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TOM CONDON: Produced in association with The Hartford Courant and The Hartford Courant’s Key Issues Forum, welcome to “SPRAWL Driven by Denial” a CPTV Connecting Our Communities Special. I’m your host, Tom Condon.

What you’ll see tonight will anger some of you. Watch it first with our studio audience. Then we’ll ask you to participate in the discussion by phone or e-mail.

When we talk about sprawl, which is low density, auto-dependent development on the fringes of urban areas, we’re talking about something that for a long time wasn’t seen as a problem. In fact, it was seen as progress. 

People began pouring out of Connecticut cities after World War II and into the suburbs and the small towns in the country. Hartford, packed with shoppers, night clubbers and diners after the War, has lost nearly 60,000 residents since 1950. Where did those people go? To towns like Colchester in Eastern Connecticut. After the War, Colchester was a small farm town, a place to stop for a hot dog on the way to the beach. Today, its population has increased more than 500%, to 16,000 and rising, and so too, housing costs. Manager of Prudential’s Colchester Office, Gem Marshall.
GEM MARSHALL: Prices have increased. The median price is up to about $250,000 now.

TOM CONDON: Does there come a point when it’s full? When there’s too much growth?

GEM MARSHALL: I think there is. I think that this community, as well as most of the communities in the area are looking at land use, and we see that there is more stringent requirements for subdivision, so that certainly will put somewhat of a stop on the continued growth.

TOM CONDON: Now Gem Marshall raises an interesting question. When did growth become sprawl? Joining us now is author and Yale professor Dolores Hayden. Dolores, Americans have always pushed out into the country, whether by covered wagon or by station wagon. At what point did this become a problem?

DOLORES HAYDEN: I think it really became a problem, Tom, in the 1920s when we began to see growth machines that were alliances of business interests, real estate interests and politicians going national with their concerns. There had always been growth machines, booming street car suburbs in the 19th century. But by the 20th century there were alliances of people in the road building world with auto and trucking interests, and there were alliances in the real estate world. And they both found many people in the Hoover Administration interested in green field growth as a national economic strategy. And when the federal government got involved, beginning in the ‘20s, then we began to see all kinds of subsidies for untaxed green field growth and that started to be a very, very expensive strategy for most towns and cities. And the results of that may not have been seen until the ‘50s, but a lot of the planning went on in the ‘20s and the ‘30s.
TOM CONDON: Now you’ve talked in the past about government’s involvement with sprawl. What are some of the ways that that happened?

DOLORES HAYDEN: Well, the federal government in 1934 began doing mortgage arrangements which would have banks guaranteeing mortgages and ultimately this meant there could be production advances for private developers building tracts. So the scale of the building industry just increased, and instead of someone building three or four houses, you got people building 17,000 houses, all at once, in a place like Levittown. But there were no guarantees that there would be public interests or--, so in fact when they built Levittown they didn’t include any sewers. And they didn’t include all the necessary neighborhood infrastructures such as schools or town halls. So you began to get gigantic communities that didn’t really have the necessary infrastructure at all.

TOM CONDON: And you also government guaranteed mortgages.

DOLORES HAYDEN: Well, that’s one thing that certainly was a cost born by the federal government. Then there began to be subsidies for malls in 1954, and for interstate highways in ’56. And so we call the highway folks the “Road Gang” because there were 250 lobbyists who sat down every week and had lunch and tried to figure out what the next way to extent the highway world would be. And this national coalition ultimately replicated itself in every state in America.
TOM CONDON: They have done very well.

DOLORES HAYDEN: They have done well.

TOM CONDON: Now does government continue to subsidize sprawl?

DOLORES HAYDEN: We certainly do. And we, at the moment, make it possible for anyone who is purchasing a home to use the mortgage subsidy, to take mortgage interest and subtract it from taxable income. And at the moment, you can do that on a property that costs up to a million dollars, or two houses for $500,000 apiece. So that’s an incentive for huge houses, and it’s an incentive for sprawl.

TOM CONDON: Okay, thank you, Dolores. Now sprawl comes with consequences that are just now being understood. One of them, as we will now see, involves sprawl and the environment.

The ridges that snake across Connecticut are a defining and environmentally important part of the state’s landscape. As early as 1960, the planner William Holley-White urged that the ridgeline be preserved. Unfortunately, those that aren’t protected are being lost to sprawl. As homebuilders and buyers push out from the cities, they’ve often built in environmentally sensitive areas. The state has lost forests, fields and farms. Living further away from the cities has meant more driving, which in turn means more air pollution and energy use. Cars, SUVs and other light trucks account for more than 40% of the state’s airborne toxic chemicals. In addition, sprawl may be compromising the state’s water supply.

Thank you. Now the environment is one issue with sprawl. Joining us now is Douglas Foy, who is the secretary of the Office of Commonwealth Development of the State of Massachusetts. Doug, what are the other issues that sprawl raises?

DOUGLAS FOY: Well, there are a bundle of problems that it creates. Probably the most obvious is congestion. And folks who thought they were going to escape traffic congestion by moving out into the countryside have in fact brought worse congestion with them. We’re at a place where you really can’t perform any daily tasks – buy a quart of milk, get your child to school, go to the post office – without getting in your car. And so you find that a vast preponderance of the driving done today is to perform simple, daily chores.
TOM CONDON: Something like 82% is for errands?

DOUGLAS FOY: Eighty-five percent of the driving miles, driving times, are for errands rather than for commuting. So you have a lot of congestion. A second big issue you have is essentially almost a killing off of the American Dream. This is a, this is a nation of neighborhoods. I think we all sort of are hard wired to want to live in a neighborhood, whether it’s in a city or in a town. And what sprawl does is basically destroy neighborhoods. They aren’t neighborhoods, just basically large tracts of pretty dispersed housing. So the whole notion of having your child able to walk to the library or walk to school, is essentially killed off by sprawl. When I was a kid, 75% of all the children in America walked to school, and now 17% do. 

And then the last thing I think it does is it gives you, it really, it harms your basic competitive advantage in a state like Connecticut, which is in theory built on the quality of your towns and the quality of your cities. And if you end up turning it into just a homogenous sprawl landscape, you’re indistinguishable from Phoenix but you have worse weather.

TOM CONDON: Didn’t you find in Massachusetts that sprawl was limiting the kinds of houses that were built? In other words, you were getting only McMansions in effect?

DOUGLAS FOY: Yeah. You end up with this one and two acre lots with McMansions on them that cost--, that are very expensive, you have a serious affordability problem because you’re not building the mix of housing that you need for all your generations.

TOM CONDON: Here’s some statistics from Connecticut. Do we have those, do we have the graphics? There it is. Okay. Good. Finally, energy use, right? You’re, more and more driving, your price for gas now is—

DOUGLAS FOY: Which may get people’s attention. Certainly it’s going to get someone like General Motors’ attention who has built their business plan around building Hummers, which would seem to fly in the face of logic these days. But yeah, you have huge energy costs, huge congestion problems. You have health issues. You have a society now that doesn’t walk anywhere near as much as we used to because we lived in towns, we lived in neighborhoods that you could walk, and so you have a raging obesity problem in this country, which is driving up our healthcare costs, which in part is related to sprawl. And then you also have the whole trend over the past 40 years, which I think is now turning, of disinvesting in cities. The basic abandonment of cities, which are really ultimately part of the heart and soul of our states. And so as you sprawl away from the cities, you sucked the vitality out of the cities. That’s now starting to reverse, certainly in a state like Massachusetts it is.

TOM CONDON: What about isolation? Aren’t we leaving the very poor in the middle, and also isolating some of those first generation people who went to the suburbs who are now senior citizens?

DOUGLAS FOY: Well, you have a bunch of things on isolation. To the degree sprawl happens, it’s almost impossible to service it with transit, with any kind of public transit. Half of your citizens do not drive. They’re either children, they’re too old, too young, they’re disabled or they’re too poor. So you basically disenfranchise or immobilize 50% of your society when you sprawl and can’t provide them the transit services. The same happens to the seniors. I’m convinced that the finest senior care facility in America is the North End neighborhood of Boston. And it happens to be a wonderful neighborhood for seniors because it’s a neighborhood, and people will care for the 85-year-old grandmother whose family is no longer around, her neighbors will care for her, and she’s not warehoused in some remote, senior facility in the middle of a gated community somewhere, she’s actually part of a vibrant city fabric. And so sprawl very much isolates children, seniors, and the poor.

TOM CONDON: Great. Thanks, Doug. Now we just got an e-mail, this is from Matthew in Danbury. Is there something elitist about complaints of the esthetics of sprawl? If people move to higher population centers, isn’t it only the people who are left who notice improvement in the landscape? In other words, is this saying, “I want everyone else to move to a city so I can better enjoy the scenery out in the suburbs?” Thoughts?

DOLORES HAYDEN: Well, I’d be happy to try to answer that.

TOM CONDON: Sure.

DOLORES HAYDEN: I think the elitist question is one that puzzles many people. And you can hate the product, which is an ugly landscape with too many automobile-oriented buildings in it, but what people should really be hating is the process of making older city centers and older neighborhoods and older town centers obsolete because there’s so many subsidies going to green field construction. And when you do that then, in fact the people who are at the greatest disadvantage are, as we just heard, the young, the elderly, and the poor. And when we think about who’s poor, we’re thinking perhaps about people who may not have had all the housing subsidies that were available in this country in the ‘50s, only for families that were headed by white men. And so there’s a long housing lag in terms of who gets to own in a suburban place, and that’s part of the inequality that we’re still struggling with.

DOUGLAS FOY: Tom I’d like to take a stab at that esthetics issue as well. I wonder how many people in the audience have actually vacationed in Atlanta’s suburbs. We vacation in places that actually tend to be quite compact. Traditional New England village and towns, wonderful cities. We actually go there because they are so interesting, because they are exciting. We don’t vacation in sprawly suburbs. The esthetics of a sprawly suburb is lost on me, and I’m not sure what people think the advantage is. On the other hand, we’re not saying that that’s what’s wrong with sprawl. If you want to build ugly places, I suppose you’re entitled. The problem is that it causes severe problems with affordable housing, severe problems with traffic congestion, huge environmental problems, and really disenfranchises a large part of our society.

TOM CONDON: This is State Representative Lew Wallace.

REP. LEW WALLACE: Another issue is that sprawl is expensive. People seem to think that when a population leaves an urban area and moves out to a suburban or rural area, somehow that’s going to in the long term decrease their taxes. Well, it’s not because you’ve got to extend infrastructure, you’ve got to build new schools, and it all costs money. And so it’s, and so sprawl is expensive to taxpayers.

TOM CONDON: Good. Good. Thank you. Now if sprawl has all these problems, why do we keep doing it? One big answer, the property tax. Towns need the money.

Those driving west on Route 44 in Canton used to see scenes like this. Now the Shops at Farmington Valley, a big box mall, has replaced the lovely old Canton Golf Club. Just up the road, the colonial farmstead built by the founder of the town in 1796 was taken down to make way for commercial development. Canton resident Jane Laytis opposed the development.
JANE LAYTIS: What you’re looking at is a failure, in my opinion, and I think in many of my neighbors’. It’s the result of Connecticut’s failed property tax system and it’s also the result of some of Canton’s leaders failing to recognize that big retail is the worst way to go if you’re trying to improve your town’s economy.

TOM CONDON: Canton’s first selectwoman Mary Tomilonius sees it differently.

MARY TOMILONIUS: Well, there are a number of ways the town has benefited from the development. First of all, it has provided jobs for people, we’ve had people move here as a result of it, it is has also obviously been a big tax boost for us. We’ve got almost $890,000 in commercial tax revenue last year alone. So that has really helped us budgetwise.

TOM CONDON: I’m speaking with University of Connecticut economist Fred Carstensen. Fred, is $890,000 for commercial tax revenue for a 130 acre plot a good deal?

FRED CARSTENSEN: No. In fact, the worst deal that towns can get in terms of the generation of property tax in general is retail. You can’t look simply at the gross revenue. You have to look at the net. You have to understand the costs that are imposed by creating this kind of thing. And there have been studies done, for instance, in New Hampshire and Ohio and other states, in which this kind of retail development actually ends up reducing the revenue that a town has to use for other activities. So this is not a good deal. Moreover, when you build a big retail complex like that in Canton, you’re simply moving retail dollars, perhaps, from Avon or Simsbury, and in fact, along that corridor Route 44 we will probably see increasing vacancies and disserted areas that will not get repopulated. You can go to Manchester and you can see a deserted mall that has been empty now for I think 15 years.

TOM CONDON: Okay, we’ve got a graphic here on the rank of Connecticut in reliance on property tax. Fred, how do towns get out of this rut? They’re making bad land use decisions because they need property tax. I mean how do we get out of the corner?
FRED CARSTENSEN: Well, it obviously is going to require a fundamental restructuring of how we do things. Right now we have 162 principalities, each of which is competing against its neighboring town, it’s a “beggar thy neighbor” strategy and the result is that we end up using our energies competing against our neighbor town instead of competing as a region and as a state against other areas and other states. And it’s fundamentally undermining, I think, not only our quality of life but our long term economic competitiveness.

TOM CONDON: Okay, and it’s worth noting that more than 80% of Connecticut towns raised their property taxes last year. When someone moves to a distant suburb, it’s in whole or in part an economic decision, but is it an informed economic decision?

FRED CARSTENSEN: Well, it’s informed insofar as they react to the prices they see. The critical thing to understand is that there are massive subsidies that effectively are going to sprawl. In other words, you’re not paying the full price of the activity that you’re undertaking. You have these congestion costs, you have these environmental costs, and people don’t fully see it. And it has a real impact. And the whole way in which, for instance, the mortgage market is structured, and other ways in which financing is structured, actually encourages people to move out from the core cities. So we have, the incentives are wrong. They’re misaligned. So people make an individually advantageous decision, but it’s socially disadvantageous. That is to say, for us collectively as a community it is undermining our communities.

TOM CONDON: Thank you, Fred. Thank you. Now I need some help from the audience here. I want you to tell me how many of you think this is a description of Connecticut. 

“Ever-increasing traffic congestion, loss of open space as businesses migrate to the suburbs, and the decline of the state’s city centers due to the loss of population and business.” Who thinks that’s Connecticut? Actually, we’re not far off. Actually, it’s a quote from Fred Barnes, who is a transportation official in New Jersey. 
Now one way that New Jersey has fought this sprawl is with transit-oriented development. And it’s something that I would like to bring up with the panel. It saves money. It basically is a simple concept, isn’t it? In other words, you build apartments, you build stores around train stations, bus stations. Here’s what Mr. Barnes said. “It helps save us a ton of money because we won’t have to go out and build a ton of new roads if we use our land intelligently.” Transit-oriented development. Representative Wallace, is this something that Connecticut should be embracing?
REP. LEW WALLACE: It’s something that Connecticut embraces slowly, the way Connecticut does most things, slowly. Unfortunately. Parts of Connecticut are well-served by commuter railroads. Part of it is not. Part of Connecticut has access to ferries. Part of it does not. In our state, we passed legislation to establish a Transportation Strategy Board to look at transportation nodes, transportation corridors, and really figure out how best to use that scarce resource, which is the ability to move from one place to another. One of the challenges we face in Connecticut as we try to have people think about sprawl, think about the future, is that we’re a state that believes strongly in home rule in 169 towns, each voting for their own mayor or first selectman or legislative body, and making rules that impact themselves. When you’re talking about sprawl, you’re talking, as an elected official, for the period of time that you may be in office you may benefit from sprawl because your taxes will go down and no elected official ever got defeated by lowering taxes.

TOM CONDON: Okay, very good point. You’ve introduced a good subject. Before we get to it, here are phone and e-mail address. I invite you to call or e-mail with questions. I especially want to invite developers and builders. We had a developer on the panel, who had to withdraw, we were unable to get another one despite numerous attempts, so I certainly want to open this forum up to builders and developers, if you’re, if you would like to call. Now, Representative Wallace, you’ve talked about the idea of planning, and what we have in Connecticut is 169 different views of land use. Here is a quote from a study by the Capital Region Council of Governments: “Connecticut stands alone as the New England state with the least regional or state planning oversight and assistance to communities, and with the least state government attention to the costs and consequences of sprawl.” Do you agree with that? What is being done about it?

REP. LEW WALLACE: I think that Connecticut is beginning to look at the cost of sprawl. You know, Connecticut is called “The land of steady habits.” That’s our nickname. And we’re so proud of that.

TOM CONDON: Much deserved.

REP. LEW WALLACE: Much deserved. Remember, we’re the state that said, “County government doesn’t work” and we abolished it. So we have counties where there’s no government. So we like running things locally on our own. So working together, trying to get towns together in regions to address issues of sprawl development is very difficult. But we’ve started that process. We passed legislation this past year that’s really going to take two big steps and it gets to part of what the professor has addressed, as well as what Mr. Foy has addressed, and that is the subsidies for sprawl. What I believe, and what the legislature believes by passing this shows that the state should not be in the process of subsidizing sprawl. So we’ve said that our State Planning Department, and there are only four people in it, that gives you an idea of how much the state, as us as voters, want to see state control of planning.
TOM CONDON: The State Planning Department has four people?

REP. LEW WALLACE: Has four people in it. So they work very hard. 

TOM CONDON: We don’t have a basketball team?

REP. LEW WALLACE: Right. We’re going to draft someone maybe. But, but what we’ve said is that the state’s Planning Department had to work to put together a plan and identify areas where there should be, where economic development dollars should be targeted, where there’s existing infrastructure, existing roads, existing sewer, and that’s where our state economic dollars should go so that we can create density and reduce the pressure that leads to sprawl.

TOM CONDON: All right, a noble goal. How does that happen politically? In the almost 20 states that have embraced a Smart Growth growth management strategy, it has invariably been led by the governor. Is that what it’s going to take here?

REP. LEW WALLACE: Well, we’ve moved forward without the governor, the past governor. We like the support of this current governor, and of course any future governor. And certainly a chief executive who is going to state very clearly and plainly what he or she wants to do with our state and how he or she thinks our state should grow would be very helpful to us in the legislature.

REP. LEW WALLACE: All right. Thank you. I’m speaking with Joan Carty, who is the executive director of the Housing Development Fund of Fairfield County, which is a Stamford-based nonprofit. How can transit-oriented development help Connecticut?

JOAN CARTY: I think if we encourage and redirect incentives to planned, concentrated growth around our transit hubs, whether they’re railroad or ferry or bus lines, we can increase housing options, expand tax revenues for communities that the transit villages are sited in, we can create destinations. You know, as Mr. Foy said, people go to places where they can do a lot of things. And so where people can step on and off transit to go out to eat, to go to work, you know, to have, to get them off the road, basically, I think we will benefit. I think it’s a great revitalization tool.

TOM CONDON: Now you’ve said that by doing this, a post-industrial city can revitalize itself. How would that work?

JOAN CARTY: Well, I think people are very attracted to the good bones of old industrial areas. Loft style living is very popular, very hot. People like walking around in areas where there is a lot of pedestrians, there’s a lot of people watching, where there’s a lot of different mixed uses, and so there are just different types of stores to go to. I think we have that in our state, and I think it’s a way of capitalizing on our industrial heritage and using it moving forward as an asset.

TOM CONDON: Are we starting to see many, are there any particular developments you can point to?

JOAN CARTY: Well, I think the SoNo area of Norwalk is one good example. It’s within walking distance of its train station, which is one of three in that community, and it is bustling. So I think that’s one good example that we have.

TOM CONDON: Now there are some initiatives in downtown Bridgeport as well?

JOAN CARTY: Absolutely. There’s a lot on the drawing board in Bridgeport. There’s live-work space that was just created in the Reese Building, there’s another old bank building that was in a block of the train station that’s being converted into housing now. It’s a gorgeous old building with harbor views. I think there is the potential to do that maybe 50 times over.
TOM CONDON: Great. All right, terrific. We’ve got a caller, a phone call about zoning. Go ahead. Go ahead caller.

SPEAKER: I’m interested in whatever happened to zoning in a town. Where, you know, where we repeat developers that have nothing to do with Connecticut, that want to come in and take up the ground that just uses up Connecticut. You know, it seems to me as if when I hear, when I read the paper today and about what they want to do out in Long Island Sound as far as natural gas in concerned, and over in Norwich where they want to pull down a hospital and put up a great big movie area there. And I just think it’s wrong.

TOM CONDON: Well, thank you very much. Would the panelists like to comment about that? 

REP. LEW WALLACE: A couple of comments about that. One, zoning is done locally. It’s done usually by volunteers in our state who either are appointed or elected to serve on zoning commissions, who typically get no training, very little staffing, and do the best job they can as volunteers. We passed legislation this year that’s going to require training for all of our local land use officials, zoning, environmental impact, inland wetlands, so that they can make these tough decisions. And most of these tough zoning decisions are caused by the fact that municipalities need tax dollars. They bring in revenue or they’ve got to raise the taxes.

TOM CONDON: There we are. Vicious cycle. But I mean this also, she raises another question though. I mean there are some towns that don’t have planners. There are even three towns in Connecticut that don’t have zoning. I mean where, you know, here we go back to the tiny state planning office. I mean if that were, you know, the Marvel Comics superheroes they couldn’t take care of those problems.

DOUGLAS FOY: Well, I, certainly it would help to have a more comprehensive planning office at the state level, but I actually am quite an enthusiast for what towns can achieve if they’re given the proper resources. If you think about the way to get at this problem, it starts with making certain that the state doesn’t induce sprawl through it’s own investment. So you need to pay very close attention to where you put your transportation dollars. You need to not be building roads to corn fields, you need to be reinvesting in the existing fabric. The state needs to invest in an appropriate set of incentives on sewer and water systems. So the state makes its own wiser choices on capital. 

The towns, Massachusetts has 351 towns. So, you think you have a problem with 169. And we all have just as strong a set of home rule traditions as you do. What we have found is that zoning is often the barrier to more thoughtful growth. Many town, in an efforts to try to protect themselves from sprawl, have zoned one and two acre residential zones, which basically induces sprawl. You basically spread everybody out. There are an amazing number of towns in both of our states that forbid multi-family housing of any sort. Of any sort. The only way that you are going to get towns to become, come back to the tradition, if you think of a great New England village, a great New England town, my favorite in Massachusetts is possibly Concord, a Revolutionary town. Well, Concord is very dense in its downtown. Shops on the first floor, housing above the shops, town green, churches, library, the whole nine yards. Very, very dense and compact. Concord today would be illegal under Concord’s zoning ordinances.
TOM CONDON: That’s amazing.

DOUGLAS FOY: And we need to fix that. That takes assistance such as the Representative was suggesting, it takes financial support from the state, it also takes a lot of examples of showing towns how other towns have done it better.

TOM CONDON: How do you get that started?

DOUGLAS FOY: Well, we got it started in Massachusetts by linking all of the money that we--, my agency--, the governor did a couple of interesting things in Massachusetts, number of very interesting things. But on growth, he consolidated three of the big state agencies, Transportation, Environment, and Housing, and put them all under my leadership. So, it wasn’t me, but it was the idea of structuring, breaking down the silos to force the Transportation agency to pay attention to Housing, to force the Housing agency to think about Environment. That actually had a pretty immediate impact on the way we approached development. 

 What we then did was took the $500 million dollars that we distribute to communities.
TOM CONDON: Well, let me get to that in a minute. I just got an e-mail from John from Stafford Springs. “I moved to Stafford Springs a couple of years ago. My purpose was to go to a smaller town and enjoy the community, nature surrounding, and the overall living experience of a small town. I should have done my homework. I did not know that this town lacks a town planner and is basically open game to development of the big box type stores that are everywhere. Want to comment on that?

DOLORES HAYDEN: Well, I think frequently people believe that planning and zoning are technically complicated subjects and the average citizen struggles to get the information in a really accessible format. When towns engage in a community planning process, sometimes it’s only the real estate developers who come in with three or four consultants and a desire to make the plans, you know, beautifully clear with all sorts of renderings. So one really needs a new way to find a community advocate, whether they’re from nonprofit groups or from the state, to struggle to define just how a town can move forward in ways that are not connected to sprawl. We have so many beautiful villages and towns in Connecticut, we have fantastic historic buildings from before 1900, and a tradition of beautiful village greens. And yet, frequently the zoning and the road building is, you know, favoring trucks which are going to barrel into town to serve their customers in the big box stores. And that doesn’t work.

TOM CONDON: Absolutely. And we have a caller, you mentioned trucks, and we have a caller asking about mass transit. Go ahead, caller. Okay, all right. We lost him? Interestingly--, what? Okay, a caller about eminent domain. Go ahead, caller.

SPEAKER: Hello. My name is Kenneth and I’m calling from New London. And my issue was more about property tax reform, but clearly some of the extremes that can happen are eminent domain, where a neighborhood of some 90 houses was removed for private development for the expansion of the property tax rolls. New London seems to be pretty much at its limit, as evidenced by the eminent domain issue, for growth, so we seem to be the poster child of property tax reform. And I’ve asked all of our elected officials to be lobbyists for this at the state level, and we, well, we certainly need to push for that’s going to be the agent for saving our town.

TOM CONDON: All right, caller, let me stop you there and get the panel to comment on that. Now, I know of what you speak and New London is the second smallest geographical city in the state, 7.1 miles, tiny, with a backbreaking property tax cost. You know, and here again, you know, planning to knock out a neighborhood to build a bigger thing, I didn’t like the plan, but nonetheless there it is, how do we get out of this?

REP. LEW WALLACE: We don’t have an answer today. We don’t have an answer for getting out of it, you know, for--, I’m in my mid-40s, and ever since I’ve been growing up in Connecticut, I’ve spent most of my life in Connecticut, we’ve always been talking about property tax reform. And we do a little, we as elected officials and as voters, we do a little tinkering here in income tax and income tax credits, payment in lieu of taxes, we’ve sent money from the state back to the municipalities, equalized cost sharing, but really, the critical issue is you’ve got 169 towns that have to raise their own revenue to provide their own services, many states have a way of catching those dollars, perhaps through new development, and distributing it. Until we can address that, we’re still going to finesse the issue to some degree. But we’re going to run into New Londons and Hartfords, and New Havens, etc.
TOM CONDON: Well, here we have a property tax system and we have a city with no property. I mean is it going to take a city like New London going broke?

REP. LEW WALLACE: We’ve had cities go broke in Connecticut. We have. We have.

TOM CONDON: I mean, it’s a tough one.

SPEAKER: Tom, you know, part of the problem with Connecticut is the fact that we always complain that there’s local control of 169 different cities and towns. The fact of the matter is that city and town leaders are way ahead of the state government in looking at innovative solutions to the problems facing Connecticut. And cities and towns have to play within the field that’s devised by state government. We have to grow our Grand List in order to pay for public services, particularly K through 12 public education, which costs almost $7 billion dollars a year, of which the state’s share of those costs is declining year after year, after year. And there area a lot of innovations that could be addressed, and as Representative Wallace said, who is a leader in the General Assembly on this, we are The Land of Steady Habits, but when you go from the Legislative Office Building to the State Capitol there’s a motto over the doorway. It says, “An orderly and decent government.” We set a very low bar for ourselves in Connecticut.

TOM CONDON: Yes. Wait for me, wait for me. Go.

SPEAKER: I recently heard that Connecticut has actually seen some extra tax money from the gas taxes that have been accruing, and I wondered if the state couldn’t do something to use that money and make sure that it gets used for regional transportation. With urban sprawl transportation is a key element in creating sprawl. Mass transit is a key element in solving it. Is there something the state can do to try to make that link?
REP. LEW WALLACE: Yeah, we aren’t in session now. That is an issue that we would pick up when we return to session in February. You know, we have a surplus but there are any number of people that come with any number of ways to spend that surplus, whether it’s education, where rather than having the state spend money send that money directly to municipalities so they can fix their local roads, there’s a whole host of things that people will want to do with any proposed surplus, and of course, there are always going to be people who say, well then taxes are too high. They should be cut. That’s why you have a surplus. So, are there things the state can do? Again, we’ve got a Transportation Strategy Board trying to focus in on key areas where we should be investing in transportation. We’re going to continue to work on it. The surplus may be a piece of the answer.

TOM CONDON: Okay. Doug?

DOUGLAS FOY: Well, I’m sure your transportation agency has a very large sum of money that comes in from the federal government every year, and probably from the state, to do transportation of all sorts. The real key is to make sure that they pay more attention to transit and less attention to building new roads to remote places. As soon as you flip that agenda over, you have plenty of money to do the right thing with public transit. You just need to be spending it on that rather than on road costs.

TOM CONDON: Okay, I’ve got a caller calling about public transit. Go ahead, caller.

SPEAKER: Yeah, how are you tonight?

TOM CONDON: Good.

SPEAKER: Yeah, I’ve not heard too much on light rail systems. We’re about one of the only states in the country that doesn’t have a light rail system between our major cities. Most of our cities are all close by, the railroad tracks are still in place in a lot of locations. Forget about evacuating out of this state in a natural disaster. We can’t even get off the highways. Hasn’t anybody gone to Atlanta and seen how they’ve incorporated their light rail system running parallel with their interstates. It’s just amazing that we just don’t--, we’re always talking about putting more buses on the road to move people. I think we have to more progressive and start looking at this, and why the state doesn’t is just astounding.

TOM CONDON: All right. Comments. Thank you.

REP. LEW WALLACE: Light rail is very expensive. I’m not aware of any recent light rail programs that are not heavily subsidized. And Connecticut is so, you talked about Atlanta specifically, that’s a much more dense area than Hartford to New Haven or Hartford to Bridgeport, or Bridgeport to New Haven.

TOM CONDON: Well, we have kind of a chicken-and-egg problem, don’t we, in Connecticut? I mean, we’re all spread out, but we don’t know if rail would slowly sort of redensify our transportation corridors. I mean should we take that risk?

DOUGLAS FOY: Well, you certainly know that rail does create effective nodes. You can get people clumped around the stations. You can actually get part way there. We just opened a new transit line in Boston, the Silver Line, which is actually a very spiffy, electrified bus system that’s sort of the functional equivalent of light rail, runs on dedicated corridors, goes through tunnels to the airport, and it’s actually a pretty nifty bus-based system. But the key there for development was we had to build legitimate, permanent stations for the development to happen around them. So if you go to the Silver Station next to the court house in downtown Boston, it is the glitziest station we have. It has buses running through it, but it’s a hardboiled transit station and you’re going to see enormous development happen around it.

TOM CONDON: Absolutely. A regular bus stop perhaps wouldn’t do it.

DOUGLAS FOY: Right. If you’re trying to do transit-oriented development, developers who are going to make those long term investments need to believe the transit is going to be there forever. And that means you build a station that’s going to be there for a hundred years, and they’ll build those buildings.
TOM CONDON: Okay, all right, Fred.

FRED CARSTENSEN: A wonderful example of how to do it right, I think, is the redevelopment of the old Gilbert and Bennett industrial site in Georgetown, Connecticut. Sixty five acres, it’s a superfund site, it’s being fully remediated, they are converting all the old industrial buildings that are salvageable either to light industry, or to residential lofts, they’re building new stuff, and there’s going to be a new Amtrak station built physically right next to it. And it is leading to a redevelopment and a rebirth, and a recreation really of the downtown area that is immediately adjacent to that. And it’s a perfect example of what was talked about earlier about the ability to convert. And we have a lot of these industrial sites, and they’re often, they have existing infrastructure. That’s the other thing. Here’s a big old industrial facility. It’s got all--, not only does it have the existing sewer and water and so on, it’s also got a water turbine site to produce electricity. It’s going to be partially self sufficient.

DOUGLAS FOY: The key is to make sure that the zoning around that location allows this. I mean it was amazing to us to find so many transit stations in the local community had down zoned around the transit station to forbid the construction of housing, which is completely nuts, just the opposite of what you want to happen. It sounds like those kind of situations are going the right way.

TOM CONDON: When you say “down zoning,” just so we’re clear, you mean fewer units?

DOUGLAS FOY: Fewer units, forbid the construction. Right.

TOM CONDON: Fewer units, and the logical thing would be to upzone.

DOUGLAS FOY: Right.

TOM CONDON: All right. Quick question.

REP. LEW WALLACE: The response to the busway concept was that basically rail is about two or three times the price of busways, and with any luck, we’re going to get federal approval first of 2006 to build a busway from New Britain to downtown Hartford, and we’re going to be faced with the issue of making the bus stations glitzy enough and having transit-oriented development around them. So the caller’s question is right on point. That’s exactly what’s on deck for this region. The question is making more of those options available for more people in the region.

TOM CONDON: Terrific. Thank you. Doug, Massachusetts has taken some dramatic steps to try to combat sprawl, and at one point you were losing 40 acres a day to development?

DOUGLAS FOY: Yes.

TOM CONDON: Could you outline the program that you’ve developed up there?
DOUGLAS FOY: Well, as I mentioned, Governor Romney came into office and the first thing he did was break the silos down between a series of the agencies that actually have a direct impact on this, transportation, housing and environment. They were all put into the Office of Commonwealth Development and report to me. So that actually gave us a way to develop a better and more coherent strategy. The other--, we’ve done a bunch of other things, transit-oriented development programs, all sorts of spending programs aimed at helping provide technical assistance to communities. 

Possibly the most innovative thing we’ve done recently is took all of the municipal grant programs, of which in our agency, my agencies are about $500 million dollars a year that we hand out to cities and towns throughout Massachusetts. And we now run them through a single scoring and screening system where every town is forced, based on their zoning, their housing strategy, their sprawl efforts, their anti-sprawl efforts, and our distribution of state grants to towns hinges on how well they’re doing. So the question of, we’re never going to change home rule in your state or in Massachusetts, and shouldn’t. I’m a big fan of home rule. But the state has a significant interest in what towns are doing on land use. And we can tie the money we distribute to towns to that issue.
Let me give you the best example. If you are funding school construction, as we did in Massachusetts, to the tune of billions, and billions, and billions of dollars, if towns are putting schools on the outskirts of towns so no child can walk there anymore, we shouldn’t fund it. We should fund the schools that are built in the center of town and the rehabilitated schools that are in the center of town.

TOM CONDON: Have you actually done that?

DOUGLAS FOY: We have. It used to be in Massachusetts you got 80 or 90 percent if you built a campus-like school outside of town and 40 percent state money if you rehabbed an existing in-town school. We’ve flipped that. Talk about a perverse incentive, and we flipped that incentive, and we now are rewarding towns that keep their schools in town, which of course, the schools and the libraries are the two most critical cultural resources in any town. You want them in your town center.

TOM CONDON: How about saving historic buildings? We have a couple of magnificent 19th century mills that right now are teetering between destruction by neglect and being saved. How have you approached these historic buildings?

DOUGLAS FOY: Well, we have a tax credit program on historic preservation, a state-funded tax credit program that rewards that. A lot of these grant programs I mentioned are targeted at the restoration and reclamation of existing buildings. As Dolores suggested, you have Connecticut and Massachusetts, and all of New England for that matter, has this wealth of historic mill buildings. And it’s one of our great natural resources are the mill buildings that have come down from the past industrial age. And we have a lot of programs aimed at reclaiming those for different uses, granted, but the loft living opportunities, a lot of our old industrial cities are getting a lot of our money for that now.
TOM CONDON: Here’s an e-mail for Dolores Hayden. “Ms. Hayden points out in her book Building Suburbia that developers and Realtors constitute one of the strongest, if not the strongest, lobbying group in the United States, and are in great part responsible for the sprawl problem. If we’re going to turn the tide against sprawl, we need to get them on our side. How do we do this?” And this is from Francis.

DOLORES HAYDEN: Well, that’s certainly a good question. And I think that one of the issues to focus on, the production of different kinds of space, as opposed to the, you know, the consumer view, you know, not why does a person wish to be in a car, or why does a person need a bigger house, but just what it is about real estate and banking that constantly push for the construction of new buildings that will be supported by certain sorts of mortgage subsidies or certain state subsidies. For example, there are always in many states economic, so-called economic development subsidies for the private developers of malls. And many of these subsidies are really ones that I think are much better directed to schools, historic preservation, child care and public transit. So we need to turn this around. And I think there are people in the development community who understand that it’s much more important to send the subsidies to the people who need housing and child care and better schools, than to send it to the top one percent of people whose incomes are already very high from working, you know, in banking and real estate. But this is something that does take a lot of discussion. There are people in the development world who agree that this is a more appropriate use of resources, but there are others who have done so well out of the existing subsidies that they keep feeling entitled. They’re looking for public money for their own, you know, private thing, and that isn’t a good thing. But I think we have to deal with that in a straightforward way.

TOM CONDON: Okay. Good. Sir?

SPEAKER: Will Utopia really be utopian for Connecticut or will it be an urban sprawl nightmare.

TOM CONDON: Oh interesting. Now Utopia is this proposed movie theater and theme park in Preston, Connecticut, and Representative Wallace, your thoughts?

REP. LEW WALLACE: You know, it’s the other side of the state. I’m not that familiar with that project. If I recall—
TOM CONDON: It’s a small state though.

REP. LEW WALLACE: It’s a small state. If I recall the issue, that’s where, is that where the hospital is currently and the hospital is no longer operating and there’s been a lot of discussion, should you move a community college there, what should be done with the infrastructure that is there existing, and I believe that recently a developer has come forward and said we’ll build an amusement park, for want of a better term. You know, it’s a 21st century amusement park, but it’s an amusement park. And so now those town officials are again, caught in that bind. We’ve got money, you know, staring us in the face that we can use to keep our property taxes down and provide services, and you can just imagine yourself in that room, and it’s not going to be that bad. It’s not going to be that bad.

TOM CONDON: Is that our standard rule now?

REP. LEW WALLACE: Well, you know, I don’t know. I don’t know.

TOM CONDON: I suppose it is. My gosh. I wanted to--, well actually, we got another e-mail about transit here, so let’s just, if we stay on that for a minute. “Why is there no reasonable suburb to suburb bus service? My 20 minute commute by car from Manchester to Windsor becomes a one-and-a-half hour bus trip. I can bike to work in 50 minutes. Why do all routes lead to Hartford for a wasteful layover and a frustrating commute?” This is from Anthony in Manchester.

REP. LEW WALLACE: Well, you know, I’m not a transportation planner, but years ago I worked for a transportation authority in Connecticut. We have a number of different transportation authorities. And the key is mass transit works when you have, when you want to move densities of people from one place to another, where they’re moving to the same place at the same time. When you have sprawl, the way we have from Hartford to Manchester to, I forget where this other person, where he’s trying to go to, you’ve got high density and low density. So you bring the low density to the high, and then you move them out. That’s just transportation planning.

TOM CONDON: Umm-hmm. Okay. Question over here? Good. Good. Thank you. All right.

SPEAKER: If the experience of other states is that it takes executive leadership by the governor to achieve this, and if we’ve got such a great example across the border in Massachusetts of how to control sprawl on a statewide basis, what’s it going to take for Connecticut to have the kind of leadership to fight the battle against sprawl. We’ve got a governor’s race coming up next year. Are the people of Connecticut ready to talk about this and vote on it?

REP. LEW WALLACE: We’ll find out, I guess. The answer to that is we’ll find out. And I don’t want anyone to leave thinking that Connecticut isn’t doing anything to combat or to combat sprawl or to create incentives to increase density. Two of the most important things I think we did this year were establishing corridor management areas along our highways and along our rail lines so that we can get the regional planning officials together, municipal planning officials together, and the state planning officials together to figure out where we’re going to develop and what we’re going to develop, and what we’re going to leave green. The other piece, the other major piece is when we established a fee on recording documents. So what that means, when you refinance your home, when you buy your new home, you’re going to pay another $90.

TOM CONDON: Thirty dollars.

REP. LEW WALLACE: Well, $30 per document and you probably have three documents. That money is going to go to affordable housing, open space, historic preservation, and farmland preservation. So now we’ve begun to create a funding mechanism for those important pieces that will help protect our quality of life in this state.

TOM CONDON: Good. Thanks.

SPEAKER: This discussion here has clearly determined that sprawl is a dirty word. I’m a municipal planner, and the only word that is dirtier is “density.” And I haven’t heard anyone talk about that, and how you’re going to convince planning and zoning commissions that the antithesis of sprawl is density and that that’s a good thing.
TOM CONDON: All right.

DOUGLAS FOY: Let me take a stab at that because I’ve had a lot of interaction with towns on that very issue. The thing that’s interesting, “density” is a terrible term, and it sounds pejorative. But when you scratch the surface and you ask people, name a neighborhood you really like, name a neighborhood that feels like a great neighborhood, they tick off neighborhoods that are, indeed, dense. In Massachusetts it’s neighborhoods like Northampton or Newburyport, or the neighborhoods—

TOM CONDON: Beacon Hill for instance.

DOUGLAS FOY: Beacon Hill. Nantucket. Nantucket is ten houses per acre in downtown Nantucket Town. That is the most expensive real estate in all of the state of Massachusetts. And people go there and think wow! this is like a Disney movie, it’s such a wonderful community, or the appearance of it. But it’s very dense. The secret here it to help people understand that there’s history in neighborhoods; that the neighborhoods that they love the most are, in fact, the ones that brought them to New England in the first place. Let me leave you with one thought on this. Dennis, a town on the Cape, was trying to rezone its downtown to actually make it denser, three-story buildings, housing above shops. Currently one story, sort of junky stuff. The town meeting was having a hard time getting their mind wrapped around it. So they showed them pictures of Chatham on the Cape, and everyone went “Oh, Chatham. We like Chatham.” Three-story buildings. Then they showed them pictures of Dennis a hundred years ago. Three-story buildings. And it went right through town meeting. Everyone said, “Yeah, no, we understand what that looks like. If that’s density, it’s fine with us. That’s what we’re used to as being a great neighborhood.” 

TOM CONDON: So there’s good density and bad density?

DOUGLAS FOY: I think uniformly, more compactness is almost always going to produce a neighborhood that you will prefer and your children will prefer. Now that’s not for everyone, but most everywhere, that’s what we’re finding.

REP. LEW WALLACE: One of the things we did legislatively this year is realizing that every municipality has to create a plan of conservation development and identify how their plan, how their municipality is going to grow over the next ten year. We said that when a municipality does its plan, it needs to consider areas in its town that are appropriate for mixed use, pedestrian-friendly development. So I think that will spur conversation.

TOM CONDON: It’s kind of a preliminary step, though, there’s no money behind it.

REP. LEW WALLACE: Well, what will happen actually is that municipalities will then say, okay, if we’re doing mixed use and we’re going to wrap economic development in it, it’s got to be a priority funding area or we won’t get money from the state. So there’s a carrot there.

TOM CONDON: Okay, all right. Do we have a caller? Okay. All right. We are out of time. And I would like to thank our panel, Doug Foy, Dolores Hayden, State Representative Lew Wallace, thanks also to Fred Carstensen, Joan Carty, all of our studio audience, and all of you who called in. And our conversation on sprawl will continue Sunday when a special commentary of The Hartford Courant called “A State of Sprawl.” So don’t miss that. And for all my colleagues at The Courant and from everyone at CPTV, thanks for watching. Good night.
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