
The Coming Era of Compact Development

Reid Ewing
National Center for Smart Growth

University of Maryland





Factors Moving U.S. Toward 
Compact Development

Demographic Transformation

Oil Production Peaking

Global Warming

Obesity Epidemic

Infrastructure Crisis
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Silver Tsunami



Household 1960 2000     2025
With Children 48% 33%      28%
Without Children   52%      67%      72%

Single 13% 26%      28%

Source: Census for 1960 and 2000, 2025 adapted from Martha Farnsworth 
Riche, How Changes in the Nation’s Age and Household Structure Will Reshape 
Housing Demand in the 21st Century, HUD (2003).

Decline in Households with Kids



Gas Price Bubble?



Peak Oil



Medford Annual Mean 
Temperature

y = 0.0277x - 0.3598
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2o to 3o C Rise at Best



Climate Change Impacts at 2 to 3°C

More than 1/3 of species at risk of extinction 
(corals, polar bears…) 
Amazon rainforest & Great Lakes ecosystem at 
risk of collapse
Hundreds of millions displaced from coastal 
areas, at risk of hunger
Partial deglaciation of Greenland Ice Sheet 
expected to begin: sea level to increase 4-6 
meters over centuries to millennia



Technology Won’t Save Us



Obesity Trends Among U.S. Adults
1990

No Data         <10%           10%–14% 15%–19%          20%–24%            ≥25%



Obesity Trends Among U.S. Adults
2004

No Data         <10%           10%–14% 15%–19%          20%–24%            ≥25%



It’s Not Genetic



First of Its Kind



Findings

People living in counties marked by 
sprawling development:

Walk less in their leisure time

Have higher body mass indexes

Are more likely to be obese

Are more like to have high blood 
pressure.



Difference 
between most 
and least 
sprawling 
counties:

6.3 pounds



ASCE’s Infra Report Card 2001
System Grade Comments 
Roads D+ 27% of freeways congested
Bridges C 29% structurally deficient/obsolete
Transit C- Ridership up, Spending not
Wastewater D $12 billion annual shortfall
Solid Waste C+ Amounts of SW on the 
decline
Hazardous Waste D+ Backlog of SF sites on the rise
Drinking Water D $11 billion annual shortfall
Dams D Over 2,100 unsafe dams in US
Aviation D Air traffic up 37%, Capacity up 1%
Energy D+ Capacity lags behind demand
Schools D- 75% of school buildings 
inadequate

OVERALL D+
TOTAL 5 YEAR INVESTMENT NEED: $1.3 TRILLION



Goals of Smart Growth

Support and enhance existing 
communities.

Permanently preserve our most 
valuable natural and agricultural 
resources.

Save taxpayers the cost of new and 
often redundant infrastructure needed 
to support sprawl development.



Savings with Compact 
Development
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Fortunately the Market Is 
Moving in Same Direction



National Survey on Communities



More than Half of Americans

• 55% of Americans select the smart 
growth community and 45% select the 
sprawl community.

• 61% who think they will buy a house in 
the next three years are more likely to look 
for a home in a smart growth community 
rather than a sprawl community 39%.



Price Declines Greatest at Fringe
(2006 vs. 2007)



Foreclosures /10,000 units

Source: RealtyTrac, Center for Regional Analysis 



Enough of the Big Stuff Already



5Ds of Compact Development5Ds of Compact Development

Destination Destination 
AccessibilityAccessibilityDistanceDistance

toto TransitTransit

DensityDensity

DiversityDiversity
DesignDesign



Fairview Village (20% Lower)



Southern Village (40% lower)



Metro Square (50% lower)



Southern Village



Downzoning to Direct Growth to 
the Village



Baldwin Park



Transferred to City Under the 
Base Closure Act



Orlando Comprehensive Plan



Housing Practice 2

Achieve an average net residential 
density of six to seven units per acre 
(without the appearance of crowding).



9 Units per Acre



13 Units per Acre



Land Use Practice 3

Mix land uses at the finest grain the 
market will bear and include civic uses in 
the mix.



Traditional Fine-Grained 
Land-Use Mix



Walking/Bicycling as a Function of 
Trip Distance



Neighborhood and Village 
Commercial



Hybrid Center with Dispersed 
Civic Uses



Land Use Practice 4

Develop in clusters and keep the clusters 
small.



Conventional vs. Cluster 
Development



Public Space Offsets Density 
and Complements Mixed Use



Public Space as Unifier



Land Use Practice 5

Place higher density and senior housing 
near commercial centers, transit lines, 
and community facilities.



Step-Down Densities Along a 
Transit Line



Step-Down Densities Around 
a Center



Classic Stepdown Pattern



Transportation Practice 1

Design the street network with multiple 
connections and relatively direct routes.



Traditional Grid --
Connectivity Index of 1.69



Contemporary Network --
Index of 1.19



Southern Village – Index of 
1.50



Orlando Adopted 
Connectivity Index



Baldwin Park – Index of 1.62



28 Connections But No 
Through-Street



Tried to Put Compact 
Development in Perspective


