Evaluating Strategies to Protect Open Space and Slow Sprawl in the Philadelphia Region

Abstract

This paper uses the Philadelphia metropolitan region of Bucks, Chester, Delaware,
Montgomery, and Philadelphia Counties as a case study, examining histonical land use
and socioeconomic data to demonstrate the negative effects that urban sprawl has on
regional quality of life and, the natural and built environment. The paper shows that open
space conservation mitiatives sponsored by governing bodies and land conservation
groups may not be able to keep pace with the rate of sprawl or be able to meet the
conservation benchmarks set by the Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission, the
regional Metropolitan Planning Organization, and the GreenSpace Alhiance, a regional
non profit land conservation group. The paper examines the urban redevelopment and
revitalization imtative as an underutilized but effective tool available to slow sprawl, and
the need to combine these imtiatives with land protection measures. Evidence 1s
presented that counters claims that sprawl 1s a natural result of the free market economy
that should be allowed to cormrect itself without intervention. Finally, existing growth
management strategies are offered that might be incorporated into future efforts to slow
the expansion of the built environment and improve quality of life in the region.

2. Land protection strategies to protect open space
and combat sprawl aren’t keeping pace.

Between 1988 and 2008 county and municipal governments have raised $762 million
through bond and tax referendums to protect open space (Trust For Public Land 2008).
Durning this time frame population in the outlying counties has increased 18.2% while
Philadelphia County population has decreased by 16.6% (Adams ef al., 1991; DVRPC
2007). 84% of the outlying population 1s white with a per capita income 43% higher than
the inner city population, which 1s 55% non-white (US Census; DVRPC 2007).
Development in the outlying counties has mainly been in the form of low density, auto
dependent, single-family dwellings that require large amounts of open space and the
installation of new and costly infrastructure.

Existing research shows that efforts by governments and NGOs to protect high value
lands may be too late, as these lands may already be compromised by development. Also,
the affluent population group making up the bulk of the outlying population may be
resigned to a certain level of land protection and look elsewhere for their open space
needs through vacation travel and second home purchases (Kline 2006). Other research
has shown that dollars generated by land trusts and municipal governments to buy land
outright can’t keep pace with the dollars developers and affluent individuals are willing
to pay for these lands (Howell-Moroney 2005). The statistics seem to bear this out, with a
steady increase in high income, white individuals moving into these areas and a reduction
in the number of referendums voted on between 2006 and 2007 (Trust For Public Land
2008).

Due to the exclusionary nature of zoning, deindustrialization, advances in transportation
infrastructure, and socioeconomic preferences based on income, race, and ethnicity, the
urban population has been spreading out at about 3% per decade while development 1s
consuming open space at a rate ten times this amount (Brookings Institution 2003;
Fischel 2(02; Licht & Scranton 1986) This sprawl has come at a cost and could
ultimately impact quality of life in the region, as open space for wildlife habatat,
watershed protection, and recreation have been reduced along with high value farmland
(Brookings Institution 2003; Clarion A ssociates 2000; Amernican Farmland Trust 2008).

Acknowledgements

Advizors:
Professor T om Daniels - Department of City & Regional Planming
School of Deagn, Univeraly of Pemsylvama

Professor Sally Willig - Adjunct Professor, University of Pennsylvania
P e P

[h?idfhipﬂ'-[.an;lnﬂunmnu,mtﬂnﬂnrﬂlﬁdimaﬂ
Adjund Professor, University of Pennsylvania

By Paul Lumia, Master of Environmental Studies Program

value open space resources.

1. As the population spreads out and hollows out, NGOs and governments attempt to protect high
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3. Urban redevelopment and revitalization is an
underutilized tool that should be promoted
along with with land protection measures
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4. Urban sprawl is an inefficient and
unsustainable method of land development

The region requires resources from distant areas to survive and therefore covers an
ecological area that is two to three hundred times larger than its physical area. Every
regional inhabitant requires fifteen acres of land, far above the world average.

© Current United States resource consumption and waste would require three earths to be

sustainable, global carrying capacity has been exceeded.

° Inefficient urbanization in wealthy countries account for 64% of world pollution.
° The traditional, western economic model that inputs resources and outputs wastes

operates independently of the ecosphere and treats it as limitless.

© 80% of the population in high-income countries live in cities and this number is

expected to increase.

5. Recommendations

¢ Continue to protect high value open space via referendums, easements and direct
purchase, and look to coordinate these efforts so that high value lands are protected

© Work to change zoning policy, making mixed use, walkable communities the norm
rather than the exception

© Exploit opportunities to reinvest in urban/suburban revitalization and educate
stakeholders on the need look inward rather than outward for future growth

© Educate rural landowners and municipal officials on the need to protect high value land
a head of development

© Educate stakeholders on the significance of reevaluating the economic model and the
urban ecological footprint in an effort to become more sustainable
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