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for states interested in reforming their
growth management legislation.3

What is all the fuss about? What does
“smart growth” mean? The Inter-

national City/County Managers
Association has described it
as a connection between
development and quality
of life; the leveraging of
new growth to improve the

community; the restoration
of center cities and older

suburbs; and a method of pre-
serving open space and other en-

vironmental amenities.4 Currently these
are “hot button” issues as communities
find that their traditional ways of man-
aging development cannot cope with the
problems brought on by today’s growth.

This article reviews the spectrum of
state smart growth programs in order to
provide North Carolinians with a sense
of the possibilities in this state. The re-
view is timely, for the North Carolina
Commission to Address Smart Growth,
Growth Management, and Development

The challenge to us who see the great
value in good land use planning is to
strip it of its jargon and make it simpler,
to help people understand that
land use planning is an inte-
gral part of making com-
munities livable, along
with quality schools, pro-
tection against crime, and
other factors. This chal-
lenge falls first and fore-
most to the states, who are
the obvious level of govern-
ment to provide leadership.
—Howard Dean, governor of Vermont1

A fter some forty years of gradual
progress, the state smart growth
movement picked up steam in the

1990s. Thirteen states now have adopted
laws to encourage their local governments
to guide development according to smart
growth precepts. At least another fifteen
states have initiated studies of smart
growth potential.2 A national Growing
Smart effort is writing new model laws

Issues is scheduled to make recommenda-
tions to the legislature in January 2001.

Smart growth initiatives have grown
from, and are the latest version of, state
growth management programs. Recog-
nizing the critical link between state goals
and local government land-use plans,
these programs typically include four
elements:5

• Enactment of state legislation
establishing the program

• Preparation of comprehensive
plans by local governments

• Review of local plans by a state
agency

• Provision of state incentives and
disincentives to encourage local
compliance

The author is the Stephen Baxter Professor
of City and Regional Planning at The Uni-
versity of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
He is a member of the North Carolina Com-
mission to Address Smart Growth, Growth
Management, and Development Issues.
Contact him at dgod@email.unc.edu.

Smart Growth Efforts around the Nation
David R. Godschalk

P O P U L A R  G O V E R N M E N T

Grow 
Smart,
Stop 

Sprawl!
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Statewide growth management can
be distinguished from substate growth
management. Created in 1974, North
Carolina’s Coastal Area Management
program applies only to the 20 coastal
counties and thus is an example of a
substate regional program. The Portland
(Ore.) Metropolitan Service District, cre-
ated in 1979, and the Georgia Regional
Transportation Authority, created in
1999, are examples of substate metro-
politan programs. This article focuses
on statewide programs, looking first at
their evolution and then at the tools and
the techniques that they employ.

A Brief History of 
State Growth Management

“Growth management” can be defined
as a planned government program de-
signed to influence the amount, type, 
location, design, rate, or cost of private
and public development in order to
achieve public interest goals. Among the
goals sought by growth management
programs are efficient transportation
systems, livable communities, conser-
vation of natural resources, and orderly
urban growth. Without planning, many

governments fail to achieve these goals.
First appearing in 1975, the term

“growth management” originally was
synonymous with rigid growth control,
especially no growth or slow growth.
Now, however, it refers to a commit-
ment to balance protection of land, air,
and water with urban development.
According to John DeGrove,

[g]rowth management is not pro-
growth, nor is it anti-growth. It is
deeply committed to a responsible
“fit” between development and
the infrastructure needed to sup-
port the impacts of development,
including such things as roads,
schools, water, sewer, drainage,
solid waste, and parks and rec-
reation. Thus growth management
is closely linked to, and necessary
for, the achievement of “quality of
life[,]”. . . a powerful, if somewhat
elusive, framework. . . .6

To manage growth, governments use
their constitutional and statutory pow-
ers—the powers to make and implement
plans, to regulate land use and develop-
ment, to spend funds on public improve-
ments and facilities, to tax according to
public needs, and to acquire land for

A GLOSSARY OF SELECTED
GROWTH MANAGEMENT TERMS

This glossary presents general descrip-
tions of growth management terms,
including various smart growth tools. For
a more complete discussion of tools, see
the article on page 29.

Adequate public facilities ordi-
nance—a requirement that infrastruc-
ture (roads, schools, etc.) be available to
serve new development as the need
arises; sometimes called “concurrency.” 

Cross-acceptance—a negotiated pro-
cess by which jurisdictions reach agree-
ment on the location and the nature of
planned development; its purpose is to
ensure consistency among the compre-
hensive plans and the growth manage-
ment programs of individual local
governments within a region.

Fair-share housing—a program for
equitable and balanced distribution of
low- and moderate-income housing
among the jurisdictions within a region.

Greenprints— regional plans for pre-
serving critical ecological systems, open
space, and natural resources.

Impact fees or taxes—assessments
levied on new development to help pay
for construction of parks and the infra-
structure (schools, roads, and other
public facilities) needed to serve the new
population; impact taxes differ from fees
in that they allow assessments to be
proportional to the size of the new
house or business.

Infill development—new construction
on vacant or underdeveloped land
within an existing built-up urban area,
rather than in “greenfields” beyond the
urban fringe.

Infrastructure—water and sewer lines,
roads, urban transit lines, schools, and
other public facilities needed to support
urban areas.

Sprawl—uncontrolled low-density dev-
elopment in rural areas, not adjacent to
existing development and infrastructure.

Transfer of development rights
(TDR)—a program that permits land-
owners in development-restricted areas
(“sending areas”) to sell their develop-
ment rights to owners in specified “re-

Continued on page 14

WEB SITES FOR STATE SMART GROWTH PLANS

Delaware (Office of State Planning Coordination): www.state.de.us/planning/ index.htm

Florida (Department of Community Affairs): www.dca.state.fl.us

Georgia (Department of Community Affairs): www.dca.state.ga.us/

Hawaii (Office of Planning): www.hawaii.gov/dbedt/op.html

Maine (Land Use Regulation Commission): www.state.me.us/doc/lurc/lurch

Maryland (Office of Planning): www.op.state.md.us/smartgrowth/

New Jersey (Office of State Planning): www.state.nj.us/osp/ospplan2.htm

Oregon (Department of Land Conservation and Development): www.lcd.state.or.us/

Pennsylvania (Governor’s Center for Local Government Services, Department of
Community and Economic Development): www.dced.state.pa.us

Rhode Island (State Planning Council): www.planning.state.ri.us/

Tennessee (Tennessee Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental Relations):
www.ips.utk.edu/growthpolicy/

Vermont (Department of Housing and Community Affairs):
www.state.vt.us/dca/housing

Washington (Department of Community, Trade and Economic Development):
www.cted.wa.gov/info/lgd/growth/index.html
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public purposes. Under North Carolina
statewide enabling acts, local govern-
ments are granted the traditional growth
management powers, such as planning
and zoning. But they must get permis-
sion from the legislature through special
local acts to use some advanced or con-
temporary techniques of growth man-
agement, such as “impact fees” and
“transfer of development rights” (for a
glossary of these and other growth man-
agement terms, see page 13).

State growth management began as a
reform movement during the last half of
the twentieth century. Previously, states
simply delegated land-use planning and
growth management to their local govern-
ments. However, increasingly serious en-
vironmental degradation, urban sprawl,
inadequate infrastructure, lack of afford-
able housing, and other quality-of-life
issues motivated a number of states to
assert a new role and to look for innova-
tive solutions to local and regional
growth problems.

The original enabling statutes for
local planning, drafted in the 1920s, are
no longer adequate for the challenges of
the 21st century. Those statutes did not
envision a state or regional planning role,
and urban sprawl and environmental
pollution were not seen as problems at
the time. Effects of development now
spill over jurisdictional boundaries, call-
ing for broader intergovernmental plan-
ning. Deteriorating air and water quality
demands systematic assessment of envi-

ronmental impacts. The original view of
land as a commodity to be bought and
sold has expanded to include the resource
value of land. Citizens have become more
active in planning, and the legal environ-
ment for management of development
has become more complex. In response,
the Growing Smart program of the
American Planning Association is draft-
ing new model statutes for the planning
and management of change, as a re-
source for states looking to adopt smart
growth legislation.7

Some skeptics have charged that smart
growth is simply a repackaging of tradi-
tional growth management issues and
techniques, similar to the recent advo-
cacy of “sustainable development”—the
balancing of environment, economy, and
equity advocated by the World Commis-
sion on Environment and Development.8

Although smart growth is similar to ear-
lier growth management approaches
proposed by city and regional planners,
there is an important difference. Now
the broader public has begun to under-
stand how suburban sprawl results in
“disinvestment,” a diversion or with-
drawal of investment from the city to
the outlying areas, contributing to slowed
growth in productivity, inadequate
schools, ineffective public safety, con-
gested roads, and environmental pollu-
tion. Understanding the connection be-

ceiving areas”; TDR is based on separating
land and its associated development
potential so that, for instance, property
owners in rural agricultural areas can
continue to farm while making money
from a one-time sale of their develop-
ment rights to developers seeking to add
density to their urban projects.

Tax-base sharing— redistribution of a
portion of revenue resulting from growth in
the property tax base of individual
jurisdictions to a taxing district in which
multiple jurisdictions share in regional
economic development; the purpose is to
spread the benefits of growth equitably
throughout a region.

Tax-increment financing— in special
districts, dedication of a portion of tax
revenue attributable to new development
to retiring bonds for the improvements
that stimulated the new development;
the purpose is to revitalize existing urban
areas by facilitating new projects.

Urban growth boundary—a perimeter
drawn around a locality’s designated
urban growth or “urban transition” area,
sized to contain sufficient land for the
development projected to occur in the
locality during the planning period,
usually twenty years; within the urban
growth boundary, public services and
infrastructure are provided by the local
government, while outside the urban
growth boundary, rural uses are per-
mitted and public services and infra-
structure are not provided.

Use permits—zoning permits issued for
“special” or “conditional” uses (as op-
posed to uses “allowed by right”) that
must be reviewed and approved by a
public body and may have to meet extra
requirements or standards.

Zoning and subdivision regulations—
regulations controlling the use, place-
ment, spacing, and size of lots and buil-
dings within specified districts (zoning)
and regulations controlling the conver-
sion of land into building lots, including
provision of supporting infrastructure
(subdivision); newer forms of these regu-
lations encourage mixed uses, street
patterns, and architectural design
features to support walkable neighbor-
hoods, sometimes termed “new urbanist”
or “neotraditional” development.
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Continued from page 13

A window’s vertical and horizontal
strips frame a familiar sight of sprawl. 
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WASHINGTON STATE’S GROWTH MANAGEMENT PROGRAM

Washington has 39 counties, 12 of which are located in 
nine metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs). During the 1980s
the three MSAs east of the Cascade Mountains grew slowly,
less than 10 percent, while the six in the west grew 20
percent or more. 

A home-rule state, Washington grants its cities and
counties considerable autonomy in decision making. The
challenge for the drafters of its Growth Management Act
was to manage the sprawl resulting from its rapid growth in
the west, while supporting the needs of the slower-growing
east. The resulting act included both incentives (funding for
planning and local flexibility in meeting state goals) and
sanctions (loss of funding for noncompliance).

The act specified three aims: (1) to guide local governments
in preparing and implementing comprehensive plans, (2) to
integrate growth management with environmental regulations,
and (3) to strengthen regional coordination and planning. It
set fourteen policy goals: adequate public facilities to support
growth, reduced sprawl, efficient multimodal transportation,
affordable housing, economic development, protected
property rights, timely permits, open space, environmental
protection, quality of life, and more.

Washington’s growth management program reflects the 
state’s situation. As amended through 1995, the Growth
Management Act requires preparation and implementation 
of comprehensive plans only by counties with populations of
50,000 or more and 17 percent growth every ten years, or
counties of any size with 20 percent growth every ten years.
As of last year, 91 percent of the cities and 76 percent of 
the counties required to adopt comprehensive plans had
done so. 

The comprehensive plans must designate “urban growth
areas”—locations where the next twenty years of projected
population growth and supporting infrastructure are to be
located. Tools provided to local governments include cluster
development, planned-unit development, infill development,

mixed land uses, new towns, urban reserves (areas outside
the urban growth boundary where development may occur
after the twenty-year planning period), and transfer and
purchase of development rights.*

All local governments, not just the fast-growing ones, are 
required to adopt ordinances protecting critical areas and
classifying resource lands. Critical areas include (1) wetlands,
(2) aquifer recharge areas, (3) fish and wildlife conservation
areas, (4) frequently flooded areas, and (5) geologically
hazardous areas.

The Washington Department of Trade and Economic and
Community Development delivers technical assistance, 
issues substantive and procedural guidelines, and allocates
state funds for local planning but does not have the 
power to approve plans. Compliance with local planning
mandates is delegated to three substate regional Growth
Management Hearing Boards created to accommodate 
the geographic diversity of the state. If a plan is found in
noncompliance, state funding to the local government may
be reduced.

Washington’s act has made planning an integral part of 
local government decision making in much of the state, 
and it has reduced political impediments to growth
management, through directed state funding and state-
provided growth projections. It has concentrated urban
growth within designated areas, reducing the rate of 
increase in vehicle miles traveled and increasing efficiency 
in supplying public facilities, while encouraging economic
development through better planning and permit review. 
At the same time, it has allowed local governments relatively
wide latitude to develop goals and policies for managing
growth, and it has encouraged intracounty planning
coordination.

*For a more complete discussion of the Washington state growth
management tools and their application, see JERRY WEITZ, SPRAWL

BUSTING: STATE PROGRAMS TO GUIDE GROWTH (Chicago: Planners Press, 1999).

tween paying for sprawl at the edge and
disinvesting at the center has mobilized
new coalitions of officials in older sub-
urbs, corporate and religious leaders,
and advocates for poor urban minorities
in support of smart growth reforms.9 The
result is a new set of circumstances, par-
ticularly in terms of political salience.

Although the history of statewide
growth management is complex, its
chronology can be generalized into three
phases. In the initial phase, during the
1960s and 1970s, concern about environ-
mental problems led to a so-called quiet
revolution in land use, with first Hawaii,

then Vermont, Florida, and Oregon en-
acting programs. The second phase, fo-
cusing on comprehensive planning and
growth management to deal with lag-
ging provision of infrastructure, oc-
curred from 1985 to 1991, when Florida
and Vermont overhauled their existing
programs and New Jersey, Maine, Rhode
Island, Georgia, and Washington enacted
new legislation. Smart growth, the phase
starting in 1992, saw new programs de-
veloped in Maryland, Delaware, Ten-
nessee, and Pennsylvania10 that built on
the previous programs and, especially in
Maryland, added strong state-funding

incentives to combat sprawl. (For a chron-
ology of the relevant state legislation, see
Timeline, page 18; for Web sites for state
smart growth plans, see page 13.)

Currently, state growth management
initiatives are flourishing. At least half of
the state-of-the-state addresses by gover-
nors in the past year discussed smart
growth.11 Gubernatorial support is grow-
ing in Arizona, Colorado, Georgia, Il-
linois, Minnesota, North Carolina, Utah,
and Wisconsin, and legislative interest
has been expressed in California, Colo-
rado, Hawaii, Iowa, Kentucky, Nevada,
New Mexico, Ohio, and Oklahoma.
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No single magic formula works for every
state because of differences in political
institutions, traditions, economic condi-
tions, and tolerance for new forms of gov-
ernance. However, most programs require
local and regional planning and state
oversight of the consistency of the plans
with overall state goals and standards.

As Vermont Governor Dean notes,
certain elements are crucial to success:12

• Consistency of local and regional
plans with state goals, achieved
through mandates or incentives

• Clarity of program objectives and
procedures so that citizens and
public officials alike are clear about
the purposes and the processes of
growth management

• Inclusion of natural resources, 
economic development, and 
affordable housing, the three ele-
ments necessary to ensure the
stakeholder coalitions needed to
pass the legislation

• Dedicated funding, to carry out 
the planning and implementation
necessary to make programs work

• Political leadership from the gov-
ernor and the legislature to pass
and implement the new law

• Consensus building among the
concerned stakeholders about goals
and techniques, before introducing
a growth management bill in the
legislature

Agreement on goals is not difficult.
Who can argue against preserving natu-
ral resources, supporting existing com-
munities and neighborhoods, targeting
development to areas with existing in-
frastructure, and discouraging sprawl (the
goals of Maryland’s 1997 Smart Growth
Areas Act)? Even at the more detailed
level of principles, there is wide agree-
ment on the benefits of smart growth
among such disparate groups as public
officials, environmentalists, and devel-
opers. For example, the published posi-
tion statements on smart growth of both
the American Planning Association (APA)
and the National Association of Home
Builders (NAHB) highlight the impor-
tance of managing growth to protect
natural resources and open space, and
using land more efficiently.13

The rub comes in how to achieve the
goals. Should the state mandate that

Types of State Growth
Management Programs

State growth management programs are
typically packages of requirements and
incentives, or “carrots and sticks,” de-
signed to coordinate the growth manage-
ment efforts of a state and its localities.

Some of these states already have growth
management statutes in place but are
interested in updating them to include
newer principles of smart growth, such
as directing state financial grants to
urban growth areas designated in local
plans, and coordinating land-use and
transportation plans.

MARYLAND’S SMART GROWTH PROGRAM

Maryland’s Smart Growth Areas Act of 1997 is designed to attack the problem of
suburban sprawl and to protect cities and counties for tomorrow. It builds on the
visions established in the Economic Growth, Resource Protection, and Planning
Act of 1992:

• Concentration of development in suitable areas

• Protection of sensitive areas

• Direction of rural growth to existing population centers and protection of
resource areas

Priority Funding Areas
The Smart Growth Act requires the state to target funding for growth-related pro-
jects, such as highways, sewer and water construction, economic development as-
sistance, and state office facilities, to Priority Funding Areas (PFAs).* These are locally
certified areas that are already developed or in which growth is planned, infra-
structure is to be provided, and the land area is of adequate capacity and size to
satisfy development demand. By investing funds only in these areas, the state will
save taxpayer dollars, protect open space from sprawl, and preserve its heritage.

Counties must prepare plans that designate PFAs on the basis of criteria relating
to land use, water and sewer service, and residential density. PFAs are designated
according to analyses of the capacity of the land to satisfy demand for develop-
ment at densities consistent with comprehensive plans. Types of areas eligible for
PFA designation include the following:

• Areas zoned for industry and employment

• Existing communities with sewer service

• Existing communities with water service

• Areas beyond the periphery of developed portions of an existing community
when they receive sewer service

• Areas other than existing communities, within a designated growth area

• Rural villages designated in the county comprehensive plan

Rural Legacy Program
The Rural Legacy Program provides funding and focus to identify and protect the
most valuable farmland and natural resources before they are lost to develop-
ment. It seeks to preserve rural greenbelts through purchase of easements and
development rights from landowners. The goal is to preserve 200,000 acres by
the year 2011.

Other Programs
Other Maryland smart growth programs include a Voluntary Cleanup and
Brownfields Program, a Job Creation Tax Credit, A Live Near Your Work Program,
a Neighborhood Partnership (tax credit) Program, a Smart Growth/Smart Ideas
Homeownership Initiative, a Smart Transit Program, and more.

*SMART GROWTH: DESIGNATING PRIORITY FUNDING AREAS (Managing Maryland’s Growth: Models and
Guidelines Series) (Baltimore: Md. Office of Planning, 1997). 
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Delaware

Florida

Georgia

Hawaii

Maine

Maryland

New Jersey

Oregon

Pennsylvania

Rhode Island

Tennessee

Vermont

Washington

CARROTS STICKS
State Unique Elements Incentives Requirements Penalties

Investment-strategy map
and policy

Planning assistance grants

Grant eligibility

State grants for local
planning

Growth-related funding
directed to PFAs

Local participation in state
planning process; grants
consistent with state goals

Planning assistance grants

Planning grants and tools:
multimunicipal transfer of
development rights, tax and
revenue sharing, impact
fees, designated growth
areas, Traditional Neighbor-
hood Development

State agency consistency
with adopted local plans

Priority for state grants
for approved plans

Funding for planning
from property transfer
tax; authorization for
towns with approved
plans to levy impact fees

Priority for grants given to
high-growth areas; state
agency consistency with
local plans; authorization
for impact fees

Land-use issues of greater
than local concern re-
viewed by state agencies

Mandatory local plans
and implementation

Regional plans required
(local plans optional)

County planning for
urban districts; state
review of land-use district
boundaries

Mandatory town
planning and growth
management; regional
review of local plans

Local comprehensive
plans that designate PFAs

State plan required (local
plans recommended)

Consistency with
statewide goals;
designation of UGBs and
critical lands; ordinances
consistent with plans

Mandatory county plans,
which must be updated
every 10 years (municipal
plans optional)

Required local plans con-
sistent with state plan;
adoption of zoning
consistent with plans

Joint city-county growth
plans required, along
with 20-year UGBs

Optional local plans but
must be consistent with
state goals

Local plans and UGBs
required for fast-growing
cities and counties

Loss of eligibility for
state grants; state court
action

Loss of grant eligibility
and impact fee
authority

Loss of eligibility for
state grants

Access to state funding

Loss of eligibility for
grants; enforcement
orders

State adoption of local
plan if locality fails to
adopt one

Loss of eligibility for
state and federal grants

Forfeiture of revenue
sources

Concurrency of infrastruc-
ture and development;
required capital improve-
ment programs

Bottom-up approach

Statewide land
classification system

Designation of growth
and rural areas

Priority Funding Areas
(PFAs)

Cross-acceptance
(consensus building)

Integration of transpor-
tation and growth man-
agement; use of urban
growth boundaries
(UGBs) to contain sprawl

Bottom-up approach;
city-county joint planning

Solution to annexation
conflicts

Regional review of local
plans

Horizontal, vertical, and
internal consistency;
Growth Management
Hearing Boards

Table 1. State Growth Management Tools
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local government units establish urban
growth boundaries to contain their
twenty-year population expansion, as in
Oregon? Or should it direct funding for
infrastructure to areas designated for
urban growth in required local plans, as
in Maryland? Should local planning be
voluntary, as in Georgia, or mandatory,
as in Florida? Should growth manage-
ment be bottom-up and decentralized,
as in Washington, or top-down and cen-
tralized, as in Hawaii? 

Preferred implementation tools coin-
cide with stakeholders’ perspectives on
protecting their freedom to make deci-
sions on the basis of their own interests.
Thus, local governments favor bottom-
up, incentive-based programs such as
impact fees to help pay for new schools,
which maximize their decision-making
freedom and provide them with new
authority to meet their needs. Regional
agencies prefer programs that increase
their clout to coordinate local plans and
to provide regionwide transportation
facilities and open space. State agencies
tend to advocate top-down, mandatory
programs that help them overcome local
reluctance to meet statewide goals. De-
velopers like programs that provide in-
frastructure to support growth, along
with clear and predictable development-
review procedures but without defined
“urban growth boundaries.” Environ-
mentalists opt for programs that stress
protection of natural resources and
mandatory local planning. The trick is
to design programs that can be effective
while satisfying the needs of enough
stakeholders to ensure passage by the
legislature.

Historically, perhaps the most signifi-
cant change in implementation ap-
proaches is the switch from relying pri-
marily on the regulatory police power to
relying heavily on the power of the
purse—that is, the switch from sticks to
carrots. Early programs such as those in
phase 1 stressed mandatory local plan-
ning implemented by police power regu-
lations—the traditional zoning and sub-
division ordinances, along with urban
growth boundaries. In phase 2, pro-
grams still used planning mandates and
regulations, but some also emphasized
interjurisdictional coordination. For ex-
ample, New Jersey created a process of
negotiated “cross-acceptance” to achieve

TIMELINE: EVOLUTION OF STATEWIDE GROWTH MANAGEMENT

Hawaiian Land Use Law

Environmental Control Act (Act 250)

Environmental Land and Water Management Act

Land Conservation and Development Act

Local Government Comprehensive Planning and Land
Development Regulation Act

State Planning Act

Comprehensive Planning and Land Use Regulation Act

Comprehensive Planning and Land Use Regulation Act

Growth Management Act (Act 200)

Coordinated Planning Legislation

Growth Management Act I

Growth Management Act II

State Development and Redevelopment Plan

Economic Growth, Resource Protection, and Planning Act

Shaping Delaware’s Future Act

Land Use and Planning Act

Smart Growth Areas Act

Annexation Reform Act

Growing Greener Act

Growing Smarter Acts

Hawaii
1961

Vermont
1970

Florida
1972

Oregon
1973

Florida
1985

New Jersey
1985

Maine
1988

Rhode Island
1988

Vermont
1988

Georgia
1989

Washington
1990

Washington
1991

New Jersey
1992

Maryland
1992

Delaware
1995

Delaware
1996

Maryland
1997

Tennessee
1998

Pennsylvania
1999

Pennsylvania
2000

Phase 1: Quiet Revolution in Land-Use Control

Phase 2: Comprehensive Planning and Growth Management

Phase 3: Smart Growth

Sources: Scott Bollens, State Growth Management: Intergovernmental Frameworks and Policy
Objectives, 58 JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN PLANNING ASSOCIATION 454; Patricia Salkin, Smart Growth at
Century’s End: The State of the States, 31 URBAN LAWYER 601 (1999); JERRY WEITZ, SPRAWL BUSTING: 
STATE PROGRAMS TO GUIDE GROWTH (Chicago: Planners Press, 1999).



popular government   fall  2000 19

D
A

V
IE

H
IN

SH
A

W
/ T

H
E

C
H

A
RL

O
TT

E
O

BS
ER

V
ER

consistency between state and local
growth plans, and Washington created
Growth Management Hearing Boards
to ensure that the local plans required in
fast-growing areas were consistent with
one another and with state plans (see
page 15). In phase 3, smart growth pro-
grams like Maryland’s put the power of
the purse up front, using funding incen-
tives targeted to areas of planned growth
to lure reluctant local governments into
preparing required plans (see page 16).
(For a summary of the states’ approaches
to implementation, see Table 1, page 17.)

This review shows that the perceived
differences in state programs may not be
as great as many believe. Many early pro-
grams were not simply regulatory but
combinations of regulations and incen-
tives. Similarly the use of urban growth
boundaries has not necessarily disap-
peared in the more incentive-based pro-
grams, such as Maryland’s, whose Priority
Funding Areas can be seen as a variant on
urban growth boundaries. In fact, desig-
nating specific spatial-growth areas is a
feature of the programs of Hawaii, Ore-
gon, New Jersey, Washington, and Mary-
land. However, there is a clear progression,
as the later programs add to the elements
of the earlier ones and adapt the result-
ing package to their own situations.

One conclusion to be drawn is that
an effective statewide smart growth ini-
tiative must combine incentives and man-
dates. Each state’s particular blend of
carrots and sticks will depend on a ne-

gotiated consensus among key stake-
holders, who must support the passage
of new legislation as well as its long-
term implementation. Incentives include
grants and technical assistance for pre-
paration of local plans, higher local pri-
orities for funding of infrastructure and
open space, flexibility in meeting state
requirements, mechanisms for intergov-
ernmental coordination and dispute res-
olution, and assurance that state plans
will be consistent with approved local
plans. Sticks include mandatory local
plans, penalties for noncompliance (such
as withholding of state and federal
funds), and state preparation of local
plans for jurisdictions that fail to adopt
required plans.

Alternatives for Smart Growth
in North Carolina

Relative to the states leading in growth
management, North Carolina is some-
what late in considering smart growth.
But it does have some precedents on
which to draw. Implementation of the
1974 Coastal Area Management Act has
achieved clear successes, though some
problems remain unsolved.14 Experience
with the failed 1993 recommendation
for a Partnership for Quality Growth,
put forth by a legislative study commis-

sion on statewide comprehensive plan-
ning (see the article on page 21) has shown
the necessity of active political leader-
ship if new legislation is to succeed.
Meanwhile, the Charlotte-Mecklenburg
metropolitan area has forged ahead on
its own with a very progressive smart
growth initiative that ties together a
light-rail transit and busway system and
a strong land-use plan, energetically sup-
ported by a coalition of business and
government leaders (see the article on
page 52).15

North Carolina also faces obstacles
to smart growth. For example, the North
Carolina Department of Transporta-
tion’s policy of providing a four-lane
highway within ten miles of 95 percent
of the population encourages sprawl.
The focus on constructing new high-
ways also drastically limits the state
funds available for transit. At present
the state allocates only about $50 mil-
lion in transit funds statewide, about the
same as Charlotte raises for transit with
its local sales tax. And there is no clear
connection between transportation plans
and land-use plans.

At the same time, the state is fortunate
in being able to review the history of
state growth management and select 
program components that have proven
themselves in other states. The state also
is fortunate in having a smart growth
commission in place to work toward
agreement among the stakeholders be-
fore legislative proposals are created.
Still, the state must make some signifi-
cant choices about the type and the con-
tent of its proposed program. 

Given the political culture of North
Carolina, some choices are probably
foreordained. Rather than choosing
either a top-down or a bottom-up ap-
proach, the state would be wise to opt
for a mix of state oversight and local
flexibility. Rather than deciding between
regulations and incentives, the state
would do well to opt again for a mix,
though there is great public relations
value in a strategy perceived as based
primarily on incentives. Rather than
designing a one-size-fits-all type of ap-
proach, the state might adopt different
approaches for the fast-growth metro-
politan regions and the slower-growth
rural areas. Rather than specifying all
the elements of the program, the state

Creeping traffic at morning and evening
rush hour gives witness to America’s
reliance on the automobile. 



20 popular government   fall  2000

might create a toolbox of growth manage-
ment techniques and allow local govern-
ments to use the tools that best fit their
particular needs and situations.

North Carolina faces two growth
problems: too rapid growth in the met-
ropolitan regions and too slow growth
in the rural areas and small towns. The
fast-growing areas seek to manage their
growth; the slower-growing areas want
to manage to grow.

Each type calls for a different smart
growth strategy. The fast-growing met-
ropolitan regions need mandatory plan-
ning and coordinated growth manage-
ment to bring all the local governments
together. The slower-growing rural areas
can afford to have voluntary planning
and less-formal growth management. In
both kinds of places, localities that meet
state standards for planning and growth
management should receive priority for
state funding and be able to take advan-
tage of new statutes that allow innovative
land-use, environmental, urban design,
tax-incentive, and public facility financ-
ing tools.

Fast-growing metropolitan regions
need tools to coordinate transportation,
infrastructure, and land use across local
government boundaries. Existing institu-
tional arrangements are falling short, as
evidenced by urban sprawl, traffic con-
gestion, lack of growth-managing capaci-
ty, loss of open space, and poor air and
water quality. The toolbox for metropoli-
tan regions should include mandatory
preparation of local plans and adoption
of consistent development regulations.
These plans and regulations should be
reviewed for consistency by regional
agencies and approved through a negoti-
ated cross-acceptance process to resolve
differences among local governments. On
approval of their plans and development
regulations, the regions should be given
authority over regionwide priority setting
for transportation (including transit and
alternative movement systems) and re-
gionwide provision of infrastructure, as
well as for regional “fair-share housing”
programs and regional “greenprints” for
designating and conserving natural sys-
tems and open space.

Slow-growing rural regions need tools
for economic development, as well as
for land-use and environmental plan-
ning. Their toolbox should include au-

thority for funding infrastructure, job
training, and other economic develop-
ment activities. But many of them also
will want to use new growth manage-
ment tools to revitalize their down-
towns, maintain their agriculture and
natural resources, protect their commu-
nities from natural hazards, and upgrade
their transportation and infrastructure.
They will come to realize that creating
livable communities is one of their best
economic development strategies and
that supporting sprawl is impoverishing
their established communities.

Local governments need tools for des-
ignating their planned urban growth
areas, conserving their open spaces, revi-
talizing their central business districts
and older residential areas, paying for
adequate public facilities and transpor-
tation, and creating walkable neighbor-
hoods. Their toolbox should include
authority for transfer of development
rights, impact fees or taxes, local-option
taxes for transit, “adequate public facili-
ties ordinances,” and “tax-increment fi-
nancing.”16

It still is too early to say what form of
smart growth alternative North Caro-
lina will choose. Informed study and
debate are needed to develop a consen-
sus on what the state should do to en-
sure a desirable future. It will not be easy
to overcome a long history of permissive
zoning, fragmented provision of infra-
structure, and balkanized local govern-
ments, concerned more with protecting
their individual political domains than
with coordinating regional growth.
Clearly, though, if the state does not
adopt a bold smart growth strategy, fu-
ture generations of North Carolinians
will look back sadly on this time as one
of lost opportunity.
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