site had been widely seen as a future target for pres-
ervation (despite the strictures imposed on preservation by Proposition 
207). After partial demolition, the developer decided to continue to seek 
community support for a gPlET, promising to preserve the remaining 
structure in exchange for local support; this play further frustrated many 
local observers, who saw this type of exchange as a veiled form of extor-
tion. While the development firm felt pressure to move quickly due to the 
expiring nature of its permit (and perhaps due to other financial pressures), 
its inability to reach a consensus with the local community or show a full-
throated commitment to neighborhood values seriously impacted its repu-
tation. The community continues to be split over the project, with some 
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groups in support (noting the need for mixed-use urbanism) and others 
strongly opposed (noting the lack of transparency involved).23 The conflict 
threatens to fracture the political strength of local community coalitions 
while further perpetuating a long-standing “growth-first, ask-questions-
later” development culture.

Another local development conflict recently arose over the proposed 
creation of a business improvement district in the Evans-Churchill arts 
district. The “Enhanced Services District” was envisioned to spur the 
ongoing development of the district, using new, locally generated tax rev-
enues (based on land use characteristics of individual properties) to make 
improvements to the local streetscape, market the district to visitors, and 
other ends. After over a year of planning, the proposed assessment district 
was proposed to City Council with a sizeable majority of local property 
owners in favor. Yet a small minority of owners who opposed the district 
(which included some long-term vacant landowners) were able to cite 
a procedural flaw in the presented plan that derailed the approval vote. 
not stopping there, these minority owners were able to use their political 
connections to the state legislature, including the help of a state legisla-
tor whose suburban district lies far from downtown, to create and pass a 
state bill that prohibits the creation of any tax assessing business improve-
ment districts in all state municipalities.24 Thus despite the willingness 
of a majority of local property owners to tax themselves to improve the 
neighborhood, and the implicit support of City policymakers and other 
local groups, a minority (including outsiders) were able to prevent any 
such efforts at self-improvement in perpetuity. Just as with the passage 
of Proposition 207, this effort imposed a neoliberal approach to urban 
development from afar, deploying a narrative of personal freedom (related 
to taxes and property rights) while actually using state power to legally 
restrict local initiative.

Both Proposition 207 and the recent prohibition on business improve-
ment districts represent a larger trend in Arizona’s urban governance 
toward ever-increasing state control of local municipalities through pre-
emption laws. Despite the fact that Arizona municipalities are granted a 
degree of home rule in the state Constitution, including the ability to 
devise a City Charter, state lawmakers are accelerating their efforts to limit 
the ability of cities to enact novel laws. The most-high-profile example 
emerged in 2016, when the state passed a landmark preemption bill (SB 
1487) that, instead of attempting to negate a specific municipal law, broadly 
prohibited municipalities from passing any laws that might be construed 
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as conflicting with state law. The bill was prompted by a conflict between 
the City of Tucson’s municipal law requiring the destruction of guns 
confiscated by police, and a state law requiring the resale of confiscated 
guns. Under SB 1487, the state’s attorney general has the discretion to 
determine if laws conflict, and if so, the state is legally enabled to withhold 
all state funds normally funneled annually to cities (Ferguson 2016). Since 
Arizona municipalities have limited taxation powers, a large proportion 
of city revenue is “state-shared” (e.g., roughly 30% of Phoenix’s budget 
is derived from state revenue25), and thus this threat has generated seri-
ous concern among municipal policymakers over the erosion of virtually 
all home rule powers. While this state law is under review by the state’s 
Supreme Court (as of this writing), and could be overturned based on 
the legally enshrined municipal powers in the Constitution, it points to a 
larger trend where state policymakers are becoming more aggressive and 
explicit about preempting local power to control local policy (including 
land use policies).

Phoenix and other American cities are no strangers when it comes 
to state control over local economic development policy. As Shermer 
(2013) points out, the postwar boosters that were most ideologically and 
publically committed to a neoliberal, free market economy are the same 
power brokers who consistently leveraged state-level power to ensure the 
success of their local initiatives. in many other cities, at different points 
in time, similar “growth machine” coalitions have looked to state-level 
power to battle against local environmental and social initiatives that 
threaten  ideology as well as accumulation strategies (logan and molotch 
2007). Yet the acceleration of recent efforts to impose state control over 
local government has been notable even in this context, partly due to a 
growing political polarization between national political parties reflected 
in statehouses nationwide. Specific challenges to home rule have been 
increasing in number, scope, and media attention over the past five years 
in states around the country, pushed largely by conservative politicians 
and the American legislative Exchange Council (AlEC), a mix of con-
servative politicians and business interests (grabar 2016). For example, 
Wisconsin’s 2011 bill banning municipalities from passing paid sick leave 
laws (directed only at milwaukee’s local initiative) and north Carolina’s 
recent “Bathroom Bill” prohibiting cities from passing sexual orientation 
anti-discrimination laws represent two especially high-profile preemption 
laws. Some states have even passed “pre-emptive pre-emption laws,” such 
as idaho, which banned the municipal prohibition of plastic bags despite 
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no local interest in such laws; the law was passed largely due to the state’s 
interest in a “model policy” spread by AlEC to combat such laws in 
other states (grabar 2016). AlEC has also been expanding its efforts to 
influence local policy by creating a new, sister organization in 2013—40 
years after its original founding—devoted to influencing city and county-
level policy.

Thus Arizona’s attempt at the ultimate preemption bill, which allows 
no divergence between state and municipal law, needs to be interpreted 
in the context of a larger, fast-growing national movement toward elimi-
nating home rule and the generative economic development possibilities 
that accompany it. This movement is especially worrisome for sustain-
ability advocates who, frustrated with legislative inaction on climate and 
ecological issues at national and state levels, often point to city govern-
ments as the next best hope for enacting real-world sustainability poli-
cies with noticeable impacts. As mentioned before, the C40 coalition of 
worldwide megacity governments, devoted to tackling climate change 
through shared urban policy (www.c40.org), has been lauded as one such 
“glocal” attempt to promote sustainability despite lack of national govern-
ment action. As such initiatives gain steam, new preemption legislation has 
been accompanied by more specific partisan challenges to cities and their 
values, drawing fault lines more clearly between worldviews, political par-
ties, and residential areas varying in density and form. “Sanctuary cities” 
policies in the United States, where non-citizen immigrants are protected 
from deportation by local officials, are now specifically attacked by fed-
eral  politicians. This growing partisanship, as it filters down to municipal 
policy and actual land development outcomes in urban neighborhoods, 
seems to be pushing urban areas farther away from achieving the ideals of 
political economic transparency espoused in this book.

Yet the consistent spread of bohemian, self-generative, local development 
strategies in urban pockets across the country, sometimes in tandem with 
enlightened municipal government efforts, points to the undiminished pos-
sibilities inherent in the sustainable urban development model. Although 
preemption laws currently seem to outpace local generative efforts, and are 
founded on an uneven power dynamic between states and municipalities, 
the case-by-case, often hurried political challenges to municipal sustain-
ability policies show that preemption is not necessarily a permanent pillar 
of local political thought. Furthermore, municipal home rule is a long-
standing right in many legal systems, and is not easily demolished at any 
legal level. Political action can just as easily enable sustainable development 
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policies, and transparent political economies in general, if political support 
for such models coalesces in a new age of understanding and attention to 
social-ecological problems. While the commitment of Phoenix’s property 
development culture to scalar growth, property rights, and exchange-
based valuation of urban land is entrenched in history and various policy 
structures, the rise of sustainable development as a cohesive narrative and 
political movement over the past 30 years offers a new ideological founda-
tion for organizing municipal economies. Political economy may be deeply 
embedded in history, but it is political nonetheless, and especially in a con-
stantly growing, changing world this signals opportunity for new ideologi-
cal and political replacements that strive toward an ideal of transparency. 
By unraveling Phoenix’s political economic system of urban development 
and exposing its working parts, this book has hopefully helped illuminate a 
comprehensive, pragmatic path forward to a more sustainable world.
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