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t may not come as a surprise to the readers of this mag-
azine, but there has been a structural market shift in
the U.S., which started in the mid-1990s, toward walka- MEE‘HNG THE DEMAND FOR
ble urban develppment. These are higher-density,

mixed-use places where most daily needs can be met by URBAN-STYLE HOUSING WILL REQUIRE

walking, biking or transit. Today’s urban dwellers are look-
i ing for a home that enables them to meet day-to-day
Recent research by the National Association of Realtors

found that 56 percent of homebuyers plan to buy a HOW TO PREPARE AND BUILD MORE

walkable, urban house in their next purchase.
Only 12 percent said they are looking to buy a WALKABLE COMMUNITIES.

large-lot, drivable-only house. As a result,
walkable properties are selling at a premium.

Even when members of the Millennials generation have children, they want to live in areas that provide “walkable urbanism,” whether in an urban setting or
an urbanized suburban place.
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Walkable Urban Future

The entire walkable urban effort
should be recast as a private/public
partnership. Note that the words
“public and private” have been inten-
tionally reversed. Successful central
city and suburban walkable urban
development efforts have seen $10-15
of private money invested for every $1
of public money.

New Jersey, the suburban sphere of
two major central cities, could learn
valuable lessons from Arlington, Vir-
ginia. An inner suburban jurisdiction
adjacent to Washington, D.C,, it is the

smallest county in land area in the
country and has a population of
208,000 today. Historically a bedroom
community for middle-income federal
workers, Arlington has been dominated
by single-family bungalows and strip
commercial. By the 1970s it was show-
ing the signs of decline that most inner
suburbs across the country were facing,
including abandonment of the com-
mercial strip for regional malls else-
where and new car dealers migrating
to highway locations. In 1980 Arlington
was in danger of evolving into a slum.
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Instead, the civic leadership fought to
build a new underground Metrorail
down the middle of the primary strip
commercial street, Wilson Boulevard.
They re-zoned the areas around each of
seven Metro stations for high-density
walkable urban development, drawing
hard and fast boundaries. They provided
county place management and encour-
aged the private sector to join. Arlington
also spent $500,000 per year on research
to understand the market trends, gauge
citizen satisfaction, understand traffic
and the product mix evolving in each of
these seven places. The county leader-
ship also provided consistent funding for
affordable housing.

Today the walkable urban part of the
county, representing 10 percent of the
county’s land, now represents over 50
percent of the tax revenues. The bulk
of Arlington’s population growth over
the last 25 years has been singles and
couples, who pay school taxes but do
not send children to be educated. This
influx of support has helped make the
Arlington public schools among the
best in the country. Housing density in
the walkable urban areas doubled
between 1985 and 2010 (going from a
net 1.0 floor area ratio to 2.0) while
the absolute traffic counts on Wilson
Boulevard have gone down, due to
increases in bike riding, walking and
use of mass transit.

There is no reason New Jersey towns
could not follow Arlington’s strategy.
New Jersey has one of the best rail tran-
sit systems in the country and great his-
toric cities and towns. Yet, for the most
part, local leaders have not taken advan-
tage of these assets to the extent that
the housing market and economy
requires. Not creating more great walka-
ble urban places in a state with the high-
est density in the country does not make
sense...economically, environmentally or
from a social equity perspective.

Get to work, New Jersey, in building
your walkable urban future. a
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