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Regulatory Sprawl: 

Who Should Decide Where We Live? 

By Jesse Walker 

On September 9, the Sierra Club released a distraught report on urban sprawl, blaming the 
spread of suburbs for "increased traffic congestion, longer commutes, increased dependence on 
fossil fuels, crowded schools, worsening air and water pollution, lost open space and wetlands, 
increased flooding, destroyed wildlife habitat, higher taxes and dying city centers." 1 

A week

before, Vice President Al Gore called sprawl a "blight" and called for a more restrictive 
approach to urban and suburban planning to improve "livability." 

What causes sprawl? Yet people keep moving to these places - suburbs, exurbs, edge 
cities - and often go out of their way to do so, implying that they find them, at the very least, 
more livable than the alternatives. In fact, sprawl is as much a product of people's free choice as 
it is of public policy; and while it makes sense to criticize the policies that have decimated 
central cities and made the suburban alternative so asphalt-driven, the self-styled advocates of 
livability seem more intent on further restricting people's freedom to live where and how they 
please. In the name of combating sprawl, their proposals threaten individuals' right to use their 
property as they wish and communities' right to local control of planning, zoning, transportation, 
and schools. 

Thus, the Sierra Club report points approvingly to Oregon and Washington, two states that 
require all their cities to draw growth boundaries around themselves, channeling new 
development into the already urban zone. The effect is not only to restrict the right of property 
owners outside the boundary to build on their land, but to disenfranchise suburbanites, whose 
power to establish their own guidelines for local growth must give way to the larger, state­
approved plan. Ironically, such laws also encourage the development of property within the 
boundary, even if the land is better suited for farming. 
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1 
"The Dark Side of the American Dream: The Costs and Consequences of Suburban Sprawl," September 9, I 998. 

Available at http://www.sierraclub.org/transportation/spraw l/sprawl_rep011/ 




