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Editorial Note

Critical Planning is the product of a collective effort, sustained by the diversity of its members and the 
plurality of their voices. It is in the tradition of our student-run journal to count on a broad range of 
contributors, planners as well specialists writing in a number of related disciplines from urban sociology7 
and geography to cntical cultural studies and theory. Every year, authors and editors; individual and 
institutional supporters; students, practitioners and faculty come together to debate, sometimes fervently, 
ideas about planning and what we see as pressing issues concerning our cities and regions. In the following 
paragraphs, I take on the rewarding editorial task of introducing the materials that we have compiled in 
the past several months of labor and intense negotiation.

This eleventh issue opens with Kevin Romig’s interpretive essay of Anthem, Arizona, a large-scale master- 
planned private community in the exurban fringe of metropolitan Phoenix. Romig looks at the 
intersection of urban design and privatized lifestyles, processes of community formation under the 
developer’s corporate influence and the metropolitan context of an urban neoliberalism in which pnvate 
entities are increasingly in charge of managing public goods in fragmented cities.

Jung Won Sonris critique of the epistemological foundations of communicative planning theory delineates 
major discrepancies between the theory’s construction of a communicative rationality within the planning 
process and Jurgen Habermas original longmg for an ideal speech situation.

Jason Hackworth traces the restructuring of public housing in the United States over the past 30 years and 
relates it to the rise of neoliberal public policy. His paper contributes to theones on the shift from 
Keynesian forms of public intervention to market-based forms of (non-)intervention.

After these three initial articles, we continue on into the issue’s special theme: Megaprojects in Cities, 
Citizens and Megaprojects. Through a series of articles, essays and interviews, we explore topics associated 
with the increasing ubiquity of megaprojects, both in the United States and internationally: costs and 
benefits, risks, differential impacts, legal and institutional frameworks, the differences that community 
participation and mobilization can make in the planning and implementation of megaprojects, the role of 
megaprojects in furthering the globalization of urban space and issues concerning the provision of public 
infrastructure through mega and minor projects.

Rema Ehrenfeucht’s interview with Bent Flyvbjerg focuses on the political economy of megaprojects, 
particularly the issue of nsk that, in its multiple forms, is inevitably associated to the undertaking of 
megaprojects.
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Charles Santo’s article reviews approaches to the measurement of public and private consumption benefits 
associated with stadium construction: the estimation of consumer surplus, compensating differential 
effects and willingness-to-pay with contingent valuation methodology. Santo highlights the potential utility 
of each approach to guide policy decisions as well as their methodological problems and need for further 
research.

Julie Cidell looks at the spatial distribution of economic impacts associated to megaprojects. In her study 
of the Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport, she shows that the intra-metropolitan distribution of 
economic benefits is highly uneven. She further remarks the spatial mismatch between associated costs, 
concentrated in areas surrounding the airport, and localized economic benefits.

Erich Dallliammer’s article examines legal, institutional and political issues surrounding Wonderwold X, a 
rejected proposal for a large-scale amusement park in the suburbs of Vienna, Austria. It exposes how even 
sophisticated, cost-effective and well-intentioned planning instruments, such as spatial impact assessments, 
do not secure the completion of megaprojects when they fail to foresee intense local and regional 
opposition.

Martha Matsuoka’s conversation with Manuel Pastor, Jr. reflects on how communities can organize to 
share in the benefits of regional development, ever more tightly linked to local competitiveness in the 
global economy. The conversation draws several examples from Southern California, a metropolitan region 
where a heavy emphasis has been placed on infrastructure upgrading and megaprojects in order to 
strengthen its position as a transnational center for trade and the transshipment of goods.

David Halle and Steven Lang’s essay on megaprojects in New York City contributes to our renewed policy 
briefs section and its goal of bridging the divide between the public policy world and the academic realm. 
Several megaprojects currently underway in New York City, Halle and Lang write, invite us to rethink the 
politics of large-scale public intervention and the balance between community participation and 
infrastructure needs.

Vicki Elmer’s comments admonish us against missing out on the big picture of public infrastructure, 
composed mainly of “minor” local projects. Elmer descnbes the problems associated with local 
infrastructure planning and proposes five guidelines through which practitioners can engage in smart 
planning for infrastructure.

Joseph Boski’s review essay presents three recent books, Splintering Urbanism, Globalisation and Urban Change 
and The Globalised City, that link megaprojects to the dynamics of urban globalization. Finally, Allison Yoh 
reviews Mega-Projects: The Changing Politics of Urban Public Investment, an academic- and practitioner-oriented 
history of megaprojects over the past five decades.

— Miguel Kanai
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The New Urban “Anthem”: Neoliberal 
Design and Political Fragmentation

Kevin Romig

Anthem, Arizona is a large-scale, unincorporated master-planned community on the exurban 
fringe of metropolitan Phoenix. Its physical and geographic isolation, along with the strong 
rules and identity put forth by the developer, led to the creation of a community socially and 
culturally isolated from metro Phoenix, which further adds to political fragmentation and 
urban sprawl. The political context of this development is firmly embedded in neoliberal 
beliefs that private entities rather than public institutions should manage the operation of 
public goods. This interpretive essay reveals Anthem as a commodified community formed 
around the private consumption of a scripted lifestyle based on amenity, stability of housing 
prices and strong community identity shaped by advertising. While this community may be 
viewed as an economic success from a real estate perspective, the cultural, social, economic 
and political implications of this resort building paradigm indicate a foreboding future for 
urban life and lifestyle.

Introduction
The rapid growth of master-planned communities is the most important trend in housing within the Phoe
nix metropolitan area. These communities use powerful advertisements that depict active “consumers of 
community” playing softball, having a leisurely barbeque or teeing off amidst the rounded shadows of a 
saguaro in the morning sun (McHugh 2003). The ads appeal to people who are searching for more in life, a 
sense of belonging or simply a new place to live. Certain ads promote less expensive homes in the exurban 
realm of rattlesnakes and javelmas. Others entice people to buy into an expensive gated community7 overlook
ing die rugged, scenic mountains, and some attempt to pry empty nesters and seniors out of their easy chairs 
and into a life of active leisure. As the promotional material becomes more effective in highlighting die ad
vantages of one community over another in order to lure flexible capital, many builders have difficulty com
peting witii the powerful machine that is Anthem. Designed by the Del Webb Corporation, Anthem is a 
multi-generational community located thirty two miles north of downtown Phoenix. Del Webb has many 
planned communities that sell the active leisure lifestyle to seniors in their Sun City, Sun City West and Sun 
City Grand projects, but their Andiem community expands the idea of active leisure and sells it to people of 
all ages (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Advertising from Del Webb.
Source: Author

Because most of Phoenix’s 
population growth occurred 
after 1950, it is a great place to 
study patterns of suburban 
dwelling and suburban commu
nity formation. Most munici
palities in the Valley of the Sun 
have boundaries that grow in a 
sprawling fashion, creating an 
expansive race to acquire more 
land and more people. Certain 
cities are more successful than 
others in attracting more lucra
tive, higher-end growth, which produces a variety of 
different cultural landscapes (Romig forthcoming). 
In a region so influenced by the rise and fall of the 
copper market, the current booming commodity is 
real estate. With the twenty to forty year population 
projections predicting a future of 6.3 million people 
in the Valley of the Sun, there will be no end in sight 
to the massive growth.

Such a unique urban context, combined with the 
local and national success of this specific community, 
makes Anthem an important case study in under
standing master-planned communities. Yet this pa
per will not list off the numerous awards Anthem 
has received from local and national builder associa
tions, nor will it be a forum for residents to exclaim 
either their praise for the development or engage in 
diatribes about problems with the home or commu
nity. Instead, I will examine the geographic, cultural 
and social implications of the Anthem community 
design in the context of the Phoenix metropolitan 

area. I will uncover a place that exhibits qualities of a 
private housing landscape guided by neoliberal prin
ciples and promoting a strong community identity 
based on cultural homogeneity. The strong commu
nity structure in Anthem does not have a populist, 
organically developed sense of community shaped 
over time, but a manufactured, commodified dy
namic set in place to sell houses.

I used a number of research methods for this case 
study. I posed as a prospective homebuyer eight 
times over a three-year period to observe what as
pects of the community were being sold at a particu
lar time. During these visits, I informally interviewed 
people directly involved in selling property and 
homes, met local informants who would later pro
vide me with community information and con
ducted landscape appraisals as the community grew 
over time. I have also followed current news and 
events in Anthem through local media sources, and 
have maintained a file of Anthem’s advertising and 
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promotional material that has appeared on bill
boards, television, radio, print media and direct mail
ings.

Literature Review
In this section, I will blend contemporary urban so
cial theory with planning literature focused on com
munity development and master-planned communi
ties. In doing this, I will highlight trends most 
evident in this specific community in order to illus
trate how Anthem is emblematic of neoliberal 
America. Neoliberalism is used here to denote a 
“laissez faire” approach by government toward mar
ket forces—in this case the proliferation of private, 
market-driven housing. Brenner (2002) highlights 
three aspects of urban life affected by neoliberal prac
tices at various levels of government: the intensified 
interspatial competition between locales for external 
capital investment, an mcrease in the delivery of pub
lic services directed through pnvate organizations, 
and the rise of uneven development and social po
larization. Many see this neoliberal retraction from 
public life by government as an inhibitor of quality 
of life. The privatization movement is linked to a 
growing skepticism about governments’ ability to 
successfully provide public services (Dillon 1994). 
One response to this lack of faith in government is 
large-scale master-planned communities like An
them. However, the meaning of community in 
many urban areas is increasingly relying on the quali
fying assumption that “small is beautiful” (Davis 
1990). People living in special interest communities, 
like those in a lifestyle of perpetual leisure, tend to 

curtail civic activities (Oliver 2001) and exhibit lower 
levels of social capital (Putnam 2000). Instead of 
looking outward across public space for social 
bonds, people here tend to look inward—within 
their own private community or social clubs—for 
social interaction. This continues to fragment the 
political and social makeup of the metropolitan areas 
(Frug 1999). The typical reaction of architects and 
urbanists to the disorder of this fragmentation has 
been to respond with master-planned communities 
based on complete rationalism (Wilson 1997). This 
drive for order is intrinsically linked to utopianism 
and totalitarianism (Harvey 2000). Strangers are of
ten feared in these privatized landscapes, and the 
community association laws justify separation in
stead of encouragmg social interaction (Frug 1999). 

The growth and development of master-planned 
communities in metro Phoenix began with the in
flux of retirement communities and the Sun City 
and Youngtown developments in the early 1960s 
(McHugh, Gober and Borough 2002). This trend 
continued into the 1970s multi-generational devel
opments of McCormick Ranch in Scottsdale and 
Dobson Ranch in Mesa. Future developments at
tempt to emulate the success of these communities 
and slightly reshape the basic premise of the devel
opments based on detailed focus group data. Their 
goal is to create fast-selling communities that entice 
flexible capital to their locale and have the quickest 
turnaround on their initial investment. These places 
are not the New Towns of the 1960s (Bloom 2001), 
nor are they heavily influenced by principles of New 
Urbanism (Sexton 1995). These are tract develop
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ments held together by clearly defined community 
boundaries, strict enforcement of community rules 
and regulations, homeowners’ associations, and— 
more recently—restricted community amenities for 
private use.

Anthem has taken tins model of the master-planned 
community to a new extreme. By locating far away 
from existing developments and unclaimed land, 
Anthem’s boundaries are clearly delineated. The 
community’s homeowners association (HOA) re
mains heavily influenced by the developer, Del Webb, 
who makes life here seem transfixed in a state of 
intense order so that it can continue to sell houses. 
Also, Anthem’s community amenities are so impres
sive that other developments have difficulty compet
ing for flexible capital. This paper will highlight how 
Anthem is a prototypical utopian development 
driven by social and political separation, consumer
ism, commodification of community, and neoliberal 
practices on the part of government.

Community Overview: Physical Isolation and 
Development Issues
Anthem is located seven miles from any other resi
dential area and is a perfect example of leapfrog de
velopment: a development that has an irregular geo
graphic pattern moving outward from the central city. 
Phoenix had yet to include this property within its 
boundaries, leaving an opportunity for building in 
this area. This is private land, and Anthem is only 
responsible to the county. The build-out population 
of Anthem is expected to reach 30,000 people. Cur

rently the town has 1,803 residents since it opened in 
1999?

Anthem is subdivided into two sections based on 
people’s different stages of life and lifestyle aspira
tions: Parkside neighborhood and Country Club 
neighborhood. The Parkside neighborhood is a tra
ditional suburban tract development surrounding an 
amenity-laden private park. The houses are meant to 
attract middle-class, first-time homebuyers. They 
range from 990 to about 1800 square feet in size and 
are reasonably priced due to the distance from other 
neighborhoods. The homes initially sold quickly 
because of their affordability, the added amenities 
built into the community park, and Del Webb’s ag
gressive advertising portraying Anthem as a holistic 
community. The Parkside neighborhoods are out
side of the park itself (Figure 2). The houses are 
nearly identical, and the community rules and regula
tions were written in a way to make sure that the 
landscape aesthetic stays the same. The $73 per 
month association dues include front yard landscap
ing to ensure everything remains similar. No fruit 
trees are allowed, but creosote bushes are mandatory; 
no boats, RVs or trailers can be visible from the 
street.

The sixty-three acre Anthem Community Park is 
unlike most parks in the Phoenix metro area in that 
it includes a small gauge railroad (Figure 3), a large 
playground area, a baseball diamond complete with a 
few rows of bleachers, a roller hockey rink, a fitness 
center including a rock climbing wall, beach volleyball 
pits, a lake, an Olympic size pool adjacent to a water
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Figure 2. The landscape of the Parkside neighborhood.
Figure 3. The miniature railroad at the Anthem Community Park. 
Source: Author

park and a miniature skate park. 
The park is the centerpiece of 
this master-planned community, 
and can only be enjoyed by resi
dents of Anthem (Figure 4). 
The massive investment in the 
park illuminates the builder’s 
intent to make one community 
stand out more than another. It 
also highlights the insularity of 
this community: if a park such 
as this is built, people have one 
less reason to mingle with the 
broader community. As long as 
Anthem remains located far out
side a major urban center, this 
private park will continue to 
serve the Anthem community 
without conflict. In the next ten 
years, however, as urbanization 
creeps northward to encompass 
Anthem, the exclusively private 
use of such a facility will bang 
to light the foremost founda
tion of lifestyle communities 
like Anthem: increased social 
isolation and polarization.

In contrast to the Parkside de
velopment, the Country Club 
side of the community attracts 
the affluent homebuyer, includ
ing the nouveau riche, empty- 
nesters and avid golfers, as well
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Figure 4. The welcome sign into the private park at 
Anthem.
Source: Author

as people seeking the exclusivity of the gated com
munity (Figure 5). Along the upward slope of Daisy 
Mountain, the Country Club development re

sembles die design of Del Webb’s Sun City develop
ments by offering a wider range of house styles to fit 
the needs of an older clientele. The model home area 
is set up like a shopping mall with ten different 
housing styles surrounding a tree-lined walkway for 
easy comparison shopping. Many of the houses line 
the golf course, and the verdant stretches of grass 
contrast the tan, rugged mountains and the brown 
tile roofs of the Parkside development to the south 
(Figure 6). Three of die ten Country Club house 
floorplans offer a Sonoran-style enclosed patio be
tween die front yard and the entrance to the house. 
The residents of the County Club development have 
access to all parts of die Andiem community includ
ing die community park, and pay a higher association 
fee than die residents of Parkside who only have 
access to die county club for two years before they are 
prohibited from using it. Although not a problem 
yet for Andiem, diis distinct class separation de
signed into a suburban landscape will add to die 
growing number of issues with which they have to 
contend.

As with any large-scale housing community, Anthem 
has had its share of problems. The most significant 
problem grew out of the initial rapid success of die 
community. The houses were in such high demand 
that die builder did not put the necessary effort into 
preparing the land for residential development. Since 
1999, numerous reports have surfaced of improper 
settiing of die soil due to a high concentration of 
clay and insufficient compacting and grading of the 
property. The improper soil settling has led to cracks 
in foundations, floors, driveways and walls, mostiy
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Figure 5. The entrance to the Anthem Country Club neighborhood.
Figure 6. The landscape of Anthem Country Club.
Source: Author

occurring after the two-year war
ranty on the home has expired. 
This environmental and build
ing issue has become so wide
spread throughout the commu
nity that a class action lawsuit 
has been filed against Del Webb. 

Another major development 
issue revolves around water 
rights. Most locations within 
the United States fall under ri
parian water rights due to the 
availability of water (Shiva 
2002). The riparian rights state 
that whoever wants water can 
use it however they see fit. Ari
zona falls under the Law of 
Prior Appropriation (Comeaux 
1981), which states that a per
son must obtain permission to 
use water, and that the person 
with the oldest rights to water 
will have access to it, depending 
on how much is in the system. 
Other users will be able to draw 
water depending on the allot
ment specified in their water 
rights document (Worster 
1985).

Much of the urban growth in 
the Phoenix metropolitan area 
has occurred in areas that have 
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been converted from agricultural land with water 
rights to residential space, leading to a decreased de
mand for water as urban use requires less water than 
agricultural use. Most of these new residential devel
opments buy water rights, and face no imminent 
danger. However, as new lands outside of the arable 
agricultural land in the Valley of the Sun are sought 
for their higher elevation and distance from the inner 
core, the competition for water rights hinders land 
speculation. In order to address the water shortage in 
the southern part of the state, Arizona built a canal 
called the Central Arizona Project to divert Colorado 
River water in the direction of Tucson. The major 
beneficiaries of this investment project were resi
dents of metro Tucson and Native American tribes 
in Southern Arizona.

In order to supply Anthem with a reliable water 
source, Del Webb negotiated a 100-year lease agree
ment to purchase water from the Ak Chin Nation. 
In a region that has been in a drought for the past 
five years, Anthem is at risk for recurring water short
ages, making water paces for Anthem residents 
roughly three times more expensive than most mu
nicipal water in the Phoenix metro area.

Social and Political Isolation
The political implications of the Anthem design 
principle are important because of the community’s 
unwillingness to be a part of any other municipality. 
The location of Anthem, just beyond the city Emits 
of Phoenix, provides strong clues about the civic- 
mindedness of its residents. Demographically, An
them is almost completely white. Census estimates 

classify Anthem’s population as 95 percent Cauca
sian. People here do not want to be part of the 
Phoenix tax base. They do not want to pay into 
funds for lower-income neighborhood improve
ment grants, city roads and infrastructure, or public 
libraries throughout the cities of Phoenix, Scottsdale 
or Peoria. This anti-govemment sentiment is not 
just attributable to Anthem, but to other Del Webb 
developments like Sun City as well. Sun City was the 
first location in Arizona to de-annex from the local 
school district (McHugh, Gober and Borough, 
2002). The Sun City West development also at
tempted to de-annex from the Dysart school district, 
but was unsuccessful even after voting down every 
bond initiative over a three-year period (McHugh, 
Gober and Borough, 2002). Aside from the school 
system, Anthem will not have a representative in the 
Maricopa Association of Governments because it is 
not part of a municipality. The trend of communi
ties like Anthem deserves attention: future residen
tial development is likely to continue seeking out 
unclaimed land to avoid being absorbed by existing 
municipalities, even those that are able to expand 
their jurisdictional boundaries as in the case of Phoe
nix.

Tire rise of neoliberal strategies in residential devel
opment will intensify social polarization (Brenner 
2002). The social implications of this private com
munity design are important. The community is 
physically isolated from the rest of the metropolitan 
area. It is organized as a private community, and 
there is little if any social interaction between An
them residents and people outside the citadel. Ac
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cording to the 2003 census, an estimated 76% of the 
population in Anthem drives alone to work. No one 
took public transportation or drove to a public trans
portation station. Nine percent work at home, fur
thering social isolation within Anthem, and the 
events that residents attend are mostly contrived get- 
togethers to promote the ideals of the developer in 
order to sell more houses.

This leads to an interesting conceptual dilemma: is 
social life in Anthem a balance between lived and 
manufactured, or scripted experiences, or is life here 
completely contrived? The notion of a scripted life is 
based on the unquestioning adherence to commu
nity codes and regulations and living a life that is 
similar to the principles of the community builder, 
advertisements, television shows, and other ideals 
professed by real estate interests and local mass me
dia outlets who have profits directly tied to local 
growth (Lewis 1996). In a similar study, many of the 
interviewees in Scottsdale’s gated enclaves seemed 
content tn a scripted lifestyle, but others attempted 
to reach out beyond their neighborhood gates to 
foster a broader sense of community by establishing 
a local chapter of the Jaycees, or volunteering for the 
McDowell Mountain Preserve (Romig forthcoming). 
There is no surrounding community around An
them for residents to reach out to as of yet, and so 
they remain insulated in the scripting of community 
life by the Del Webb Corporation. People here turn 
to the builder, Del Webb, or the community associa
tion designed by Del Webb for their social outlets 
and sense of community, emphasizing the stronger 

social isolation that accompanies Anthem’s physical 
isolation.

Consumerism and Neoliberalist Practices 
Anthem’s promotional material is strongly directed 
towards Caucasians, and revolves around golf, tennis 
and water parks. The various interests of the people 
residing in the community define the identity of a 
locale (Arreola 1996). The identity is set so firmly 
here by the builder that this territorial place-based 
identity becomes a basis for reactionary exclusionary 
politics (Harvey 1993). Combmed with the strict 
rules and regulations of the homeowners association 
(HOA), the market-driven approach to community 
building by Del Webb—a company known for de
veloping other white paradises—has fashioned An
them into a community with little cultural diversity 
and little opportunity for change in the future.

The economic implications of the Anthem master- 
planned community model relates to the 
commodification of community and neoliberalist 
practices, and die market-driven approach to the op
eration of social goods. Local governments in Ari
zona often take a hands-off approach to community 
formation. In the last twenty years, there has been a 
massive rise of special interest communities that are 
legally bound by community rules designed by 
homeowners associations (McKenzie 1994). The 
multitudes of HOAs have usurped power from the 
local municipality and have built small-scale, private 
communities working to fracture political urban 
space (Frug 1999). In the case of Anthem, a large- 
scale, private community is being formed because it 
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is seemingly what the market desires. Public choice 
theory states that people should be able to choose 
what community they desire based on what they can 
afford, but there may be significant problems with 
such freedoms. If Del Webb is responsible for the 
operation of social goods such as neighborhood 
block parties, events for the arts and public forums 
to discuss community events, what happens if the 
social goods are not cost effective for business prac
tice? This is a question that will continuously re
sound throughout the neoliberal era.

Commodification of Community
Perhaps the most important aspect of community 
life in Anthem that can be identified as emblematic 
of major urban community issues is the notion of 
the commodification of community. In Anthem, 
community’ is commodified in two separate yet re
lated ways. First, the selfing of place is part and parcel 
of an ever-deepening commodity culture (Harvey 
1993), where nearly everything, including social 
goods, has a pnce. People buy into an idea of what 
community is supposed to be like, with the script 
predestined by the builder. The “instant commu
nity” apparatus is in place, and the residents simply 
have to decide how much “community” they want 
to partake of. This is the big selling point distancing 
Anthem from other housing developments in 
metro Phoenix. The reason the community seems so 
dynamic at its onset is that it sells houses. What hap
pens when the community nears completion or has 
reached its built-out projections? Likely, the builder’s 
guiding hand will slip away, and that dynamic com

munity structure will be left for residents to carry on, 
or have a community management company take 
over.

Second, the actual paying of community association 
dues commodifies community. Should people really 
be expected to pay for community? The direct pay
ment of community dues in exchange for a commu
nity apparatus directly relates to the commodity aes
thetic. In the Parkside development at Anthem, 
community costs $73 a month. People pay the fees 
in exchange for a “community” in which they can 
participate on a drop-in basis. Although the Anthem 
model of community building appears efficient and 
easy, it is doubtful that it will help find methods to 
build more sustainable and diverse communities in 
the future, lead people into more volunteer or chari
table work, or provide intellectual space for public 
discourse.

Although life here seems scripted and people are 
willing to trade their personal property rights for 
stability in the pace of their house, one cannot ne
glect the fact that this development has been a tre
mendous success in terms of selling houses. People, 
for the most part, are happy here. While the commu
nity dynamic taking hold in this inorganic landscape 
might concern most academics with a critical predilec
tion, the residents enjoy the sense of community 
they ascertain from the HOA apparatus. People have 
an instinctive desire to feel part of something bigger 
and communities such as these offer a feeling of 
belonging for a set price. This trend is important 
because in Phoenix, the master-planned building 
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design concept is the norm, not the aberration. This 
is a characteristic of the housing supply, and there is 
little demand for anything else. People in search of a 
house in a new construction area have no choice: they 
must buy into a HOA.

The underlying contradiction in master-planned 
communities is rooted in the differing ways people 
conceptualize community. A community7 like An
them is a manifestation of the devolution from 
community as a shared realm with a shared purpose 
to an amalgamation of closely bunched independent 
estates (Sexton 1995) underneath one broad um
brella called the Anthem HOA. The sense of com
munity to which Anthem residents aspire can be 
defined in terms of shared territory (with well-de
fined boundaries), shared values (defining identity 
and commonality) and shared destiny (live by the 
rules to protect the investment) (Blakely and Snyder 
1997). Using this tripartite rubric, the community 
dynamic in Anthem is vibrant. The community iden
tity is clearly defined through the developer’s promo
tional material, the community’s boundaries are 
clearly delineated by fences, gates and distance from 
other housing developments, and the housing prices 
remain well-defined through the careful control 
maintained by the builder or developer. Commod
ification gives Anthem its sense of community. The 
gates sell houses in the Country Club due to the sug
gestion of exclusivity and safety. Paying dues to die 
HOA, which defines the community’s shared destiny, 
commodifies the shared destiny of each resident in 
Anthem.

What is lacking in Anthem is the idea of community 
as a shared public realm, but the public realm is not 
as easy for builders to commodify, and takes time to 
develop. Along the same lines, the idea of commu
nity as shared support structures is not well defined 
in a place such as Anthem. If the builder and build
ers’ beliefs are so engrained in the associations, the 
need for mutual support structures declines because 
residents come to depend on the builder for sup
port. For example, white customer care vans cruise 
through Anthem’s streets emblazoned with the Del 
Webb logo to provide physical support while social 
support is inorganically generated through the 
builder and the HOA. The bending of large-scale 
builders creating an instant, private, commodified 
community space with a hands-off approach by gov
ernments who are influenced by the large-scale build
ers’ interests will likely be the legacy of neoliberal 
urbanism. If so, more Anthems will come.

Conclusion
In the case of the development of Anthem, the 
county was strong-armed by one of the most suc
cessful busmess entities in the state — the Del Webb 
Corporation. County planners realize that rapid ur
ban sprawl is not sustainable or economically sen
sible. However, little is done to slow down the 
growth machine, and leapfrog development contin
ues into the vast stretches of desert in Central Ari
zona. Many officials in local government have risen 
to power by promoting rapid growth and urbaniza
tion, and changing the growth culture is not easy. 
The Maricopa Association of Governments has very 
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little power, and is dominated by the desires of pro
growth individuals in the City of Phoenix. The likeli
hood that more developments will spring up in un
incorporated land in metro Phoenix is doubtful, but 
as home developers build a more substantial lobby, 
they will be able to dominate local politics at the mu
nicipal scale in Buckeye, Gilbert or Surprise.

With Anthem, Arizona presents a blueprint for how 
a privatized, isolated development takes shape 
within a neoliberal political framework. The outcome 
is a commodified, homogenous community per
petuating the fragmentation of the urban area 
through increased social and political isolation and 
emphasis on the bottom-line housing market. Land
scapes such as Anthem highlight Americans’ desire 
for separation, isolation and local social control. It is 
important to view Anthem as the next master- 
planned model to be reapplied and reconstituted in 
the future as similar communities sprout up 
throughout the Southwest and Southeast. The 
Verrado community, to the far west of Phoenix, is 
DMB Associates’ retort to the Anthem juggernaut. 
The increased competition to lure flexible capital 
highlights neoliberal Phoenix. It is comprised of 
1,145 acres, and plans are to build 14,000 homes. 
Similar communities are flourishing in places like 
Florida, Virginia and Nevada. As neoliberal govern
mental entities continue to rely on market discipline 
for the operation of social goods, these communi
ties, because they are profitable, will be the ones built 
and issues such as affordable housing, sustainability 
and social welfare will continue to be ignored. An
them was built because the growth machine drives 

political discourse in central Arizona. This type of 
growth will continue as long as metropolitan-scale 
governments are continually underfunded, powerless 
and disregarded (Oliver 2001). Understanding trends 
in these commodity landscapes better equips plan
ners and policy-makers to understand how to make 
more sustainable dwellings attractive to prospective 
buyers in a competitive market in order to attract 
flexible capital. Further public control is essential to 
inhibit the rapid growth of these unsustainable de
velopments and managing growth on the exurban 
fringe.

Notes
1 Data availability is a large issue because Anthem’s 
boundaries do not correspond with census tract 
boundaries. To acquire the data in this paper, I had 
to join three blocks together that encompass the 
current boundaries of the community. The 2000 data 
did not show the majority of the town’s growth, 
and I obtained updated estimates based on the year 
2003 from Claritas.
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Making Habermas Do What He Doesn’t 
Want To: Communicative Planning 
Theory’s Misunderstanding of 
Communicative Action

Jung Won Sonn

The advocates of communicative planning argue that communicative planning theory would 
provide planners with a framework for collaboration in the planning process. The 
epistemological strategy that they employ, however, does not provide an effective means for 
achieving the desired collaboration. Indeed, an examination of a Habermasian epistemology 
within the context of the Frankfurt School reveals major discrepancies between 
communicative planning theory and Habermas’s theory of communicative action. By 
highlighting these discrepancies, this paper attempts to contribute to communicative 
planning’s search for a more solid epistemological foundation.

Introduction
Communicative planning is a project that has excited practicing planners and researchers since the 1980s. From 
its beginning, advocates of communicative planning theory argued that it would depict and guide planning in 
actual, real world circumstances rather than dictate norms to planners. They also hoped that communicative 
planning theory would provide planners with a framework for collaboration in the planning process (Innes 
1995). These expectations were welcomed by educators who wanted to teach real-world planning to students, 
as well as progressive practitioners who had been waiting for a theory that legitimizes wider community par
ticipation in the planning process.

I believe these promises are truly exciting, but doubt that the epistemological strategy they employ provides 
an effective means for achieving them. In my view, Jurgen Habermas’s philosophical work, upon which com
municative planning theory attempts to base itself has little relevance to the issues that communicative plan
ning theory attempts to solve. Indeed an examination of Habermasian epistemology within the context of 
the Frankfurt School reveals major discrepancies between communicative planning theory and Habermas’s
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theory of communicative action. By highlighting 
these discrepancies, tins paper attempts to contribute 
to communicative planning’s search for a more solid 
epistemological foundation.

The first section reviews communicative planning 
perspectives both in terms of their analysis of the 
planning process and as alternatives to much-cnti- 
cized “rational planning.” The second section exam
ines the epistemological basis of critical theory and 
Habermas’s work in this context to show how it 
departs from the theoretical foundation of commu
nicative planning. The final section concludes with 
several suggested alternative epistemological frame
works for a theory of communicative planning.

Communicative Planning Theory

The Promise of Communicative Planning Theory 1: 
A Realistic Description of the Planning Process 

Communicative planning theory has been proposed 
as a way to fill die gap between positivist approaches 
to model planning practices and reality as observed 
in practice.1 Instead of proposing the idealized 
model of rational planning theorists, communicative 
planning attempts first to “find out what planning is 
by finding out what planners do” (Innes 1995: 184) 
and dien critically reflect upon it before proposing an 
alternative model. Communicative planning’s em
pirical study and theorization focuses on “the messy 
part of planning” that could not be accommodated 
by the rational planning model (Innes 1995). By con
ducting anthropological research, communicative 
planning theorists attempt to describe “real” plan

ningprocesses, including the political realities gener
ally ignored by rational planning theoreticians.

In Planning in the Face of Power (1989), John Forester 
demonstrates what communicative planning theory 
could do. He suggests that planners derive power 
not from their technical expertise so much as from 
their capacity “for bargaining with bureaucratic coop
eration or possible delays; managing uncertainty and 
shaping images of the future; preempting defini
tions of problems and thus approaches to solu
tions; alerting, warning, or working with outsiders 
(or insiders); coalition building; and selectively calling 
attention to particular opportunities or threats (For
ester 1989:17).”

For Forester’s planning practitioner, talk and argu
ment are the essential tools. In this context, Forester 
(1989; 1993; 1999) proposes that the analysis of the 
dialogue between planners, politicians and residents 
will help us understand how consensus is achieved 
in the process of policy-making.

The Promise of Communicative Planning Theory 2: 
Rules for Collaborative Planning

Progressive planners who had long needed a theory 
to justify their innovative practices initially welcomed 
communicative planning theory. With the emergence 
of advocacy planning, planners renewed attention to 
low-income, minority and other disadvantaged 
groups (Davidoff and Remer 1962; Davidoff 1965). 
The Marxist critique, however, suggested that plan
ning interventions alone cannot fundamentally 
change working-class urban life as long as the 
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broader society remains dominated by the 
overarching framework of capitalist relations (Harvey 
1985). Given this cntique, advocacy planners have 
struggled to find a solid theoretical basis on which 
they could depend (Mazziotti 1974; Piven 1970). 

Given this practical dilemma, communicative plan
ning theory presented an alternative avenue for nor
mative planning theory. Consequently, communica
tive planners attempted to create practical rules for 
guiding the planning encounter. Innes (1998) in par
ticular proposed criteria by which one can evaluate 
how close a certain planning process approached the 
normative model offered by communicative plan
ning.

First, individuals representing all the important 
interests in the issue must be at the table.... 
Power differences from other contexts must not 
influence who can speak or who is listened to, 
or not.... The discussion must be carried on in 
terms of good reasons, so that the power of a 
good argument is the important dynamic.... 
Speakers must speak sincerely and honestly; 
they must be in a legitimate position to say what 
they do, with credentials or experience to back 
them up; they must speak comprehensibly— 
jargon and technical language communicates 
poorly; and what they say must be factually ac
curate in terms of scientific or other methods of 
verification. Finally, the group should seek con
sensus. (Innes 1998: 60)

In describing the ideal planning process, Innes does 
not mention the comprehensive search for alterna
tives, die objective analysis of cost and benefit or 
other planning criteria commonly maintained as 
standards of scientific analysis. This omission casts 

the communicative planning process as negotiation 
that in fact has little relation to positivist scientific 
principles. This understanding of the planning pro
cess transforms the planner from scientific analyst to 
a mediator of negotiation (Forester 1989).

As a means of negotiation, communicative planning 
is particularly desirable when “no single stakeholder 
can implement policy widiout coordinating widi 
others, and where the definition as well as the solu
tion to die problem is contested” (Goldstein 2001: 
12). When stakeholders participate in the communi
cative process, and thus in the production of infor
mation, they are more likely to agree on the results. 
Therefore, die communicative planner should en
courage communication among stake holders. In so 
doing, according to Goldstein, there are seven rules 
that the communicative planner should follow.

(1) Instead of attempting to scientifically deter
mine the public interest, communicative plan
ning fosters the formation of political will be
tween representatives of the community by 
promoting dialogue; (2) Rather than trying to set 
collective goals in isolation from political inter
action, communicative planning encourages 
stakeholders who have knowledge of the way 
decisions are made to develop a strategy that 
can be implemented through the political pro
cess; (3) Modelers are relieved of the responsi
bility of making political choices, confining their 
efforts to providing analysis and regulator exper
tise and facilitating the process; (4) Instead of 
assuming that stakeholders will cooperate to 
reach common goals, communicative planning 
provides a process for stakeholders to enhance 
their capacity to cooperate; (5) Rather than re
quiring integration of all the details of a compre
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hensive plan, the communicative planning pro
cess yields a set of general guidelines and strat
egies that can be fleshed out through the con
ventional decision-making process; (6) 
Communicative planning does not produce a 
single plan, which would threaten the desire of 
stakeholders to maintain their influence over 
the policy process and address individual topics 
as they arise; (7) The planning procedure allows 
stakeholders to build on small agreements, 
rather than requiring them to vote up or down on 
a complex package they are unfamiliar with. 
(Goldstein 2001: 12-13)

In proposing these rules, Goldstein frames commu
nicative planning theory as a normative theory.

Epistemology of Communicative Planning Theory 
Indeed communicative planning theorists have at
tempted to establish its epistemological basis in 
Habermas’s theory of communicative action. Innes 
(1995) argues that Habermas’s theory is attractive 
because it describes what urban planners are actually 
doing. To Innes (1998), studying the role of infor
mation in the planning process clearly reveals the 
inadequacies of the rational planning model. Con
trary to that model’s positivist orientation towards 
“information” collected and processed by urban 
planners, communicative planning theorists note 
that other kinds of “non-scientific” information 
appears to carry more weight in the decisionmaking 
process. Examples include prioritizing the opinion 
of an elected official’s friend, valuing residents’ in
sight, or responding to pressure from interest 
groups (Forester 1993).

According to the theoreticians of communicative 
planning, elevating other sources of knowledge 
above scientific information in die planning process 
illustrates tiiat the rational model incorrectiy pre
sumes tiiat planning as a process is primarily guided 
by an “instrumental rationality.” While rational plan
ning theory describes planners as processors of ob
jective information, Innes, by contrast, argues tiiat 
“information becomes gradually embedded in the 
understandings of the actors in the community 
through processes in which participants, including 
planners, collectively create meanings” (1998: 53). 
Information created through discussion in the com
munity where it will be implemented is more power
ful than information provided by an external expert, 
communicative planning theorists argue.

Furthermore, while rational planning theory assumes 
clear delineations between successive stages of objec
tive information acquisition, decision-making and 
action, in the planning encounter information is in
stead linked directly to action without an intervening 
decision-making step. Action is prescribed once there 
is agreement on an mdicator and a shared under
standing of the problem it reflects. Because learning, 
deciding and acting cannot be distinguished, the lin
ear, step-wise process assumed in the model of in
strumental rationality simply does not apply (Innes 
1995:185). This is not because information gener
ated within the community is more scientific than 
that provided by external experts. Rather, the discus
sion and negotiation process have added meaning to 
the information, leading communicative planning 
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theorists to conclude that “communicative rational
ity” rather than “instrumental rationality” is at work 
in the planning process.

The Ideal Speech Situation: Rules for 
Negotiation or Epistemological Foundation?2 
As illustrated above, Innes (1998) and Goldstein 
(2001) exemplify the ways in which communicative 
planning theorists propose communicative action 
rules that negotiation should follow. This is possible 
because theorists tend to read the theory of commu
nicative action in instrumentalist terms. This misun
derstanding stems from the fact that they do not 
situate this Habermasian concept within the context 
of his philosophy or within the broader history of 
die Frankfurt School (or die broader Marxist tradi
tion).

Reading Habermas, it is easy to think that the ideal 
speech situation is one that he longs for the human 
race to pursue in actuality. In particular, when 
Habermas (1989) romanticizes late 17th-century “cof
fee houses” in England and “salons” in France, 
where emerging bourgeois intellectuals freely com
municated their ideas, it is plausible to interpret him 
as arguing for a return to such era. Neverdieless, 
when one considers Habermas’s concept of the 
“ideal speech situation” in die history of critical 
theory, one finds that “ideal speech” is not a condi
tion to pursue but rather only a concept witiun an 
epistemological project. Habermas proposed the 
concept of the “ideal speech situation” to respond to 
a puzzle that his teachers could not solve.

Earlier members of the Frankfurt School distin
guished “scientific theory” from critical theory as a 
means of inquiry. Horkheimer (1982) argued that 
scientific theory “organizes experience in die tight of 
questions which arise out of life in present-day soci
ety.” Positivist science, however, retains an objective 
perspective on information as broadly applicable to 
social issues — yet remains apart from diem. “The 
social genesis of problems, the real situations in 
which science is put to use, and the purposes which 
it is made to serve are all regarded by science as exter
nal to itself” (212).

Scientific theory formulates laws from nature which 
can be applied to various dimensions of human 
experience. Critical theory, by contrast, presents an 
opportunity to reflect upon diought as a product of 
free will — not as the result of coercion as a product 
of broader societal conditions.

The problem in advanced capitalism, according to 
Horkheimer and Adomo (1995), is diat the domi
nance of scientific dieory removes die critical capabil
ity of oppressed people. The contemporary labor 
class, coerced by structural economic arrangements, 
may consider itself a mere input to the production 
process — a way of thinking that works against their 
“real interest.” Critical theory’s Ideologiekritik^ should 
reveal this coercion. A good example of critical theory 
is Karl Marx’s analysis of labor process in his “eco
nomic and philosophical manuscripts,” also called 
die Paris manuscripts. In this work, Marx asserts that 
workers experience profound alienation due to the 
estrangement between the products of their labor 
and the labor process (Marx 1988).
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However, if Ideologiekritik is a critique of the domi
nant ideology or false consciousness that prevent 
oppressed people from seeing their true interest, 
Frankfurt School theorizing falls into a dilemma: m 
order to distinguish false consciousness from real 
interest, one needs discover one’s real interest at the 
outset precisely because false consciousness is defined 
by, and works against, one’s real interest. Yet false 
consciousness prevents one from perceiving real in
terest. Frankfurt School thinkers realized tins prob
lem and attempted to solve it but individual mem
bers of tine school diverged in their opinions. 

Theodor Adorno, for example, thought that there 
was no transcendental ground from which one can 
criticize ideology or false consciousness, for any 
ground is also part of one’s consciousness, already 
shaped by one’s history and tradition. But, when an 
agent feels frustration and suffering, Adorno argues, 
it should be an indication that false consciousness is 
at work (Adorno 2000). Only by studying frustra
tions and sufferings in their specific situated context 
can they be revealed. This is where one can begin 
Ideologiekritik.

However, tins approach has a critical weakness: With
out frustration or suffering as consciously experi
enced by human agents (de spite their evident exist
ence), it is impossible to begin the work of 
Ideologiekritik. Adorno assumes that frustration and 
suffering are manifestations of ideology, but some 
ideology does not manifest itself in such a form. For 
example, when coercion is dominant, the resulting 
false consciousness does noteven allow for the per

ception of frustration and suffering (Lukes 1974). A 
person may even feel happy when his or her “real” 
state is deeply painful. As Marcuse (1962) pointed 
out, members of the proletariat class under advanced 
capitalism are deprived of their ability to feel frustra
tion because of the influence of mass culture. The 
more senous the coercion, Marcuse suggested, the 
less likely is the potential realization of individual 
emancipation from false consciousness. Without 
some sort of standard against which one’s current 
state is judged, it is impossible even to realize coer
cion. This is why some members of the Frankfurt 
School searched for a transcendental foundation by 
which to measure false consciousness against real 
interest. Under these circumstances, Marcuse later 
proposed that experimental literature and art create 
room for realizing people’s false consciousness. The 
conflict between art and everyday thoughts and cus
toms allows for an opportunity to identify coercion 
in order to reveal possibilities for different forms of 
thought (1978).

Such an approach is hampered by elitism, however. 
The majority of people hardly enjoy opportunities 
to reflect on high art. Furthermore, while art and 
literature present varying images to suggest different 
possible alternatives, there remains no transcendental 
basis to distinguish a real image of happmess from a 
false one. This presents a dilemma for the critical 
theorist.

Habermas sought to develop a transcendental foun
dation that does not change according to the situa
tion of the social agents wTho are involved but rather 
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remains fixed as a reference.4 To this end, he 
grounded his argument for a transcendental founda
tion in his optimistic views on language. He argues 
that linguistic communication is in the nature of 
human beings, and thus being a human agent entails 
participation in a community where the participants 
agree upon certain rules of communication — rules 
which are neither explicitly known to participants nor 
ever completely realized. If they were to become real
ized, die participants in a discussion would all be 
able to come to terms on certain points of agree
ment which are what Habermas considers to consti
tute truth. In odier words, truth is what all partici
pants would agree upon if they were in an ideal 
speech situation. In an ideal speech situation, Guess 
(1981: 66) argues, agreement constitutes “true be
liefs” while agreement upon certain preferences 
would then constitute “rational preferences.” Agreed 
upon interests would be “real interests.”

The explanation above should clarify that “ideal 
speech situation” is not normative. Habermas was 
not suggesting that people should follow the rules 
he provides but rather suggested that there exists a 
transcendental ground for truth-claims. With the 
concept of an ideal speech situation, he described a 
condition in which coercive ideology can be revealed - 
a condition that is only theoretical in that it cannot be 
achieved in reality. In fact, he does not claim that his 
description of “ideal speech situation” has to be cor
rect but merely wants to accept the existence of the 
“ideal speech situation” as an epistemological foun
dation for distinguishmg real interest from false con
sciousness. In his later Theory of Communicative Ac

tion, Habermas (1984) begins to thoroughly develop 
the concept of “ideal speech situation.” He does not 
spend too much time elaborating on what the “ideal 
speech situation” is like, but mstead appears to ex
plicitly warn against taking communicative action 
theory as a theory about communication. “|T]he 
communicative model of action does not equate 
action with communication” (Habermas 1984:101).

Communicative planning theorists then appear to 
have taken Habermas too literally. Their understand
ing of the “ideal speech situation,” where actors are 
free from coercion and power differentials, is pur
sued as a model of what planners should actually 
seek to bring about. This does not find support in 
Habermas’s writings, however, because the nature of 
discussion in Habermas’s ideal speech situation is 
very different from the type of discussion that occurs 
m the planning process. In an ideal speech situation, 
participants in a discussion will agree on the “truth” 
because it is true. The ideal speech situation is sim
ply a process for finding it. That is, when social actors 
are free from coercion, there remain no false 
consciousnesses that will distort their understanding 
of society. Therefore, the emancipating nature of 
language reveals itself during the speech act, when its 
participants will finally find a point on which every
body can agree.

Discussion in a planning process, on the other hand, 
does not pursue “truth.” Rather, discussion is a pro
cess of negotiation where a participant attempts to 
influence others in order to maximize his/her inter
est, regardless of whether those interests are colored 
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by false consciousness. There is no nght or wrong, 
just incompatible interests. Even if participants find 
a point upon which everyone agrees, that point is 
not an inter-subjective truth but rather a balance 
point of interests that have arrived at a satisfactory 
compromise. In the planning process, for example, a 
participant understands there is a limit to one’s influ
ence over die other participants. So he will try to se
cure his most important interest by compromising 
other interests. If one altruistically accepts another 
person’s argument in contradiction to one’s own 
interest, that acceptance still has little to do with in
ter-subjective truth. Altruism is not an arrival at truth 
but an act of sacrificing part of one’s interest. One’s 
“true” interest remains the same even after one sur
renders it.

Occasionally, a discussion process may result in a 
common ground for every participant’s interest. 
However, this does not mean participants have 
found the transcendental “truth” that exists in an 
ideal speech situation. Indeed this common ground 
is very fragile, and a new participant can easily disrupt 
it. The final agreement in a planning process is the 
best solution only for the existing participants’ inter
ests. A new participant with different interests may 
find the agreement unacceptable. Also, w’hen external 
conditions or the participants’ preferences change, the 
participants’ interests also change accordingly and an 
agreement based on participants’ previous interests 
ceases to be shared. Therefore, the common ground 
that participants find in a planning process holds 
only temporarily. In contrast, inter-subjective truth 
found in the ideal speech situation does not shift 

when a newcomer joins the discussion. The ideal 
speech situation is a way of accessing truth. There
fore, if correctly obtained it should not change even 
if external conditions or the participants’ preferences 
change.

The nature of discussion in the planning process, 
however well designed, is fundamentally different 
from that of the ideal speech situation. Moreover, 
communicative planning theorists explicitly devise 
rules which Habermas’s theory does not provide. 
Rules of communicative planning aim at facilitating 
discussion in the hope of achieving better planning 
outcomes. In the terminology of critical theory, com
municative planning theorists use theory instrumen
tally; their rules thus belong to the realm of scientific 
theory in Horkheimer’s (1937) or Habermas’s (1978) 
categorization of theories. Using Habermas’s ideal 
speech situation as a guide or tool for manipulating 
the external world is exactly the opposite of what 
Habermas intended. The fact that communicative 
planning theorists have deployed the conceptual ideal 
of Habermas’s cntical theory in the role of a scientific 
theory is decidedly ironic.

Saving Communicative Planning from Itself 
This paper has argued that communicative planning 
theorists’ claims of deriving their work from 
Habermas are based on a misinterpretation of his 
theories. The “ideal speech situation” that they want 
to emulate in the planning process is actually an epis
temological foundation and not a normative frame
work. For Habermas, discussion in an ideal speech
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situation enables participants to find truth. Discus
sion in planning, on the other hand, is for negotiat
ing conflicting interests; the final product is not truth 
but rather an accommodation of interests.

But, why bother to criticize communicative planning 
if theorists are using it to generate new and helpful 
empirical studies? Is not planning research about the 
practical implications of new theories? Misunder
standing Habermasian theory, however, prevents 
communicative planning from fully realizing its own 
potential. There are numerous epistemological sys
tems and some of them may be more helpful to the 
aims of communicative planning theory. If planning 
theorists believe that Habermas has offered the most 
suitable epistemology for their project, they may not 
look for better alternatives.

The aim of this paper is to point out problems in 
one of the epistemological strategies followed by 
communicative planning, not to provide alternatives. 
However, some possible directions are evident. 
When communicative planning theorists conduct 
empirical research on dialogue in planning processes, 
they can rely on ethnomethodology or other types of 
discourse analysis without being based in Habermas 
at all. If they need philosophical underpinnings for 
this type of analysis, they may want to incorporate 
the philosophical hermeneutics tradition of Martin 
Heidegger (1962), Friednch Schleiermacher (1998), or 
Hans Georg Gadamer (1975). To address the issue 
of efficient communication as a method to facilitate 
negotiation, theorists can turn to sociological ex
change theory, game theory in economics or other 

theories in negotiation studies in order to ground 
communicative planning theory in alternative analy
ses to liberate it from its problematic association 
with the work of Habermas.
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Notes
1 For a detailed description of the rational planning 
model, see Schon (1983: 21-37).
2 Of course, this paper is not the first critique of 
communicative planning theory. Margo Huxley and 
Oren Yiftachel demonstrated that communicative 
planning theory’s application of communicative 
action to plannmg, a function of state, is missing the 
point that the very purpose of communicative action 
is to resist against die imperative of state and market 
(Huxley 2000; Yiftachel & Huxley 2000; Huxley & 
Yiftachel 2000).
3 Horkheimer’s description of critical theory reveals 
its similarity to hermeneutics as set fordi by Husserl, 
Heidegger, or Schleiermacher (Woolfolk, Sass and 
Messer 1988). Both cntical dieory and hermeneutics 
intend to interpret people’s understanding of objects 
rather than objects themselves. What distinguishes 
critical theory from hermeneutics is tiiat cntical theory 
has a specific goal: Ideologiekritik.
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4 In his early writings, Habermas agreed with 
Adorno’s contextualist view. However, according to 
Guess, a renowned interpreter of Habermas, he felt 
it necessary to defend epistemological objectivism 
and attempted to find transcendental foundation of 
epistemology against emergence of postmodernism 
and other forms of extreme relativism (Guess 1981: 
64).
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The Neoliberal Turn and the
Restructuring of Public Housing Policy in 
the United States

Jason Hackworth

Public housing policy in the US has been restructured dramatically in the past 30 years. The 
prevailing narrative of this transition foregrounds an attempt to move beyond the “mistakes” 
of Keynesian-style federal intervention in housing markets. Local housing authorities are now 
encouraged to ally with the private market, demolish high rise income- and race-segregated 
housing, and to replace this model with privately managed, mixed-income developments. This 
paper argues that the transition is most usefully situated as an example of the 
neoliberalization of public policy. It shows how the specific experience of public housing 
policy in the US can be interpreted through the lens of much wider ideas and strategies of 
neoliberalism. It also shows that “actually existing neoliberalism,” as represented in this 
case, poses serious conceptual problems for the larger project of neoliberal theory.

Introduction
It has been slightly more than a decade since the United States Congress began serious discussions about 
how to revamp the nation’s public housing system, but the subsequent change has been swift and decisive. 
The Homeownership and Opportunity for People Everywhere (HOPE) program, enacted in 1992, and the 
Quality Work and Housmg Reform Act (QHWRA), enacted tn 1998, fundamentally changed the way that 
public housmg works in the United States. Framed as a response to the mistakes of mid-twentieth century 
planning and public housing construction (Cisneros 1995), these programs provide funding to replace much 
of the existing stock and managerial structure with a stronger local and private market orientation. Public 
housing authorities (PHAs) are now not only permitted to engage in partnerships with private developers, 
but are encouraged to do so. Housmg finance no longer consists entirely of direct federal subsidies and public 
housmg is no longer reserved solely for the very poor. The US Department of Housmg and Urban Develop
ment (HUD), and public housing in general, have been “reinvented.” Federally centered Keynesian public 
housing has been replaced by a more diffuse neoliberal public housmg that is smaller m scope, locally gov
erned and more oriented to real estate capital.
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Explanations of this transition have been varied. 
Some have interpreted the changes as part of an 
overall effort to revive—which in many cases means 
gentrify—inner city real estate markets (Crump 2003 
and 2002; Wyly and Hammel 1999; Bennett and 
Reed 1999). Others, by contrast, have linked the 
changes to the wider devolution of the American 
state (J. Smith 2000; see also Keyes et al. 1996; 
Adams 1990; Staeheli et al. 1997). Related to this 
explanation have been attempts to interpret the 
shifts as part of a senes of government failures 
(Cisneros 1995; US Dept, of HUD 1995; see also 
Wallis and Dollery 1999; Chang 1997; Meier 1993) 
that have necessitated the deployment of pnvate 
sector housing provisioning systems (van Vhet 1990; 
Forrest and Murie 1988; Lundqvist 1988; Swann 
1988; Adams 1987). Still others have attempted to 
show how the US’s erstwhile cultural ambivalence 
toward the poor and public housing led to the recent 
changes (Vale 2000). Comparatively little has been 
done, however, to link recent public housing policy 
changes to a wider theory of state or economic re
structuring. Such an understanding is important be
cause individual policy actions like the HOPE pro
gram and QHWRA do not take place in a social 
vacuum. Rather they are deeply imbued with the 
logic that governs the wider processes of such re
structuring. A better understanding of such pro
cesses provides a better window into the local politics 
of public housing management.

This paper attempts to fill the void by applying the 
insights of the wider literature on neohberatism and 

the New Political Economy to particular changes be
ing experienced within the realm of US public hous
ing. It attempts to show that public housing policy 
has been neoliberalized over the past thirty years, and 
that this deeply ideological transition has narrowed 
the policy dialogue on public housing (and afford
able housing more generally) in ways that are poorly 
understood. The overall intent is to open a more 
meaningful housing policy dialogue by clarifying the 
terms of the recent transition. Section one of the 
paper describes the roots and evolution of 
neoliberalism, in order to clarify the way it is concep
tualized in this paper. Section two provides a brief 
history of US public housing policy leading up to its 
current and ongoing neoliberalization. Lastly, section 
three describes this neoliberalization, with special 
emphasis on the response of three local housing 
authorities to neoliberal public housing.

Neoliberalism and the New Political Economy 
The language of liberalism, neohberatism and the 
New Political Economy is very common within con
temporary social theory. Because they are often used 
without being explicitly defined, however, the mean
ing of such ideas tends to be somewhat variable. 
This section attempts to clarify the way that liberal
ism and neoliberalism are being conceptualized by 
briefly revisiting the development of both ideas. 
Understanding the evolution of the wider liberal 
tradition (i.e. Girvetz 1963) is the first step toward a 
workable definition of late twentieth century 
neohberatism and its broader policy framework, the 
New Political Economy (Chang 1997; Meier 1993).
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Though the ideas underlying liberalism are evident in 
Greek, Roman and reformist Christian writings, the 
most commonly cited root to the project is in the 
classical liberalism of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
century. Classical liberals vaned in their politics, 
method and purpose but were relatively unified on 
several counts. First, they shared an intense focus on 
the individual. Following Hume, Paley, Bentham 
and james Mill in particular, classical liberalism as
serted that the true measure of a society lay in the 
degree to which its individuals were allowed to pur
sue pleasure. Individuals themselves were seen as the 
most qualified at understanding their needs and 
wants, so society should be structured around lower
ing barriers to the individual realization of tins plea
sure. Classical liberals varied on whether the nght to 
pursue pleasure was natural (Hume) or part of a so
cial contract (Locke), but almost all believed that indi
vidual autonomy should be venerated above all else.

The second major tenet of classical liberalism, fol
lowing largely from Adam Smith (and the neoclassi
cal school of economics that he inspired), is that an 
unfettered market is the most efficient and effective 
means for encouraging this individual autonomy, 
and for assuring that the simultaneous pursuit of 
individual pleasure does not devolve into anarchy. 
Within this frame, society is best served when indi
viduals are able to pursue their needs and wants 
through the medium of price. Producers are servants 
of consumers, who demand certain goods based on 
their wants. The third major tenet of classical liberal
ism is the non-interventionist state. Classical liber

als—Smith, Bentham and Acton—argued that the 
most effective way to achieve a society of pleasure
seeking, market-oriented individuals is for the na
tion-state to be minimalist, or laissez-faire. Accord
ing to classical liberals, the state should focus only on 
the pursuit of safety, competitive (unfettered and 
non-monopolistic) markets, and a constitution guar
anteeingindividual rights, particularly the right to 
retain property.

The three main premises of classical liberalism were 
scripted largely as an antidote to the power of mon
archy and or the church in Western Europe during 
the eighteenth century. The ideas of liberalism took 
one of their strongest institutional forms in the 
founding documents of the United States—the Fed
eralist Papers, the Constitution and the Declaration 
of Independence—but it was not until the late nine
teenth century that classical liberalism became wide
spread throughout North America and Western Eu
rope. But it is also true, ironically, that the late 
nineteenth century was when pronunent fissures 
within the liberal project began to emerge. Following 
from John Stuart Mill, an increasingly egalitarian 
strand of liberal thinkers began to argue that the 
tenets of classical liberalism were neither being at
tained, nor were they attainable, without a strong 
secular state that redistributed wealth among the 
populace. Mill’s calls for a strong estate tax and com
pulsory education are among the suggestions for 
intervention that this variant of liberalism began to 
inspire. In the late 19th and early 20th centunes, 
amidst prolonged depressions, the exploitation of 
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child labor and a massively uneven distribution of 
wealth, some began to agree, and an “egalitarian” 
liberal movement emerged (Kekes 1997).

Egalitarian liberalism is a loose assemblage of ideas 
and as such does not have as many foundational 
thinkers as classical liberalism, but the works of Mill, 
John Maynard Keynes and, much later, Rawls (1971; 
1993), Dworkin (1985) and Nagel (1978) became 
landmarks in its literature. Egalitarian liberalism took 
root most firmly in places where anti-socialism was 
strongest, with the United States being the most 
acute example (N. Smith 2002). It became increas
ingly widespread after Keynes (1936; also 1926) and 
the Amencan New Deal demonstrated that an inter
ventionist approach could actually promote (rather 
than impede) economic growth. Egalitanan liberal
ism combined several basic tenets of classical liberal
ism—particularly the focus on the individual and a 
belief in the elegance of the market—with a redis
tributive nation-state whose responsibilities included 
the provision of basic levels of economic security, on 
the grounds that political freedoms were impossible 
without some degree of economic intervention 
(Girvetz 1963). As Kekes (1997:13) explains:

The core of egalitarian liberalism continuefd] to 
be autonomy. The autonomous life, however, is 
seen as requiring both freedom and welfare 
rights. It requires that individuals should be 
guaranteed certain basic goods that are needed 
for living according to any conception of a good 
life. The role of government, therefore, is to pro
tect not merely freedom rights but also welfare 
rights.

Justifiable interventions included, but were not lim
ited to, public housing, corporate anti-trust laws, 
food stamps and basic income redistribution. 
Though some classical liberals loathed this turn in 
liberal thought and largely rejected it, the basic ideas 
of egalitarian liberalism (particularly Keynesianism1) 
inspired and were in turn inspired by a massive shift 
in governance dunng the mid-twentieth century to
ward a more openly-regulatory nation-state.

This shift was halted by the rise of /^liberalism. 
Neoliberalism, simply defined, is an ideological rejec
tion of egalitanan liberalism and of the Keynesian 
welfare state in particular. It is also a selective return 
to the ideas of classical liberalism, of the sort most 
strongly articulated by Hayek (1944; 1960) and Fned- 
man (1984; with Rose Friedman 1962,1990).2 Once 
considered die workings of a “lunatic nght fringe” 
(Girvetz 1963), neoliberalism by the 1990s had be
come naturalized as die proper mode of govern
ment for a variety of geo-institutional contexts. 
Neoliberalism achieved hegemonic status through a 
number of important mediums, including the 
Thatcher and Reagan Administrations of die 1980s, 
which openly sought to “roll-back” many elements 
of the Keynesian state, such as public housing, in
come supplements and medical subsidies. Under 
neoliberal logic, Keynesian redistnbution is no 
longer a foundation of international competitiveness 
but an impediment to it (Jessop 2002); labor flexibil
ity is seen as crucial for a working economy (Peck 
2001a; Moody 1997); and monetarism is seen as die 
only proper macroeconomic intervention by die state 
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(Canterbery 1995). Government failures are the cen
tral justification for the roll-back of intervention, 
while the Keynesian notion of market failure has 
virtually disappeared from macroeconomic policy 
dialogue (Chang 1997). Nothing short of a New 
Political Economy has emerged, according to 
neoliberalism’s proponents (Meier 1993).

But as some recent authors have noted, this should 
not imply that neoliberalism is a static, inevitable or 
autonomously operating political environment. 
Rather, some have suggested that neoliberalism is 
better seen as a process—one that evolves, intensifies 
and weakens differently across time and space (Peck 
and Tickell 2002; Mitchell 2001). Drawing mostly on 
the experiences of North America and Western Eu
rope, Peck and Tickell (2002) have shown that tins 
process has heretofore involved two phases, the first 
involving the roll-back of Keynesian welfare institu
tions and the second involving the “roll-out” of 
more direct policies to promote neoliberalism. Roll
back neoliberalism, though varying from place to 
place, involves the reduction of subsidies or regula
tions designed to counteract regional or interpersonal 
uneven development. For example, public housing, 
welfare and unemployment insurance outlays are 
often reduced during tins phase. Roll-out 
neoliberalism, by contrast, involves a set of policies 
that more proactively ensures the reproduction of 
neoliberal political economy. Workfare has emerged 
as the most obvious example of roll-out 
neoliberalism (see Peck 2001a), but as I will demon
strate later, housing policy has also been oriented to 

make any return to Keynesian-style policies more 
difficult.

Roll-out neoliberalism is particularly interesting be
cause it provides a conceptual challenge to one of 
neoliberalism’s main tenets—the idea of the non- 
mterventionist state. There are several dimensions to 
this. The first and most obvious is that roll-out ac
tivities embody positive policy actions made by gov
ernment, rather than the removal of state interfer
ence (as neoliberal theory suggests). Second, it 
challenges the notion that state power under 
neoliberalism automatically devolves to the local. 
Proponents of neoliberalism see it as a return to 
local control, but critics point out that while respon
sibility is frequently decentralized in neoliberal re
gimes, resources often are not. As Peck (2001b) and 
others (Atkinson 1999; Clark 1999) have suggested, 
it may be that economic nsk and social reproduction 
are the only resolutely localized functions under 
neoliberal capitalism. With greater responsibility for 
production (N. Smith 2002) and social reproduction 
(Gough 2002), localities are not simply given power 
as much as they are given risks and responsibilities 
that the Keynesian national welfare state had previ
ously defrayed (such as affordable housing, infra
structure and urban development subsidies).

In order to pay for such responsibilities, local gov
ernments, in a variety of contexts, are increasingly 
forced to behave as market actors—to acquiesce less 
ambiguously to the needs of capital and to provide 
public goods through private delivery mechanisms
(Harvey 1989). Cities and other local governing struc
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tures have thus not simply been given devolved 
power from die nation-state, but have been disci
plined mto competing more vigorously widi one 
another dirough the mechanisms of die market. In 
doing so, however, local institutions have become 
increasingly regulated by a series of non- and quasi- 
govemmental market police officers—bond-rating 
agencies (Hackworth 2002; Sinclair 1994; Sbragia 
1996), among others, die IMF and the World Bank 
(Hams and Fabricus 1990)—that have a very differ
ent raison d’etre dian the nation-state (which previ
ously served in tins capacity). Institutions such as 
these serve to impose a form of “disciplinary 
neoliberalism” (Gill 1995) that can be highly punitive 
to dissenters (Peck and Tickell 2002). Public housing 
provision in die United States, diough always a small 
and maligned appendage of the American welfare 
state, has also been fundamentally transformed by 
this transition. The remamder of this paper explores 
this transition, which provides insight into “actually 
existing neoliberalism” in general (Brenner and 
Theodore 2002) and its impact on die restructuring 
of public housing in particular.

The Case of Public Housing Policy 
Restructuring in the United States
The institutional history of public housing, and spe
cifically die transition it has undergone in the last 30 
years, can be used to shed light on the contextual 
nature of neoliberalism. The history I present here 
has been derived from existing scholarship, discus
sions with officials and residents at over 50 housing 
authorities in die US, and analysis of nationwide 

data on public housing obtained from die US De
partment of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD). At a schematic level, the history is broken 
into diree major periods: pre-1937; 1937-1973; and 
1973—present. Pnor to 1937, public housing was 
virtually non-existent save for several experiments in 
New York City, die work of charitable organizations 
and periods of temporary housing for defense-in
dustry workers. Between 1937 and 1973, public 
housing reached its Keynesian apex. Though never 
as comprehensive as public housing systems in 
Western Europe, during this time the US system 
continued to expand and provide housing for the 
urban poor in multiple contexts. After 1973, the 
public housing system began to shrink and restruc
ture dramatically in line with the larger neoliberal 
turn.

Pre-1937

Prior to die 1930s, public housing policy in the 
United States consisted of a senes of ad hoc pro
grams designed not to increase the overall affordable 
housing stock but to meet particular local needs 
(Harloe 1995). Much of this housing furthermore is 
difficult to call public because it was built and man
aged by philanthropic organizations in a variety of 
local contexts (Plunz 1990). In a classical sense, it was 
the most liberal that public housing policy has ever 
been, in that public involvement was constrained by 
the ideological fervor for non-intervention. Philan- 
tiiropic efforts—from settlement houses to 
workingmen’s houses—typically sought not only to 
house impoverished urbanites but to reform them 
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as well. Most philanthropic housing came with strict 
behavioral or work rules for its residents. The total 
number of philanthropic units is difficult to calculate 
precisely, but it can safely be said that levels of hous
ing for the poor were lower before 1937 than they 
were at any time afterward.

Other public housing efforts prior to the 1930s in
cluded wartime worker housing during World War I 
(Plunz 1990; Harloe 1995). Though access to this 
housing was limited, it set an important precedent 
for government construction and maintenance of 
housing. This precedent would be built upon by 
several large cities, such as New York, after the war 
(Plunz 1990). Efforts to expand such programs be
yond the municipal level, however, were met with 
resistance in Congress. At the federal level, public 
housing was viewed as socialist and the ideological 
aversion to intervention went a long way toward 
limiting the development of a meaningful national 
strategy prior to the 1930s (Marcuse 1998).

1937-1973: Keynesian Public Housing

It was not until a sizeable portion of the middle 
class was thrust into poverty that a centrally orga
nized program of public housing emerged in the 
US. The 1930s provided this set of conditions, 
but—tellingly—the first public housing bill did not 
reach Congress until 1937, despite the rough eco
nomic times earlier in the decade. The 1937 Housing 
Act authorized the construction of approximately 
170,000 new public housing units in severely 
disinvested neighborhoods across the US (Harloe 
1995), but was not a part of the initial New Deal 

largely because it was deemed a socialist threat by the 
construction industry (Marcuse 1998).3 This had 
both short and long term consequences. In the short 
term, fear of this “threat” prompted lawmakers to 
take steps assuring that real estate capital would be 
protected in the bill. Among other protections, the 
1937 Act required the equivalent demolition of sub
standard units in the nearby community (with com
pensation for the building owner) so that the private 
market would not have to experience the unfair com
petition of government built alternatives in the 
neighborhood (Bratt 1986; Spence 1993). It also set 
income eligibility requirements very low, so as not to 
compete with the unsubsidized private market.4

In the long term, a fear of gravitating toward social
ism would permeate public housing policies 
throughout the mid-twentieth century, and make 
public housing unusually sensitive to the concerns 
of real estate capital and local control. This was quite 
apparent in the 1949 Housing Act, which inaugu
rated the twentieth century’s second major surge in 
public housing construction. By 1949 the construc
tion lobby was an even more powerful influence on 
Congress (Checkoway 1980) and was able not only to 
revive the allegation that public housing was socialist, 
but also to persuade Congress to orient the Act pri
marily around single-family detached homes in the 
suburbs (Lang 2000). The public housing portion of 
the 1949 Act was small, and consisted largely of 
funding for slum clearance, or “Negro removal” 
(Hirsch 2000) as it was then called—a practice in 
which thousands of housing units in functioning 
neighborhoods were destroyed and replaced by 
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problematic high-rise public housing complexes. The 
Act also prolubited public housing from competing 
with private markets by: a) employing rent ceilings 
that were set 20 percent below the lowest nearby 
rental units; b) requiring that public housing be de
signed in an austere, stigmatizing way so as to stand 
out from the private stock; and c) authorizing 
unsustainably low operating budgets for PHAs. A 
set of subsequent amendments to the 1949 Act and 
new programs including Section 202 (1959), Section 
23 (1965) and Turnkey Housing (1965) provided low 
interest loans and incentives to private developers to 
build very low-income housmg.

The final major Keynesianesque push to create more 
low-income housmg culminated in the 1968 Hous
mg Act. Unlike the 1937 Act, which had been tangen
tial to President Roosevelt's New Deal, the 1968 Act 
was more central to President Johnson’s Great Soci
ety. But it was still a compromised set of programs, 
and it never approached the larger goals set by its 
proponents. Continuing the erstwhile protection of 
real estate interests and local autonomy, the Act pro
vided mterest rate and rent subsidies to private devel
opers who built or managed public housing for the 
government. Although the 1968 Act was responsible 
for the most rapid short-term increase in public 
housmg units m the twentieth century, its effects 
were short-lived. In 1973 the Nixon Administration 
announced tiiat the public housmg program was too 
expensive and declared a moratorium on future con
struction, effectively extinguishing the 1968 Act 
(Harloe 1995; Bratt 1986).

Generally speaking, the 1937-1973 period witnessed 
the birth and apex of Keynesian public housmg in 
the US. Though never reaching the level of provision 
of Western Europe, public housmg m this epoch can 
be deemed Keynesian to the extent tiiat it was a pub
lic investment designed (in part) to offset housmg 
costs, increase disposable mcome and stimulate ag
gregate effective demand. But we can also see tiiat 
this state intervention was deeply colored by the clas
sical liberal desire to avoid a powerful government 
role in the economy. Marked effort was made to es
tablish and maintain protections for private real es
tate capital and local autonomy.

1973-Present: Neoliberal Public Housing

The 1973 moratorium marked the beginning of a 
30-year process tiiat neoliberalized public housmg. 
From the mid-1970s to the mid-1990s, a series of 
roll-back and roll-out phases in public housing policy 
emerged, perhaps not linearly but more or less se
quentially and helped restructure the nation’s ap
proach to public housmg. The initial phase of this 
process involved a basic divestment of the housing 
stock, while the more recent stages have involved 
measures to assure tiiat the desired neoliberal order 
stays intact (e.g. pnvate management, market-based 
delivery systems). These shifts have been motivated 
by the belief that past efforts at public housmg have 
either hurt, or simply ignored, the pnvate market and 
the needs for local and individual autonomy.

It is fair to ask why the roll-back of Keynesian poli
cies was even necessary, given the very limited nature 
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of public housing programs during the twentieth 
century (see Harloe 1995). After all, in comparison to 
similar housing programs in other countries, 
Keynesian public housing in die United States re
mained very limited, and never enjoyed a popular 
constituency (this despite die fact that Keynesian 
subsidies for other types of housing, namely single
family detached homes, were wddly popular). But 
when the focus slufts to the institutional power of 
public housing after die 1960s, it becomes clearer 
why such an active effort was made to neoliberalize 
diis comparatively inconsequential sector. First, in 
1965 HUD was created from die ashes of die United 
States Housing Authority and given cabinet level 
status (Harloe 1995), an important step in its even
tual institutional power. Its reach as an institution 
was further extended by the comparatively ambitious 
1968 Housing Act, which, as mentioned earlier, put 
the newly formed HUD in charge of the century's 
most rapid surge in public housing construction. By 
the time die Nixon Administration entered office in 
1969, die agency—and American public housing— 
were arguably at die apex of their institutional and 
fiscal power. HUD was a visible symbol of an active 
and redistributive government, and rolling the 
agency back thus became a visible symbol of tiiat 
government’s dismantiement. The roll-back of pub
lic housing was, in odier words, a representative mo
ment in a much wider process. With two dramatic 
strokes—the demolition of the Pruitt-Igoe Housing 
Complex in 1972 and the Nixon moratorium of 
1973—die roll-back of Keynesian public housing 
was initiated. The basic reduction of subsidies and 

federal involvement continued through die 1980s 
and 1990s. During the 1980s, HUD’s budget was 
slashed more aggressively dian any other level of the 
domestic branch of government (Bratt and Keating 
1993), and during the 1990s, the most active source 
of public housing funding came in the form of 
grants to facilitate the demolition and privatization 
of housing stock (the HOPE program discussed 
below). The aggressive roll-back of public housing 
has evolved and expanded considerably from its 
1970s beginnings.

But the neoliberalization of public housing in the 
US has also involved much more dian die non-inter- 
ventionist withdrawal of funding and oversight. The 
roll-back of Keynesian public housing has been par
alleled by a roll-out of various neoliberal measures 
tiiat promote “self-sufficiency,” entrepreneunalism 
and private governance. In arguably die most exten
sive measure of dus sort, die federal government 
began foregrounding Section 8 vouchers as the pre
ferred mode of public housing in the early 1970s.5 
Section 8 vouchers are payments by die federal gov
ernment to individual landlords to cover the gap that 
exists between 30 percent of a tenant’s income and 
the prevailing fair market rent (determined by HUD). 
There are bodi tenant-based and project-based Sec
tion 8 oudays, but both are organized on similar 
logic. The program was seen less as a way to reduce 
federal expenditures (though this justification 
should not be understated) than as a way to more 
assertively involve die private market in die allocation 
and management of public housing units. It has 
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evolved from being a fairly marginal outlay by HUD 
to being one of its largest in the past thirty years.

Nor was Section 8 the only form of roll-out 
neoliberalism to emerge in the last thirty years. In 
1986, the federal government further institutional
ized the belief in market-allocated public housing by 
initiating the Low Income Housing Tax Credit pro
gram. Tellingly, the program is not administered by 
HUD, but by the Internal Revenue Service, since it 
involves the allocation of tax credits to qualified low- 
income housing builders. The builders are compen
sated for their creation of submarket units by selling 
the credits to corporations or individuals with high 
tax liabilities. In this way the program seeks to chan
nel private capital into affordable housing. Central to 
the expansion of both this program and Section 8 is 
the idea that the market will be able to allocate goods 
more efficiently and effectively than any federal gov
ernment office.

Another mechanism used to roll-out a neoliberal 
public housing order has been the encouragement of 
homeownership for public housing tenants. Such 
policies, it is important to point out, are different 
from the Keynesian private homeownership policies 
promoted by the federal government after World 
War II. Specifically, the neoliberal policies are urging 
public housing tenants to purchase the public units 
in which they currently reside, not enter the open 
market with federal help. Where the Keynesian pro
grams were a continuous redistribution of wealth 
designed to maintain aggregate demand, the 

neoliberal policies are better seen as the privatization 
of existing government assets.

Much like the Section 8 program, homeownership 
initiatives of tins sort are not unique to the past 
thirty years, but the government’s reliance on them 
has increased markedly m the past two decades (see 
Hackworth and Wyly 2003). Also like the Section 8 
program, homeownership for the poor has been 
promoted for more than just its potential to reduce 
federal expenditures. The idea of homeownership 
has been promoted quite openly by HUD—and the 
federal government more generally—as a way to gen
erate self-sufficiency among the existing public hous
ing tenantry (HUD 2003). The first major effort to 
provide federal homeownership subsidies for low- 
income families (tire Section 235 Program) was initi
ated in the 1968 Housing Act, but the program fal
tered shortly thereafter because of management 
problems (Bratt 1990). Section 235 was followed by a 
senes of smaller demonstration programs during 
the 1980s, including the Public Housing Demonstra
tion Program [1985] and the Nehemiah Program 
[1987], but both met fates similar to the original 
initiative (see Silver 1990). The programs were largely 
derived from similar efforts in the UK to sell Council 
Housing. In the US, however, the public housing 
stock was in such poor physical shape by the 1980s 
that any serious effort to sell the units would have 
involved a tremendous upfront federal commit
ment. As a result, during the Reagan and the first 
Bush administrations, the movement to promote 
homeownership amongst the very poor never gained 
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popular support. The idea resurfaced again in the 
1990s as a component of the HOPE program (dis
cussed later), but the same aversion to substantive 
federal expenditures for physical improvement lim
ited its expansion.

A final set of roll-out programs has sought to link 
housing to individual work ethic. As mentioned 
earlier, the language of promoting self-sufficiency has 
been rife throughout recent public housing initiatives 
(see US Dept, of HUD 2003). The idea is to wean 
the existing tenant base from federal government 
support by improving their work ethic and sense of 
entrepreneurialism. Among the most iconic early 
programs in this regard was the Reagan 
Administration’s “Project Self-Sufficiency,” winch 
provided assistance for 10,000 single mothers within 
the public housing system to become “economically 
independent” (Vale 2000). The first Bush 
Administration’s “Operation Bootstrap” included 
another 3,000 families in a similar program in 1989. 
These programs encouraged job training and in
cluded light incentives for working. The Clinton 
Administration’s Work and Responsibility Act of 
1994 built on these efforts by providing more incen
tives for employers to hire welfare recipients, but this 
bill was thwarted by a more restnctive (to the recipi
ents) Republican-led effort called the Personal Re
sponsibility Act. After several years of debate, an 
agreement was finally reached in the form of the 
Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act 
(QHWRA) of 1998. The QHWRA, among other 
things, mandated community service and stricter 

screening of tenants, opened access to public hous
ing for higher income families and allowed public 
housing authorities (PHAs) to evict tenants for a 
wider range of reasons (Vale 2000). It has also al
lowed newly installed private managers of public 
housing to enforce such rules. Roll-out 
neoliberalization was thus well underway by the 
mid-1990s.

The HOPE program, initiated by a federal commis
sion on “severely distressed” public housing and by 
the Cranston-Gonzalez Affordable Housing Act of 
1990, folded many of the initiatives discussed eartier 
into a more-or-less coherent public housing agenda 
(Marcuse 1998). In many ways, the HOPE program 
is an embodiment of both roll-back and roll-out 
neoliberalism. On the one hand, its mandate is to 
demolish the country’s most “severely distressed” 
public housing units (HUD 2003)—a clear expres
sion of roll-back divestment. Individual public 
housing authorities are competitively awarded grants 
for this purpose, and as of 1995 they are no longer 
required to replace all of the units felled during the 
implementation of redevelopment plans (Keating 
2000). Since 1993, the program has funded the 
demolition (or forthcoming demolition) of approxi
mately 77,702 public housing units (US Dept, of 
HUD 2001). The units that will be built in their place 
are increasingly reserved for a more economically in
dependent clientele. Twenty-one percent of the new 
units (17,743) will be reserved for subsidized rental 
and ownership opportunities. Approximately 16.4 
percent of the new units (13,772) will be market rate 

Critical Planning Summer 2004 41



and unavailable to most existing or future public 
housing tenants. The remaining projected units (ap
proximately 52,316 or 62.4 percent of the total) will 
be technically designated as public. Furthermore, 15.3 
percent of the public units will eventually be sold to 
qualifymg tenants and many of the management and 
ownership functions of new HOPE units will be 
turned over to private authorities. Thus the HOPE 
program represents, on one level, a basic reduction 
of die physical housing stock owned by die federal 
government—a roll-back of investment outiays and 
extant federal commitments.

But it also represents much more than this. The 
HOPE program is a transparent roll-out of 
neoliberal policy in practice. It has, for example, been 
linked—-via the 1998 Quality Housing and Work 
Reform Act—to the work responsibility acts dis
cussed earlier. Housing benefits have been linked to 
workfare programs and the language of economic 
self-sufficiency is again found throughout die 
program’s promotional material (HUD 2003). In
creasingly, tenants must behave in “acceptable” ways 
to continue to receive their housing benefits. PHAs 
have been given new powers to evict for behavioral 
or economic reasons. In HUD’s new “One Strike and 
You’re Out” program, for example, PHAs are able to 
evict tenants for criminal activity committed by any 
member of a household on or off die public hous
ing complex grounds.6 It is part of a more transpar- 
endy interventionist set of neoliberal state practices. 
These practices have created a highly complicated in
stitutional geography for local policymakers and ac

tivists attempting to forge a more creative response 
to current housmg conditions for the poor.

Local Examples of Neoliberal Public Housing
A closer look at the HOPE program experience of 
three PHAs—-New York City, Seatde and Chicago— 
helps illustrate die difficulties now confronting local 
housmg providers under neoliberal public housmg 
policies. These tiiree locations were chosen because 
they represent a relatively broad range of governance 
styles under neoliberal housmg m general and die 
HOPE program m particular. The New York Hous
mg Authority (NYHA) has chosen to cling most 
tightiy to die principles of Keynesian public hous
mg, refusing, m most cases, to embrace or even par
ticipate in many of die recent roll-back and roll-out 
initiatives by HUD. The Seatde Housmg Authority 
(SHA), by contrast, has chosen to embrace die roll
out nature of the HOPE regime (e.g. income diver
sity, pnvate governance, local autonomy) without 
reducing its physical housmg stock, while the Chi
cago Housing Audionty (CHA) has embraced die 
HOPE program as a way to permanendy remove as 
many housmg units as possible. Looking at such 
different locales helps us to better understand die 
nature of local autonomy under neoliberal public 
housmg. Overall, it is clear tiiat neoliberal housmg 
has, as promised, decreased federal oversight and, in 
some cases, mcreased local control (mainly by private 
market actors). But as die cases also demonstrate, it 
is just as clear that die neoliberalization of housmg 
policy is creating wholly new local constraints to a 
progressive housing policy. The examples are based 
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on discussions with HOPE program coordinators 
and other officials at each PHA, a review of literature 
printed and posted by the PHAs, and examinations 
of tenant input and activism during the HOPE ap
plication process. The discussions were focused on 
changes in governance capacity and the PHA’s re
sponse to recent federal changes.

New York City

New York’s history as the most prolific local public 
housing provider throughout the Keynesian era, and 
its tenants’ history as die most organized group of 
its sort in the country, has had an important impact 
on die city’s approach to die HOPE program frame
work. By and large, the New York PHA has refused 
to use the program as a way to thin or diversify its 
housing stock. Many of its physical housing units sit 
amongst die city’s most devalorized neighborhoods, 
and much of its housing technically qualifies as “se
verely distressed” (the requirement for demolition to 
take place), but the New York Housmg Audiority 
has only applied for two HOPE program grants 
since 1993. Much of this has to do with housmg 
activism in the mid-1990s diat informed tenants of 
the problems of displacement occurring in odier 
cities. A fairly diverse coalition of activists argued 
forcefully diat the city needed more, not less, money 
from the federal government for housmg construc
tion, and that die HOPE program was wrong- 
headed given die scarcity of affordable housing in 
die city. Their larger vision mvolved (among odier 
dungs) a federally-subsidized, locally-managed sys
tem of affordable housing (not unlike, ironically, the 

ostensible definition of neoliberal public housmg), 
but their work in this case was mainly defensive, and 
by necessity it was dedicated more to stopping the 
HOPE program dian it was to devismg alternative 
strategies. On a basic level, the activists were victori
ous, as die city subsequently refused to participate 
recklessly in the HOPE program. This stance was 
absorbed more readily by the NYHA than m most 
other locales. The NYHA has largely chosen to pur
sue HOPE program dollars only when true tenant 
support is present, and when it is feasible to replace 
all demolished units. It has also steadfasdy refused 
to introduce private sector real estate mterests to the 
HOPE process. Its approach stands in contrast to 
that of most odier PHAs nationwide, which have 
eidier chosen, or been pressured, to pursue strategies 
of physical divestment or mcome diversification, 
usually by partnering witii private sector real estate 
firms. New York’s institutional and political support 
of public housmg, deeply rooted m its history as the 
leading US public housmg provider, appears to have 
shaped its approach to the HOPE program applica
tion and development process. But while the aver
sion to neoliberal public housing and die desire to 
add more housing units were most widespread in 
New York, diey were insufficient to lead to an in
crease in public rental units. Even within this local 
context, proactive increases in the level of support 
for traditional public housmg or even significant fed
eral oudays for community organizations were 
marginalized as outmoded by the neoliberal policy 
discourse (see Cisneros 1995 for an example of tins).
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Seattle

The Seattle Housing Authority (SHA) has, since 
1995, been awarded four HOPE program grants, 
amounting to $135,137,383. These include grants 
for the redevelopment of the Holly Park, Roxbury 
House and Village, Rainier Vista Garden Commu
nity and High Point Garden housing complexes. 
The authority has been one of the most assertive in 
the US at pursuing HOPE dollars but has done so, 
importantly, within the context of fairly strict local 
regulations. The Seattle City Council mandates, for 
example, that every unit demolished as part of a 
HOPE plan be replaced and set aside for very low- 
income tenants. This mandate—largely a response 
to pressure from a local activist group, the Seattle 
Displacement Coalition (SDC)—has assured that, 
unlike many other cities participating in the program, 
very low-income tenants will be allotted a unit else
where in die PHA’s system. It has not, however, 
translated into a large percentage of such tenants 
moving into redeveloped communities. Of the 
2,177 units demolished (or scheduled for demoli
tion) since 1995, only 1,211 will be replaced and 
available to very low-income tenants on-site; any 
remaining tenants will be relocated to another com
plex in SHA’s system. But while dissent certainly ex
isted among tenants during the HOPE application 
processes, the stance of die city council served to 
avoid some of die more acrimonious protestations 
diat affected PHAs elsewhere in the country. Perhaps 
because of this, tenants have been more receptive to 
SHA’s proposals dian has been the case with other 
public housing communities nationwide. The city’s 

ethos of social democracy, its relatively low level of 
existing segregation and the high amenity value of 
SHA’s properties have all shaped its approach to 
public housing provision in the current context. Still, 
die more ambitious goals of SDC and local commu
nity activists of full on-site unit replacement, aggres
sive protections against displacement and increased 
funding from the federal government, were left un
addressed by the city council and SHA.

Chicago

In contrast to the apparent solidarity of public hous
ing interests in New York City or the democratic so
cialism in Seatde, public housing in Chicago has 
been, and continues to be, a deeply divisive issue, 
and its provisioning approach during the past 10 
years reflects this rancor. The HOPE program has 
apparendy offered city officials die opportunity to 
put aside tins bad blood by simply putting aside 
public housing. Rather than choose retention or a 
mixed income approach, the Chicago Housing Au
thority (CHA) has used die six grants it has received 
since 1993 largely to divest itself of its physical stock 
(see Crump 2002; J. Smith 2000; Bennett and Reed 
1999). Local officials are quick to point out that much 
of this approach was shaped by the federal 
government’s take-over of CHA from 1995 to 2000, 
but it is equally true that CHA tenants have been 
more politically isolated than those in New York and 
Seattie. Many of the policies implemented by federal 
officials (including the take-over itself) were enthusi
astically supported by key local leaders. The case also 
demonstrates how feasible it is within the current 
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context for authorities to disregard major organizing 
pushes by its tenantry. In perhaps the most outspo
ken of these efforts, the Coalition to Save Public 
Housing organized tenants to fight the HOPE pro
gram in Chicago. Much like the activist groups in 
New York and Seattle, the Coalition argued that de
molishing housing units at this time was wrong- 
headed given the city’s housing crisis. But their pro
posed solutions (e.g. more investment in existing 
communities) were roundly dismissed by local offi
cials intent on implementing the HOPE program.

In Chicago, over 8,200 units have been demolished 
or are awaiting demolition, but only 2,821 public 
rentals are planned for replacement. Also, unlike the 
other two case studies, the CHA has targeted the 
most impovenshed complexes. CELA’s HOPE plans 
all rely heavily on Section 8 vouchers to accommodate 
the balance of people whose homes were demol
ished. Over 2,000 units are projected for construction 
in the coming years, but most of these will not be 
available to the poorest cohort in their stock (US 
HUD Office of Public Housing Investments 2001). 
Despite militant local activism against the HOPE 
program for the past eight years, no housing author
ity or city council protections exist in this case, and 
the displacement problem has been among the 
worst in the country. Some tenants will benefit enor
mously by being able to live in physically redeveloped 
environments, while most others will be forced to 
navigate the historically unsympathetic Chicago 
housing market for opportunities with their Section 
8 vouchers.

Conclusion
Public housing has been neoliberalized, mainly 
through the vehicle of the HOPE program, and 
many public housing authorities are often left with 
little choice—given drastic cutbacks m funding for 
traditional public housing—but to embrace a mar
ket-based self-sufficiency model. All have been sup
posedly given autonomy, but as these examples and 
countless others demonstrate, the actual ability to 
deviate from the market-led status quo is quite lim
ited. There are useful ideas being generated by activist 
groups at the local level but these ideas have yet to be 
meaningfully included within actual policy. Dis
missed as outmoded (Cisneros 1995)or—as former 
US presidential candidate Robert Dole recently as
serted—“bastions of socialism” (see Nagoumey 
1996)activist groups are not given a serious airing in 
the policy arena, and their efforts are often, by neces
sity, defensive in their orientation.

The HOPE program and the policies accompanying 
it do indeed represent a shift in housing policy in the 
US, one that is more in tune with the New Political 
Economy. The real estate market is now situated as 
the savior rather than the nemesis of public housing; 
local and individual autonomy are venerated above 
all else; and Keynesian forms of redistribution are 
vilified while neoliberal policy actions are held sacro
sanct and deemed non-interventiomst. But the unre
solved tension in liberalism’s pursuit of non-inter
vention foists a series of systemic contradictions 
upon neoliberal public housing. The decision to 
withdraw subsidies or roll-back erstwhile regulations 
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is itself an act of intervention by the state, and so is 
the aggressive roll-out of institutions and policies 
designed to cement a neoliberal future. The pursuit 
of neoliberal housing policy on the basis that 
Keynesian policy was too interventionist is, in short, 
on shaky theoretical ground. Both Keynesianism and 
neoliberalism are forms of intervention, but until 
tins is more widely acknowledged, debates surround
ing progressive housing policy will remain con
strained by die false duality of intervention versus 
non-intervention. The narrow confines created by 
tins duality have thus far inhibited policymakers 
from imagining forms of intervention that might be 
able to better address current housing conditions in 
die US.
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Notes
1 It is important to point out that while 
Keynesianism was an important part of egalitarian 
liberalism, its (Keynesianism’s) objectives were 
centered around the maintenance of aggregate 
effective demand and die correction of market 
failures. As such, it is useful to link Keynesianism 
not only to twentieth century welfare state (a concern 
in tins paper) but also to redistributive efforts like 
homeownership subsidies, infrastructure and die 
military that were neither considered part of the 
welfare state nor particularly intended for the poor.

2 The selective return to liberalism has made for a 
confusing political situation in the US and Canada 
where such ideas (classical liberalism) are more 
frequently held by neoconservatives, and where 
center-left political parties identify with liberal 
principles. The situation becomes less confusing 
when seen as a reincarnation of the original schism 
between egalitarian liberalism (now represented by 
North American liberals) and classical liberalism 
(now represented by right-leaning neoliberals).
3 Approximately 30 percent of these units were 
reserved for defense industry workers.
4 The much smaller Lanham Act of 1940, which led 
to die creation of housing for war-time workers, was 
also keen on protecting real estate interests. It 
mandated that all wartime housing be demolished 
or privatized after the War.

5 Though several demonstration programs in the 
early 1960s experimented with such demand-sided 
measures, it was not until the 1974 Housing Act that 
die Section 8 program was officially authorized and 
expanded as a significant policy device.
6 In an recent case brought before the Supreme Court 
of die US, the right of PHAs to evict tenants for 
cnminal activity over which they have no direct 
control was unanimously upheld. In the case, three 
tenants were evicted for criminal behavior committed 
by someone other than themselves: Pearlie Rucker, 
63, was evicted when her mentally disabled 
daughter—at die time living with Ms. Rucker—was 
arrested for cocaine position three blocks away from 
her apartment building. Willie Lee, 71, and his 
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partner Barbara Hill, 63, were evicted after their 
grandsons were caught smoking marijuana in the 
parking lot of the family’s housing complex. 
Herman Walker, 75, was evicted after his in-home 
caregiver (Mr. Walker is incapable of living alone 
because of medical reasons) was caught in 
possession of cocame in Mr. Walker’s apartment on 
three separate occasions.
7 The federal government assumed control after 
allegations of corruption in the Chicago Housing 
Authority.
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Megaprojects and Risk: A Conversation 
with Bent Flyvbjerg

Renia Ehrenfeucht

Bent Flyvbjerg is professor of planning at the Department of Development and Planning at 
Aalborg University, Denmark. He was twice a Visiting Fulbright Scholar at UCLA. His most 
recent books are Megaprojects and Risk: An Anatomy of Ambition (Cambridge University 
Press 2003), Making Social Science Matter (Cambridge University Press 2001) and Rationality 
and Power: Democracy in Practice (The University of Chicago Press 1998). He works as an 
advisor on questions of megaprojects and risk.

As megaprojects have become ubiquitous, their real benefits and costs have come under increased scrutiny. We 
interviewed Bent Flyvbjerg, who has extensively studied megaproject development. Flyvbjerg has found sys
tematic problems in the development process: by intentionally misrepresenting information and deliberately 
disregarding risks, proponents instigate projects tiiat result in fewer benefits and higher costs than promised.

Ehrenfeucht: To begin, what is a megaproject?

Flyvbjerg: A megaproject is a very big project looked at in the context of where it is being planned or built. 
What is very big? In general, I would say anything above half a billion dollars is a megaproject. If you are 
talking about a city like New York City, you might need something bigger. A town in the Midwest would 
consider something much smaller a megaproject. You cannot define a megaproject independent of the con
text in which the specific project is being planned or built.

Ehrenfeucht: Why might we be interested in megaprojects? What is different now?

Flyvbjerg: I think there are two reasons. More and larger projects of this type are being built. And they have 
larger and larger impacts.

The question is why is this happening? One reason is that technologically it is becoming possible to build 
bigger projects. So there is a technological driver. Second, megaprojects are politically attractive because they are 
tangible and monumental. That’s a political driver. Third, large projects have always presented an opportunity 
to vanous groups to make large sums of money. For megaprojects these sums are mega-large. This is an eco
nomic dnver.
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Finally, there’s an increase in wealth in many countnes 
around the globe. Before you would mainly see 
megaprojects in Europe and North America. Now 
other geographical areas are getting into a position 
where they can pay for this type of project. That’s 
another economic dnver and it means that 
megaprojects are now also being built in substantial 
numbers in South America, in China, in Southeast 
Asia and in Russia.

Ehrenfeucht: You have looked at transportation
megaprojects, in particular, from which you and your 
co-authors wrote Megaprojects and Risk. How would
you charactenze megaproject development?

Flyvbjerg: Because of their empirical track record, I 
have come to think of megaprojects as disaster- 
prone. It may sound a bit dramatic and I would like 
to stress at the outset that not all projects turn out to 
be disasters. But just considering cost overruns, nine 
out of ten projects end up with problems. Ninety 
percent! Add to this revenue shortfalls and problems 
with environmental and social impacts and the pic
ture quickly turns quite dismal.

Why would so many projects end up with prob
lems? Because a “disaster gene” has been built into 
diem. It goes like dns. When a megaproject is pro
posed and appraised, promoters typically overesti
mate die benefits that will derive from the project 
and they similarly underestimate die costs. This cre
ates enormous risks with projects. Underestimated 
costs come back as a boomerang to haunt projects as 
cost overruns. Overestimates of benefits similarly 
backfire as benefit shortfalls. In this way, you get a 

doubly negative effect. On the one hand, cost over
runs, on die other hand, benefit shortfalls. In short, 
risks to the second degree.

I should stress that when I say risks, I mean a wide 
range of different types of risks. These can be finan
cial risks. They can be environmental and social nsks. 
They can also be safety risks. The safety nsks are par
ticularly important for projects where human safety is 
at stake, like space exploration or the rebuilding of 
Iraq, if we look at tiiese as megaprojects. The same 
holds for health and environmental projects in a 
more indirect fashion.

So the disaster gene is the underestimation of costs 
and overestimation of benefits tiiat is often built 
into projects at an early stage, when projects are first 
proposed. The disaster happens when die gene kicks 
in during implementation and cost underestimation 
comes back as overruns and benefit overestimation 
as shortfalls. The consequences can be dire, as we 
have seen in both the space program and Iraq. In 
other megaprojects, fortunately, die disaster does not 
direcdy place human lives at risk but is instead lim
ited to financial disaster. But the basic pattern is die 
same. Ask Bostonians about the Big Dig, or the 
French and die British about the Channel tunnel.

Ehrenfeucht: Why do you think this is occurring? 

Flyvbjerg: We have done research on tins, winch is 
reported in the journal of the American Planning Asso
ciation. There are two mam reasons. One is psycho
logical, related to over-optimism, or optimism bias, 
which has been documented as characteristic of hu- 
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mail decision making. Humans generally have a more 
rosy view of the future than is warranted by experi
ence. Psychologists call it a cognitive bias. This is an 
explanation you often see in die literature. Psycholo
gist Daniel Kalineman of Princeton University won 
die 2002 Nobel Prize in economics developing such 
explanations. They are certainly valid and may in part 
explain die megaproject disaster gene.

Even so, psychological explanations are insufficient 
m my analysis. They are too optimistic in diemselves. 
They look at human beings as well-mtentioned, but 
faulty, and that’s nice. But it is not always like that 
with megaprojects. Working as a researcher and ad
viser, I come across mstances again and again of 
what is called strategic misrepresentation. “Strategic 
misrepresentation” is die Orwellian euphemism 
planners and planning researchers like to use for de
ception and lying. This is not cognitive bias; it is cal
culated. So you also have politicians and planners 
involved in strategically misrepresenting projects in 
order to get die go-ahead to build them. A project 
brings immediate benefit to many people, inducting 
engineers and architects who develop the projects, 
planners who plan them, land owners, land develop
ers, construction companies, lawyers, politicians who 
cut die ribbon. Stakeholders may have an interest in 
letting a project go ahead, even if it was completely 
useless, which projects rarely are. But even if a project 
was completely useless once built, many people 
would stand to benefit from just building it.

I’m not saying tiiat promoters care only about build
ing projects, but diere are strong incentives to mis

represent the costs, benefits and risks of projects in 
order to get them built, for instance because different 
groups of promoters are competing against each 
odier for limited federal funds. Therefore, psycho
logical explanations do not fully account for the di
sastrous outcome of many megaprojects—political 
explanations are needed as well to account for strate
gic misrepresentation.

Ehrenfeucht: Why aren’t politicians more wary7 of 
megaprojects if they have cost overruns and benefit 
shortfalls?

Flyvbjerg: We have to remember tiiat the period 
from die initial idea stage to when the project is put 
into operation is very long. Ten years is not uncom
mon. You also see fifteen, twenty years. Decision 
makers may be tempted to say “Well, when tiiey fi
nally cut die ribbon and die problems possibly start 
occurring, I won’t be in office anymore.” In fact I 
just read an article by Steven Weinberg in the New 
York Review of Books m which he interprets President 
Bush’s New Vision for Space Exploration—which is 
a megaproject if there ever was one—in just tins 
manner.

The problem here is a lack of accountability arising 
from the long time periods involved. The costs of a 
possible disaster do not fall on die people who 
made the decision. The costs and criticism fall on 
other people who say, “We didn’t make the deci
sions. We’re just here now to administer this project 
so don’t criticize us.” There’s a diffusion of respon
sibility.
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Ehrenfeucht: Could we turn to the question of 
risk? The book is titled Megaprojects and Risk. Why 
was risk such an important theme?

Flyvbjerg: This is a crucial question. Our research 
shows that planners and decision makers involved m 
megaprojects tend to think in a deterministic way 
and not in a stochastic fashion. They think according 
to what has been called the EGAP principle: Every
thing Goes According to Plan. Again, this may be 
something very human. But it turns out that most 
things related to megaprojects are stochastic. Most 
things happen only with a certain probability. When 
thinking in a deterministic fashion, you end up disre
garding risk. This is a major problem with 
megaprojects.

Ehrenfeucht: What would be different if we were 
thinking about risk?

Flyvbjerg: Thinking in terms of risk promotes criti
cal and reflexive thinking. It also inserts a healthy 
dose of empirical matter-of-factness into the plan
ning of megaprojects. You cannot understand risk 
without understanding probability, and probability 
is an empirical concept.

For instance, if you think in terms of risk, simple 
cost-benefit thinking with one figure for costs and 
one for benefits, and a single cost-benefit ratio, is 
immediately undermmed. Anybody thinking in a 
risk frame of mind would not accept one figure for a 
project. Each figure has a certain likelihood and you 
have to ask what is the likelihood that it will be an
other figure. Tins is what risk analysis is about, in

quiring, for instance, what is the likelihood that the 
costs of the Big Dig or of rebuilding Iraq are going 
to be 50%, 100%, or 150% higher than what the cost 
engineers came up with? Or if someone says, we 
believe the Los Angeles Metro will have umpteen 
thousand passengers a day on the Redline, a person 
thinking in terms of risk would be critical and ask 
what is the likelihood we’re going to have that num
ber instead of a number half that size? Thinking in 
terms of risk means thinking in terms of alterna
tives, and alternatives tend to problematize deter
ministic thinking.

Ehrenfeucht: What drives the deterministic think
ing? The people who immediately benefit? 

Flyvbjerg: My point of departure in thinking about 
nsk is as a power researcher. I’m interested in 
power—political power, power in planning, organi
zational power, institutional power. When I see a 
seemingly dated way of thinking, like thinking deter
ministically about megaprojects, I relate it to the is
sue of power. “Cui bono?” as the Romans asked, 
“Who benefits?” Who has an interest in the situa
tion looking the way it does? When a phenomenon 
appears strange—and it is strange to have highly 
educated people like engineers, economists and plan
ners treat megaprojects like this—the question I ask 
is, are these people uninformed or are they acting in a 
calculated manner? I know they are not uninformed 
because I’m trained as a planner myself and I train 
planners. That leaves calculation. Research confirms 
this.
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Behind calculation, what are the interests? Who is 
interested in not dealing with risk? Well, people in
terested in making a project look good on paper in 
order to have it approved and built would be inter
ested in ignoring risk—financial, environmental, so
cial, safety—because risk has a price, as we all know 
from insurance. So ignoring risk is ignoring a part of 
the total costs, and our research shows this to be a 
substantial part.

Here it is also important to remember that most 
megaprojects are subject to the logic of sunk costs 
and the point of no return. It is difficult to drop a 
project once it has reached a certain stage because the 
costs sunk in the project are now too high and non- 
retrievable. If you have a billion-dollar project, once 
you have put in a hundred million, and you find that 
die project will now cost 1.5 billion dollars, you rarely 
stop. This is why partly finished bridges are so rare. 
Seasoned promoters know tins when they plan their 
projects. The consequences of ignoring risks do not 
become clear until it is too late, so it is possible to 
ignore them and still get the project built.

Ehrenfeucht: In Megaprojects and Rtsk, why did you 
look at transportation infrastructure projects?

Flyvbjerg: First, the book grew out of a research 
project where transportation was our focus. We were 
interested in understanding and improving planning 
and management in large transportation infrastruc
ture projects. In addition, we wanted to have a sharp 
focus because we wanted to dig quite deep, deeper 
than had been done before, regarding the economics 
and politics of planning these projects.

At the same time, we compared transportation 
projects with other project types, including power 
plants, water projects, dams, oil and gas extraction 
projects, IT systems, aerospace projects and even 
weapons systems. We looked at several hundred 
other projects based on other people’s studies, and 
we found that the patterns we were uncovering for 
transportation infrastructure projects were generally 
found in the other areas as well. This led us to con
clude that die pattern we uncovered is quite general. 
Later research has further confirmed tins conclusion.

Ehrenfeucht: What is the role of planners in this 
process?

Flyvbjerg: As planners, planning students and plan
ning researchers, we like to think of planners as 
people doing the right thing, just as other profes
sions tike to think positively of themselves. But this 
is too simple for a researcher looking critically at 
megaprojects. Therefore I would like to distinguish 
between planners who are interested in doing things 
right—having a proper planning process, producing 
information that is not misinformation, working for 
the public interest as their code of ethics say they 
should do—and the situation where planners ac
tively take part in the rent-seeking behavior that is 
typical in many megaprojects. Rent-seeking behavior 
is actions aimed at making a profit—economic or 
political—for a certain stakeholder group, regardless 
of the overall benefits and costs of a project. In the 
first instance, planners may make a genuine contribu
tion to proactively improving the planning and deci
sion-making process for megaprojects because, as a 
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profession, they clearly have the knowledge and tools 
to do so.

In the second situation, planners are basically part of 
the problem, not the solution. By participating in 
rent-seeking behavior they contribute to megaproject 
disasters, or to making megaprojects more risky than 
they need to be, instead of preventing disasters and 
reducing risks. I am unhappy to say tins situation is 
quite common. For a democratically minded person, 
here the question becomes how to force checks and 
balances on planners to make them accountable, that 
will punish them when they do the tilings with 
megaprojects they are not supposed to do according 
to their code of ethics and according to the basic 
rules of democratic governance, and that will reward 
them when they do the right tiling. You asked me 
about planners, but tins goes for all groups involved 
in a project. And it is not different from other areas 
in society subject to rent-seeking behavior and the 
misuse of power. In democratic societies we seek to 
eliminate or reduce such behavior by measures of 
accountability.

Ehrenfeucht: How could we improve accountability 
in megaproject development?

Flyvbjerg: There are two basic types of accountabil
ity. One is related to the public sector, the other to 
tlie private sector. Let’s take the public sector first. 
Here the main means of accountability is transpar
ency. But there is little transparency in megaprojects, 
so we need to make these projects more transparent. 
This is a paradox in planning. The smaller a planning 
project is, the more transparency, the more public 

participation, etc. The larger the planning project, the 
less transparency and participation. Civil society is 
often kept out of the megaproject planning process, 
more so than for other planning. That is a problem 
to do something about and this may happen in a 
number of ways.

First, all information on megaprojects should be 
subject to independent peer review. As we talked 
about eartier, you cannot trust the information pro
duced by promoters because it is often biased to 
make their project look good on paper with large 
benefits and low costs. Independent peer review 
could be earned out by national audit offices, minis
tries of finance or by independent panels of experts, 
as was the case for environmental impacts of the 
0resund and Great Belt Bridges in Scandinavia. In
dependent peer reviews are crucial for credibility and 
public debate.

Second, it is important to systematically compare 
forecasts for a given project to forecasts and out
comes for other similar projects that have been com
pleted. This is what we call reference class forecasting. 
Central to any megaproject is a cost-benefit analysis. 
Central to that analysis are forecasts of costs and 
benefits. Each of these should be made subject to 
reference class forecasting.

Third, peer reviews and forecasts should be made 
available to the public. It is a problem today that 
information is closed and you cannot get access to it, 
sometimes even if you are working on the project or 
for the government agency which promotes it. I 
know tins from personal experience. If you’re on the

58 Critical Planning Summer 2004



outside, it is virtually impossible, even if you at
tempt to use the freedom of information act.

Fourth, public hearings, citizens’ juries, scientific con
ferences and review panels should be used much 
more widely to generate transparency. This has been 
done in Denmark and Sweden with great success 
regarding environmental impacts of megaprojects. 
So we do not see only negative experiences with 
megaprojects. We see success stories too. From one 
project out of ten we may learn positively how to do 
things better.

Finally, forecasters and planners should come from 
organizations that will be penalized if die forecasts 
and plans go wrong. This will create an incentive to 
get forecasts right. This incentive is often not there 
today or, even worse, the incentive works in the op
posite direction: you are rewarded for making rosy 
forecasts and plans.

Ehrenfeucht: And what about private sector ac
countability?

Flyvbjerg: In the private sector, in busmess, the 
mam means of accountability is not transparency but 
competition. If you know how to compete you win, 
if not you lose out. And witiiout competition ac
countability suffers, for instance in the case of mo
nopolies. This is all standard fare, but what does it 
mean for megaprojects?

Well, if you get the private sector to invest in 
megaprojects, it will be private money that is placed 
at risk, not taxpayers’ money. One reason many pub
lic projects disregard risk is that they pass it on to the 

taxpayer and then act as if the risk did not exist. If 
you bring in private capital—we recommend at least 
a third, also for subsidized projects—the people 
who own that capital will critically scrutinize what 
planners and managers do with die money. The nor
mal mechanisms of die financial markets wdl come 
into play and they are typically better at enforcmg fi
nancial accountability than mechanisms found in the 
public sector.

Moreover, even where private accountability fails to 
contain the disaster gene we talked about earlier, as 
has happened for the privately owned Channel tun
nel, there is the additional advantage that losses are 
limited to those who have decided to invest in die 
project. They pay if the disaster gene kicks in, not the 
taxpayer.

Ehrenfeucht: Do planners have a personal and pro
fessional responsibility? Do ethics matter?

Flyvbjerg: Definitely. Megaprojects offer a wonder
ful opportunity to study planners’ ethics and what 
elsewhere I have called the dark side of planning. 
Our studies show that in many projects planners do 
not live up to dieir codes of ethics. Some of die 
checks and balances we already talked about would 
help remedy this situation. But there is also the ques
tion of professional ethics in relation to our profes
sional organizations, and to what extent these orga
nizations take their codes of ethics seriously by 
actually enforcmg them.

If you look at the Amencan Institute of Certified 
Planners’ Code of Ediics and Professional Conduct, 
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planners must strive to provide full, clear and accu
rate information on planning issues to citizens and 
governmental decision-makers. Planners must also 
serve the public interest. The British Royal Town 
Planning Institute has a similar code of conduct. If 
such codes are to have practical import they must be 
enforced by rewarding planners who follow the 
codes and punishing those who don’t. This would 
help improve megaproject planning and decision
making. As I said, today the incentive structure is the 
exact opposite for many megaprojects: planners are 
often rewarded for being unethical.

Our research shows, for instance, that for seventy 
years transportation planners have consistently and 
predictably got their forecasts wrong by the same 
large margin. It is difficult to imagine that medical 
doctors would be allowed to make similar “errors” 
decade after decade in producing prognoses for a 
certain disease in the face of evidence that the prog
noses were consistently and systematically biased. 
That would be malpractice. So it is in planning, in 
my analysis.

But as the American Planning Association states up 
front on its homepage: “Ethical planning isn’t al
ways easy.” But what’s the alternative, unethical plan
ning? It is clear that we must resist this as a profes
sion. It is equally clear that currently we are not doing 
enough when it comes to megaprojects.

Ehrenfeucht: How are non-professionals, civil soci
ety, currently involved in megaprojects? And what 
could be better?

Flyvbjerg: Studies show that civil society generally, 
and especially the poor and disadvantaged, are not 
sufficiently involved in the planning process. Poor 
people are often hurt by megaprojects, I’m sorry to 
say. To add insult to injury, they are sometimes even 
actively excluded. This is die opposite of transpar
ency and participation. Patrick McCully’s and 
Arundhati Roy’s studies of dams document the 
problem for the planning of very large water and 
energy projects. A number of case studies of smaller, 
but still large, urban infrastructure and services 
projects in Pakistan, Bangladesh, India and Ethiopia 
show similar results: social impact analysis cannot be 
trusted, the poor are not considered, hundreds of 
thousands of livelihoods are disrupted or lost with 
no immediate prospect for reemployment.

What to do about that? Again we have to think in 
terms of power. Technical solutions are not the 
prime concern in such situations, even if they may 
matter as they relate to power, for instance, as 
counter-proposals to the proposals of power. We 
have to do what people have always done when dis
satisfied with the misuse of power: organize and 
fight back with the means available to us.

As mentioned in the introduction to Megaprojects and 
Risk, we wrote the book with the hope that activists 
and local communities affected by megaproject devel
opment would find useful insights in the book, for 
example, regarding the deceptions and power games 
they are likely to meet and possible counter mea
sures. We are happy to see that the book is now actu
ally being used like this. For instance, I recently re
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ceived a note from a volunteer activist in Pakistan 
asking for a copy of die book. He explained he 
wanted to use die book in a campaign against the 
building of big dams in Pakistan. These dams are 
leading to more deprivation and more poverty for 
the average citizens, and more opportunities for cor
ruption and embezzlement by the public officials 
and elite.

These are his words, not mine, but I think they are a 
pretty good description of the problems in a devel
opment setting. They also point a way forward, how
ever, in organizing. And I am delighted that there is a 
role in this, even if it’s admittedly a small and mar
ginal one, for something as unfashionable as an aca
demic book.

What the book has to offer to diose confronted with 
a megaproject is collective knowledge from a large 
number of projects. Most people who are con
fronted by a megaproject have this experience only 
once in a lifetime, perhaps twice, decades apart. This 
means there is little opportunity to gain useful expe- 
nence before it’s too late. The people who build 
megaprojects, on the other hand, do so all the time. 
They have lots of experience. This asymmetry in ex- 
penence and knowledge all too often translates into 
an asymmetrical power relationship and places civil 
society in a loser’s role.

So, if you are confronting a megaproject, it is impor
tant to know the experience from other megaprojects 
and about their pattern. It is not a simple thing, for 
instance, for a local resident to stand up to a 

megaproject cost engineer who says the costs would 
be 500 million dollars, and say “Studies have found 
that in rune out of ten cases such budgets are under
estimated, and most likely the costs will be 750 mil
lion. What do you say? Would the project still be 
viable with this cost?”

Megaprojects are going to continue so it is important 
that stakeholders, including the stakeholders who 
might be hurt, stand up and stand up early. People 
often do not start protesting until construction be
gins on the site, unfortunately, and then it is too late. 

Ehrenfeucht: Finally, could we talk a tittle bit about 
rebuilding Iraq? You wrote a piece about it.

Flyvbjerg: Yes, when the war began and the plans 
for rebuilding Iraq were being developed, I took a 
look at the projects involved in the reconstruction 
effort. They were projects of the kind that typically 
have large cost overruns in any setting. If you add to 
this that the reconstruction effort would be pressed 
for time, would be very complex, would take place in 
a developing nation just ravaged by war, and would 
be a possible target for terrorist attacks, it was clear to 
me that the megaproject of rebuilding Iraq from the 
outset was burdened with the disaster gene we talked 
about eartier. Human life would be at risk, costs were 
likely to skyrocket, the planned benefits would be 
hard to realize. Later developments have shown this 
analysis to be correct. The disaster gene has kicked in 
and the world is holding its breath, waiting to see 
what happens next in Iraq, and outside.
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Moreover, as with other megaprojects, there are 
groups who stand to benefit no matter what the 
outcome is—those companies, like Halhburton, 
which have been in a position to secure contracts, 
and the consultants who helped them prepare the 
bids. Huge profits are being made and these groups 
may laugh all the way along their well-trodden path 
to the bank. Even at this level of mundane detail, 
the reconstruction of Iraq follows the pattern found 
in other megaprojects.

Ehrenfeucht: You suggest that the outcomes 
would not be better under the UN. Do you have 
some thoughts on how a process could occur that 
would benefit those most affected?

Flyvbjerg: I’m not an expert on international rela
tions, so I have to be careful with what I say. But 
clearly the UN is not known for its efficiency tn ad

ministrative matters, in fact, quite the opposite. Also, 
even within the UN, senior officials admit that the 
organization does not have the capacity or expenence 
to administer a country the size of Iraq. Tins is why 
I’m skeptical of the UN, even though the UN 
should undoubtedly play a role. Perhaps four or five 
major countries, assisted by the UN, would be a way 
forward. What I would like to see is an attempt to 
leam from past experience and here I think Germany 
and Japan after World War II would be good mod
els to look at.

As a planner and planning researcher, I’m sorry to 
see that my analysis of the reconstruction effort was 
so quickly proven depressingly correct. As a citizen in 
an increasingly globalized world, I hope tilings will 
not end up in a complete mess, in a new Vietnam. 
Fortunately, that’s not where we are at present. And 
it’s important we don’t get there.

RENIA EHRENFEUCHT (reniae@ucla.edu) is a doctoral candidate in urban planning at UCLA.
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Measuring the Consumption Benefits of 
Professional Sports Facilities

Charles Santo

Since 1990, US cities have allocated an estimated $10 billion in public funds for the construction 
of major league sports facilities scheduled to open by the end of 2004. While the ability of a 
stadium to impact jobs or income is questionable, economists acknowledge the existence of 
associated consumption benefits, both public and private. The value of such benefits, which are 
often intangible positive externalities, could conceivably exceed the cost of subsidies and justify 
public investment. In some cases, stadium proponents have begun to emphasize quality-of-life 
benefits over economic ones. Little research has been devoted to the empirical measurement of 
consumption benefits associated with sports facilities. However, a variety of analytical tools can be 
used to assess the magnitude of such benefits, and a handful of studies that employ such 
techniques provide a foundation for further research. This paper examines three approaches to 
quantifying sports-related consumption benefits: 1) estimating consumer surplus, 2) estimating 
compensating differential effects, and 3) estimating willingness-to-pay with contingent valuation 
methodology. The potential utility and limitations of each approach are summarized and 
suggestions for further research are offered.

Introduction
Since 1990, U.S. cities have allocated an estimated $10 billion in public funds for the construction of major 
league sports facilities scheduled to open by die end of 2004 (Rappaport and Wilkerson 2001). Through
out this boom, subsidies for stadiums and arenas have commonly been promoted as economic develop
ment tools—key elements of urban revitalization strategies. A host of empirical studies, however, have 
established that conventional economic mdicators cannot justify such investments. The evidence suggests 
that stadiums have no significant impact on metropolitan area income or employment (Baade 1996, 2000; 
Noll and Zimbalist 1997; Zimbalist 1998).

In light of such findings, die continued proliferation of subsidized stadiums might seem to reflect a collec
tive irrationality (or indicate a less-benign disregard for the public interest to die benefit of powerful elites) 
among policymakers. However, another plausible explanation exists: While die ability of a stadium to im
pact jobs or income is questionable, economists acknowledge the existence of associated consumption 
benefits, botii public and private. The value of such benefits, which are often intangible positive externali
ties, could conceivably exceed die cost of subsidies and justify public investment.

64 Critical Planning Summer 2004



Despite evidence that discredits stadiums as eco
nomic generators, economic impact analysis re
mains the primary tool for evaluating stadium sub
sidy proposals.1 As a result, decision-making 
processes regarding stadium investments can often 
be incomplete and misleading. In some cases, sta
dium proponents have begun to emphasize quality- 
of-life benefits over economic gams as empirical 
evidence regarding the economics of stadiums has 
reached the mainstream media. Without a valid em
pirical measure of die consumption benefits associ
ated witii professional sports, however, such argu
ments will remain relatively meaningless, and public 
resource allocation for sports facilities will continue 
to be risky. Increased attention to scientific assess
ment of consumption benefits is needed in order to 
develop a legitimate and comprehensive evaluation 
process.

The recent boom in the construction of sports sta
diums is an element of a broader trend facing ur
ban policy makers and planners. Increased competi
tion for capital among cities has contributed to a 
proliferation of megaprojects—big-ticket develop
ments backed by state or local subsidies planned 
amidst a context of contemporary boosterism 
(Pagano and Bowman 1995). Promoters of public 
investment in sports stadiums, convention centers, 
and other tourist destinations commonly invoke 
vague public interest rhetoric in tandem with eco
nomic development arguments. For example, may
ors and local business leaders often stump for fa
cilities on the grounds that they will help a city 

maintain or achieve “world-class” status. New sta
dium advocates in Cincinnati built a campaign 
around the slogan, “Keep Cincinnati a Major 
League City” (Eckstein and Delaney 2002). Propo
nents might argue that such projects contribute to 
civic pride and enhance quality of life. But the 
value of these public goods is not readily apparent, 
adequately considered, nor truly revealed in public 
participation processes that are often characterized 
by conflict and political influence.

This paper will begin with a brief explanation of 
the flaws of the commonly used economic devel
opment argument, and a description of the impor
tance of consumption benefits. While many econo
mists acknowledge the existence of consumption 
benefits associated with sports facilities, research 
devoted to their empirical measurement has been 
scarce. However, a variety of analytical tools can be 
used to assess the magnitude of such benefits, and 
a handful of studies that employ such techniques 
provide a foundation for further research. This pa
per will review these important studies and explore 
the utility and potential contributions of the tech
niques used. The studies exammed here employ the 
following three approaches to quantifying sports- 
related consumption benefits: 1) estimating con
sumer surplus; 2) estimating compensating differen
tial effects; and 3) estimating willingness-to-pay 
with contingent valuation methodology. The poten
tial utility and limitations of each approach will be 
summarized and, in conclusion, suggestions for 
further research will be offered.
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Flaws of the Economic Development 
Argument
Stadiums are often pitched as economic catalysts. 
For example, in 1997, a group campaigning for a 
new publicly funded football stadium for the San 
Francisco 49ers used the slogan “Build the Stadium 
Create the Jobs!” (Epstein 1997). Proponents claim 
new stadiums create jobs and raise income levels 
due to the multiplier effect of such investments. 
Tourists and fans who come to see a game spend 
money not only on tickets, but also on dungs like 
parking, dinmg and other forms of entertainment. 
Furthermore, stadium and team employees also 
spend money on goods and services within the city, 
providing an additional boost.

Stadium advocates commonly provide (or contract 
for) economic impact analyses, which take into ac
count these optimistic assumptions. Maryland’s De
partment of Busmess and Economic Development 
asserted that a new football stadium for the Balti
more Ravens would add $110.6 million and 1,394 
jobs to Maryland’s economy (Zimmerman 1997). 
An economic impact analysis prepared for die con
struction of Bank One Ballpark, to house Major 
League Baseball’s expansion Arizona Diamond- 
backs, projected annual increases in economic out
put of $162 million for the City of Phoenix and 
$230 miltion for the state of Arizona (Baade, 1996). 
These claims are not uncommon among stadium 
boosters and such impact analyses have become the 
dominant marketing tool of stadium campaigns. 
(Rappaport and Wilkerson [2001] provide addi

tional examples that list the predictions of ten other 
equally optimistic economic impact analyses com
missioned by teams lobbying for new facilities.) 

Critics cite several flaws in die conventional eco
nomic catalyst argument regarding new sports fa
cilities (Baade 1996; Baade and Dye 1990; Noll and 
Zimbatist 1997; Rosentraub 1997; Zimbalist 1998). 
They argue diat much of the revenue generated by 
sports facilities represents substitution spending 
(Noll and Zimbatist 1997; Siegfried and Zimbalist 
2000). Professional sporting events provide addi
tional entertainment options for metropolitan area 
residents, but do not increase dieir entertainment 
budget (nor do such events increase residents’ aver
age propensity to consume). When residents spend 
at the ballpark, or at neighborhood restaurants be
fore the game, tiiey are merely shifting their enter
tainment spending from elsewhere m the local 
economy—decreasing spending at local bowling 
alleys or movie theaters. Projections that ignore this 
substitution effect overstate the stadium’s economic 
impacts.2

Predicted impacts also often fail to properly ac
count for leakage. Much of the revenue generated 
directly by a stadium is spent outside the local 
economy (Noll and Zimbalist 1997; Siegfried and 
Zimbatist 2000). Team owners and players, who 
retain the majority of the income generated by a 
stadium, often do not live m the host city year 
round. They spend their incomes in their home 
communities and invest much of it wherever they 
can get the highest return. Thus stadiums generate 
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little “new” money that is not leaked out of the 
local economy. In addition, local jobs related to sta
diums are generally low-wage and seasonal in na
ture.

Numerous empirical analyses conducted by inde
pendent researchers indicate that stadiums have no 
significant positive impact on metropolitan area 
employment or income (Baade 1996; Baade and 
Dye 1990; Hamilton and Kalin 1997; Rosentraub et 
al. 1994). In fact, Coates and Humphreys (1999) 
present evidence that some sports franchises actu
ally reduce the level of per capita income in metro
politan areas. They speculate that these results 
“might indicate a substitution of consumer spend
ing away from goods with relatively high local mul
tipliers, such as trips to bowling alleys and local 
movie theaters, to goods like stadium events with 
relatively low local multipliers” (Coates and 
Humphreys: 615). While claims of economic ben
efits alone cannot justify large public subsidies for 
stadium construction, other benefits might provide 
a rational explanation for such subsidies.

The Importance of Consumption Benefits
By creating benefits associated with private and 
public consumption, stadiums and teams can be 
valuable beyond their ability to generate jobs and 
income. Private consumption benefits accrue to 
fans who attend games, while public consumption 
benefits are generally related to rooting for a home 
team, independent of actually attending games 
(Rappaport and Wilkerson 2001). In either case, 

such benefits exist regardless of any contribution 
of the team or facility to the local economy. The 
cultural importance and psychological benefits as
sociated with professional sports teams likely out
weigh their economic impacts, providing residents a 
common ground, topics of conversation, and 
sometimes a source of pride (Noll and Zimbalist 
1997). An entire region can benefit from an en
hanced central city image and many believe that 
professional sports teams simply improve the qual
ity of fife. Residents need not ever purchase a ticket 
to derive utility from a sports team; those who do 
so receive additional private consumption benefits.

In a survey of 1,536 Indianapolis residents, 
Rosentraub and Swindell (1998) found significant 
evidence of “social spillover benefits” associated 
with local sports teams. Respondents ranked auto 
racing, the NFL Colts and the NBA Pacers as 
Indianapolis’s top three contributors to civic pnde 
and national reputation. The results of this analysis 
are important in that they demonstrate that sports 
teams can produce positive externalities, such as 
civic pride and image benefits, valued by local resi
dents.

Noll and Zimbalist (1997) contend that it is not 
implausible that “the value of the external benefits 
of a major league team to consumers.. .exceed sta
dium subsidies” (58). They illustrate this point with 
a hypothetical investment situation. They put forth 
a stadium, receiving a subsidy of $250 million in a 
metropolitan area of five million residents. The per 
capita annualized cost of servicing the debt to fi
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nance such a stadium would be approximately $5. 
“It does not vastly stretch credulity to suppose that, 
say, a quarter of the population of a metropolitan 
area derives $20 per person in consumption ben
efits annually from following a local sports team. If 
so, the consumption benefits of acquiring and 
keeping a team exceed the costs” (Noll and 
Zimbalist 1997: 58). In order for tins hypothetical 
investment to be truly justified, the cost would need 

to be spread across die entire metropolitan area. 
Often, stadium financing plans impact only a par
ticular city or county of a metropolitan area, while 
potential consumption benefits extend to a much 
wider area.

If a stadium creates no significant benefits in terms 
of jobs or income, m order for it to pass a simple 
cost-benefit test the resulting sum of the private 

Table 1. Sample Current-Generation Stadium Financing Plans.
Sources: Rappaportand Wilkerson 2001; Rafool 1998; www.ballparks.com

Facility/ Year Opened Total Cost 
($ millions)

Public Investment 
($ millions)

Revenue sources used 
to repay bonds

Ballpark in Arlington (MLB) / 1994
Arlington 191 135 0.5% sales tax in City of Arlington

Coors Field (MLB) / 1995
Denver

215 168 0.1% sales tax across 6-county area

Edward Jones Dome (NFL) / 1995
St. Louis

299 287 Combination of state, county and city 
contributions from general fund, 
hotel/motel tax, convention center 
revenue, and sale of personal seat 
licenses

Miller Park (MLB) / 2001
Milwaukee

400 310 0.1% sales tax across 5-county area

PNC Park (MLB)/2001
Pittsburgh

233 193 Combination of state, county and city 
contributions from county-wide sales tax, 
tax increment financing, income tax on 
players' salaries, and ticket surcharge
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and public consumption benefits must exceed the 
public cost of the facility. An understanding of the 
distribution of pnvate and public consumption 
benefits can also contnbute to the development of 
an equitable stadium financing plan. Localities gen
erally rely on a vanety of revenue sources to repay 
stadium bonds; some affect only those who attend 
games (ticket surcharges), while others are more 
broadly applied (additional sales or property taxes, 
or tax increment financing mechanisms). Table 1 
illustrates some recent stadium financing plans that 
are typical of current-generation facilities. Although 
ticket surcharges or user-fees have become more 
common in financing packages, the vast majority of 
public investment in sports facilities comes from 
non-user sources (Rappaport and Wilkerson 2001). 
Such arrangements can only be justified if evidence 
suggests that public consumption benefits outweigh 
pnvate consumption benefits.

The following sections of this paper will examine 
techniques that are potentially useful in determining 
the value of both private and public consumption 
benefits, and review the findings of several studies 
that have employed such techniques.

Private Consumption Benefits: Consumer 
Surplus
The private consumption benefits that residents 
derive from attending games are directly related to 
the concept of consumer surplus. In this context, 
consumer surplus arises when die amount that a 
person is willing to pay for a ticket to a sporting 

event is greater than the actual cost of the ticket. A 
net consumer surplus generated by a sports team 
represents a welfare gain to its locality. A measure 
of consumer surplus can be generated by estimat
ing a demand curve. Vanous techniques exist for 
generating a demand curve. In the case of sporting 
events, data regarding ticket prices and quantities 
demanded (attendance) can be gathered from vari
ous sources. Using regression analysis, these data 
can be used to estimate a demand schedule.

Irani (1997) provides an empirical estimate of the 
annual consumer surplus associated with Major 
League Baseball (MLB) teams, by generating a de
mand curve for baseball games (assumed to be lin
ear). His analysis uses data collected from all MLB 
cities from 1972 to 1991. A regression equation is 
constructed with annual attendance as the depen
dent variable, and ticket price, population (market 
size), income and winning percentage (team quality) 
as independent variables.

Using the results of the regression, Irani identifies a 
lower and upper limit ticket price for each stadium. 
The lower limit is the predicted ticket price for each 
stadium in 1985 and the upper limit is the price at 
which attendance would fall to zero. By integrating 
his estimated attendance function over this range 
of prices, Irani calculates the total consumer sur
plus generated by each MLB stadium in 1985. The 
resulting estimates range from $2.2 million (Cleve
land Indians) to $54.1 million (Los Angeles Dodg
ers), with an average of $18.4 million across all sta
diums. Table 2 shows the consumer surplus 
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estimates for all twenty-four teams in Irani’s study. 
Given these findings, Irani asserts that baseball 
teams generate “nontrivial consumer surplus” and 
concludes that, “even though a stadium might not 
provide direct economic benefits to the locality, it 
does provide a positive amount of welfare gain” 
(249). In fact, over the life of a thirty-year bond, 
assuming a discount rate of 6 percent, an annual 
consumer surplus of $18.4 million translates to a 
net present value of $253 million—a figure that 
surpasses the public investment level of many re
cent stadium developments.

While this aforementioned analysis illustrates a 
technique by which to measure the consumer sur
plus generated by sports facilities, and provides an 
important insight into the potential magnitude of 
such benefits, the utility of die findings are limited 
for several reasons. Irani’s methodology was unable 
to account for price discrimination practices, which 
team owners can use to capture some of the con
sumer surplus. Such discriminating practices in
clude charging different rates for different seats, 
selfing personal seat licenses, and selfing ticket pack
ages tiiat bundle the best games with diose least in 
demand. Irani admits that his findings are tiierefore 
only upper bound estimates. Such results are likely 
to overstate the magnitude of consumer surplus. 
The study was unable to account for any welfare 
loss associated witii increased taxes due to die use 
of public subsidies. The relationship between win
ning percentage and attendance is also notewordiy. 
The regression results indicate that a 10 percent

Table 2. Major League Baseball Consumer Surplus 
Estimates, 1985.
Source: Irani 1997

Team ($ millions)
Atlanta Braves 9.25
Baltimore Orioles 23.07
Boston Red Sox 16.20
California Angels 33.45
Chicago Cubs 23.71
Chicago White Sox 14.15
Cincinnati Reds 17.08
Cleveland Indians 2.18
Detroit Tigers 26.53
Houston Astros 7.12
Kansas City Royals 23.73
Los Angeles Dodgers 54.08
Milwaukee Brewers 9.39
Minnesota Twins 13.85
New York Mets 38.70
New York Yankees 24.89
Oakland Athletics 9.04
Philadelphia Phillies 17.00
Pittsburgh Pirates 2.79
San Diego Padres 24.79
San Francisco Giants 3.40
Seattle Mariners 6.46
St. Louis Cardinals 35.30
Texas Rangers 6.28
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increase in winning percentage would increase at
tendance by about 9.6 percent. As a result, team 
quality has a direct impact on consumer surplus, 
with winning teams likely to generate greater pri
vate consumption benefits. Since each team’s win
ning percentage will differ, an estimate of average 
consumer surplus has limited utility when applied 
to the evaluation of an individual proposal.

Public Consumption Benefits: Compensating 
Differentials
The consumer surplus measurement only accounts 
for the extra benefits that accrue to persons who 
attend games. It does not account for public con
sumption benefits-—the external benefits received 
by residents who derive utility from the existence 
of a team without ever purchasing a ticket. These 
benefits accrue to fans who might enjoy watching 
games on television or discussing the home team 
with friends, as well as to non-fans who perceive 
the team as a contributor to enhanced city image. 
In this sense, professional sports produce certain 
public goods—non-excludable and non-rivalrous 
benefits. Unlike consumer surplus, these benefits 
cannot be extracted by teams.

Rappaport and Wilkerson (2001) refer to these pub
lic consumption benefits as “quality-of-life contri
butions,” and suggest their relative magnitude can 
be understood by considering the valuations of 
other attributes that also contribute to quality-of- 
life.

For instance, the quality-of-life net present value 
associated with one extra day per year of pleasant 
weather for 30 years turns out to be similar in mag
nitude to many of the recent outlays on stadium 
projects. So if the contribution to quality-of-life from 
hosting a major league team is at least as great as 
the contribution from one extra day per year of 
pleasant weather, then the public outlays on sports 
stadiums and arenas may be justified (Wilkerson 
2001: 73).

The value of quality-of-life attributes that differ 
across regions can be measured by variations tn 
wages and housing costs, when all other variables 
are held constant. Regional amenities, such as a 
pleasant climate or world-class theaters, attract resi
dents. All else being equal, this drives up housing 
costs and drives down wages. Economists refer to 
these effects on wages and housing costs as “com
pensating differentials.” Lower wages and higher 
housing costs serve as negative compensation for 
the existence of quality-of-life attributes.3 Econo
mists use hedonic pricing techniques to measure 
the effects of certain amenities or disamenities on 
wages and housing costs (Blair 1995).

We saw that Coates and Humphreys (1999) found 
that the presence of a professional sports team ac
tually had a negative effect on per capita income in 
some metropolitan areas. While they offer substitu
tion spending as a possible explanation, they also 
consider that this could reflect a compensating dif
ferential effect.

A recent college graduate, considering taking a job 
in either a city that has a professional sports fran
chise or a city that does not, might be happier tak
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ing a lower paying job in the city with the profes
sional sports franchise, if the nonpecuniary ben
efits she received from the sports environment in 
that city were large enough. Therefore, we may 
observe lower real per capita income in SMSAs 
with a baseball franchise because residents in that 
city are willing to accept lower wages or salaries to 
have access to that franchise (Coates and 
Humphreys 1999: 615).

While Rappaport and Wilkerson find compensating 
differential values from other attributes useful as 
benchmarks, they argue that this approach cannot 
be used directly to value the quality-of-life benefits 
associated with sports teams. “The reason is that 
nearly all teams choose to locate in metro areas 
with high levels of population and employment. 
This makes it impossible to distinguish between the 
variations in wages and house prices that are due to 
the presence of a sports team and those that are 
due to the high population and employment” 
(Rappaport and Wilkerson 2001: 74).

Carlino and Coulson (2002), however, offer an ap
proach designed to overcome this challenge. The 
autiiors use hedonic rent and wage regressions to 
measure the compensating differentials that exist tn 
National Football League (NFL) cities. To address 
the issue raised by Rappaport and Wilkerson, they 
use a fixed effects model “to control for all city
specific, time invariant characteristics that contrib
ute to wage and rent determination, including, but 
not limited to city size” (Carlino and Coulson 2002: 
5). Two regression equations are constructed with 
monthly rent and hourly wage as the dependant 
variables. The regressions are based on two-period 

panel data from the sixty largest metropolitan statis
tical areas (MSAs). The periods used are 1993 and 
1999, between which dates eight cities either gained 
or lost an NFL franchise. The compensating differ
ential effect is measured by the coefficient of a 
dummy variable indicating the presence of a team 
for each MSA in each period.

The results of the rent regression indicate that the 
presence of an NFL team raises annual rents by 
approximately 8 percent. The regression explains 43 
percent of the vanation in rents. With an average 
rent of $500 in the sample cities, an 8 percent pre
mium equates to $40 per month, or $480 per year, 
per household. Carlino and Coulson also offer a 
lower-bound premium estimate of 2.9 percent, 
which equates to an annual price of $174. When 
multiplied by the approximately 290,000 house
holds in the average sample city, this lower bound 
estimate implies an aggregate NFL amenity value 
of about $50 million per year, on average. Dis
counted over the life of a stadium, this figure far 
exceeds the cost of a typical subsidy. The results of 
the wage regression are not as impressive. Though 
statistically not significant, the analysis indicates 
that wages are 4 percent lower in NFL cities.

While the fixed effects model employed by Carlino 
and Coulson accounts for the affect of city size, it 
is not clear that it can account for all other city
specific variables that could confound the correla
tion between NFL teams and wages or rents. The 
combmations of attractive attributes that could ex
ist in coincidence with the existence of an NFL 
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franchise are limitless. The authors acknowledge 
this pomt in their explanation of the wage regres
sion results. “It might be thought that the NFL 
dummy variable did not represent the effect of 
NFL teams,per se, but some unobserved character
istic correlated with overall growth of economic 
climate—this despite our careful attempts to con
trol for such unobservables. If this was the case, 
one might expect such a force to have a positive 
effect on wages, since the growth probably raises 
the cost of living” (Carlino and Coulson 2002: 18). 
This force, then, would likely also be a factor in the 
higher rent observations.

Public Consumption Benefits: Contingent 
Valuation
For the 2.5 million residents of Cleveland and 
Cuyahoga County, the estimated per capita cost of 
the Gateway complex is equivalent to approxi
mately $10 per year (Rosentraub 1996). Contingent 
valuation (CV) methodology, which employs direct 
elicitation of willingness-to-pay, allows for the most 
direct comparison of per capita consumption ben
efits and per capita costs. Using CV would there
fore allow a locality to determine the level of per 
capita investment justified by per capita consump
tion benefits.

CV methodology is commonly used to measure the 
value of environmental goods. It can also be em
ployed to determine the magnitude of consump
tion benefits associated with sports teams and fa
cilities. CV is a non-market valuation method that 
elicits respondents’ willingness-to-pay (WTP) for 

the protection or provision of public goods 
through die use of surveys that present hypotheti
cal opportunities to “buy” the public good in ques
tion. Mitchell and Carson (1989) and Bateman et al. 
(2002) provide the most comprehensive guide to 
CV theory and application techniques. Discussion 
of recent advances in the application CV can be 
found in Arrow et al. (1993); Carson, Flores and 
Meade (2000); Carson et al. (1995); and Hanemann 
(1994).

Respondents to CV surveys express their WTP for 
a public good contingent upon a specified hypo- 
tiietical payment vehicle and provision of the good. 
WTP measurements include both use and existence 
values (sometimes referred to as non-use or pas
sive-use values). The existence benefits of a sta
dium are comprised of die benefits that the facdity 
and team provide to those who do not participate 
as actual buyers or sellers of tickets. Although the 
design of CV surveys vary widely, they generally 
contain the following common elements (Mitchell 
and Carson 1989; Portney 1994):

1. A description of the good that the respondent 
is being asked to value with appropriate back
ground context.

2. A question diat elicits WTP, based on an appro
priate payment vehicle (e.g. a tax increase).

3. Follow-up questions designed to determine die 
characteristics and attitudes of die respondents, 
widi die intent of estimating a WTP function 
diat includes diese characteristics as possible 
explanatory variables.
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CV applications have drawn some technical criti
cism focused mainly on the use of hypothetical 
constructs and stated preferences as opposed to 
observed behavior and revealed preferences. Some 
economists have questioned the ability of respon
dents to give answers that reflect reality in situa
tions that are not real (Hanemann 1994). Debate 
about these techmeal criticisms has contributed to 
the continual refinement of the methodology 
(Carson et al. 2000; Lindsey and Paterson 1995). In 
1993 the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Ad
ministration (NOAA) appointed a panel of eco
nomic experts, chaired by Nobel laureates Kenneth 
Arrow and Robert Solow, to examine whether CV 
was “capable of providing reliable information 
about.. .existence or other passive-use values” (Ar
row et al. 1993: 43). The panel upheld the use of 
contingent valuation, and provided guidelines for 
future practice that were designed to address some 
of the criticisms of the method. Many of these 
criticisms can be addressed through proper survey 
design and careful choice of elicitation technique 
and payment vehicle. In addition to the NOAA 
guidelines, Carson, Groves and Machina (1999) 
have developed a framework for addressing issues 
of strategic response (honesty) bias.

In general, guidelines recommend the use of a di
chotomous choice WTP elicitation question (as op
posed to open-ended questions) with a coercive and 
plausible payment vehicle. An example would be a 
referendum-style question that asks respondents 
how they would vote if faced with some program 

that would produce a certain public good in ex
change for lugher taxes or product prices. This ap
proach simulates a sense of reality by subjecting 
respondents to a hypothetical situation that re
sembles situations they are used to facing. Not only 
are referenda common practice, but the day-to-day 
purchasing behavior of consumers is often based 
on acceptance or rejection of a certain price for a 
certain good. For tins reason, the referendum ap
proach closely approximates market transactions. 

While the referendum approach offers a significant 
advantage over other techniques for eliciting WTP, 
it also has some drawbacks. The discrete choice 
elicitation of WTP provides less information than a 
continuous choice technique because respondents 
are only asked to accept or reject a certain price, 
rather than to provide their maximum WTP. Be
cause the referendum approach yields only a dis
crete indicator of WTP instead of an actual maxi
mum, this technique requires a much larger sample 
to produce a meaningful construct of WTP. Plot
ting the proportion of “yes” responses against the 
price traces out the cumulative distribution function 
of WTP (Hanemann 1994). A measure of average 
WTP is given by:

N
WTP = v E (probability of acceptance at price kv} 

k=0

where v is the interval between prices and N is the 
number of prices (Boardman et al. 2001). Analysis 
of dichotomous choice results becomes more com
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plicated because the researcher must make “as
sumptions about how to parametrically specify ei
ther the valuation function or the indirect utility 
function to obtain mean WTP” (Mitchell and 
Carson 1989: 67). The complication of analysis re
lated to the use of a dichotomous choice variable 
also limits the utility of such models to explain 
components of WTP.

Some researchers have attempted to address the 
limitations of the referendum approach by adding a 
follow-up question. This is often another dichoto
mous choice to accept or reject a pnce that is either 
higher or lower than the initial price, depending on 
the initial response. This approach can provide im
portant additional information and reduce the 
sample size needed, but it is still prone to die ana
lytical drawbacks described above.

Johnson and Whitehead (2000) demonstrate how 
CV mediodology can be used to measure die exter
nal benefits generated by a sports facility. The au- 
diors examine two facilities proposed to be built in 
Fayette County, Kentucky: a new basketball arena 
for the University of Kentucky (UK) and a minor 
league baseball facility. The UK arena would be 
built with private money, but its construction would 
represent a cost to Fayette County by decreasing 
the rent received at Rupp Arena—the county 
owned facility where UK basketball games are cur- 
rendy played. The minor league baseball park 
would cost die county approximately $10 million 
and would be built to host a Southern League base
ball team. Johnson and Whitehead surveyed 230 

county residents to determine dieir attitudes toward 
UK basketball and minor league baseball, and elicit 
their willingness-to-pay for the proposed facilities.

The survey results showed that “the production of 
UK basketball games generates substantial 
nonrivalrous and nonexcludable public goods” 
(Johnson and Whitehead 2000: 51). Although 60 
percent of die respondents did not attend any UK 
basketball games, 56 percent reported watching at 
least 11 games on television, 72 percent reported 
reading about UK basketball regularly, and 71 per
cent reported that they regularly discussed UK bas
ketball with others. The mean annual WTP for a 
new basketball facility was $6.36, which Johnson 
and Whitehead estimate would support capital costs 
in die range of $3.71 to $7.28 million.4 The pro
jected cost of die new arena was $100 million. Us
ing statistical analysis, die willingness-to-pay esti
mate was disaggregated into use and non-use value. 
The estimated non-use value would support be
tween $1.12 and $2.20 million in capital costs. For 
die baseball stadium, die mean annual willingness- 
to-pay was $6.17, which would support capital costs 
between $3.60 and $7.06 million.5 The non-use 
value would only support between $361,000 and 
$709,000 in capital costs.

This analysis indicates that the proposed facilities 
would not generate enough public consumption 
benefit to justify any significant public investment. 
These results are a reflection of die preferences 
and attitudes of local residents regarding die pro
posed investment. Johnson and Whitehead suggest 
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that Fayette County residents, even those who de
scribed themselves as fans, had little incentive to 
support investment in a new UI< arena. This is 
partly because die UK basketball team is place
bound by nature, and would remain in Fayette 
County regardless of whether a new arena was con
structed. “The public goods produced by die team 
would continue to be produced” (57). The same 
cannot be said of professional sports franchises. A 
city or locality faced with the prospect of losing a 
sports team, or the possibility of acquiring a new 
one would have to weigh very different factors in 
determining WTP. The public consumption ben
efits associated with a major league baseball team 
are likely to be greater than those associated with a 
minor league team, as measured in this case. In this 
sense, the nature of the specific cases examined by 
Johnson and Whitehead limits die applicability of 
dieir findings to more typical stadium investment 
decisions. (Tins does not, however, limit the appli
cability of die technique.)

In addition, it is unclear whetiier the WTP elicita
tion technique employed by Johnson and White
head is adequate to address some of the CV criti
cisms noted above. While die survey did employ a 
dichotomous choice referendum question with 
taxes as payment vehicle, tins question was followed 
by a payment card question that asked respondents 
to state the most they would be willing to pay per 
year in taxes for the facilities in question. Because 
of the relatively small sample size and statistical 
complications in analyzing die results of the refer

endum question, the regression equations used to 
estimate WTP were based on responses to this fol
low-up question. While tins approach facditates a 
more straightforward statistical analysis, the open- 
ended payment card elicitation is vulnerable to im- 
plied-value bias associated with die price ranges 
offered (Mitchell and Carson 1989). Using the pay
ment card questions technique could potentially 
induce bias because it removes the simple take-it- 
or-leave-it option offered by die referendum ap
proach.

Conclusion and Suggestions for Further 
Research
Witii their contrasting results, tiiese three ap
proaches do not clearly reveal whether consump
tion benefits can justify large public investments in 
professional sports facilities; however, they do illus
trate die potential importance of such benefits.
More lmportantiy, tiiey demonstrate tiiat these ben
efits can, in fact, be quantified witii creative applica
tions of econometric techniques and statistical 
analysis. Techniques that allow for die consideration 
of consumption benefits clearly provide an oppor
tunity to improve die evaluation process and en
hance the debate regarding stadium subsidies. The 
current framework for discussion and analysis relies 
too heavily on fallible claims of economic develop
ment. In the face of contrary evidence, reliance on 
an economic catalyst claim is easier to sell to non
fans, and economic development benefits are easier 
to quantify, however arbitrary they might be.
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In order to effectively incorporate consumption 
benefits into the evaluation of stadium investment 
decisions, valid techniques for their empincal mea
surement are required. The techniques reviewed 
here provide a preliminary step toward the develop
ment of a more comprehensive and legitimate deci
sion-making process. In order to define a path for 
future research, one must understand the contribu
tions and limitations of each approach.

Irani’s (1997) consumer surplus estimates illustrate 
that ticket sales create benefits beyond generating 
profits for team owners. Estimates of average con
sumer surplus, however, are of limited utility be
cause such private consumption benefits will vary 
with team quality and ticket price. Team owners will 
always seek to maximize profits, and thus capture as 
much consumer surplus as possible. Consumer sur
plus estimates cannot account for welfare loss 
caused by public funding mechanisms.

The concept of compensating differentials is useful 
in describing the potential amenity value associated 
with professional sports teams. If a sports team can 
contribute to quality-of-life in a manner comparable 
to the perception of pleasant weather or other such 
amenities, perhaps a certain level of public invest
ment is justified. Difficulty in accounting for all 
confounding variables potentially limits the validity 
of hedonic wage and housing cost analyses de
signed to directly measure sports-related compen
sating differentials. Even if conscientious stadium 
promoters wished to wage a more honest campaign 
for public investment, it is unlikely that they would 

wish to rely on compensating differential arguments 
to do so. The argument that stadiums might in
crease housing costs and decrease wages because 
they enhance quality of life would likely be ill-re
ceived and result in unintended consequences. 
Wlule compensating differential estimates implicitly 
account for welfare loss, they are also likely to vary 
with team quality.

Contingent valuation (CV) can directly elicit per 
capita consumption benefits. If CV surveys are 
properly constructed, and respondents are assumed 
to act rationally, the quality of the team in question 
and issues of welfare loss will likely be accounted 
for in individual construction of WTP. However, 
the hypothetical nature of tire CV technique does 
not necessarily ensure rationality. CV surveys are 
prone to a variety of response biases.

While these techniques are capable of producing 
credible and valid measurements of consumption 
benefits, they are all relatively untested in evaluating 
sports stadium investments. The studies reviewed 
here provide a reasonably firm foundation, but ad
ditional research and applications of the techniques 
employed will help improve their utility and poten
tial contributions. For example, Major League 
Baseball’s decision to relocate the Montreal Expos 
provides an excellent opportunity for the develop
ment of a research experiment that would test 
these techniques against one another. Such research 
would provide a valuable measure of external valid
ity.
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Groups in Washington, D.C., Northern Virginia, 
and Portland, Oregon are preparing to bid for the 
Montreal Expos franchise. In order to estimate a 
city’s sports-related consumer surplus or compen
sating differential effects, it is necessary to compile 
certain data from that city (e.g, ticket prices, hous
ing costs, wages, etc.). Therefore, such analyses are 
of little utility in creating an evaluation process for 
a city whose proposed stadium investment is de
signed to lure a new team. Despite weaknesses asso
ciated with its hypothetical nature and potential 
response bias issues, CV methodology provides the 
only applicable evaluation technique in such a case. 
The application of CV methodology to a sce
nario—one that involves a major league team 
whose associated public goods would be dependant 
on the construction of a stadium—could be more 
informative than the cases exammed in the Johnson 
and Whitehead (2000) study. Through the use of 
CV surveys, some measure of willingness-to-pay 
for the potential benefits associated with hosting 
the Expos can be obtained for each of the three 
bidding localities prior to the final relocation deci
sion. These benefits can then be disaggregated into 
private and public consumption benefits.

In the long term, once appropnate data are avail
able, hedonic wage and rent regressions can be used 
to estimate any compensating differential effects 
tiiat develop in the locality that has landed the 
team. Consumer surplus estimates of private con
sumption benefits can also be generated. The find
ings of these ex post facto, revealed preference 
techniques can then be compared to those of the 

stated preference CV analysis conducted prior to 
the relocation. Tins comparison would provide an 
informative measure of external validity. Such a 
research design would test the utility of each ap
proach and help refine techniques for measuring 
sports-related consumption benefits.

Notes
1 There are several likely reasons for this. For 
example, economic impacts in terms of jobs or 
income levels are more easily—albeit somewhat 
arbitrarily—quantified with traditional analytical 
techniques than are consumption benefits. In 
addition, the use of economic predictions allows 
proponents to direct their arguments toward those 
who would otherwise have no interest in sports.
2 A new stadium might generate some economic 
benefit through import substitution if it causes 
residents to spend money inside the regional 
economy that they would have otherwise spent 
outside of the region. For example, a family might 
decide to forgo a weekend trip in order to take in a 
local baseball game. In addition, a new stadium 
located in a central city might realign leisure 
spending within a region. Residents of the region 
might spend their leisure dollars at the downtown 
stadium rather than at a suburban movie theater. 
These effects are most likely to occur when a 
stadium is built to lure a new team to the region; 
however, the vast majority of sports facilities 
constructed in the past decade have been 
replacement venues to accommodate existing home 
teams.
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3 Because all else is not equal, some amenity-rich 
cities have above average wages as well as high 
housing costs. Wage levels are impacted by a vast 
variety of factors beyond the existence of regional 
amenities and dis amenities. For example, firms 
generally pay higher wages in larger cities because 
various agglomeration economies allow them be 
more productive in such locations. In addition, 
attributes that contribute to quality of life might 
also positively impact productivity, putting upward 
pressure on wages. Hedonic pricing techniques 
isolate the impact of amenities on wages or rents by 
holding these other variables constant.
4 The lower bound estimate for aggregate annual 
WTP was $311,249 and the upper bound estimate 
was $610,293, based on a population of 95,958. 
Calculations of the capital costs that would be 
supported were based on this range of annual total 
benefits accruing over a period of forty years with a 
discount rate of 8 percent.
5 The lower bound estimate for aggregate annual 
WTP was $301,951 and the upper bound estimate 
was $592,061. Calculations of the capital costs that 
would be supported were based on this range of 
annual total benefits accruing over a period of forty 
years with a discount rate of 8 percent.
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“Wonderworld X” - A Sustainable Leisure 
Park in the Vienna Region?: Spatial 
Impact Assessment for Mega projects

Erich Dallhammer

Megaprojects significantly affect the development of regions, the quality of life and the 
environment. In recognition of this fact, Austrian law requires a spatial impact assessment 
(SIA, Raumvertraeglichkeitspruefung) for all megaprojects. The aim is to aid decisionmaking 
in the context of regional development and to provide investors with reliable information on a 
project’s potential problems. The SIA also guides the planning authority in regional 
development. This article illustrates the relation between megaprojects and local politics in 
Austria, through the role of the SIA in the development of ‘‘Wonderworld X," located in the 
Vienna region.

Introduction
Is a leisure park that attracts 7.7 million visitors a year suitable for a country of about eight million inhabit
ants? This was a critical question in the assessment of Wonderworld X, a leisure park that was planned m a 
small Austrian village in the vicinity of Vienna.1

Wonderworld X would attract more than four times as many tourists as its closest competitor, the castle of 
Schoenbrunn, the historical residence of the former Austrian emperors (Kippes and Sattlecker 2003). The lei
sure park was intended to be not only the greatest tourist attraction in Austria but also the second largest lei
sure park in Europe, surpassed only by Euro Disney in Paris. In this respect, Wonderworld X qualifies as a 
megaproject.

The Austrian government requires a spatial impact assessment (SIA - Raumvertraeglichkeitspruefung to evaluate 
the effects of projects which will influence regional development, quality of life and the environment. An SIA 
is conducted to aid decisionmaking of local planning authorities and investors. It weighs both regional devel
opment and sustainability, and thereby improves the site selection of large-scale projects. It is closely linked to 
the municipalities’ land use planning and development control, and is undertaken during a project’s drafting 
stage. Public participation is not a mandatory part of an SIA, but rather depends on the investor’s decision.
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In tins paper, I will explain the function of the SIA 
based on the example of Wonderworld X.21 trace 
the path of die proposed leisure park through die 
local approval process, illustrating die relationship 
between SIAs, megaprojects and local politics.

The Vienna Region
Vienna is not only die capital of Austria, but also the 
center of the country’s most prosperous region. The 
Vienna region is situated in the eastern part of Aus
tria and contains important trans-continental corri
dors of trade and transit (Figure l).3 Furthermore, 
the region is distinguished by its proximity to East
ern Europe and therefore attracts investment aimed 
at serving tiiat growing market.4 Witiiin Europe, the 
Vienna region has distinguished itself as a particu
larly successful economic region. Its GDP per capita 
is 50.3% above die European Union (EU) average. 
In 1999, the Vienna region was the sixth most pro
ductive in Europe. Moreover, the employment rate 
of 68% is 4.2% above the EU average (Commission 
of the European Communities 2002).

The Vienna region contains the city of Vienna with a 
population of 1.6 million inhabitants, as well as 185 
smaller surrounding municipalities with a total of 
about 0.6 million inhabitants (Table 1). Each of 
these 185 municipalities is governed by an elected 
municipal councd, headed by a mayor.

In Austria, a municipality’s income depends largely 
on a so-called “communal tax,” which is direcdy re
lated to the number of jobs in the community. Ad
ditionally, each municipality receives a share of die

Figure 1. The Vienna region in Europe.
Source: OIR - Infirmationsdienste GmBH

taxes, which are levied by the central government and 
distributed to die local administrations. The amount 
of a municipality’s share depends on die number of 
its inhabitants. Therefore, in order to increase its 
funds, each municipality toes to attract as many en
terprises and people as possible.

This taxation system, together with the myriad of 
local authonties, fosters fierce competition for jobs 
and citizens. This conflict is especially sharp between 
the city of Vienna and its surrounding municipali
ties. However, die strategy of these municipalities to 
maximize their individual revenues creates negative 
consequences in the form of typical agglomeration 
challenges within die region. The region is con
fronted with suburbanization, and the industrial and 
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commercial development of green fields. For in
stance, the population and the number of jobs have 
stagnated in the city of Vienna over the last decade, 
while these figures have increased sharply in the sur
rounding areas (Urban Planning Bureau Vienna 
2000).

The subsequent development of the environs leads 
to higher vehicular traffic and increases congestion. 
On an average day, between 6:00 and 9:00 a.m., nearly 
148,000 persons commute inbound to Vienna, more 
than 100,000 of whom use a car. Additionally, about 

48,000 people commute outbound to companies in 
and around the city (Urban Planning Bureau Vienna 
2000: 18). As a result, limits on air pollution are vio
lated, particularly thresholds on ozone and dust sus
pension (Umweltbundesamt 2001: 78). These nega
tive effects have been felt among die populace. A 
survey m the region south of Vienna showed that 
inhabitants in one-durd of the municipalities feel 
that the environment is affected by noise. Inhabit
ants in one-fourth of die municipalities note a de
cline in air quality. Greater traffic loads are perceived

Table 1. Vienna region - key figures.
Sources: Commission of the European Communities 2002; Silberbauer 2001; Stadtentwicklung Wien, Magistratsabteilung 18.2003; Statistik 
Austria 2002; Urban Planning Bureau Vienna 2000 data-juxtaposition: Dallhammer 2004

Area (2001)
Population (2001)
Number of municipalities

Largest / smallest municipality (number of inhabitants 2001)

approx. 1.820 km2
2,170,000
186

Vienna (1,550,000) / Grosshofen (92)

GDP per head in comparison to the EU’s average (1999) 50.8 % above EU average

Employment rate in per-cent of population aged 15 - 64 (1999) 68.0 % (4.2 % above EU average)

Commuters from and to the city of Vienna (1991) 148,000 inbound, 48,000 outbound

Modal split inbound commuters to Vienna (2003) Public transport: 35 %, private car traffic 65 %

Emission development 1990 - 1996: Oj 16%

Dust 11%
Number of municipalities in which people feel that:

- quality of life is affected by noise 33%
- quality of life is affected by air pollution 25%

- there is a lack of open space and green zones 49%
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model of Wonderworld X.Figure 2. A
Source: Author

to be the primary 
cause of these envi
ronmental impacts 
(Silberbauer 2001). 
These perceived ef
fects resulted in the 
formation of several 
citizen action groups 
who oppose any 
new developments 
diat could lead to 
further quality-of-life 
reductions.

Furthermore, land 
consumption is on
the rise. In some communities in the Vienna region, 
the land zoned for building accounts for up to 80% 
of the potential setdement area (Amt der 
Niederoesterreichischen Landesregierung2002). This 
leads to a lack of open space and green zones, which 
is a problem in 49% of the municipalities soudi of 
Vienna (Sdberbauer 2001).

Wonderworld X
The concept of Wonderworld X depicts a mythical 
conflict between good (personified by three children 
and a wizard) and evil. The story was to be presented 
through computer-animated attractions, shows and 
films with a strong focus on visitor interaction. The 
mam attractions were conceived as ndes through a 
computer-animated world, each of them presenting 
an episode of the struggle between good and evil. 
Two cinemas, diree stages for five shows, a disco

theque and several smaller attractions were also 
planned. Finally, eleven restaurants with a total capac
ity of 4,500 people and about fifteen retail stores 
were proposed (SIA Team 1998). As most buildings 
would be sited underground, more than 50% of the 
surface could be designed as a park. The visible 
buildings were concentrated in the entrance area and 
were to be of high architectural quality (Figure 2).

Wonderworld X aimed to attract 7.7 million visitors 
per year (in comparison: Austria has eight million 
inhabitants - Statistik Austria 2002); 20,000 visitors 
were projected on weekdays and 50,000 on Sundays 
(peak day). The project was expected to generate 
2,800 jobs: 1,400 within the leisure park and an addi
tional 1,400 created indirectly by die volume of visi
tors. Moreover, the gross national product (GNP) 
was projected to grow by some 200 million Euros 
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(160 million US dollars). Twenty percent of the visi
tors were expected to stay for at least one night and 
the additional 1.5 million overnight stays per year 
would improve income from tourism in the Vienna 
region (Table 2) (SIA Team 1998).

The Site
The area of Wonderworld X was to cover about 40 
hectares of land in the municipality of Wiener 
Neudorf, a small suburb with about 8,000 inhabit
ants, three kilometers south of Vienna in the prov
ince of Lower Austria.

The site is one of the last undeveloped plots of land 
within a corridor containing numerous industries, 
enterprises and retail centers from Vienna via Wiener 
Neudorf further to the south. It is situated in the 
vicinity of Austria's largest shopping center (Shopping 
City Sued), which provides about 100,000 square 
meters of retail space with parking space for 10,000 
cars. The mall draws on a catchment area that in
cludes Vienna City, the eastern part of Austria and 
even western parts of Hungary and Slovakia (Jung 
1999:14).

The site contains 50% fallow land, 25% percent agri
cultural land and 25% commercial use, roads and 
parking space (Figure 3). It is bordered by two roads, 
the B17 main road and the A2 highway, enabling 
direct access to Austria’s road network. A station of 
the Baden Railway (BadnerBahn) provides access to 
the public transport system.

Wonderworld X was designed to be a megaproject 
of international significance, one with a potentially 
enormous impact on the regional economy. Due to 
its proximity to the city of Vienna and to Eastern 
European countries, to the neighborhood of 
Austria's largest shopping mall as well as its direct 
access to Austria’s road network, the prospective site 
is very attractive for investors. However, the region 
already confronts serious problems as a result of 
increasing suburbanization and its attendant reduc
tions m quality of life. Any additional development, 
especially the development of a megaproject, would 
intensify these problems.

Table 2. Wonderworld X - key figures.
Source: SIA Team 1998

Targeted number visitors per year
Visitors per day
Expected new jobs

7.7 million
20,000 weekdays, 50,000 on Sundays
2,800 (50% within the leisure park, 50 % induced by the volume of visitors)

Expected growth of GDP
Induced overnight stays per year
Capacity of restaurants

EUR 200 million (approx. USD 160 million)
1.5 million
4,500 seats
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The Investor

The investor in Wonderworld X was an international 
group widi experience in constructing leisure parks, 
especially in Asia. The consortium collaborated with 
a local partner who owned the neighboring shop
ping mall. As a part of the mall is situated within the 
borders of Wiener Neudorf, the shopping mall con
tributes an important share to the municipality’s 
communal taxes and die local partner offered close 
relationships witii local politicians of the governing 
party.

Figure 3. The site and surrounding development.
Source: Author

The Regulatory Framework

Spatial Planning Law

Austria is a federal republic. The responsibility for 
enacting laws is dius divided between the federal 
government and die rune Austrian states or prov
inces (Laended). According to the constitution, legisla
tion and execution of spatial planning is the autono
mous responsibdity of die states. They enact spatial 
planning laws and are responsible for planning at die 
regional level. Tins means that diere is no single fed
eral planning law in Austria. Instead, each state regu
lates die procedures for enacting spatial development 
plans, and defines die goals for spatial planning 
policy and broader regional development (Austrian 
Conference on Regional Planning 1998). One of the 
main goals of spatial planning law in Austria is to 
achieve sustainable development.

According to the constitution, the city of Vienna has 
the status of an Austnan state whereas the 185 mu
nicipalities in die region belong to die state of Lower 
Austria. The Vienna region has to deal with two spa
tial planning laws, one for die central city and one for 
the municipalities in its region. Tins need for coordi
nation across two regimes poses a developmental 
challenge.

Local Planning and Development Control 

Responsibility for local planning ties widiin the au
tonomous purview of die municipalities (Figure 4). 
The municipal councils are empowered to enact local 
plans, whde the mayor controls land use. The land 
use plan ^Flaechenwidmungsplan) is the primary plan
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ning instrument supporting development control in 
Austria. It determines the permissible use of land 
and divides the municipality’s territory into zones 
designated for specific purposes, including zoning as 
building land, green land and traffic areas. These 
zoning decisions are legally binding for site owners. 
They are not permitted to construct any buildings 
that do not comply with the zoning of the plot, but 
die plan does not have any obligation to actually real
ize the zoned use (Land Niederoesterreich 2003).

Local plans must be in accordance with the state’s 
spatial planning laws and existing regional plans, and 
the state has supervisory authority in the communi
ties. If there is a conflict between planning regulation 
at the supra-local level and the local plans, the mu
nicipality has to adopt plans based on the decision 
of the state. However, local government is autono
mous while acting within the limits defined by the 
lugher planning authorities (Austrian Conference on 
Regional Planning 1998).

To construct a building, a developer has to apply for 
a building permit pRaubewilligun^) with the local au- 
tlionty. The application must contain layout plans, 
which illustrate the design of the site, as well as 
building plans, including details of the proposed 
construction (European Commission 2000). At tins 
stage, there is no requirement for environmental im
pact assessment. These environmental effects are 
assumed to have been evaluated already during the 
preparation of the land use plan (Maxian 1998: 4).

The building permit has to be granted if the project 
does not contradict the land use plan, the building 

code or any other implementing decrees. However, if 
a project is not permissible according to the valid 
land use plan, the permit must be refused. In some 
specific cases that are defined by the spatial planning 
law, the municipal council may modify the land use 
plan to enable investors to develop (Land 
Niederoesterreich 2003).

Spatial Impact Assessment 
(Raumvertraeglichkeitspruefung) 
If the modification of a land use plan could have 
serious consequences for the environment and for 
regional development, a spatial impact assessment 
(SIA — Raumvertraeglichkeitspruefung) is required in the 
Austrian state of Lower Austria (Land 
Niederoesterreich 2003: art. 1 par 1-14). The decision 
to invoke an SIA for a proposed development is 
made by the state’s supervisory authority on a case- 
by-case basis.

The SIA requires the developer to outline the 
project’s impact on the environment and regional 
development. Each SIA is required to address the 
following issues: conflicts between the project and 
the aims of regional development, influences on the 
natural environment and natural scenery, noise and 
air pollution resulting from both the project itself 
and the traffic it generates, effects on regional traffic, 
quality of the underlying geology, water supply and 
drainage, soil sealing and effects of heavy rain, energy 
supply, waste disposal, effects on healthcare, security 
and fire risk and effects on the regional economy 
(Land Niederoesterreich 2003: art. 1 par 1-1; Maxian 
1998).
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The regulatory framework

Dallhammer 2002

Figure 4. The regulatory framework in Austria.
Source: Author

The SIA’s statement about a project’s impact on the 
environment and regional development is exammed 
by the local authorities as well as by the state’s super
visory authority. If an SIA is conducted, its results 
must be taken into account by the municipal council 
when deliberating any changes to the land use plan.

The proposed site of Wonderworld X is contained 
within an enterprise zone. This zoning permits the 
establishment of busmesses, light industry and ad
ministrative buildings, but prohibits the construc
tion of a leisure park. Therefore, a modification of 
the land use plan by the Wiener Neudorf municipal 

council was necessary be
fore a building permit 
could be issued for the 
park.

It is worth noting that 
public participation is not 
mandated by law during 
the preparation of an SIA. 
The investor, who bears 
the cost of implementing 
an SIA, must decide 
whetiier or not to invite 
the public to participate tn 
the assessment. In the case 
of the Wonderworld X 
development, the investor 
opted to minimize deci
sion time and associated 
costs, and thus excluded 
the public from debate on 

the park development. Considering the existence of 
anti-development citizen action groups in the region, 
the ability of developers to eschew public consulta
tion m the SIA must be considered a significant mar
ket failure in the process.

The Spatial Impact Assessment in Theory and 
Practice

Method

As required, the Wonderworld X SIA team com
pared two hypothetical scenarios: Scenario A de
scribed the assumed effects of development based
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on the existing land use plan, while Scenario B fore
casted the impacts induced by Wonderworld X (SIA 
Team 1998).

To compare these two scenarios, the SIA was earned 
out in four successive stages (SIA Team 1998):

• Stage 1 outlined the existing local and regional 
regulations on regional development. The impact 
of Scenario A was assessed here.

• Stage 2 evaluated Scenario B in terms of the aims 
of regional development and sustainability.

• Stage 3 identified the essential measures to bal
ance incompatibilities ansing from die evaluation 
conducted during die earlier stage.

• Stage 4 compared die impacts of Scenario B 
(Wonderworld X) and Scenario A (commercial 
zoning).

As car traffic is mainly responsible for die existing 
environmental problems in the Vienna region, and 
as the increase in car traffic is one of die most impor
tant impacts of Wonderworld X, die following sec
tion oudmes how the SIA assessed the impacts on 
regional traffic.

Effects of Wonderworld X on Regional Traffic
Stage la: Main Goals Lower Austnan spatial plan
ning law stresses the goal of sustainable develop
ment. As such, environment- friendly transportation 
including public transport, bicycle and pedestrian 
traffic should be strongly supported, whereas motor 
traffic should be reduced to an acceptable minimum 
(Land Niederoesterreich 2003: art 1, par. 2e).

Stage lb: Present Situation The two main roads 
bordering the site of Wonderworld X, A2 and Bl7, 
are of regional as well as national importance, linking 
Vienna to the soutii of Austria (Figure 5). Until 
2010, the average daily traffic volume will increase by 
1.9% per year widi up to 88,000 cars a day on A2 and 
40,000 on B17, reaching die limits of die road 
network’s capacity. In terms of public transport, a 
station for die Baden Railway, situated west of die 
site, provides access to the regional public transport 
system. Additionally, this railway line is used mainly 
by commuters and operates at intervals of 15 min
utes on weekends and 7.5 minutes on weekdays. 
Buses operate less frequentiy (SIA Team 1998).

Stage lc: Effects of Scenario A Scenario A pre
dicted die continuing establishment of enterpnses, 
office buildings, large warehouses and retail centers. 
It was estimated diat diis growtii would generate a 
maximum of 2,000 new jobs, some of which would 
be completely new and some resulting from die relo
cation of enterprises to the new site, especially from 
Vienna. Furthermore, it was assumed that 60% of 
the surface would be covered by roads and parking 
spaces, 30% by buildings and 10% would remain 
green space (SIA Team 1998).

Stage 2: Effects of Scenario B — Wonderworld X 
Among die annual 7.7 million Wonderworld visitors 
expected, 62% would arrive by car, 18% by coach and 
20% by public transport. This modal split would 
induce an additional 9% of regional motor traffic 
volume and a higher nsk of congestion by 2010, 
especially on the A2 motorway. The 50,000 expected 
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visitors on Sundays would also cause several regional 
traffic problems (SIATeam 1998).

The number of cars expected would exceed the car 
park’s maximum of 4,500 spaces by more than 2,300 
vehicles on Sundays. Thus, the shopping center car 
park would have to be used by the leisure park visi
tors, forcing them into a long, unattractive, or even 
dangerous, walk from die car park to the leisure park 
entrance. On Sundays, the capacity of the Baden Rail
way was predicted to be insufficient, based on a pub
lic transport share of 20%. The railway also lacked a 
secure footpath from the railway station to the park 
entrance (SIATeam 1998).

Stage 3: Required Measures to Balance Incompat
ibilities To balance die traffic generated, a bundle 
of mandatory measures was required (SIA Team 
1998). To reduce congestion, a new motorway exit 
would have to be built, enabling direct access from 
die A2 motorway to die car park (Figure 5). More
over, the shopping center car park would have to be 
linked to the leisure park entrance by a fast and attrac
tive public means of transport such as a monorail 
with a capacity of transporting approximately 3,000 
people per hour, which could also link die radway 
station to the park entrance. Public transport would 
be encouraged dirough the provision of cheaper 
tickets. Moreover, the frequency of the Baden Rail
way service on Sundays would have to be increased 
from the current 15 minutes to 7.5 minutes to pro
vide the necessary rad capacity.

Stage 4: Comparison of the Scenarios (A - Com
mercial Zoning; B - Wonderworld X) In compar

ing the development of a leisure park (Scenario B) 
with commercial zoning (Scenario A) at die pro
posed site, die total growth of traffic volume gener
ated by die commercial zone was shown to be far 
above the traffic increase induced by the leisure park. 
Moreover, Scenario A predicted a public transport 
share of 2%, compared to a 20% share under Sce
nario B. Both scenarios resulted ui continued traffic 
problems. However, the traffic volume in Scenario B 
would exceed Scenario A only on weekends (SIA 
Team 1998).

Any development of the site would cause a high risk 
of traffic congestion in an area that is already under 
high stress, but in the case of the leisure park, the 
measures discussed might help to keep die negative 
impacts at a manageable level.

Results of the SIA of Wonderworld X

The SIA concluded its report with a recommenda
tion of Wonderworld X’s compatibility widi regional 
development aims. In spite of the park’s location in 
a busy suburban area widi its share of existing envi
ronmental problems, its development was very likely, 
given the site’s high appeal to investors. Even the 
development of a commercial zone, as enabled by 
the existing land use plan, would cause serious con
flicts with the aim of sustainable development in 
addition to problems of regional traffic (SIA Team 
1998).

The SIA concluded that die project could help to 
improve tourism in this part of the Vienna region, 
but it would also induce several negative impacts on 
regional development. To balance these effects and to 
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achieve sustainable development, the SIA setup a 
list of 32 mandatory measures (SIA Team 1998).

Upon compliance with these measures, the 
Wonderworld X development was evaluated as be
ing consistent with the existing goals of regional 
development, and in fact superior to the extension 
of the existing commercial area (SIA Team 1998).

Figure 5. The site of Wonderworld X. 
Source: Author

Planning and Politics - The Next Steps

Legal Preconditions for the Modification of the Land 
Use Plan

The SIA impact statement was the legal precondition 
for the land use plan’s modification executed by the 
municipal council of Wiener Neudorf. In Austria, 
the modification of local plans is strongly linked to 
local policy. In principle, a land use plan cannot be

changed just because an investor 
intends to develop a site. Its 
modification has to be justified 
by the planrung law (Land 
Niederoesterreich 2003: art. 22 
par. 1). Legal reasons for its 
modification can be a change in 
the regional development goals 
stated in spatial planning law or 
in the regional plans, or a signifi
cant change in the community’s 
(economic) development. The 
elected members of the munici
pal council decide any land use 
plan modifications.

Due to its size, Wonderworld X 
would have significantly influ
enced the municipality’s eco
nomic development.5 So the re
zoning of the site would have 
implied a reorientation of the 
local development policy from 
industrial and retail development 
to a new focus on tounsm. In 
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debate in the Wiener Neudorf municipal council, a 
majority supported die leisure park project with only 
two smaller factions in opposition.

What Should Have Happened

From the investor’s point of view, a local planner, 
advised by die community, should have prepared the 
specific details of the modified land use plan. Then, 
a public inspection of the adapted land use plan 
should have been held by die citizens of Wiener 
Neudorf, followed by a majority approval from 
Wiener Neudorf municipal council regarding the 
land use plan’s modification.

The altered land use plan and the SIA statement had 
to be inspected and approved by die state’s supervis
ing planning autiiority. Subsequentiy, die new land 
use plan had to be made available to die public to 
become effective. Finally, the investor could apply for 
a budding permit for the leisure park widi a high 
probability of acceptance.

In die past, the majority of die Wiener Neudorf 
municipal council had agreed to several land use plan 
modifications enabling die enlargement of the 
neighboring shopping mall. Because of die addi
tional communal taxes induced by die jobs in die 
leisure park, the investor was confident tiiat the mu
nicipal council would consent to the modification of 
the land use plan in favor of die leisure park.

What Actually Happened

In reality, die process went less smootidy. When the 
project detads became public, regional and local citi

zen action groups launched a campaign against all 
new developments in die soutiiem part of the 
Vienna region. They campaigned especially against 
the creation of leisure parks. Their mam goal was to 
oppose any development tiiat would increase traffic 
volumes and tiius furtiier reduce their quality of life. 
The site of die proposed Wonderworld X develop
ment was one of the last undeveloped green-field 
sites in the municipality. As such, tiiese citizens 
groups struggled against its eradication as a natural 
recreation area. The groups also feared that the leisure 
park development was controlled by international 
investors, thus distancing citizens from control over 
their local community. The citizens groups mobi
lized in a municipal election year by exerting pressure 
on local politicians to abandon the changes to the 
land use plan.

Due to die size of die leisure park and the action 
group’s highly successful public relations strategy, the 
debate over Wonderwold X received enormous pub- 
tic attention. It was the subject of reports by almost 
all relevant Austrian media. Wonderworld X was 
even discussed on a popular Austrian television talk 
show. As a megaproject with significant spillover 
effects into die entire Vienna region, public debate far 
exceeded the local municipal confines. This wide- 
ranging public attention applied pressure to munici
pal council members. They suddenly were faced with 
a local land use decision with seemingly nationwide 
importance.

As outiined above, the SIA Team attempted to miti
gate unsustamable development effects through a list 
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of 32 mandatory measures. However, the team had 
no contact with the public. When public involve
ment was no longer avoidable, municipal politicians, 
faced with a growing public outcry in an election year, 
opted to delay approval on the land use plan. As a 
result of the delay, investors lost heart in the future 
of the project. The municipal council’s indecision 
delayed their schedule and the list of additional mea
sures required increased their costs. They were not 
even sure of the municipality’s future position on 
the rezoning of the site.

The elections resulted in a change in majority of the 
municipal council. The project’s supporters lost votes 
and—perhaps most shocking for investors—the 
leader of the local citizen action group assumed the 
position of mayor. It became clear that the munici
pality would not modify the land use plan enablmg 
the construction of a leisure park on the site. The 
investors’ vision of Wonderworld X was postponed 
indefinitely.

Conclusions
Megaprojects have mega-effects, both positive and 
negative. The plan for Wonderworld X included a 
significant impact on the development of its region, 
on its quality of life and its environment. On the 
other hand, megaprojects such as Wonderworld X 
generate jobs and can induce powerful and broad
reaching positive economic effects. Projects of this 
magnitude are typically in conflict with die existing 
local land use plan, which needs to be modified in 
order to facilitate their development.

The Austrian legal stipulation of an SIA to assess 
the effects of megaprojects on regional development 
and the environment recognizes the need to critically 
examine projects on such a scale. The SIA is a plan
ning instrument with significant cost-benefit advan
tages for the municipality. The cost of conducting 
the impact assessment is borne by the investor. Fur
ther, the municipality is under no obligation to alter 
the existing land use plan.

The SIA further minimizes costs, since it occurs at an 
early stage of project planning.The investor thus ob
tains a reliable and timely evaluation creating the pos
sibility of making adjustments or even stalling the 
project in order to minimize planning costs.

Nevertiieless die investor is confronted with one 
essential uncertainty: his dependence on die decision 
of die municipal councd to modify the land use 
plan. Even when the SIA proves a project’s 
sustamability, developers cannot be sure that the land 
use plan will be changed by the municipal council to 
enable their project to go ahead. The municipal coun- 
cil has to take into account the results of an SIA in 
dieir decision about any alteration of a land use plan, 
but it does not necessarily need to follow the recom
mendations made by die evaluation team of die 
SIA. The developer has to bear the costs of the SIA, 
widiout the certainty diat his development proposal 
will be approved, even if die SIA proves the project’s 
sustainability.

Since the SIA is basically conceived as an instrument 
to support the decision-making process of die mu
nicipal council and the investors of megaprojects, die 
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public or even the neighbors of such megaprojects 
do not play any role during die preparation of an 
SIA. The public must be informed only of die out
come of the deliberation process for modifying the 
land use plan (Maxian 1998: 4). As mentioned earlier, 
public participation up to that point is not required.

Due to die lack of public participation, neighbors 
and citizen action groups require other oudets to 
express their interests. Since megaprojects typically 
have important regional spillover effects, a media 
strategy to mobilize public attention in opposition 
to a project stands a good chance of gaining wide
spread attention.

Therefore, on the one hand, die lack of public par
ticipation can reduce planning costs and time, yet it 
may inflame public resistance which may threaten to 
halt the development of a megaproject itself.

The stalling of a megaproject as a consequence of 
public resistance does not automatically lead to an 
overall positive result. Citizen action groups and me
dia typically tend to stress a project’s negative effects, 
whereas potential positive effects are usually 
underrepresented in public discussions. Nevertheless 
a counter-balance of negative and positive effects of 
megaprojects is needed to gain overall desired re
gional development.

Public participation or mediation could help to in
clude citizen action groups and neighbors in die deci
sion-making process. It could reduce their mistrust 
of megaprojects. Furdiermore, suggestions from 
local citizens could lead to modifications of the 
project and result in a project that is compatible with 

local conditions. The inclusion of public participa
tion in the SIA process would further improve die 
quality of decision-making regarding the site selec
tion of megaprojects. In addition to the assessment 
of the spatial and environmental effects of a 
megaproject it would also reflect on a project’s social 
acceptance. The outcome of tins public inclusion in 
the SIA assessment could be a report which provides 
a comprehensive evaluation of physical, economic 
and social impacts of a proposed megaproject. Legis
lators could thus rule on land use plans witii more 
complete information and renewed confidence.

Notes
The name Wonderworld X is changed in the article 

to protect the investor’s anonymity.
2 The author of this article was a member of die 
planning team (SIA Team) that earned out die 
evaluation of the effects of the planned leisure park 
on regional development and the environment.
The east-west Danube Corndor links Bucharest, 

Budapest, Vienna, Munich, and goes further to Pans. 
The Pontebbana Corndor, one of the alpine 
transversals, connects Poland to Italy going from 
Warsaw through Vienna and Venice to Milan.
4 The traveling distance to Budapest is 240 km, 
Prague 251 km and Warsaw 680 km; by contrast, 
Rome is more than 1,100 km away (Urban Planning 
Bureau Vienna 2000: 6).
5 The communal budget of Wiener Neudorf is 
roughly about one-tenth of the predicted growth of 
the GNP induced by the leisure park (Statistik 
Austria 2004; SIA Team 1998).
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The Spatial Distribution of Airport- 
Related Development: Rethinking 
Megaproject Economic Impacts

Julie Cidell

While the economic impacts of megaprojects have been of increasing concern to academics and 
policymakers alike, the spatiality of those impacts has largely been ignored. The tradeoff of regional 
economic good versus local environmental harm is a frequent refrain concerning large 
infrastructure projects. However, spatializing the economic benefits of one such project, the 
expansion of Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport, shows that the intra-metropolitan 
distribution of these regional benefits is highly uneven. Therefore, we may need to rethink our 
conception of the economic benefits of megaprojects by framing their spatial concentration in 
similar terms to those used in the analysis of negative effects. This enables us to gauge the 
implications of spatial and scalar mismatches for issues of intra-metropolitan equity.

Introduction
While the economic impacts of megaprojects have been of increasing concern to academics and 
policymakers alike, the spatiality of those impacts has largely been ignored. The tradeoff of regional eco
nomic good versus local environmental harm is a frequent refrain concerning large infrastructure projects. 
However, as this paper shows by spatializing the economic benefits of one such project—the expansion 
of Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport—the intra-metropolitan distribution of these regional ben
efits is also highly uneven.

Recent research on megaprojects (Altshuler and Luberoff 2003; Flyvbjerg et al. 2003) emphasizes the need 
for greater awareness of the true costs of large infrastructure projects. Projects such as Boston’s Big Dig, 
the Channel Tunnel between England and France, and the Denver International Airport have made the 
public aware of not only the impressive engineering feats that are part of those projects, but also of the 
impressively high budgets and cost overruns associated with them.

One of the arguments most often made in favor of a megaproject is that it will bring millions of dollars in 
revenue and thousands of jobs to its region. But rarely are attempts made to determine where those eco
nomic benefits will accrue, particularly in relation to the places that will suffer the negative externalities,
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such as pollution or congestion. In this paper, I 
examine the spatial distribution of economic ben
efits associated with the expansion of die Minne
apolis-St. Paul International Airport (MSP). MSP is 
in the midst of a $3.1 billion expansion project that 
will add a runway, a parking garage, thirty gates and 
a transit center. While the environmental review 
process required that the environmental effects of 
die expansion(noise, air pollution, etc.) be spatial- 
lzed, the economic benefits were assumed to accrue 
uniformly to the entire region. The good for the 
many was seen to outweigh die harm to the few. 
This paper shows that because of the location of 
available land and infrastructure, as well as die cur
rent location of airport-related economic activity, 
the economic benefits from die expansion wdl not 
necessarily accrue to die part of the metropolitan 
area where the airport is located.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows: I first 
review the literature on economic and environmen
tal effects of air transportation; I dien trace a short 
history of die megaproject in question. After I dis
cuss the methodology employed, I present the em
pirical results. I conclude with implications of these 
findings for odier areas where megaprojects are 
underway or being considered.

Balancing Economic Development and 
Environmental Effects
The cities that are host to airline hubs experience 
both advantages and disadvantages. The advan
tages are largely economic, and range from jobs at 
the airport itself, to corporate branches or head
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quarters that relocate to the region from other 
parts of the country or world. In addition, airline 
service has come to be seen as a prerequisite for 
other forms of regional economic development. 
At the same time, however, the localities nearest 
the airport are likely to suffer from environmental 
effects, including air and noise pollution. This mis
match between type of benefit and type of disad
vantage, as well as die mismatch in scale between 
region and municipality or neighborhood, results 
in environmental effects that must be borne by 
airport neighbors who may not economically ben
efit from die airport.

Economic Effects

The association between transportation and eco
nomic development has been well established, al
though the direction of that relationship remains 
unclear. The assumption diat transportation infra
structure drives development, rather than die re
verse, has led to major investments by local, state 
and federal governments attempting to stimulate 
economic growth. Historically, transportation infra
structure such as canals and railroads has clearly 
stimulated development in die United States and 
elsewhere (Borchert 1967). Recent studies, however, 
are less sanguine about die results of transportation 
infrastructure investment. Both Black (2001) and 
Banister and Berechman (2001) note that in devel
oped countries, additional transportation infrastruc
ture is unlikely to produce further economic 
growth. Rather this investment will encourage the 
relocation of existing economic activity.
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While most of the transportation and economic 
development literature has focused on roads, many 
scholars have evaluated the economic impacts of 
air transportation. For instance, Irwin and Kasarda 
(1991) found that the more centrally located a met
ropolitan area is within the national network of air 
service, the higher are its overall employment levels. 
Furthermore, the directionality of this connection 
implies that air service causes higher employment, 
not die reverse. Button et al. (1999) found that met
ropolitan areas with an airport hub have on average 
12,000 more high-tech jobs than do similar metro
politan areas without a hub. While sectors associ
ated with high-tech only comprise 10 percent of 
the total economy, about 90 percent of these new- 
economy jobs are concentrated in the fifty7 largest 
cities in die US, furdier concentrating their impor
tance as nodes in the air transportation network.

The above studies show diat airports produce ben
efits at the metropolitan or regional scales. There is 
littie consensus, however, about an airport’s eco
nomic impact on its immediate surroundings. Stud
ies indicate that while airport access may be an im
portant factor in locational decision making, airport 
proximity is not. For instance, Centonze (1989) 
found that while the US headquarters of foreign 
firms consider access to air travel one of the mam 
reasons to locate in large metropolitan areas, prox
imity to the airport within that metropolitan area is 
less critical. Botii Caves (1994) and Pitfield (1981) 
were inconclusive as to whether airports have a 
positive impact on their immediate surroundings.

Finally, the Coley/Forrest (1987) study found that 
tn Atianta, Kansas City, and Dallas, economic de
velopment attracted to the metropolitan area by 
improved air service was not attracted to the air
port environs. National corporations tn Adanta, for 
example, chose to locate their headquarters in the 
same geographic sector as existing office develop
ment on die opposite side of the city from 
Hartsfield Airport.

What about firms that are already located near the 
airport? Hakfoort et al. (2001), in their case study 
of Amsterdam Schiphol, found that the direct eco
nomic effects of die airport (employment at the 
airport itself) were larger than any spin-off eco
nomic activity in the surrounding region. Addition
ally, in the early 1970s Hoare (1973; 1974), in a 
study of London’s Heathrow airport, discovered 
that the immediate environs of an airport may ac
tually experience detrimental economic effects. Yet 
the concerns and questions diat he posed have not 
yet been thoroughly examined, much less answered:

The justification for regarding Heathrow as a growth 
pole depends partly on the geographical scale of 
analysis ... When vast sums of public investment 
are already sunk in such ventures it appears worth
while incorporating in the overall appraisal projects 
research work designed to tackle at least three 
basic questions. How much growth? Growth for 
whom? Growth where? (1974: 96)

Aiiport expansion may have an economically detri
mental effect on surrounding communities, throw
ing into question the meaning of “regional” eco
nomic growth. Particularly in metropolitan areas 
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where airports’ surroundings are built-up, little of 
the regional growth brought about by the expan
sion is likely to occur adjacent to the airport. This 
imbalance is particularly important because the air
ports’ negative effects fall almost exclusively in the 
immediate surroundings.

Environmental Effects

Noise pollution and air pollution are the two main 
environmental effects of airports. The former has 
been well-studied in terms of its effects on health 
(minimal) and property values (small but signifi
cant), while research on air pollution and aviation is 
relatively recent. Noise pollution is measured for 
airports in terms of die average day-mght noise 
level (DNL). A DNL of 65 is equivalent to a 24- 
hour average noise of 65 decibels, about the level 
of a garbage disposal or vacuum cleaner. Reducing 
the effects of noise involves either reducing it at its 
source through quieter engines or operational 
changes (known as abatement), or reducing it 
through land use controls or the soundproofing of 
existing structures (known as mitigation).

Air pollution is more difficult to study. Most air
ports are located within urban areas and are tiius 
surrounded by pollution from point and non-point 
sources (Illinois Environmental Protection Agency 
2002). Studies have also been inconclusive as to the 
effects of air pollution from airports on human 
health (City of Park Ridge [IL] 2000, Illinois Envi
ronmental Protection Agency 2002). These studies 
suggest tliat airport air pollution, including nitrous 
oxides, carbon monoxide and volatile organic com

pounds, is mitigated tlirough source reduction of 
both aircraft and ground vehicles.

One of the difficulties with balancing economic 
and environmental effects is that economic impacts 
are dispersed throughout the entire region, while 
environmental impacts are largely limited to the 
area immediately surrounding the airport. When 
higher levels of government promote airport ex
pansion, they rarely provide funding to help miti
gate the costs of their decision because of the sca
lar mismatch between costs and benefits. However, 
if it could be shown that the economic benefits are 
also local rather than regional, this scalar imbalance 
would not be an issue: It would be areas of similar 
size who are winning and losing, not larger versus 
smaller geographical units.

The Expansion of Minneapolis-St. Paul 
International Airport
MSP is located approximately seven miles from the 
downtowns of Minneapolis and St. Paul, at the 
confluence of the Mississippi and Minnesota Rivers 
(Figure 1). MSP is unusual in that it is operated by a 
regional authority, the Metropolitan Airports Com
mission (MAC), with governor-appointed represen
tatives from not only the seven-county metro area, 
but also from other cities in the state with airports. 
Because the MAC is directly responsible to the 
Minnesota Legislature, airport expansion is debated 
at the state level.

In 1987, the state legislature called for a capacity 
study of MSP. When the results showed that the
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Figure 1. Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport 
and study area municipalities.
Source: Author

airport would be reaching its capacity within a few 
years, the legislature set up a dual-track planning 
process to examine two potential solutions. One 
task force would plan the expansion of the existing 
airport, while the other would select a site for a new 
airport and plan that facility. The results of the two 
studies were to be presented to the legislature by 
April 1,1996. Before die committees’ work could 
be completed, however, the governor asked die leg
islature to end the dual-track process and expand 
die existing airport. The municipalities closest to 
the airport resented die fact diat the study process 
was not earned out to its full extent, and that die 

legislature took control of the decision making 
while accepting litde responsibility for providing 
state funds for additional soundproofing and other 
mitigation efforts.

The proposed expansion includes adding a fourth 
runway, a parking garage and thirty new gates— 
mosdy for regional flights by Northwest Airlines, 
which uses MSP as a major hub. While construc
tion has been slowed because of the downturn in 
air travel since 2001, die project is currendy ex
pected to be complete in 2005 at a total cost of 
$3.1 billion (Minneapolis-St. Paul International Air
port website 2004).

Throughout die expand-or-replace debate of the 
1990s, economic impact was one of die major is
sues. A MAC study found diat the number of jobs 
created under each plan would be comparable, 
about 16,600 direct jobs and 19,600 indirect jobs 
(Metropolitan Airports Commission and Metro
politan Council 1996). The airport currendy pro
vides 45,000 direct and indirect jobs (Airport Tech
nology and Planning Group 1998.) However, die 
studies did not evaluate, for either option, where 
the new jobs would be in relation to the airport. 
Would they benefit the municipalities near the air
port, or as was found for Atlanta, would tiiey be in 
those parts of the metropolitan area that are al
ready growing?

Methodology
To answer these questions, I mapped businesses in 
order to determine the distribution of the compa
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nies that are thought to be brought to the region by 
the airport, as well as those considered to be impor
tant to the regional economy based on their level 
of export production. Employment data from the 
US Census were used to determme the number of 
jobs in addition to die number of businesses. Addi
tionally, I studied local attitudes towards die airport 
and economic development by interviewing airport 
officials, city planners and mayors from adjacent 
municipalities, and citizen activists. In order to pre
serve anonymity, interviewees are not named in tins 
paper.

The FAA’s standard method of measuring the eco
nomic impact of an airport includes direct, indirect 
and induced effects, based solely on the amount of 
passengers traveling through an airport. Direct im
pacts, about 15 percent of die total, are diose di- 
recdy related to air transportation, either withm die 
sector itself, or related sectors such as hotels, car 
rental facilities, or airport parking (Wdbur Smith 
Associates 2000). While such firms are likely to lo
cate at die airport itself, diey may also be found in 
neighboring towns, creating a characteristic land
scape of parking lots and chain hotels.

Indirect impacts are also called forward and back
ward linkages: those firms diat take die product of 
air transportation and use it as part of their own 
production process. They comprise about 20 per
cent of all airport-related jobs. Indirect impacts are 
often assumed to be evenly distributed diroughout 
a metropolitan area, and they are often lumped to
gether widi induced impacts in economic impact 

reports. Indirect impacts benefit firms assumed to 
be important to die economic competitiveness of 
the region, and they tend to depend on air trans
portation. Thus, determining where these firms are 
located is critical to examining the equity of eco
nomic development impacts from MSP.

Finally, induced impacts consist of the retail or ser
vice firms on which direct-impact firms and work
ers spend money. Induced impacts are more likely 
to be evenly spread throughout a region because of 
workers’ mobility. Furthermore, business services 
are likely to serve more than just airport firms. For 
this reason, they are not considered as part of the 
current analysis.

Based on previous work (Loughlin 1996; Zaidi et al. 
2001), I developed a list of twenty-five sectors for 
the Minneapolis-St. Paul metropolitan area (Table 
1). These sectors either have high location quo
tients (that is, they produce a relatively large per
centage of products for export); produce high- 
value, light-weight goods that tend to be shipped by 
air; or have company headquarters or regional of
fices, thereby requiring travel on the part of their 
executives or sales representatives.

The studies from which the list of key sectors was 
chosen used the seven-county Metropolitan Statisti
cal Area (MSA) as the study area. If firms belong
ing to sectors that are important to the Twin Cities 
economy are found outside the seven counties, it is 
still likely that they use MSP for freight and passen
gers. However, outside the seven counties (a dis
tance of approximately twenty-five miles from
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Table 1. Sectors chosen for analysis, by SIC code.
Source: Author

Code Commodity Code Commodity

2041 Flour and Other Grain Mill Products 3571 Electronic Computers
2045 Blended and Prepared Flour 3572 Computer Storage Devices
2083 Malt 3577 Computer Peripheral Equipment
2671 Paper Coated and Laminated Packaging 3599 Industrial Machines, NEC
2672 Paper Coated and Laminated, NEC 3672 Printed Circuit Boards
2731 Book Publishing 3695 Magnetic and Optical Recording Media
2750 Commercial Printing 3822 Automatic Temperature Controls
2782 Blankbooks and Looseleaf Binder 3823,4,9 Mechanical Measuring Devices
3080 Miscellaneous Plastic Products 3841 Surgical and Medical Instruments
3444 Sheet Metal Work 3842 Surgical Appliances and Supplies
3482 Small Arms Ammunition 3845 Electromedical Apparatus
3483 Ammunition, Except for Small Arms, NEC 4500 Air Transportation
3489 Other Ordnance and Accessories

Note: NEC indicates “not elsewhere classified.”

MSP), it is unlikely that such firms base their 
locational decisions on proximity to the airport. 
Additionally, the negative effects of MSP such as 
noise and air pollution are not likely to be felt at 
such a distance, and so the balance of airport ef
fects is clearly positive. I therefore defined the 
study area as all the ZIP codes that are entirely or 
partially contained by the seven-county MSA.

Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) codes were 
used to map the location of firms in the sectors 
which are most likely to use the airport, and where 
firms in those sectors are located in relation to 
MSP.1 The US Economic Census lists businesses 

based on their four-digit codes in their yearly ZIP 
Code Busmess Patterns. It is therefore possible to 
map all of the busmesses within a metropolitan 
area that produce a certain good or service and de
termine exactly what goods or services are pro
duced in a certain area, down to the ZIP code level. 
In the next section I describe the maps created 
from these SIC data, corresponding to the twenty- 
five target sectors identified above.

The Spatial Distribution of Airport-Related 
Development at MSP
Figures 2 and 3 demonstrate the spatial distribution 
of the indirect economic impact of MSP generated 
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as described above. The first map shows the distri
bution of target firms as a percentage of total 
firms, while the second shows the distribution of 
target jobs as a percentage of all jobs. In Figure 2, 
we see that the firms that are considered to be indi
rectly reliant on the airport are, for the most part, 
located in other parts of the metropolitan area. In 
fact, the heaviest concentrations are directly oppo
site downtown Minneapolis from the airport. In 
Figure 3, the indirect economic effects in terms of 
jobs are more dispersed, but are still concentrated 
in areas away from the airport. If these are the 
firms and jobs that are expected to grow with air
port expansion, they will not directly benefit the 
communities neighboring MSP. Rather, these ben
efits will fall in the southwestern and northern sub
urbs, which are parts of the metropolitan area that 
are already experiencing growth.

Figure 4 shows the DNL contours around the air
port, the official designation for “noise-affected” 
areas as determmed by the MAC (MAC 1996). 
Though not a perfect measure, these contours 
show the extent to which residents are considered 
by federal law to be negatively affected by noise. 
Since the contours are based on flight tracks, they 
are an approximation of the spatial extent of expo
sure to air pollution as well. Not surprisingly, they 
are concentrated around the airport, in relation to 
the location of the three runways.

For the most part, the communities adjacent to 
MSP are not receiving the economic development 
benefits of the airport to the same extent as some

Figure 2. Spatial distribution of the firms in target 
industries. The large black dots indicate the 
downtowns of Minneapolis and St. Paul.
Source: Author

communities farther away, showing that both scalar 
and spatial mismatches exist between airport ben
efits and costs. The exceptions are Minneapolis to 
the north and Bloomington to the southwest. Min
neapolis contains firms and jobs that are airport- 
related in other parts of the city than those affected 
by airport noise, such as downtown. Bloommgton

106 Critical Planning Summer 2004



Figure 3. Spatial distribution of jobs in target 
industries. The large black dots indicate the 
downtowns of Minneapolis and St. Paul. 
Source: Author

is the only city of the seven under study that has 
aggressively pursued ancillary development such as 
parking lots and hotels, and is the most pro-airport 
of the seven.

A number of interviewees pointed out that MSP 
expansion will benefit municipalities farther away 
simply because adjacent ones are already built out. 

There is little land available for new development in 
the airport environs, and so any new jobs and/or 
firms are likely to locate elsewhere, unless cities 
invest heavily in redevelopment. An official from 
Mendota Heights, immediately to the east of MSP, 
noted that CEOs tend to locate their companies 
near where they live, and they are not likely to want 
to five with airport noise. Additionally, high quality 
office space is rare in the airport environs. A 
former city council member from that same mu
nicipality noted that, “The quality of office build
ings and all of that is like a grade B/C, compared 
to the western suburbs that would be like a Grade 
A. You’ll see that we do not have the high-grade 
kind of buildings at all. So the airport is not ben
efiting us.” A planner from St. Paul echoed this 
comment, noting that as part of a redevelopment 
project immediately across the Alinnesota River 
from MSP, “we did our market analysis. ... you 
don’t have a lot of office developers saying there’s a 
market to have an office right next to an airport.” 
Though past research suggests that office develop
ment is drawn to the airport environs (e.g, Taira 
1993), the results from MSP suggest that such a 
conclusion depends on the geography of the met
ropolitan area under study. As Centonze (1989) 
found for New York and Coley/Forrest found for 
Atlanta, office development tends to locate in the 
wealthiest, fastest growing sector of the metropoli
tan area, regardless of where the airport is located.

The question remains of balance between airport 
users and those who suffer the environmental ef
fects. Since MSP is a major hub, most of the pas-

Critical Planning Summer 2004 107



sengers who fly in and out are not from the Twin 
Cities. In fact, just over half of the travelers at MSP

Figure 4. MSP and study area municipalities, including estimated 2005 
noise contours.
Source: Author

are connecting to other destinations (Lee and 
Prado 2002). An imbalance between airport users

and airport neighbors could be 
solved with an increase in die 
passenger facility charge (PFC) 
levied on each flight, widi the 
extra proceeds going to addi
tional soundproofing, home 
buyouts or the tike. An imbal
ance m terms of economic 
development, however, is more 
difficult to remedy, particularly 
when the most obvious types 
of development—such as 
park-and-fly or car rental 
lots—are undesirable to some 
neighboring municipalities. 
Minneapolis-St. Paul is unique 
in die US in that 40 percent of 
property taxes on commercial 
and industrial properties are 
redistributed throughout the 
metropolitan area, alleviating 
this imbalance to some extent 
(Economics Research Associ
ates and Dalhgren, Shardlow, 
& Uban 1996). However, the 
redistribution is done with re
gards to all municipalities in 
the seven-county area, and not 
just on the basis of airport- 
related development. Another 
option would be for the MAC 
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to take advantage of its authority to levy property 
taxes on the metropolitan area to enable communi
ties to redevelop in order to gam some economic 
benefit from airport expansion.

Conclusion
The regional economic benefits of MSP are not 
evenly geographically distributed around the region, 
nor do they occur at the locations adjacent to the 
airport that bear the most negative environmental 
effects. Wlule these results are not comparable to 
Hoare’s findings that within ten miles of London’s 
Heathrow Airport there is actually a negative eco
nomic effect, they do throw into doubt arguments 
that airport expansion benefits all parts of the Twin 
Cities. Airport-related economic development is a 
local, not a regional issue and the question of mis
match between costs and benefits is even more im
portant with regards to municipalities neighboring 
the airport.

Part of the imbalance between airport benefits and 
negative effects comes about because of the loca
tion of authority and responsibility with regards to 
airport decision making. When the state legislature 
claimed the power to decide that MSP should be 
expanded, it did not take any of the responsibility 
to mitigate the effects of that expansion. If the 
airport truly does benefit die entire state—and it 
does, at least m the form of state taxes, regardless 
of any otiier possible economic benefits—then the 
responsibility of mitigation lies at the state level as 
well. Even within the metropolitan area, the MAC 

has not taken advantage of its power to levy prop
erty taxes. Again, if some of the airport’s benefits 
are truly regional in their scope, tiien the entire re
gion should be compensating die municipalities and 
individuals who bear die negative effects.

These imbalances will affect die airport when die 
expand-or-replace question recurs. Because the cur
rent expansion plan is expected to handle demand 
until approximately 2020, the issue will be raised 
again soon. The additional mvestment that the new 
runway represents at the existing site makes it un
likely diat a new site will soon be chosen. However, 
there is no furdier room to expand on the existing 
footprint, and any extension of airport property 
would be strongly opposed by neighboring munici
palities. The balance of economic and environmen
tal effects and the ability of municipalities to keep 
dieir land uses compatible would probably intensify 
with further expansion.

Wlule economic development is certainly part of 
the impact reports conducted for megaprojects 
such as airports, the spatial component of tiiat 
development is often ignored. Breaking down die 
economic impacts of megaprojects to smaller 
scales than that of the region may show that the 
economic and environmental impacts of a project 
do not occur at different spatial scales, as is often 
assumed. If, for example, the economic develop
ment that an infrastructure project attracts to a 
region is concentrated in a few municipalities, 
while the environmental impacts are located in 
otiier municipalities, it makes less sense to argue 
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that economic benefits to the entire region out
weigh the negative experiences of a few people. It 
forces municipalities and regions to think through 
issues of intra-metropolitan equity more carefully 
with regards to both the costs and benefits of 
megaprojects.

Notes
1 SIC codes have since been replaced by the North 
American Industrial Classification System 
(NAICS). However, since the airport expansion 
decision making process was concluded in 1996, it 
makes sense to use data from the mid-1990s, before 
data were converted to NAICS.
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From Mega to Micro: A Conversation with 
Manuel Pastor, Jr.

Martha Matsuoka

Manuel Pastor, Jr. is a professor of Latino/Latin American Studies and co-director of the 
Center for Justice, Tolerance and Community at the University of California, Santa Cruz. His 
current research includes a focus on community-based development strategies in 
metropolitan regions, specifically innovative efforts to address needs of low-income residents 
and immigrant workers. He also works on issues concerning environmental justice and has 
published widely in that area. His most recent books include Up Against the Sprawl: Public 
Policy and the Making of Southern California (co-edited with Jennifer Wolch and Peter Dreier) 
and Searching for the Uncommon Common Ground: New Dimensions on Race in America (co
authored with Angela Glover Blackwell and Stewart Kwoh).

Major infrastructure investments and megaprojects dnve and reflect current trends in the regional develop
ment of Southern California. Examples are plenty: the Alameda Corndor, the planned expansion of the 
ports of San Pedro and Long Beach and the Los Angeles International Airport (LAX), and the ongoing rede
velopment of the Staples Convention Center area. Each of these megaprojects has direct impacts on the re
gional economy as well as on surrounding communities. Community-based organizing and activism, particu
larly among low-income, working poor and immigrant communities of color, is increasingly challenging die 
development of megaprojects. Issues of fiscal, environmental, political and social costs are central to this 
emerging community-based organizing and dnve demands for public participation and project accountability. 
Communities are increasingly raising the question: “Development for whom?”

We invited Manuel Pastor to share his insights on the role of megaprojects in the changing regional economy 
and how diey shape, and are shaped by, low-income, working class and immigrant communities in the re
gion.

Matsuoka: How do you see the relationships between megaprojects and die economic, environmental, social 
and political transformations diat have occurred in Los Angeles over the past ten years?

Pastor: The large-scale development projects or megaprojects seem to be part of Los Angeles trying to find 
its footing in the new economy. Many of the largest of these projects—the developments around die ports, 
the Alameda Corridor, the potential expansion of die 710 freeway and various mtermodal transfer stations - 
seem to be connected to the notion of repositioning Southern California as a major location for the trans-
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shipment of goods. Of course, Los Angeles and its 
ports have long had a major role in terms of global 
trade but recent megaprojects reflect a far more con
scious intention about positioning Southern Califor
nia by building an infrastructure that will make that 
possible. Even the expansion of LAX is a part of 
Southern California’s role as an international center 
for goods and services.

I thmk that economic repositioning comes out of 
the fact that the local economy got hollowed out in 
several very critical ways. There was the well docu
mented widening divide between the rich and the 
poor, the shrinkage of traditional industry and the 
re-emergence of a bifurcated new economy with 
some very high-end service jobs on one end and very 
low-end service jobs on the other. What got left to 
the side are the jobs that are accessible for those 
workers in Los Angeles County who are semi-skilled 
but looking to move up. In short, the changing 
economy brought about the disappearance or shrink
age of middle class, unionized jobs. This was also 
accompanied by a very rapid demographic transfor
mation of the region, including the increasing pres
ence of immigrants. Some are arguing that reposi
tioning Los Angeles as a goods transfer station is 
exactly die nght recipe in the context of these 
changes: that it will provide employment diat fits the 
skill set of those displaced by the earlier economic 
changes and connect witii the international ties that 
an immigrant population can provide.

Another response to these trends would be to edu
cate die population more broadly and reposition the 

region for higher value-added industries. But diat 
hasn’t really been die case, partly because diat sort of 
repositioning requires a tremendous investment not 
simply in infrastructure but also in die public school 
system. Yet there’s been a tremendous abandonment 
of diat public school system by the middle and up
per classes. I think that is where you really need to 
put the investments to place people in the region in a 
higher value-added position in the world economy. 
Instead we seem to have an infrastructure-driven 
strategy.

Matsuoka: Do you see these big infrastructure 
projects as useful levers to address some of die con
ditions you describe?

Pastor: I think there can be opportunities for 
megaprojects to address the negative impacts of eco
nomic changes but I also dunk diat these 
megaprojects have generally been oversold as job 
creators. For example, the jobs diat global trade cre
ates may be in a lot of places, but not pnmardy in 
the trans shipment centers themselves. Moreover, die 
jobs that will be created per square acre of land used 
may not be die number of jobs you would create if 
you were using that land in different ways, for ex
ample, in the revitalization of manufacturing. The 
proposals to expand LAX and the 710 Freeway and 
to build the Alameda Corndor East are all cases diat 
will expand capacity for goods to go up to 
intermodal transfer stations; diere, they’ll be shipped 
to other transfer stations in the oudymg suburbs 
and dien to the rest of the country.
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There may not be that much job creation in Los An
geles despite the promises, and whatever job creation 
happens here won’t necessarily be connected to the 
communities that are along the path of the trade 
train. There was certainly that risk with the Alameda 
Corndor project, although in that case communities 
organized to get a significant share of construction 
jobs. The proposed expansion of LAX is an ex
ample of the problem as well. The expansion will 
exacerbate the already disproportionate traffic impacts 
in adjacent communities. People from all over the 
region come in to fly away to do business. Thus, the 
burdens are local although the benefits are regional. 
With regard to cargo at LAX, this is lightweight, 
high-value cargo—goods that lower-wage workers in 
Los Angeles are not likely to be involved in produc
ing. The jobs that will be created by LAX expansion 
—even more so in die earlier proposal before it was 
tapered back in part for environmental justice reasons 
—are in the service kiosks of the airport. Many of 
these would be union jobs—and that’s good—but 
the bottom lme is that impacts on employment and 
wages will be relatively modest and burdens from 
increased traffic and attendant pollution large. That’s 
one of the reasons why communities in die area 
have raised the expansion of LAX as a key environ
mental justice issue.

Matsuoka: What do you see as avenues for commu
nities to direct the financial investment and subsidies 
required for tiiese megaprojects into investment and 
strategies for revitalization of communities?

Pastor: I thmk diat Los Angeles has been a leader in 
several key ways in trying to capture community ben
efits from megaprojects. One clear example is the 
Alameda Corndor project. Community organiza
tions got engaged in the process so their residents 
could get die construction jobs that would come out 
of it. This led to die establishment of the Alameda 
Corndor Jobs Coalition and the tremendous cam
paign it waged to win a first-source hiring and train
ing program in the construction stages of the 
project. The harder challenge, however, was gaining 
traction on die permanent jobs that might have been 
created after the construction of die corndor was 
complete. For example, jobs in the factories and in
dustries along the corndor that put goods on diat 
trade tram. That’s been harder to get traction on.

A second example is the community organizing of 
the Figueroa Corndor Coalition who targeted die 
expansion of die Staples Center and won a landmark 
community benefits agreement. The agreement be
tween the City of Los Angeles and die developer of 
die Staples Center linked community development 
with a regional megaproject in order to ensure af
fordable housing, improve neighborhood condi
tions, and create job training programs that will al
low people to move into the service jobs that are 
going to flounsh as a result of the Convention Cen
ter. I think that we have a lot of community organi
zations that are ready to do this kind of organizing 
and campaigns.

Idle issue is diat when you hear about global trade 
and you hear about jobs generated from it, there’s 
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this underlying notion that it is going to lead to 
clearly positive economic impacts. The big thing is to 
see who’s winning, who’s losing, and what’s going 
to be required to tie people in to the development 
projects m a way that makes sense—and in a way that 
goes beyond the building of the project per se. It’s 
one thing to have jobs while you’re laying die pave
ment, and sometiung very different to have jobs that 
come permanendy from those megaprojects. We 
need to be thinking more of our urban communi
ties as economic resources and forging new develop
ment strategies tiiat harness economic activity gener
ated by megaprojects in a way that strengthens and 
develops what we’ve got locally. So I dunk die issue 
with regard to diese large-scale regional projects is 
tiiat there will be new jobs in transport, tiiere will be 
new jobs in warehousing and tiiere will be new jobs 
at die port. One key issue is to work on the training 
and linkages to connect people to sources of more 
permanent employment and not simply temporary 
employment during construction. Work also needs 
to be done to insure that maximizing local job cre
ation is actually a key vanable in deciding the worth 
of these projects.

Matsuoka: What are die biggest challenges commu
nities face in directing development at a time, as you 
argue, when Los Angeles finds its footing in the new 
global economy?

Pastor: I dunk die greatest challenge will be to shift 
gears from project-based strategies to policy strate
gies. In the San Francisco Bay Area, and specifically in 
San Jose, the labor-affiliated think tank Working 

Partnerships USA has been working hard on com
munity impact reports, community benefits agree
ments and community accountability with regard to 
public subsidies that flow tiirough tiieir redevelop
ment program. To some extent, they have been suc
cessful but they are running into a lot of resistance 
right now as diey try to turn from focusing on a 
single project to formulating a broader policy about 
how development should proceed. This is the chal
lenge that’s ahead of all of us. It’s one tiling to say 
“Here’s die Alameda Corridor—let’s organize 
around die Alameda Comdor and try to leverage 
some jobs out of it,” or to say, “Here’s die expan
sion of the Staples Center—let’s organize around 
this very evident and spectacular development and try 
to get some benefits out of it.” It’s quite anodier to 
turn tins into a policy tiiat would say that any public 
subsidy has to deliver on community benefits; tiiat it 
has to respect environmental justice concerns and not 
contribute to environment inequity and that it has to 
think about die permanent jobs and not just the 
short run jobs. One of the interesting tilings about 
the Figueroa Corridor Coalition and its Staples Cen
ter campaign is that the leaders and organizers did 
think about permanent jobs.

The environmental justice movement has had expe
riences in this area. If you try to clean things up site 
by site you are going to exhaust your community 
energies and you will still be chasing die next site 
where somebody wants to pollute. Whereas if you 
can change to a policy level, and focus on what is die 
permissible level of pollution and die permissible 
degree of hazards, then you can change the playing 
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field in some ways. The new frontier is policy. When 
we go in that direction, we’re going to see big battle
grounds between communities and business. Why? 
Because when you have a project by project approach, 
usually at least one business will figure, “Gosh, if we 
could somehow cut a deal with community organi
zations then we’ll be able to get tins through the 
political process.” But when you start talking about 
actually changing policy in a way that makes it stan
dard operating procedure to consider community 
benefits, then you get a large sector of the business 
class very opposed to these kinds of concerns.

If you think about Los Angeles at this particular 
tune witii its huge set of megaprojects, the fact is 
that we will need to be thinking creatively at a re
gional level because that’s the level where organizing 
really needs to take place. These are region-serving 
projects. We will need to focus on community ben
efits, community accountability, and the policies that 
will govern how we make these investments. That’s 
really the challenge for progressives to put into place. 
Both in terms of thinking about what the levers are 
to make the changes and figuring out what is the 
political terrain. Who are your allies? Who holds 
power? And who will you have to confront and fight 
as you move forward? The benefit in Los Angeles, 
of course, is that there is a set of vibrant and inspira
tional community-based organizations that have 
been doing this thinking for some time. They have 
developed their own economic analysis of the re
gion, they understand how to do ‘power maps’ and 
have shown a capacity to pull the levers for change. 
It’s an exciting set of capabilities in an exciting time — 

but the very future of the region is on the table and 
so it will require as much capacity as communities 
and their leaders can muster.

We also know that the approval and financing pro
cess for megaprojects is a highly political process. So I 
think what is innovative about what some folks are 
doing is understanding and promoting leadership 
development. The victones in San Jose were not to 
be expected. San Jose has never been a bastion of 
progressive titinking; it is very business-onented and 
it’s the heart of Silicon Valley, which obviously puts a 
very entrepreneunal and individualistic kuid of frame 
on the way people think about business and the way 
they go about doing things. One critical contribution 
was that Working Partnerships developed a leader
ship institute that bnngs in both elected officials and 
community leaders to go through leadership devel
opment together. They learn to understand one an
other and they would leam about issues and policies 
in order to develop joint perspectives. People have 
run for office after attending these leadership insti
tutes. So one of the things I’ve seen in the Bay Area, 
as well as in Los Angeles, is that leadership training, 
leadership building and bridging activities allow 
people to really call on one another. We need to be 
much more intentional about such leadership devel
opment and see it as a long-term investment in our 
future.

One more important issue in relation to community 
groups is that they have become great consumers 
and producers of research and have been able to link 
tins research to their organizing work. Environmen- 
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tai justice organizations have brought together some 
of the best research demonstrating that the issues 
they are facing are quite common - that there’s a 
problem of environmental inequity in the state and 
that we’ve got this very sophisticated research to back 
it up. On the other side, you have businesses that 
assume that community organizations are not going 
to be smart about this. They say “Well, it’s going to 
hurt busmess” or “You haven’t really proved causa
tion yet.” Of course the easy response is that for a 
long time we didn’t know for sure that cigarettes 
caused cancer either, but we knew tliat when people 
smoked cigarettes they tended to die. It took a long 
time to put together the epidemiological models that 
demonstrate how it happened. We still knew tliat 
there was a pretty important correlation there. Com
munity groups are likewise mustering up regression 
models, independent community monitonng of air 
toxics, and the like. Again, organizing and research 
are coming together.

Matsuoka: How do you see these megaprojects and 
large infrastructure projects as levers tliat could drive 
our regional economy and or expand our local serv
ing industries?

Pastor: First, it’s important to distinguish between 
industries that are regional drivers and those that are 
locally serving. Dnving industries in a region often 
produce items or services that are actually exported to 
other regions. They’re important because they might 
be sticky or enmeshed in a set of relationships or 
industrial advantages that the region has, such as 
software m the Silicon Valley or entertainment in Los 

Angeles. They are sticky in the sense that they don’t 
move easily and they attract other companies. Even 
with outsourcing, software firms are keeping a pres
ence in the Silicon Valley and it’s certainly hard to con
ceive that anyone would do a new entertainment 
company without having a base in Los Angeles. 
Those are important industries, yet most of the em
ployment is actually created in the local serving areas 
despite lots of attention going to global trade. We’re 
about to have more than 40 Wal-Mart superstores 
come into Los Angeles, with their main competitive 
advantage not being efficiency but the fact that they 
pay their workers very low wages. That will dnve out 
a lot of the grocery stores, which is why the grocery 
store owners were so recalcitrant in tins recent stake 
and wanted to come up with a two-tiered structure. 

This is what’s going to lower the standard of living 
in the region—and it is a local serving industry. It’s 
got nothing to do with megaprojects and yet it may 
have a far more important impact on people’s lives— 
their access to health insurance, the level of wages— 
than the widely spoken about megaprojects. One of 
the tilings I worry about is that the glitter and atten
tion of the megaprojects moves us away from the 
fundamental changes in the economy that are really 
eroding people’s fives. So you say, “Great, we’re go
ing to have thousands of new jobs in moving 
goods around” but we’re moving them to Wal-Mart, 
which will be basically destroying the very kind of 
local serving industries and the lives that are made 
there. So I think it’s going to be very, very important 
to focus on these local serving industries. What 
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would it mean if we had a very strong union move
ment, good planning and a commitment to health 
care for everybody? Some of these megaprojects 
would help die driving industries do better and have 
wonderful impacts on the local serving industries as 
well. So I think again, we really need to focus in on 
the social movements and public policies that will 
insure that the local serving sector is providing a de
cent standard of living.

Matsuoka: Is there some carrying capacity or opti
mum level of megaprojects in the region?

Pastor: How many of these projects can be ab
sorbed? I think there are at least two different ele
ments of the absorption. One factor is how much 
we can absorb economically. I worry diat we will hol
low out even further by becoming a major trade cen
ter and lose some of the industries that we’ve got 
now. The question is whether these industries will be 
able to get onto that trade train themselves and 
whether we can generate positive spillover effects. 
The other issue is really environmental. All of these 
megaprojects are fraught with environmental justice 
concerns because all of them are going into areas that 
are already heavily impacted by an abundance of re
fineries, by very high levels of ambient air pollution 
and by a tremendous number of hazardous waste 
facilities.

It was very clear with the original plans for the expan
sion of LAX diat planning for improved air trans
portation was basically polluting a local neighbor
hood to generate regional benefits for everyone. The 

alternative was sharing the burden by developing a 
strategy that would have spread the impacts of air 
traffic around in a more reasonable way. This was 
done to some degree when plans were cut back for 
airport expansion but it’s still an issue. I dunk there’s 
some real environmental carrying capacities. Think 
about the port and that area. If you have spent any 
time down there, you just have to wonder whether 
or not there’s the capacity to rum the air furdier with 
more diesel truck traffic.

The East Yards communities in die City of Com
merce are located in an area where houses come nght 
up against an mtermodal transfer station in wluch 
rail and truck lmes converge. Residents have been 
there as long as 57 years. When the oldest of diem 
first moved in, the areas abutting their house were 
agricultural lands owned by Japanese farmers that 
were taken during die period of internment in 
World War II. After diat, the land was taken by die 
railroads and in the last ten years it’s really bumped 
up to an mtermodal transfer station. Because it’s in
terstate commerce, diere’s no local audiority to deter
mine die level of traffic or the level of pollution. 
Huge numbers of trucks, as well as cranes diat move 
goods and cargo around, run alongside people’s 
houses. There’s tremendous air and noise pollution. 
This raises a critical question of how much more 
tiiese people can bear.

Those opposed to environmental justice frequendy 
argue diat it’s not diat the hazards are bemg placed m 
minority communities but rather that people of 
color are moving in the direction of the hazards.
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What we really see in East Yards is a classic case of 
the opposite: an industry expanding and having en
vironmental encroachment on die quality of life of 
people nearby.

So who is paying die price for a global trade system? 
It’s the people who live in East Yard who now face 
die cacophony of trucks, cranes, and trams. That’s 
die price being paid. And that’s an issue of environ
mental carrying capacity. But it is not the whole envi
ronment or whole regions that are bearing the im
pacts; diese impacts are carried by communities like 
East Yard, Wilmington and die port areas. That’s die 
real issue with regard to whedier or not we have the 
capacity. And frankly I’m not sure diat we do. These 
communities are now so overburdened diat if we 
were to take cumulative exposure issues seriously we 
would begin to question whether or not we really 
could do this kind of vast expansion of global-trade 
megaprojects. Because it’s occurring on die backs of 
particular groups of people. We haven’t really seen 
die mitigations at a level that communities really be
lieve is appropriate.

Matsuoka: What you’re suggesting will require vis
ible and coherent regional leadership. Where will that 
come from?

Pastor: One of die dungs diat becomes clear when 
we understand die localized effects of regional 
growth and development is that we don’t have a 
fully sketched out alternative economic development 
strategy for the region. We have a notion that as the 
Staples Center expands, we want some benefits. We 

have a notion that as the Alameda Corridor gets 
built, we want some local jobs. We have a notion 
that we should have livmg wage ordmances and im
proved conditions for unionization efforts. We have 
a notion that we should not have disproportionate 
environmental exposures - that we should do every- 
dung we can to mitigate the ones that already exist. 
But do we really have an alternative economic devel
opment strategy?

I think diat tiiere’s an interesting situation in Los 
Angeles. You have a fragmented busmess class which 
is not really providmg diat much leadership. You’ve 
got regional organizations such as SCAG trying to 
step in to provide some regional leadership and ar
guing that the global trade strategy is something diat 
could benefit business, workers, and communities 
alike. Then you’ve got communities and community 
organizations diat have a lot of questions about die 
whole process but haven’t really thought tiirough 
what tiieir alternative economic development strate
gies are.

What are the driving sectors of the economy that will 
work for us? Elow do they connect with local servmg 
industries? Some of the big shifts in our thinking 
from the last decade were how we could move from 
local to region to understand die terram. There was 
thinking and organizing around winning a living 
wage across die region and about getting benefits 
from die Staples Center and the Alameda Corridor, 
riiere was important strategizing and organizing by 
the Metro Alliance around die Dreamworks studio 
expansion to generate jobs for inner city residents in 
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the entertainment industry. In short, we helped de
velop a regional consciousness about what the tar
gets were. But we really don’t have an alternative re
gional economic development strategy yet.

I think tiiat here’s where we probably find the next 
frontier for many of our organizations. We really 
need to sketch out what we think it is that will drive 
the economy forward. I know tiiat we should spend 
a lot of time defending peoples’ rights and benefits 
along the way. But if you’re not going to do global 
trade because of the fact tiiat it has these very nega
tive environmental impacts in the most deeply af
fected communities, then what will be the driver of 
the economy into the future? Can it be manufactur
ing? Well, that’s pretty hard in the context of global 
competition.

In the Bay Area, where I’ve been working more re
cently, people were trying to think about how to con
nect into die information technology industry and 
they also had a strategy about how to support infor
mation technology because that was something they 
thought they could connect to. It may be an imper

fect strategy but still there is the notion of control
ling regional destinies. I think that tins is really the 
next challenge.

Certainly asking the right questions is a first step. 
What will this region look like? How can 
progressives sketch a vision of sustainable economy 
in terms of what are the driving sectors of the 
economy? Who are we making the investments for? 
What busmesses will actually be involved? What 
kind of labor protections and community standards 
do we need to have in place for the local serving in
dustries so we don’t see the Wal-Martization of 
Southern California? And what do we need to do to 
insure environmental integrity and environmental 
justice across the region? Community-based organi
zations in Los Angeles have shown tremendous 
creativity and resilience in the years since the 1992 civil 
unrest. There’s been a dramatic rethinking of strate
gies for both organizing and changing public policy. 
I’m actually fairly optimistic.

MARTHA MATSUOKA (matsuoka@ucla.edu) is a doctoral candidate in urban planning at UCLA. Her dissertation exam
ines how community-based organizations are engaged in regional economic development, with a specific focus on 
small cities in the former manufacturing core of Los Angeles. She also works on issues of environmental justice and 
women’s organizing responses to globalization and militarism.
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POLICY BRIEF

Mega projects in New York City

David Halle and Steven Lang

Introduction
After decades when many said that New York City could no longer carry out megaprojects, several are now on 
the way or being seriously mooted. Among the largest are the re-building of the World Trade Center; the 
construction of the Hudson River Park; the development of the Far West of Manhattan—especially the city’s 
“Hudson Yards” project which includes a stadium for the New York Jets and expansion of the Javits Con
vention Center; and the building of the Second Avenue Subway. These are all in various stages of progress. 
The Hudson River Park is about half complete, although senous questions remain about whether the fund
ing exists to finish it. The re-building of the World Trade Center is scheduled to begin construction this year, 
though its eventual shape remains uncertain. The third project, the Far West of Manhattan/Hudson Yards, is 
still in the conceptual stage. However, Mayor Michael Bloomberg and Dan Doctoroff, his energetic and deter
mined Deputy Mayor for Economic Development, have placed it on a fast track, since they see the stadium 
component as critical to the city’s bid for the 2012 Olympic games. Both men argue that work must start in 
2005 if the stadium is to be completed in time. The fourth project, the Second Avenue subway, is now being 
moved aggressively through the planning stage. Despite the subway extension’s long history of contention 
and inaction, it appeared in the Metropolitan Transportation Authority’s capital plan for 2000-2004 after State 
Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver, who represents Manhattan’s Lower East Side (through which the subway 
will pass) vowed to hold up the entire state budget if Governor George Pataki didn’t fund the entire length 
of the project. At the time of writing, buildings to be seized under eminent domain have been selected, and 
discussions with their owners and other involved parties are in process. There is still a concern about costs 
and a shorter, alternative subway line has been proposed as well. Critics call this the “stubway.”

In short, New York City appears to be moving out of a period when it was seen as unable to carry out any 
kind of large scale projects, which makes this an excellent time to reconsider the whole topic of megaprojects 
in New York City. In what follows, we first review the two projects whose defeats were cntical to the percep-
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tion that the City could not complete megaprojects. 
These are the Lower Manhattan Expressway, de
feated in 1969, and Westway, defeated in 1983. 
Though these projects are often lumped together, 
they differ in important ways. Westway was, in terms 
of its potential detrimental impact on neighbor
hoods and the environment, a much less objection
able project than the Lower Manhattan Expressway. 
The planners involved in Westway were far more 
sensitive to the potentially destructive side effects of 
urban megaprojects than were those behind the 
Lower Manhattan Expressway. Largely for this rea
son, Westway almost happened.

Second, we look at the four new megaprojects men
tioned above. We argue that each of them has side
stepped the Uniform Land Use Review Procedure 
(ULURP), which is New York City’s elaborate process 
for reviewing land use projects. ULURP assigns an 
important role to both the city’s community boards 
and the city council. That ULURP is being avoided 
suggests that New York’s rediscovered affinity for 
megaprojects may be predicated on its ability to cir
cumvent its own mechanisms for community review. 

In sum, megaprojects in New York City have reached 
an interesting stage. No longer are they the products 
of a “ willful master builder” like Robert Moses, 
who did his best to push through projects with 
minimal consultation. Neither, however, are they 
situated at die other extreme, the products (or hos
tages) of the multiple committees and layered review 
outlined in ULURP. In their recent study, Bent 
Flyvbjerg and his colleagues (2003), laid out a senes 

of some twenty steps that they say are fundamental 
to the development of megaprojects, from concep
tion to completion. A cntical step, about halfway 
dirough, is to “develop necessary legislation and 
make decisions in Parliament to stop or go ahead 
with project”(Flyvbjerg, Bruzelius and Rodiengatter 
2003:126-127). In today’s New York City, which may 
be both unusual and of great interest because of its 
size and importance, the “decision to stop or go 
ahead” may depend to a great extent on which “par
hament” one goes before to make one’s case. Chang
ing the review process is one way to change the out
come.

Megaprojects that Were Defeated: The Lower 
Manhattan Expressway and Westway

The Lower Manhattan Expressway

The “Lower Manhattan Expressway,” conceived by 
Robert Moses as a ten-lane highway lined with huge 
apartment towers, would have cut Manhattan tn two 
from east to west, wiped out the entire neighbor
hood that later became known as SoHo, and de
stroyed much of neighboring Little Italy and 
Chinatown. The battle against the expressway, which 
several opponents argued would “Los Angelize” 
New York, lasted from 1959-1969, and counted Jane 
Jacobs as one of its most outspoken leaders. The 
victory against the Lower Manhattan Expressway was 
a bellwether in national urban policy and foreshad
owed changes coming in many American cities. The 
end of the expressway was a turning point in the 
fight against urban renewal, the misguided federal 
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program that had, since the end of World War II, 
helped city governments destroy so many neighbor
hoods in their struggling downtowns. The express
way was not just defeated but discredited; few people 
regret its loss and few long for a highway in the place 
where it was proposed. “Nobody wants a Lower 
Manhattan Expressway,” the noted urban histonan 
Kenneth Jackson said in February of 2004 (Pumick 
2004). But Jackson, president of the New York His- 
toncal Society, is not constitutionally opposed to 
large-scale developments. He is one of those who 
believe that, in general, die city should not lose die 
opportunity to budd megaprojects when suitable 
ones present themselves.

Westway

The historical verdict on Westway is far more mixed. 
In 1974, city officials formally unveiled a plan to re
place the partially collapsed West Side highway, which 
ran along die Manhattan shoreline of the Hudson 
River from the Battery to 42nd Street. The plan be
came known as Westway. Although much of the 
momentum for Westway’s defeat was carried over 
from the victory over the Lower Manhattan Express
way, and many of the same people were involved in 
opposing both projects, Westway was far less objec
tionable. Instead of bisecting vibrant neighbor
hoods, it was to run along die water. Instead of a 
giant freeway in die sky, it was planned as an under
ground expressway, pardy depressed under a park 
that would share land reclaimed from the river with 
housing and commercial development.

In the ten years after it was proposed, Westway’s 
supporters won over many of its opponents 
through a senes of compromises and some well- 
applied pressure. In die end, however, the project 
was defeated by a dedicated core of activists who 
seized on the unlikely issue of stnped bass. The cre
ation of the park above the Westway required die 
replacement of die piers along die shore widi land
fill. Because stnped bass nested in the piers, a num
ber of marine studies mdicated that the project 
would have a significant adverse effect on the fish 
population. Al Butzel, an activist lawyer, realized tiiat 
this finding could be die basis for a lawsuit to delay 
Westway. The tactic paid off. In 1982, a federal judge 
revoked an earlier permit for the landfill and ruled 
that the applicants had deliberately understated the 
impact on the striped bass. State consultants did 
tiieir best to save botii the highway and the fish, and 
came up witii a $52.6 rmllion plan to create artificial 
habitats by dnving pdes, dredging shallow basins 
and sinking steel and concrete “fish houses.” But the 
governor and mayor decided enough was enough, 
and moved to trade in Westway funds for mass tran
sit.

Fonts supporters, Westway’s defeat was “evidence 
of one of the great urban planning mistakes in the 
city’s history, a lost opportunity to construct vast 
sweeps of riverfront parkland easily accessible to 
West Side neighborhoods, financed almost entirely 
witii federal funds.” A few years after die project was 
shelved, Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan lamented 
tiiat as the victim of a time when “civic activists were 
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judged based on what they blocked—not what they 
built.” More recently, former Governor Mario 
Cuomo commented: “I credit them [Westway oppo
nents] with sincerity and success. But from the city’s 
point of view and from the state’s point of view I 
think it was a colossal loss.” By contrast Congress
man Jerrold Nadler, through whose district Westway 
would have run, echoed the dismissive view of 
many of Westway’s opponents when he said the 
project was at base a “real estate development” 
(Nagoumey 2002). This claim was based on die fact 
diat the city’s plan had been to build high rise resi
dential buildings on the landfill as well as a park. 
Other opponents argued that the Westway money 
was better spent on mass transit, and of course that 
the environmental impact of Westway would have 
been negative, such as damaging the striped bass 
population (Halle 2004).

Still, Westway was scutded by several highly contin
gent events. The findings about the stnped bass had 
been surprising, and the option of trading in high
way funds for mass transit dollars gave an exit strat
egy to politicians who had decided they could no 
longer tolerate delay. Had these cards not been on the 
table, the outcome could have been very different. In 
short, Westway could just as likely have been built as 
not, and had it been built there would have been less 
basis for the perception that New York could not 
complete megaprojects. Indeed, the city did build at 
least one megaproject during the period under dis
cussion, the convention center on the Far West of 
Manhattan. Still, it is true that the city’s record of 

constructing megaprojects in this period is far from 
impressive.

New York City’s Uniform Land Use Review 
Process—Community Boards as Spoiler
It is significant that all four of the megaprojects cur
rently under construction, or looking highly likely to 
enter that stage, skirt the ULURP. The ULURP was 
designed to make sure that stakeholders, and above 
all the community affected by any change, have a 
chance to scrutinize a proposal that affects land use, 
which is why New York City’s community boards 
(discussed below) have a central role in this process. 
ULURP gives the community boards a mechanism 
for successfully opposing a mayoral or city planning 
commission proposal, provided the community 
board can get support from the borough president 
and city council. But the ULURP casts the commu
nity boards only in the role of spoiler: they can derail 
projects put forward by the mayor, city planning 
commission and others but under almost no cir
cumstances can the community boards propose and 
get their own proposal accepted if the mayor or city 
planning commission objects to it. The ULURP is 
outlined in more detail below.

Origin

The ULURP was approved in principal on Novem
ber 4,1975, when voters ratified a new city’ charter. 
Section 197-c of the charter stated that “applications 
by any person or agency respecting the use, develop
ment, or improvement of real property subject to 
City regulation shall be reviewed pursuant to a um- 
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form review procedure.” On June 1,1976, die plan
ning commission (which sets policy for the planning 
department) adopted the set of procedures, com
monly known as ULURP. These were later modified 
in the 1989 charter change to reflect the dissolution 
of the board of estimate and the assumption of 
land use powers by die city council.

The establishment of ULURP reflected two trends 
of the 1950s and 1960s: the increasing involvement 
of community boards in the development of the 
city, and a substantial increase in community partici
pation in many aspects of government. The com
munity boards originated in Manhattan in 1951, 
when Manhattan Borough President Robert F. 
Wagner established twelve community planning 
councils, later known as community planning 
boards. These boards were the first formal participa
tory vehicles for neighborhood groups in the city. 
The planning councils were designed to advise the 
borough president on local planning and budgetary 
matters. The otlier borough presidents created simi
lar groups. The late 1960s brought a surge in com
munity participation, aided in part by federal urban 
programs—such as the Model Cities initiative—that 
required local involvement as a condition for fund
ing. In 1968, as required by the City Charter of 1963, 
the city was divided into 62 community districts, and 
die role of community boards as advisors to the city 
government was statutorily established. Each board 
was given the responsibility for advising the city 
planning commission on “any matter relating to the 
development or welfare of its district.”

During the next decade, the boards gamed stature as 
vehicles for the expression of local views on a wide 
variety of public issues, especially those related to 
land use.

The State Charter Revision Commission for New 
York City, established by legislation in 1972, viewed 
the boards as appropriate recipients of new responsi
bilities and duties in relation to land use and devel
opment. These were included in the new city charter 
adopted by the voters on November 4,1975. The 
city is now divided into 59 community districts, each 
represented by a community board with up to fifty 
members who live or work within the district. Board 
members, who serve without pay, are appointed by 
the borough president, partly on the recommenda
tion of local city council members.

Process

The ULURP process is lengthy and involves numer
ous potential roadblocks for a project. First, an appli
cant must file a land use review application with the 
department of city planning (DCP). The DCP is re
sponsible for certifying that the application is com
plete and ready for public review. Certified applica
tions are sent within nine days to the affected 
community board, as well as the borough president 
and the city council.

Within sixty days of receiving the certified applica
tion, the community board is required to hold a 
public hearing, and adopt and submit a written rec
ommendation to the city planning commission 
(CPC), the applicant, the borough president, and 
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when appropriate the borough board (if the project’s 
scope goes beyond one community board). Thus the 
first public airing of die proposal is at the commu
nity board.

Within thirty days of receipt of a community board 
recommendation, the borough president must sub
mit a written recommendation to die city planning 
commission. The planning commission must dien 
hold a public hearing within sixty days of the expira
tion of the borough president’s review period, and 
choose to approve, approve with modifications or 
disapprove. In most cases, a decision by the planning 
commission to disapprove is final, and termmates 
both die application and the ULURP. If the CPC or 
mayor dislikes a proposal, in other words, its chances 
of moving forward are slight. On die otiier hand, if 
the CPC or mayor support a proposal that the com
munity board(s) and the borough president dislike, 
the situation gets more complicated. The CPC’s ap
proval moves the application forward, but there is a 
chance to shoot it down at the next stage, die city 
council review.

An application diat has been approved by the city 
planning commission will be reviewed by the city 
council if it becomes a “triple no.” A “triple no” ap
plication is one that gets disapproved first by the 
community board (first “no”); then by the borough 
president (second “no”); and then—if the planning 
commission approves it despite these objections— 
gets disapproved once more by the borough presi
dent, who has the right lodge an objection to the 
commission’s approval within five days. This objec

tion is die “third no”, and the matter goes to the city 
council, which must dien hold a public hearing, and 
approve, approve with modifications, or disapprove 
die decision of die city planning commission. A city 
council action requires a majority vote, but even this 
does not end the process. The mayor can veto a city 
council action widun five days of the vote, and the 
councd, by a two-thirds majority, can turn around 
and override the veto, provided it does so widun ten 
days.

ULURP Summary

In the ULURP, the city planning commission, winch 
basically reflects the desires of die mayor, holds the 
initiative in proposing measures. It begins the review 
process by certifying that a project is ready to move 
forward and it can hold up a project until it is satis
fied that the correct supporting documents are in 
place, including environmental impact studies if 
needed. The community boards, on the other hand, 
can only play a blocking role. They can successfully 
oppose a proposal from die city planning commis
sion, or elsewhere, provided they find allies in the 
borough president and, if need be, in two thirds of 
the city council. But a community board cannot push 
through a measure to which the city planning com
mission is opposed.

Avoiding New York City’s Uniform Land Use 
Review Process
None of die four megaprojects now under construc
tion, or about to enter that stage, are going through 
the entire LJLURP process. In fact, most are not go
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ing though it at all. Clearly, proponents of 
megaprojects for New York City believe that if a 
project has to be cleared by die ULURP, it will likely 
not succeed.

The World Trade Center is being rebuilt on the 16- 
acre site owned by die Port Authority of New York 
and New Jersey (PANY&NJ) and is therefore ex
empt from many, if not all, of the City’s land use 
requirements (this was also the case for the original 
World Trade Center). The rebudding is being earned 
out under the oversight of the Lower Manhattan 
Redevelopment Commission (die LMDC), a subsid
iary of New York State’s Empire State Development 
Corporation, which is the primary economic devel
opment agency of die state government. The LMDC 
consists of eleven members, seven of whom were 
appointed by Governor Pataki—including first chair 
John Whitehead, a former chair of Goldman, Sachs 
& Co.—while the remaining four members were 
appointed by former Mayor Giuliani. Governor 
Pataki clearly has the majonty of influence. Louis 
Tomson, a former top advisor to the governor, was 
selected as first Executive Director of the LMDC and 
runs its day-to-day operations. He was Pataki’s top 
choice, diough Mayor Bloomberg and the directors 
of the LMDC approved of the selection.

Despite being tapped for his job by Pataki, White
head has tried to avoid die appearance of political 
loyalty in his approach to the World Trade Center 
site; he has made it a point to stress his indepen
dence from the governor. For that matter, he also 
has made it a point to stress his independence from 

Charles Gargano, head of the Empire State Develop
ment Corporation and the State’s top economic de
velopment official; from the mayor of New York 
City; and from all other groups. “I believe diat we 
have a marvelous opportunity to create a truly great 
center of the city” (Bagli 2001). Some have speculated 
diat Whitehead is positioning himself as a nonparti
san broker to prevent die redevelopment from being 
mired in politics and delays, and to help him deal 
effectively with varied and competing groups-—in
cluding the families of die over 2,000 victims of the 
September 11 attacks.

At any rate, the city’s ULURP has scarcely been men
tioned in the process, and even the city’s planning 
commission has struggled to play an effective role. 
In March 2004, for example, die commission broke 
“its conspicuous public silence on the WTC redevel
opment plan” to publicly complain about the “life
lessness of the street layout” in the plan. The pro
posed pedestrian-only streets, the commission 
argued, would lack the “vibrancy” associated with 
vehicular traffic. It turned out that tins complaint 
was not new. The city had communicated die same 
concern in an October 2003 letter from Deputy 
Mayor Daniel Doctoroff to Joseph Seymour, die 
port authority’s Executive Director, and to Kevin 
Rampe, die LMDC’s president. When the planning 
commission went public witii its complaint in 
March, David Karnovsky, the city planning 
department’s counsel, reminded die LMDC that it 
needed to involve the city government if it wanted 
to move forward. He pointed out that if die plan- 
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mng commission voted to disapprove or modify the 
plan, die LMDC could only override that decision by 
a two-thirds vote of its board of directors. This is a 
difficult hurdle given that the mayoral appointees on 
die LMDC numbered just over a third of the total 
(Dunlap 2004).

The Hudson River Park is also exempt from the 
ULURP, because it is being budt on land (the former 
Miller state highway) owned by New York State, and 
under legislation passed by the New York state legis
lature (the Leichter-Gottfried Hudson River Park 
Act). The process is thus under the control of the 
Hudson River Park Trust, a 13-member body with 
five appointees by the governor, five by the mayor, 
and three community representatives appointed by 
the Manhattan borough president. Again, reflecting 
the dominant role of Governor Pataki, the Trust’s 
first president, Robert Balanchandran, was previously 
legal counsel to Pataki, and was closely involved in 
negotiating the terms of the River Park Act.

It is likely that most of the Hudson Yards project, 
including the expansion of the Javits Convention 
Center and the rezoning of part of the area to allow 
residential development, will go through ULURP. 
But the stadium for the New York Jets, by far the 
most controversial part of the project and a proposal 
that has generated much opposition, is exempt from 
New York City’s ULURP because it is being built on 
land (disused railroad tracks) owned by the Metro
politan Transportation Authority (MTA).

The Second Avenue Subway is entirely a project of 
the MTA, a public-benefit corporation which runs 
the regional transportation network that includes 
MTA-New York City Transit (the largest agency in 
the MTA), MTA-Long Island Rail Road, MTA-Long 
Island Bus, MTA-Metro-North Railroad, MTA- 
Bridges and Tunnels, and MTA-Capital Construc
tion. Fhe MTA is able to use the power of eminent 
domain to push through its program. Chartered by 
New York State in 1965, the MTA is governed by a 
17-person board. Members are nominated by the 
governor, with some recommended by New York 
City’s mayor and the county executives of Nassau, 
Suffolk, Westchester, Dutchess, Orange, Rockland 
and Putnam counties, with the members represent
ing the latter four casting one collective vote. The 
New York state senate confirms all board members.

In addition to the Second Avenue subway, MTA 
agencies, in cooperation with New York City and the 
PANY&NJ, are focusing on other megaprojects that 
include providing Long Island commuters with ac
cess to the east side of Manhattan via Grand Central 
Terminal; providing Metro-North nders direct access 
to the west side of Manhattan via Penn Station; and 
providing direct rail access to JFK airport.

Conclusion
The New York megaprojects of Robert Moses are 
legendary, not only for their sweeping ambition but 
also for the destruction of neighborhoods and cal
lous displacement of residents that was carried out 
to realize that ambition. Robert Caro’s magisterial 
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book, The Power Broker, chronicled this devastation in 
detail, staining Moses’s legacy and staining as well the 
idea of superscale developments designed to remake 
cities. Above all in order to prevent such projects, 
New York City developed the ULURP, which gave a 
central place to community boards and assigned 
them a mechanism for halting potentially disruptive 
megaprojects.

Today, however, a partial intellectual rehabilitation of 
Moses’s reputation and of the value of megaprojects 
is underway in New York. The reasons for this are 
varied. Some have, in retrospect, chosen to focus on 
Moses’ accomplishments as well as his excesses. They 
argue, for example, that because of Moses the city 
does at least have an effective network of highways 
and some magnificent parks (e.g Riverside Park). In 
addition, the clear need to rebuild the World Trade 
Center site made it obvious that at least one 
megaproject had to be pushed through. As a result, 
several megaprojects are now in process, but all of 
them skirt partially or entirely the ULURP.

In short, we are in a new stage of New York City’s 
history in which the construction of megaprojects is 
proceeding at a time when many people are fully 
aware of their potentially abusive side. Yet these 

projects all circumvent die well-developed system for 
community involvement via the role of community 
boards in the ULURP. How this dialectic between 
community involvement and die renewed momen
tum of megaprojects plays out will be a central 
drama for years to come.
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COMMENTARY

In Defense of the “Minor” Project:
Smart Planning Principles for
Local Infrastructure

Vicki Elmer

Introduction
Large scale, multi-billion dollar megaprojects have received a great deal of attention in die United States and 
around the world (Altshuler and Luberoff 2003; Flyvbjerg, Holm and Buhl 2002). These projects are often 
basic infrastructure such as highways, bridges, airports, tunnels, hydroelectric dams and telecommunications 
and energy facilities. Megaprojects also include large scale convention centers, waterfront redevelopment 
projects, opera houses and symphony halls (Sanders 1999; Judd 1999). Undeniably, the politics, financing and 
impact of tiiese projects merit die interest of planning scholars and practitioners.

Yet little attention has been given to basic bread-and-butter capital infrastructure projects, an area ripe for in
tervention by die innovative and persistent planner. Despite die huge pnce tag of individual megaprojects, 
they are dwarfed by die sheer volume of “minor” local infrastructure expenditures. Cumulatively, minor in
frastructure projects taken on by local governments define land use patterns and can set die tone for national 
and regional goals more than the megaprojects. However, city planners typically are not involved with the mi
nor infrastructure projects. This is unfortunate because local planners can positively influence regional growdi 
and local community development by paying attention to small scale infrastructure projects and utilizing 
smart growth principles and creative, cross-functional collaborations.

“Mega” and “Minor” Projects
Although the distinction is sometimes fuzzy, mega and minor projects differ in their service areas, costs, 
timeframes and visibility. Megaprojects are usually intended to serve global, national, and, in some cases, re-
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gional needs. They include capital projects in the bil- 
lion-dollar pnce range, whose planning, construction 
and financing can stretch over decades, highly visible 
to the public. The Boston Tunnel, routinely dis
cussed in headlines; the Three Gorges Dam project 
in China, expected to cost almost $25 billion; and the 
Denver International Airport, completed in 1995 
after thirty years of controversy, are examples of 
megaprojects. Minor projects, on the other hand, 
may serve a neighborhood by means of local sewer 
upgrades or sidewalk replacements. They include 
construction and maintenance of large scale but low 
profile water supply systems, sanitary and storm 
sewers (the unsung heroes of the “minor” project), 
local streets, sidewalks and streetscapes, including 
street furniture and public art, community facilities 
such as city halls, parks, recreation centers, libraries, 
criminal justice facilities, public hospitals and schools. 

Although the price tags of individual megaprojects 
are high and the projects themselves very visible, to
tal public expenditures for “minor” local infrastruc
ture projects dwarf those of megaprojects. For ex
ample, in 2002, out of the $151 billion total capital 
spending at the local level, only $5 billion was spent 
annually on local megaprojects undertaken by public 
authorities. Furthermore, the backlog of funds 
needed to bang deteriorated local infrastructure up 
to acceptable standards over the next five years is $1.6 
trillion, almost as much as the federal budget for 
2004 (American Society of Civil Engineers 2003).

Challenges for “Minor” Infrastructure Provision
Despite the fact that Americans enjoy one of the 
highest standards of infrastructure in the world, 
today’s infrastructure system—made up primarily of 
the “minor projects”—is at risk. Infrastructure plan
ning needs to be radically improved to prevent dete
rioration of our quality of life and to stretch scarce 
taxpayer dollars to meet not only the coming chal
lenges of population growth but also to replace or 
upgrade a staggering amount of existing infrastruc
ture assets. Minor infrastructure provision faces three 
areas of challenge: providing new infrastructure in 
undeveloped areas in cost-effective and non-sprawl
ing ways; upgrading infrastructure in inner city neigh
borhoods to meet increased demand and sustain 
community development; and maintaining old infra
structure according to new standards before systems 
collapse. Planners could address all of these chal
lenges positively, if they were involved in local infra
structure planning.

First, new growth forces local officials to scramble for 
funds to provide infrastructure that often contrib
utes to sprawl. For example, a recent study estimated 
that the population of the United States is expected 
to increase by 22% from 2000 to 2025 (Burchell et al. 
2002). To meet the needs of these families, approxi
mately $927 billion is needed for local roads, $190 
billion for water and sewer and $44 billion for com
munity facilities. Although some of these funds will 
be spent on megaprojects, the bulk will be on small 
scale local and regional infrastructure projects in areas 
of new growth. Yet these costs could be reduced 
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from five to ten percent and the infrastructure could 
be provided more efficiently if infrastructure systems 
were collaboratively and creatively planned to mini
mize sprawl and conserve land (Burchell et al. 2002). 
Providing infrastructure for new growth that is less 
sprawling can actually reduce the costs of such 
projects for local governments.

Second, older central cities have on-going capital in
frastructure needs. The 1990s brought a wave of 
investment in the “infrastructure of play” with the 
construction of megaprojects such as convention 
centers, sports arenas and downtown entertainment 
districts to make these cities competitive in the global 
market (Judd et al. 2002). However successful these 
megaprojects have proven themselves for upscale 
economic development, for the most part they did 
not address the infrastructure needs of low income 
residential neighborhoods (Hannigan 1998). Fur
thermore, deteriorated streetscapes in low income 
central city areas will perpetuate a cycle of poverty and 
crime. Infrastructure and the “minor project” is an 
important part of any community development ef
fort. Local law enforcement agencies are joining local 
activists to advocate for infrastructure upgrades as a 
tool to fight crime and drug trafficking as part of 
community policing efforts. For example, tn Berke
ley, California, the Police Department approached me 
as the Public Works Director to target maintenance 
programs like curb repainting, street cleaning, side
walk and street reconstruction, graffiti abatement, 
tree planting and trimming, street furniture and pe
destrian tight replacements in specific neighborhoods 

in order to discourage drug traffickers. By all ac
counts, the community policing program in Berkeley 
was successful in reducing the incidence of dealing in 
drug “hot spots” and improving the quality of life 
for residents.

Third, the lack of infrastructure maintenance is a 
problem waiting to happen with dangerous and 
costly repercussions. Maintenance of infrastructure in 
older cities is not adequately budgeted (Campbell 
Public Affairs Institute 2000) and infrastructure 
projects in new areas are systematically approved 
without consideration of life cycle operating costs 
(Gakenheimer 1989). Many areas still need to up
grade water and sewer systems to meet federal Clean 
Water requirements (U. S. Environmental Protection 
Agency 1999). The urgent reports of the 1980s about 
infrastructure problems like America in Ruins (Choate 
and Choate 1983) and 'Fragile'Foundations (National 
Council on Public Works Improvements 1988) fell 
by the wayside as growth problems in the 1990s 
came to dominate the public agenda. However, the 
severe backlog of high cost public infrastructure 
needs still poses threats of catastrophic system fail
ures. In 1996, the city of Berkeley, with a population 
of about 100,000, estimated it needed a quarter bil
lion dollars for its sewer collection systems alone. 
The cost of reconstruction after the system fails is 
about twenty-five to fifty percent higher than if it 
had been systematically maintained or replaced on a 
routine basis. Maintaining these upgrades and repairs 
is much more cost-effective than waiting for disaster 
to strike.
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Problems with Infrastructure Planning
The challenges that exist for the provision of local 
infrastructure are exacerbated by the outdated, frag
mented and often ngid system that has been devel
oped over the past fifty years to plan and finance in
frastructure. Within the general purpose 
government, departments responsible for infrastruc
ture like garbage collection, sewers, streets and water, 
airports and ports, operate as highly specialized en
terprise districts often separate from other depart
ments, due in large part to their independent sources 
of funding. The system of many single-purpose 
infrastructure providers worked well to roll out the 
grid of post-World War II growth requirements 
(Graham and Marvin 2001). These special districts, 
independent from city hall and county governments, 
burgeoned since then, increasing threefold in num
ber from 1952 to 2002 to provide transportation, 
water, sanitation and the megaprojects that are cur
rently so compelling (US Census of Governments 
2002).

However, today such specialization impedes cross
functional planning as improvements in transporta
tion and telecommunications are shrinking the vir
tual size of the metropolitan area. Decentralization 
worked well to build the suburbs but it is not ad
equate to meet the needs of the post-industrial, in
creasingly globalized economy. As boundaries are 
shrinking, infrastructure providers bump into each 
other. At the regional level, decisions by one infra
structure provider can impact growth in a nearby ju
risdiction. On the local level, telecommunications, 

electricity, sewer and natural gas providers dig up 
streets and impact the public nght of way in an un
coordinated fashion to site equipment, pipes and 
utility boxes. The fragmented planning is exacerbated 
by the occasional shock to the system of a 
megaproject planned and financed by an indepen
dent public authority. For instance, federal transpor
tation funds are allocated by regional agencies which 
are not required to consider the land use implications 
of diese investments (US General Accounting Office 
2000). Although transportation, water and sewer 
investments are the major determinants of the loca
tion of growth in an area, water and sewer agencies 
are frequently separate from the local land use plan
ning agency (Kelly and Becker 2000).

This fragmented situation reflects land development 
in the 1920s, when one developer could record a sub
division plat with roads that did not connect to 
those in a neighboring subdivision (Delafons 1969; 
Kelly and Becker 2000). Today, instead of uncon
nected streets, we have an unconnected system of 
infrastructure provision. Jurisdictions for capital in
vestment form a crazy patchwork quilt of bound
aries, each with distinct governing bodies and goals. 
None of them, except for the occasional regional 
voluntary planning agency and the general purpose 
government, are concerned with land use impacts of 
infrastructure investments. In the 1920s, enabling 
legislation gave local governments the ability to con
trol these excesses. The equivalent is needed today. 

While such reforms in infrastructure financing and 
policy from the state and federal levels will be slow to 
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come, local planners have many opportunities to 
ensure that the land use implications of investment 
in “minor” infrastructure projects are taken into ac
count and that these expenditures support local and 
regional goals.

Smart Planning for Infrastructure
The smart growth movement has focused attention 
on designating certain areas for urban growth to fos
ter more efficient use of land and to minimize infra
structure costs (Meek 2002). Collaborative planning 
emphasizes shared learning between diverse groups 
to result in better decisions (Innes and Booher 
1999). These concepts can be transferred to small- 
scale infrastructure planning as well. The following 
recommendations draw from both traditions to help 
planners and local governments significantly improve 
local infrastructure planning.

• Establish or participate in a local capital bud
geting process to focus infrastructure investments 
strategically and to ensure life-cycle budgeting. 
The most important thing that a planner can do for 
infrastructure is to focus on the existing budget pro
cess. Although traditionally the bailiwick of the engi
neers and the finance departments, planners should 
be actively involved in putting together the capital 
budget. In the best of all possible worlds, the capital 
budget should be linked to long-term program 
plans for each infrastructure system in order to form 
a cross-functional infrastructure plan that supports 
the jurisdiction’s comprehensive land use plan. Short 
of that, a strategic plan that focuses capital invest

ments by neighborhood or geographic area can result 
in a more efficient use of public resources. Ideally, 
the capital budget should provide for life-cycle bud
geting so that funding decisions for new projects are 
tempered by the reality of on-going operating and 
maintenance costs (US General Accounting Office 
1998). Planners with an eye to the future and on 
multiple land uses can provide a viewpomt for the 
budgeting process that few others offer.

• Influence infrastructure timing and location by 
other providers. Planners should know what other 
infrastructure providers are doing within the metro
politan area and how their capital decisions will affect 
the jurisdiction. The planner should actively partici
pate in or initiate cross-jurisdictional efforts to insure 
that cross-functional collaborative infrastructure plan
ning occurs where possible. At a minimum, the 
planner can take this information back to his or her 
own jurisdiction to better inform the strategic capital 
plan. Even better, the planner should try to influence 
other infrastructure providers to locate their invest
ments where they maximize the jurisdiction’s strate
gic plan. The best of all possible worlds is voluntary 
cross-functional planning among all infrastructure 
providers in a region.

• Employ demand management and conservation 
strategies for infrastructure design and construc
tion in the jurisdiction. Change does not come easy 
to those who design infrastructure. The dominant 
paradigm for building roads, water supply facilities, 
sewers and public buildings has been to meet the 
demand even when this results in an inefficient use 
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of resources and damage to die environment. Plan
ners in cities and counties can promote local regula
tions diat require “green building,” and water and 
energy conservation plans from all developments 
requiring a local use permit, including public works 
projects. Furtliermore, witlun the city or county, gov
ernment planners can be advocates for the use of 
fees to regulate demand for infrastructure services 
provided by other departments.

• Promote and use performance indicator and 
infrastructure management systems. Infrastructure 
management systems track die condition of local 
infrastructure and provide monthly or yearly reports 
on key performance indicators. These tools can be 
used for condition assessment as part of the capital 
budgeting process. Performance indicator reports can 
raise awareness within the community and among 
the elected governing body about the need to make 
preventive budget decisions to avoid catastrophic 
failures and expensive fixes. They can be linked with 
practical daily and monthly work order and work 
management systems to be used by operating divi
sions to shift staff to high priority functions.

• Increase public participation with decision 
support tools. Though the public participates in deci
sions about community facilities funded by general 
purpose local revenues, a continuing challenge is to 
expand meaningful public participation into the in
vestment decisions of the “minor” infrastructure 
projects which are often funded by special purpose 
user fees. Many of these decisions fly below the 
public’s radar because they happen in special districts 

set up to avoid some of the time-consuming public 
debates in local general purpose government. Local 
citizens focus great attention on budgeting $20,000 
for a recreation center but ignore a multi-minion dol
lar sewer investment because it is “too technical.” 
The loss of a half-time position is instantly recog
nized in shorter pool hours or the decreased after
school programs while the land use impact of a 
street maintenance program or a sanitary sewage 
treatment facility may seem difficult to understand. 
However, a new generation of decision support 
tools is making possible sophisticated visual and 
spatial representations to explain the land use and 
environmental impacts of different infrastructure 
decisions. Agent-based modeling, GIS mapping and 
others make these decisions more real to the average 
citizen and can provide analyses to permit the juris
diction to respond to changing local conditions and 
opportunities (Landis 1995,2001; Klosterman 
2002). Using these tools can permit more commu
nity members to participate in even the most techni
cal infrastructure decisions.

Conclusion
The impact of megaprojects on land use, economic 
development and quality of life is important indeed. 
However, local investment decisions in bread-and- 
butter infrastructure projects are equally or, perhaps, 
even more important. The total amount of public 
money invested in these minor infrastructure 
projects at the local level far surpasses the total of the 
more glamorous “megaprojects.” Minor projects 
often have a greater impact on local land use than do 
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the highly visible megaprojects. The environmental 
impact of deferred maintenance for streets, sewers 
and even public buildings, parks and local street trees 
can be far-reaching. Capital improvement funds for 
minor infrastructure projects are also an important 
resource for local community development efforts.

Planners are frequently not involved in either budget 
or design decisions about the location of schools, 
the placement of sewers or the reconstruction of a 
street. Yet the tools of planning, including collabora
tive planning and projections of social and land use 
impacts, are ideally suited to help local officials make 
better decisions about the use of scarce taxpayer dol
lars. While many problems in infrastructure provi
sion need to be addressed at state and federal levels, 
local planners can practice smart planning today to 
encourage cross-functional collaboration on local 
infrastructure projects. Utilizing smart growth prin
ciples, planners can leverage infrastructure investment 
to create the most benefit from these so-called “mi
nor” projects.
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BOOK REVIEW ESSAY

Mega projects and Global Flows

Joseph Boski

Splintering Urbanism: Networked Infrastructures, Technological Mobilities, and the Urban 
Condition. Steven Graham and Simon Marvin. 2001. Routledge. New York. 512 pp. ISBN 0- 
415-18965-9 (paperback).

Globalization and Urban Change: Capital, Culture, and Pacific Rim Mega-Projects. Kris Olds. 
2001. Oxford University Press. New York. 2001. 336 pp. ISBN 0-19-823361-2 (hardcover) 0-19- 
925696-9 (paperback).

The Globalized City: Economic Restructuring and Social Polarization in European Cities. 
Frank Moulaert, Arantxa Rodriguez and Erik Swyngedouw, eds. 2003. Oxford University Press. 
New York. 302pp. ISBN 0-19-926040-0 (hardcover).

Three recent books address the urban implications of the relationship between megaprojects and global flows of 
finance, information, people and culture.

In Splintering Urbanism, Graham and Marvin maintain that infrastructure is an important yet often overlooked 
element in contemporary urban theory. Considered a technical field, infrastructure is usually thought of as an engi
neering specialty. Graham and Marvin, instead, engage with the impacts of networked infrastructures and techno
logical mobilities on urban fife and form. In this respect, megaprojects make up a substantial part of their global 
study of contemporary urbanism.

Graham and Marvin argue that megaprojects are essential and exemplary nodes in the networks of cities that link 
our contemporary globalized and urbanized world. They provide massive investment opportunities for the pro
cesses of “creative destruction” and reconstitution of urban space according to the ever changing needs of capital 
—processes illuminated by cntical urban geographers such as David Harvey.

Megaprojects provide clearly delimited, matenal, and discursive cases of both the practice and theory of urbanism. 
They function as inter-scalar nodes, connecting the urban to die global as well as to odier intermediate scales, such 
as the nation or supra-national region. Yet, as the tide suggests, Graham and Marvin also see splintering—divi
sions or segmentations—widun contemporary cities as a consequence of megaprojects. They argue that urban 
megaprojects, such as London’s Docklands and Malaysia’s Multimedia Super Corridor, which they discuss in 
some detail, clearly illustrate the dual dynamics of global connectivity and local disconnect.
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Megaprojects, however, are only a part of this ambi
tious book on the contemporary urban condition. 
Through their focus on infrastructure, Graham and 
Marvin discuss how the twentieth-century city was 
often based on universals such as access to telephony 
and electricity. Twenty-first century urbanism, in con
trast, finds shape tn networked cities with segmented 
and preferential access. Central business districts, espe
cially financial districts, have become massive informa
tion hubs with very selective links to other parts of the 
city. The authors employ actor network theory—a form 
of critical analysis that, due to its focus on the mutual 
constitution of social and technological relations and 
complex chains of actors-networks, may be unfamiliar 
to some urbanists—when describing this phenom
enon.

A second book, Olds’ study of two urban megapro
jects in the Pacific Rim, Pacific Place in Vancouver and 
Lujiazui in Shanghai, focuses on megaprojects at a 
macro-regional rather than global scale. He conducts 
research on networks of elite decision makers, specifi
cally property developers and world-renowned archi
tects.

The section on Vancouver’s Pacific Place, a megaproject 
that includes roughly one-sixth of the downtown area, 
focuses on a network of primarily Hong I<ong-based, 
ethnic Chinese developers, and in particular the Li Fam
ily. An influx of people and currency from Hong Kong 
has fueled Vancouver’s tremendous growth over the 
last two decades. Olds does an admirable job of dis
cussing these flows of people, culture, information, 
and finance. By focusing on one developer, he exam
ines the links between the family and prominent local, 

national and international politicians to understand 
how these connections affect tiieir investment deci
sions. For example, he presents an abbreviated curricu
lum vita for Stanley Tun-li Kwok, one of the main 
players in the Pacific Place development. Olds is not 
telling a tale of “great men,” however; he is trying, with 
some success, to explain how global elites, and tn this 
case ethnic Chinese property developers, are motivated 
to act within the global flow of culture and capital. 
This aspect of his study should interest those explor
ing the ethnic Chinese diaspora, the very wealthy, or the 
interactions between developers and state actors at lo
cal, regional and national levels.

The author’s case study of the Shanghai financial dis
trict focuses on prominent international architects and 
the flows of design ideas. Olds descnbes various pro
posals for Shanghai’s financial distnct and discusses the 
winning architect, Richard Rogers, at length. As with 
the Vancouver case, he presents an abbreviated curricu
lum vita for Rogers. This portion of the book should 
interest those examining elites, the flows of global 
ideas and state-private sector interactions.

Ultimately, most readers will find that the case studies 
are the most valuable element of this book. Olds 
spends the first few chapters of the book develop
ing—almost pedantically—a theoretical framework and 
concludes with a lengthy appendix on methodology. 
Globalisation and Urban Change reads like a dissertation, 
which was the book’s original form. The theoretical 
and methodological discussions, which include exami
nation of Appadurai and the use of narrative as an 
explanatory- device, could be more concise, though they 
may be useful to scholars involved in similar 
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studies.Olds also neglects important issues of social 
justice, such as displaced populations. This may have 
been a deliberate omission since Olds has written on 
those topics previously. A further critique is that, de
spite his theoretical stance about the need to overcome 
the binary between global and local, he puts die very 
local (i.e., the neighborhood and anything below the 
city government level) into the background while fo
cusing on the global.

The Globalised City, a collection of analyses of 
megaprojects edited by Moulaert, Rodriguez, and 
Swyngedouw, is similar to Olds’ effort in its regional 
focus and emphasis on global flows. Unlike Olds, 
though, much of the story engages with the social 
impacts of urban megaprojects and has a more macro- 
regional approach: all cases are located in die European 
Union. The collection, as the subtide suggests, is 
largely focused on themes of polarization similar to 
the splintering discussed by Graham and Marvin. Con
tributors provide nine case studies within the Euro
pean Union (Athens, Copenhagen, Berlin, Brussels, 
Dublin, Vienna, Bilbao, Lisbon and Naples), and there 
are four chapters by the co-editors. While Olds’ book is 
imbalanced widi compelling case studies but drawn 
out theory and method sections, these co-editors create 
a cohesion often lacking tn edited texts. They provide a 
focused and well-articulated approach to major urban 
development projects in a macro-regional space.

Moulaert, Rodnguez and Swyngedouw compare 
megaprojects to “grains of sand” in which one can see 
these global and multi-scalar dynamics tn material 
form. Unfortunately, megaprojects too often exacerbate 

rather dian ameliorate urban inequalities. The authors 
view megaprojects as exemplars of the increasingly 
inter-connected scales of contemporary capitalism 
within die context of the global shift toward neo-liber- 
alism since die 1980s. The importance of megaprojects 
in this regard is that they sustain and shape political 
and economic governance systems at local, regional, 
national and global scales. The subsequent methodol
ogy section outlines several “social integration and ex
clusion mechanisms” for analyzing megaprojects. 
Some readers might be disappointed, nevertheless, to 
discover that these mechanisms are not systematically 
described in die case studies and at times barely ad
dressed explicidy.

Overall, the book argues that a spatial approach, par
ticularly a scalar one, is key to understanding 
megaproject planning and impacts. The book is useful 
for various readers—those interested in the particular 
cases, of course, but also for those interested in the 
issues of scale in contemporary European spatial plan
ning. Indeed, it is hard to imagine undertaking a re
search project of this magnitude in the United States. 
For that reason alone, it may serve as an eye-opener for 
some US-based urbanists.

As these three worthwhile books show, megaprojects 
are becoming an increasingly significant topic in the 
study of urban globalization in a variety of regional 
contexts. Beyond their technical aspects, the increasing 
ubiquity of megaprojects calls for further research on 
their economic roles as well as the social and spatial 
consequences of their implementation.

JOSEPH BOSKI (jboski@ucla.edu) is a doctoral student in urban planning at UCLA.
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BOOK REVIEW

Mega-Projects: The Changing Politics of 
Urban Public Investment

Allison Yoh

Mega-Projects: The Changing Politics of Urban Public Investment. Alan Altshuler and David 
Luberoff. The Brookings Institution. Washington DC. 2003. 339 pp. ISBN 0-8157-0128-4 (cloth), 
ISBN 0-8157-0129-2 (paper).

In Mega-Projects: The Changing Politics of Urban Public Investment, Altshuler and Luberoff provide a rich history 
of megaprojects over the past half century. Framing their analysis in the context of urban political theory, they 
define megaprojects as “initiatives that are physical, very expensive, and public... [that] involve the creation of 
structures, equipment, prepared development sites, or some combination thereof... [and] cost at least $250 
million in inflation-adjusted year 2002 dollars.. .Mega-projects are fundamentally an expression of public au
thority” (2). Through a combination of theoretical reflection and historical storytelling, Altshuler and 
Luberoff test traditional urban political theories. They present case studies based on highway, transit and air
port megaprojects. The book’s aim is to understand how megaprojects fit within political theory and identify 
where theory fails to address patterns in the politics of megaprojects over the past fifty years. Although the 
book does not attempt to rebuild and refine theory7 around its findings, the material adds to theory testing, 
provides a rare insider’s view of the politics of megaprojects and presents a well-defined challenge for urban 
political theorists.

Altshuler and Luberoff argue that traditional theories of urban politics have never addressed public 
megaproject investments, even though economic development has been a central concern for these theories 
and often (if not always) the impetus and rationale for building megaprojects. In addition, tiiey write that 
theorists have focused on power relations at local levels of government, even though the state or federal gov
ernments usually construct megaprojects. Urban renewal, which was locally planned and administered but 
federally funded, has been the exception. However, the authors convincingly argue that urban political theory
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should be “defined to include activities at all levels of 
government insofar as they are elements of the gov
ernance of urban places”(46)—after all, local govern
ments are subject to the laws and regulations of, and 
often lobby, higher levels of government. Despite 
their compelling argument, the authors clearly state 
that they do not intend to add to or refute these 
theories and they admit that their “focus is too 
broad and too qualitative for that.” Instead, they 
hope to “provide fodder for disciplined reflection 
about how well [the body of urban theories] explain 
recent patterns and shifts” tn urban politics around 
megaprojects (75). Given this caveat, the authors 
successfully document the applications of urban po
litical theory across government levels and over time 
by concentrating on the narrow policy area of trans
portation megaprojects.

The authors use case studies of three types of urban 
investment—interstate highways, tight rail transit 
and airports—to chronicle the complexity of project 
development and the sometimes fortuitous conver
gence of factors that either propelled some projects 
to completion or stymied others through political or 
public opposition. The case studies provide trends 
and observations that the authors use to test urban 
theories and also serve as stand-alone histones of 
projects such as Boston’s Central Artery/Tunnel, 
Denver International Airport, Atlanta Hartsfield Air
port and Los Angeles’s Metro.

The case studies are a valuable source of information 
for anyone interested in the political workings of 
planning and development; they are also detailed 

enough for those interested in the history and poli
tics of highway, transit or airport projects. Altshuler 
and Luberoff’s style of storytelling reflects the messy 
reality of how policies are formed and how decisions 
are made amidst strong and diverse interests. Since 
Altshuler served as Massachusetts’ Secretary of 
Transportation under Governor Francis W Sargent 
during debates over the Logan Airport expansion 
and the Central Artery/Tunnel project (also known 
as the Big Dig), the authors’ discussions about these 
megaprojects are particularly nch with candid and 
experiential insight. They not only describe broad 
structural considerations such as federal incentives, 
institutional behavior and the power of special inter
ests, but also produce a text that weaves in the phi
losophies and personalities of individuals involved 
in the projects and even extremely technical details 
such as advances in slurry wall construction and the 
number of piers sunk into the bed of the Charles 
River. This level of detail, however, sometimes gets 
in the way of understanding broader themes and 
evaluating how well urban political theories apply to 
megaprojects.

Anticipating this problem, the authors balance the 
incredibly dense account of project histories with 
theoretical perspective and a summary of themes 
common to megaprojects. They provide a distillation 
of five sets of urban political theories: (1) elite- 
reputational theories that developed from surveying 
perceptions of status and power, and argue that cor
porate elites dominate local politics; (2) pluralist 
theories that claim power is widely distributed 
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among local groups; (3) public choice theories that 
assume self-interested individuals pursuing narrow 
interests produce collectively irrational outcomes; (4) 
elite structural theories that argue that local govern
ments derive power from the political and economic 
contexts, which are in turn biased tn favor of corpo
rate domination; and (5) historical-institutional theo
ries diat argue diat collective decision-making is influ
enced by institutional arrangements that are products 
of past decisions.

Altshuler and Luberoff attempt to address issues 
left unanswered by existing urban theories, such as 
how urban politics has changed over time. Whde 
most previous works have concentrated on just the 
time period in which they were written, Mega-Projects 
attempts a historical review to trace changes in the 
urgency, nature and political process of megaproject 
development. Prior to the 1950s, local governments 
received litde aid from state and federal governments 
and primarily focused on providing basic services, 
such as street and sewer systems, city parks and beau
tification. Fragmented interests at the local level of 
government meant litde ability to mobilize private 
interests and elected officials m order to overcome 
taxpayer resistance. Following World War II, federal 
aid to cities and states increased, marking what 
Altshuler and Luberoff call the “great mega-projects 
era.” Cities retrofitted their urban areas with inter
state highway expansion, cleared slums and built 
new airports to attract business and corporate inter
ests. New aid programs essentially transformed local 
politics: diverse local coalitions of advocates, con

struction interests, materials suppliers, labor unions 
and other related industries developed around these 
federal incentives.

However, these large-scale urban renewal projects 
generated considerable citizen protests, inducting the 
riots of the 1960s. Governments responded by 
adopting rules and regulations that constrained 
megaproject development; they devised new policy 
instruments such as environmental review, citizen 
participation and historic preservation. Altshuler and 
Luberoff argue that we are currently in an era of “do 
no harm,” characterized by avoidance of political 
opposition and intense mitigation even when 
projects have minor effects on the environment or 
neighborhoods. They document the move away 
from extensive highway, airport and rail develop
ment to other, less-disruptive facilities such as stadi
ums, convention centers and transit that can be sited 
away from existing development. These new forms 
of investment are fundamentally different from pre
vious megaprojects because they have faced consider
ably more opposition, entailed longer planning pro
cesses and have required more extensive mitigation 
than megaprojects built between the 1950s and early 
1970s. The result has been cost overruns from ex
tended reviews, gross underestimation of local costs 
and overestimation of local benefits in order to com
pete for federal funding. A few individuals can halt or 
significantly slow megaproject construction through 
public participation in formal planning procedures or 
through the courts. Therefore, such projects require 
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strong business support and effective public sector 
leadership.

Altshuler and Luberoff then compare these periods 
of megaproject development against each set of ur
ban political theories. They ask whether and which 
of these theories explain the “rarity of ambitious 
government efforts to stimulate economic and social 
change” prior to the surge of federal aid to local gov
ernments (249). Regime theory offers some explana
tion: it notes that prior to federal incentives, local 
governments were fragmented and multiple interests 
prevented localities from engaging in heavy public 
infrastructure spending. However, this fails to ex
plain the sudden rise of local interest formation and 
its sustained power in the era of “do no harm” and 
reduced federal spending. Public choice theories ex
plain that there has been less opposition to private 
incentives because the average resident bears only a 
small portion of the costs and private developers 
avoid sites that are home to highly mobilized and 
committed residents likely to object. Historical-insti- 
tutionalists would argue that the present trends of 
“do no harm” are a result of past regulations and 
planning procedures (developed in the 1970s) that 
“empower[ed] very small minorities to throw sand 
in the gears of public development initiatives” (255). 
However, these theories have failed to address why 
such protective policies continue to exist (and in 
some cases, become more restactive) “long after the 
passing of the unique circumstances in which they 
originated” (255).

Altshuler and Luberoff point out theoretical gaps 
and show how urban theories collectively explain bits 
and pieces of their observations about megaprojects 
over the past fifty years, but no one theory explains 
them all. While the authors thoughtfully present 
where some theories seem on target and where oth
ers fall short, they could have offered insight on why 
these theories have been silent. Nevertheless, their 
call for further theory refinement is clear and their 
point well-taken; the depth and level of detail 
throughout the book make up for this minor omis
sion.

Altshuler and Luberoff conclude with some 
thoughts about the current state of transportation 
megaprojects and its implications for the future. The 
obstacles to megaprojects are once again changing. 
The authors interpret the recent, semi-successful ef
forts to “streamline” the environmental review pro
cesses as a weakening (though not a complete rever
sal) of the “do no harm” attitude. Instead, today’s 
obstacles to megaproject development are increas
ingly fiscal. Will megaprojects continue to be built as 
frequently and with such high levels of investment 
given the fiscal crises of major urban areas? The au
thors believe the answer is not whether they will con
tinue, but how politics will change to ensure that 
megaprojects remain a central part of urban areas.

Research in the book is primarily focused on trans
portation megaprojects and the authors do not claim 
nor do they attempt to answer broader questions 
about the changing politics of urban areas in general. 
They do, however, make an ambitious and lmpor- 
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tant contribution to the fields of transportation 
planning and urban theory by adding a specialized 
slice of policy to the mix. By using a very specific is
sue around which to fit theory, they are able to illus
trate how well these theories cut across time and 
across governmental levels and where they fail to 
explain infrastructure development. The greatest 
strength of the book, however, is its detailed account 

of various projects and the authors’ expertise in un
derstandingpublic infrastructure investment in the 
context of broader political, social and environmen
tal movements. These case studies contribute to 
theory refinement by presenting more questions 
than they answer and the authors call for challenging 
future research and theory building.

ALLISON YOH (ayoh@ucla.edu) is a doctoral student in urban planning at UCLA.
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