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The notion that growing metropolitan areas in the United States should be shaped to promote 
sustainable, affordable development is gaining in popularity among those who understand that 
current metropolitan growth—and the resulting on-the-ground configurations—is generating 
unsustainable economic, social, and environmental costs. 
 
Metropolitan regions in the United States have evolved as the powerhouses of the 
country’s economy, society, and culture; they are home to four-fifths of the population 
and hold a similar share of the wealth in the United States.  
 
Yet, it is fair to observe that most Americans have only a hazy image of the urban 
region in which they reside and work. Their perceptions are skewed by their home 
location, daily travel routes, social networks, and other factors that color their 
impressions of the regional setting. They are probably aware of a city center and older 
neighborhoods and industrial areas, and understand that urban activities are spread 
across several governmental jurisdictions. But they are unlikely to sense where one 
“region” stops and another starts. It is doubtful that they perceive the possibility that a 
metropolitan region already is—or can be—designed in some rational manner. 
 
In fact, America’s metropolitan regions have been developing in haphazard and 
dysfunctional patterns of growth that fail to express the spirit and logic of sustainable, 
distinctive urban environments. American social philosopher Lewis Mumford 
described the forlorn shape of modern urban regions as if viewed from an airplane in 
the early 1960s:  
 
“The sharp division between city and country no longer exists. As the eye stretches 
toward the hazy periphery, one can pick out no definite shapes except those formed by 
nature: one beholds rather a continuous shapeless mass, here bulging or ridged with 
buildings, there broken by a patch of green or an unwinding ribbon of concrete.” 
Concludes Mumford: “The form of the metropolis, then, is its formlessness, even as its 
aim is its own aimless expansion.”  
 
The very magnitude and shapelessness of metropolitan areas drove Ebenezer Howard, 
the father of the English garden city model, to advocate shifting urban growth to garden 
cities and new towns in the countryside, a model that remains an enticing prospect for 
developers of new communities.  
 
However, the evolution of formless urban regions continues. Journalist/author Joel 
Garreau’s 1991 book Edge City: Life on the Frontier chronicles the stages of suburban 
development after 1940 as three waves of urban change: moving our homes out of the 
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traditional city, moving our marketplaces to where we lived, and then moving our jobs 
to where we live and shop. Garreau’s edge cities have become residential suburbs that 
also incorporate substantial job and retail centers—not quite cities, but no longer mere 
residential havens.  
 
To this suburban mix, urban planning and policy expert Robert E. Lang, with his book 
Edgeless City, adds the phenomenon of business centers that have clustered on the 
fringes of spreading metropolitan areas. Moving into rural areas, they beckon 
employees from yet more distant places, obliterating the metropolitan “edge.”  
 
These patterns of development have produced megacities. In 2005, Lang and Dawn 
Dhavale (at the time, a doctoral candidate at Virginia Tech) outlined the rise of ten 
megapolitan regions in the United States, vast urban constellations made up of multiple 
cities and suburban jurisdictions. Combined, the ten regions contain more than two-
thirds of the U.S. population. These trends have continued to decentralize urban 
activities, producing a jumble of semi-urban places loosely connected by highways—
expanding the “formlessness” seen by Mumford.  
 
Again and again, news headlines and commentators tell us that continuing to spread 
metropolitan growth willy-nilly into the countryside is counter to our best interests—
not just in some mythical future but now. We are told that gasoline prices are cramping 
long-distance commuters’ cost of living and way of life; improper waste disposal is 
increasingly threatening the purity of our drinking water; sprawling development is 
overtaking forests and farms that once helped keep our climate livable; and clusters of 
houses popping up in rural areas add to pressures for infrastructure investments.  
 
Yet, in many metropolitan areas, calls for improving the design of regional growth have 
gone unheeded. The development process in both public and private realms remains 
dedicated to extending past patterns of growth despite strong evidence of the resulting 
costs and damage to both human and environmental conditions.  
 
At least part of the reluctance to steer a course toward more effective regional urban 
design is determining what is “regional” about “urban design.” These two terms beg for 
clarification. Although the art and science of urban design may not be just about cities, 
in practice, their focus usually is about planning the appearance and functional 
arrangements of urban places.  
Common definitions suggest that the term describes how the architecture of buildings 
relates the buildings to the context of their streets, landscapes, public spaces, human 
activities, and other aspects of urban scenes. Public requirements and guidelines in 
zoning, subdivision, and other ordinances influence specific qualities of urban design, 
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as does the work of architects, engineers, and landscape architects in planning 
development projects. Many cities also sponsor the preparation of urban design plans 
for major new centers—such as Baltimore, Maryland’s rebuilt waterfront—and for 
redeveloped neighborhoods like Mission Bay in San Francisco, California.  
 
However, applying these design practices at the regional scale is problematical. 
Architect Daniel Burnham’s pioneering Plan of Chicago in 1909 was a rare exception. In 
addition to proposing the lakefront parkway and offering illustrative designs for other 
public improvements within the city, the plan looked beyond the city, advocating the 
creation of highway and park systems outside the urbanized area to prepare for future 
regional growth. Many decades later, Chicago’s regional organizations such as the 
Metropolitan Planning Council and the Metropolitan Mayors Caucus exert influence on 
the character of regional growth. But organizations and agencies responsible for 
metropolitan transportation and environmental improvements follow separate paths to 
decision making while development patterns are set individually by cities, towns, and 
counties across the region. 
 
Aside from a few city-county jurisdictions and even fewer state-legislated metropolitan 
agencies, such as those in Portland, Oregon, and the Twin Cities in Minnesota, the low 
political status of most urban regions in the United States limits their ability to manage 
regional growth and development. The U.S. Census defines metropolitan regions for 
purposes of data collection, but generally urban regions exist mainly as collections of 
independent municipal jurisdictions that presumably have common interests.  
 
Although various federal and state agencies may require preparation of regional plans, 
decision making in regional organizations—such as official government councils and 
metropolitan planning organizations—typically is controlled by local government 
officials and appointees. Thus, the content and force of regional plans depend on 
corralling support for specific actions from a majority of separate municipalities—a 
balkanized process that frequently produces vague plans and timid action programs. It 
is no surprise that, for the most part, regional statements concerning design rarely rise 
above generalities.  
 
This explains why regional planning agencies, after lengthy collaborative discussions 
with local jurisdictions and other interest groups, typically settle on regional plans quite 
broad in scope with minimal pursuit of urban design concepts, which most often are 
left to the responsible agencies and local jurisdictions to work out. Exceptions are 
proposals that arise out of special opportunities, such as urban planner/author Alex 
Garvin’s plan for creating a 23-mile (37-km) greenway encircling the city of Atlanta (the 
“Beltline Emerald Necklace”), with much of the route along abandoned rail rights-of-
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way. Not only would the greenway add 1,400 acres (567 ha) of much-needed parkland, 
but also it would open up possibilities for a transit loop and related transit-oriented 
development. The greenway/transit loop would establish a regional landmark in 
Atlanta’s metropolitan heartland. 
 
Dissatisfied with the lackluster results of current regional programs, supporters of new 
urbanism and green development are pressing for more robust approaches to regional 
urban design. Architect Peter Calthorpe has championed what he calls the “regional 
city” to cure the inadequacies of previous models of regional urban design. Calthorpe’s 
1993 publication The Next American Metropolis urged “a new direction for growth in 
the American Metropolis,” centering on reestablishing the importance of the public 
domain, the human scale, and neighborhood diversity within a comprehensive regional 
structure. He proposed development of regions essentially based on the tenets of new 
urbanism, composed of mixed-use neighborhoods with housing, parks, and schools 
within walking distance of shops, civic services, jobs, and transit—all embedded in 
conserved natural systems that shape the metropolis.  
 
With coauthor/urban planner William Fulton, Calthorpe expanded on these ideas in 
The Regional City, published in 2001. Ignoring decades of ongoing regional planning, 
the book announces the “emergence of regionalism” as a guiding concept for 
developing the millions of new housing units and billions of square feet of 
nonresidential space needed in America by 2050. Calthorpe and Fulton assert that the 
political hierarchy that oversees urban development must move past piecemeal 
strategies to craft a new, more rigorous regional order, one that fundamentally 
“reintegrates edge cities with old cities and first-ring suburbs” and ties them together 
with a diverse regional transportation network including public transit.  
 
Their organizing framework for regional design emphasizes the renewal of cities and 
the creation of neighborhoods as “urban places that are walkable and human scaled, 
that are diverse in population and varied in uses, and that are shaped around public 
spaces that are meaningful and memorable.” Calthorpe and Fulton seem to focus most 
intently on concrete, physical forms of development, especially the creation of small-
town and revitalized urban  
neighborhoods. In fact, one section of the book is entitled “Designing the Region Is 
Designing the Neighborhood.” It describes designing a region as similar in concept to 
assembling the parts of a neighborhood. Both, the book maintains, incorporate four 
elements: centers, special-use districts, open-space preserves, and corridors of natural 
and infrastructure systems.  
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In general, the authors seek to integrate most uses within centers and neighborhoods. 
Special uses such as industrial areas, central business districts, and university campuses 
are a “poor fit” with centers and neighborhoods, but Calthorpe and Fulton have little to 
say about their place in regional design. To critics who plead the significance of social 
equity and progressive economic policies in regional development, the authors assert, 
“urban design and regional form set the physical order of our social structure, the 
dimensions of our economic needs, and the extent of our environmental impacts.”  
 
Calthorpe deployed these ideas in his work with the Envision Utah planning effort 
sponsored in the late 1990s by the Coalition for Utah’s Future. Focused on the Salt Lake 
City region, the process relied on massive public involvement. A series of workshops 
tested participants’ attitudes about various forms of development. The findings that 
walkable, more compact, human-scale places were preferred over standard suburban 
designs helped shape four alternative regional development patterns for analysis and 
comparison. Local newspapers published the results with a mail-back survey that 
yielded 18,000 responses, a majority favoring clustered neighborhoods whose residents 
could walk to local commercial destinations and parks—essentially, following 
Calthorpe’s model. An illustrative map of the resulting “Quality Growth Scenario” was 
evaluated for impacts and costs, and a series of illustrative maps and drawings 
portrayed the regional planning framework and specific examples of neighborhood and 
center designs (many of which were published in The Regional City).  
 
Envision Utah, however, never approved an official plan or established a regional 
agency to guide growth. Robert Grow, who founded and led the organization, points 
out that altering “strongly held views about local control of land use . . . was not one of 
our objectives. What Envision Utah does is “set tables” and invite people to share ideas 
and work together.”(The Planning Report, June 2004.) For Grow, the mission was 
creating a vision that would guide future local decision making. During the visioning 
process, Utah governor, Michael O. Leavitt, won a fierce legislative battle to establish a 
“Quality Growth Strategy” program aimed at promoting the vision by funding 
conservation of critical lands and developing policies to stop urban sprawl. (Ironically, 
the same legislature also authorized $10 billion for sprawl-inducing highway 
improvements throughout the state.) 
 
Meanwhile, the green movement spreading across the United States, bent on improving 
the effects of development on community sustainability, is increasing interest in 
regional thinking. In the United States, many states and cities have jumped on board the 
green building movement. They promote the upgrading of building standards to make 
more efficient use of energy, improve indoor air, and reduce demands for water. Green 
building rating systems, such as the LEED (Leadership in Energy-Efficient and 



 
URBAN LAND MAGAZINE 

November/December 2008 
Regional Urban Design: A Form Too Far? 

By Douglas R. Porter 
 Page 6 of 9 

 
 
Environmental Design) process espoused by the U.S. Green Building Council, assist in 
this process. The green building movement appears to be raising Americans’ 
consciousness about sustainable urban development in general and most specifically at 
the neighborhood and community levels. 
 
Designing development that recognizes and sustains natural and urban environments 
has become a benchmark for many architects and other professional designers. 
Architect Mark Rylander, director of the Charlottesville, Virginia–based William 
McDonough + Partners, comments: “[D]esigners these days take their cues of scale, 
form, and character from the landscapes and urban structures around a proposed 
development. In our work, we elevate the role of landscape design and integrate a 
development’s infrastructure with the ecology of the area. We seek to create positive 
effects rather than merely ‘reduce environmental impact.’”  
 
State and city governments and nonprofit conservation organizations have been 
increasing efforts to conserve the networks of natural features that make up the green 
infrastructure of urban regions. Yet, land use attorney Christopher Duerksen and writer 
Cara Snyder, in the 2005 book Nature-Friendly Communities, warn that although 
“taking a regional approach to nature protection is absolutely essential . . , in many 
ways, regional governance is probably at its weakest point in this country in the last 40 
years.” Some regional planning agencies have been abolished, they say, and others 
neutered or silenced in conducting effective planning for managing regional growth, 
“leaving local governments to their own devices . . . .” Certainly, the history of regional 
organizations has been fraught with threats to maintaining their existence and with the 
constant need to coax local jurisdictions to move toward regional objectives for 
development and conservation. 
 
Nevertheless, some regional organizations have made headway in generating support 
for key initiatives at the metropolitan and even megapolitan scales. Portland, Oregon’s 
Metro regional agency is well known for its long-term, successful promulgation of 
regional plans and programs, bolstered by state authorizations. Metro may be best 
known for its management of an urban growth boundary established in 1979. In 1992, 
the agency began reexamining growth policies in the region and their potential effect on 
the boundary. Metro evaluated four forms of regional growth, generating illustrative 
plans and drawings that provided grist for intensive workshop discussions. The 50-year 
2040 Framework Plan that evolved from this process focused future development 
within the urban growth boundary in urban centers and transit-oriented developments 
and added greenbelts and reserves of critical open space between existing towns and 
beyond the boundary. Metro has worked closely with local jurisdictions and provided 
incentives that have prompted them to design and encourage development of 
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affordable neighborhoods and transit-oriented centers. Portland’s Metro makes regional 
urban design an integral part of its planning process. 
 
At the eastern end of the nation, the New York Regional Plan Association (RPA) tackles 
big problems with big plans. Its region embraces 13,000 square miles (33,670 sq km) in 
three states and 800 city and town jurisdictions. Clearly, the RPA must center its 
attention on key strategies and, as a privately sponsored organization, depend on 
influencing rather than directing actions to promote those strategies. One of RPA’s 
regional plans, Region at Risk, released in 1996, seeks to improve the region’s 
competitive status in the national and world economies. The plan focuses on five broad 
initiatives:  

• a “greensward” plan for parks and open space proposing that 11 ecosystems and 
open spaces be preserved to form a “regional reserve,” such as the Highlands 
north and west of New York City and the Long Island Pine Barrens to the east;  

• a strategy for concentrating investment in order to revitalize 11 existing 
population and job centers such as Trenton, New Jersey, and New Haven, 
Connecticut;  

• a transportation plan to improve mobility by forming a Regional Express Rail 
system;  

• a workforce education program to improve competitiveness; and  
• proposals to improve regional governance. 

This variety of initiatives attends to a broad array of issues, only some of which may 
benefit from considerations of physical urban form or require design solutions. The 
RPA approach to resolving regional issues indicates that, in some cases, prescriptions 
for physical design may be subordinate to more pertinent social and economic concerns. 
Some traditional types of regional agencies also have had successes in establishing 
strategies affecting regional urban design. The Denver Regional Council of 
Governments—locally known as “Dr. COG”—played a supporting role in the 
redevelopment of the Lowry Air Force Base and the former Stapleton airport as clusters 
of mixed-use developments and urban neighborhoods. The council also has been 
heavily involved in the enormous expansion of the rail transit system and associated 
planning for transit-oriented development in the Denver region. While these 
noteworthy activities have gained national notice, Dr. COG also managed to create a 
regional compact approved by local jurisdictions representing 88 percent of the region’s 
population. The signatories agreed to adopt local comprehensive plans and urban 
growth areas or boundaries consistent with the principles of Metro Vision 2020 (now 
updated to 2030). Individual counties, cities, and towns administer their growth areas 
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or boundaries and adjust them (without increasing the developable areas) in response 
to unforeseen development opportunities. 
 
The San Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG) is responsible both for regional 
comprehensive planning and transportation planning. Its regional comprehensive plan, 
approved in 2004, promotes smart growth principles and includes a pilot incentive 
funding program for projects that integrate smart growth and transportation design. 
The regional transportation plan for 2030, adopted in 2007, proposes expenditures of 
$57 billion for transportation improvements linked to projected growth and 
revitalization of existing centers. The combination of planning and funding has for 
many years provided SANDAG with powerful tools to promote design and 
development of transit-oriented projects.  
 
Current efforts in metropolitan areas such as St. Louis, Missouri; Detroit, Michigan; and 
Lexington–Fayette County, Kentucky, to design regional greenway systems that will 
frame future metropolitan development offer other examples of region-building design 
initiatives. 
 
Often applauded, but too seldom applied, the concept of regional urban design has yet 
to coalesce in the United States as a persuasive strategy for guiding metropolitan 
development. Despite decades of effort to establish effective interjurisdictional support 
of regional leadership, the goal remains elusive. Local cities and counties continue to 
insist on autonomy in development decision making and to resist moves toward more 
interdependent management of growth and development. In addition, urban design 
still is not widely accepted as a significant force in creating regional value.  
 
For example, when New Zealand requested local governments to approve an “urban 
design protocol” to guide local development decisions, its Ministry of the Environment 
conducted a survey to determine the importance of urban design to local governments 
and their capacity to handle it. Of 55 local jurisdictions responding to the survey, two-
thirds claimed that they placed some importance on urban design but fewer than half 
reported that urban design principles were considered in most major projects. The 
surveyed jurisdictions also indicated a low level of in-house expertise on urban design; 
most jurisdictions depended on consultants rather than employees. The situation in 
most U.S. local governments is not unlike New Zealand’s: urban design gets little 
respect. 
 
However, some breakthroughs are taking place. Many regional organizations are 
actively promoting models of urban design such as transit-oriented development, 
clustered urban growth, green infrastructure, and revitalized town centers and urban 



 
URBAN LAND MAGAZINE 

November/December 2008 
Regional Urban Design: A Form Too Far? 

By Douglas R. Porter 
 Page 9 of 9 

 
 
neighborhoods. These efforts are advancing sensible forms of regional development. 
Calthorpe’s ideas, perhaps overly emphasizing physical form, nevertheless are 
increasing public awareness of the potential benefits of thoughtful urban design. In 
addition, green development rating systems such as LEED-ND (new development) are 
rewarding developers who locate and plan their projects to support sustainable 
metropolitan development. Regions that have forged strong leadership in pursuing big 
ideas and regionwide cooperation—as evidenced by the RPA and Denver, for 
example—can make significant progress toward meeting goals for regional urban 
design. 
 
Douglas R. Porter is president of the Growth Management Institute in Chevy Chase, 
Maryland. Recently, he coauthored, with Bernard Zyscovich, Getting Real About 
Urbanism: Contextual Design for Cities; and Urban Design and the Bottom Line, with Dennis 
Jerke and Terry Lassar, both published by ULI. 
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