What does “Smart Growth” mean to the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA)?

FHWA believes that “smart growth” is a concept best supported by a set of policies and programs intended to protect and preserve valuable natural and cultural resources.  “Smart growth” also encourages economic development in targeted locations. While transportation is not specifically mentioned in that working definition, it is important to note that transportation affects land use just like affordable housing, good schools, and low crime rates.  

“Smart growth” means many different things to many different people and groups.  Some people think that it means stopping or stunting all growth and development outside existing built up areas.  Others feel that it means growing in a way that protects our natural and built environments and that maintains or revitalizes the urban core. Still others believe that it means clustered neo-traditional architecture in a suburban setting.  There is no consensus on its meaning and there may never be one.

What does “smart growth” mean for transportation?

It can mean:

· Establishing state and local land use strategies to increase population and housing densities and make transit more viable,

· Managing and operating existing highway, transit, and other transportation modes to maintain or improve performance for each mode without adversely affecting neighborhoods or urban centers,

· Knitting transportation improvement projects and public/private investments so that they merge as seamlessly as possible into the community, 

· Supporting the provision of mixed use development so that transit, bicycle and pedestrian facilities, and ferry boats are viable options to driving, 

· Accommodating the flow of freight throughout the country so that the economy can continue to grow.

It does not mean:

Pitting transit or any other mode against highways.  We acknowledge the fact that it is impractical to completely build our way out of congestion in our most congested metropolitan areas.  But that does not mean that we think that new roads and improvements to the existing road network should be eliminated in favor of transit projects only.  It is not an issue of highways vs. transit.  It is an issue of providing a balanced intermodal transportation system that allows for the efficient and economical movement of people and goods.  In some areas that may mean more transit and in other areas it may entail significant roadway improvements.  The point is that it is up to State and local officials to decide how best to address their unique set of circumstances and it is FHWA’s role to help them once they have made that decision.

What does “Sprawl” mean to FHWA?

Sprawl is a pejorative term in many circles.  Some people call it unmanaged growth that consumes farmland, open spaces, and increases traffic congestion.  Others call it progress and economic development.  It is truly in the eye of the beholder.  We may never get agreement on the definitions of sprawl or smart growth.  However, we do agree that issues such as jobs and tax bases fleeing the central city, and the “warehousing” of the poor in central cities should be addressed in a systematic and holistic manner – and that sound transportation is part of the answer.

What is FHWA’s Position on “Smart Growth” and “Sprawl?”
The Federal Highway Administration strongly believes that land use decisions are state/local decisions and should remain that way. However, we do believe that there should be more coordination among the residents of a metropolitan region, State and local planning, zoning, and housing authorities, and environmental, and transportation officials.  We also believe that there should be more dialogue between local decision makers and transportation professionals on the linkages between land use and transportation.  Such dialogues would allow us to learn from each other and produce better land use/transportation outcomes.  

In the past we have not always acknowledged the fact that transportation decisions influence land use decisions and vice versa.  We want to move away from an outdated mindset that denies transportation's influence on local land use decisions. We intend to operate in a new frame of reference that allows us to cooperate with our federal partners such as EPA, HUD, and FTA so that we can provide as much assistance as possible in the areas of research, technical assistance, and training to local and State governments.  At the same time we want to be mindful that the people of this country hold freedom of mobility as a cherished individual right and that our goal is to create an intermodal system that operates at peak efficiency.

While the interstate highway system does contribute to sprawl, it is not the sole roadway-related cause.  Secondary roads that are not on the interstate system often enable sprawl-inducing development.  We should be examining the secondary roads in the context of land use as well.  Finally, we should all do more to promote access control on the interstate highways as this can help reduce sprawling development and improve mobility. 

Some attempt to lay the blame for sprawl on federal policies, mainly loans provided through the Federal Housing Administration and the building of the interstate highway system.  We acknowledge that the building of the interstate highway system produced some unexpected externalities, but we unashamedly contend that improved highways have done much to contribute to a higher quality of life, support the economy, and saved thousands of lives annually.  But we dispute the contention that the lion’s share of the blame belongs to us or to federal housing loans.  Urban sprawl is the result of population growth, the search for affordable housing, good schools, nearby shopping, and open spaces to name just a few contributing factors.  The building of the interstate highway system was one of America’s biggest and most successful public works projects.  It provides mobility to people and freight; it provides a reliable defense network for our military; it allows for the exchange of ideas and the sharing of cultures.  It was done in cooperation with State and local officials and with the overwhelming support of the public.

What is FHWA’s Role in “Smart Growth?”
Our role is to provide technical assistance and training to our State and local customers concerning the linkages between transportation and land use.  And we, along with FTA, are forming alliances with our sister agencies such as HUD and EPA to assist us with those issues outside of the transportation arena such as affordable housing or brownfields.  

What is FHWA Doing to Help?

FHWA currently supports the: 

· Transportation Enhancements Program, 

· Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality Improvement Program (CMAQ), 

· Transportation and Community and System Preservation Pilot Program (TCSP),  

· Metropolitan and Statewide Capacity Building Programs, 

· Planning, environmental, and real estate expertise that State and local governments may utilize,

· Asset Management and Preservation Programs,

· Operations and Management Programs,

· Research in areas such as value pricing, modeling, and land use

· Expertise in context-sensitive design of transportation facilities,

· Expertise in infrastructure design, maintenance, and preservation.

Can FHWA Offer Any Solutions to the Lack of Coordination Among Land Use and Transportation Plans?

Many experts in the area of transportation and land use, such as Anthony Downs and Bruce Katz with the Brookings Institute, have advocated for the creation of a regional forum that allows the regional players from transportation, zoning and land use, housing, grassroots organizations, community health, schools, etc. to come together and work towards shared goals and visions.  The prototype for this forum already exists in the form of metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs).  MPOs already have a board that is made up of elected officials from the surrounding jurisdictions of a metropolitan area, thus making it truly regional in nature.  They also have links to environmental and business groups, grassroots organizations, State, local, and federal agencies on transportation and the environment to name a few.  

But MPOs need more interaction with local zoning officials so that they are aware of upcoming transportation projects and can take them under consideration, and so that transportation officials are aware of zoning changes that may affect the future transportation network.  Cooperative information sharing on a regional basis can produce a win-win situation for an entire metropolitan area by providing an integrated transportation and land use strategy, increased protection of our built and natural environments, increased mobility, economic independence and opportunity, and a healthy civic dialogue.
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