


IS THERE A WAR ON SURBURBIA?



Is There a War on Surburbia? 
Calling a Truce in the Battle Over Land Use

​by Steven Greenhut

​

​February 2025

​

​ISBN: 978-1-934276-58-7

​

​Pacific Research Institute
​P.O. Box 60485
​Pasadena, CA 91116​​
www.pacificresearch.org
​
Nothing contained in this report is to be construed as necessarily reflecting 
the views of the Pacific Research Institute or as an attempt to thwart or aid 
the passage of any legislation. The views expressed remain solely the author. 
They are not endorsed by any of the author’s past or present affiliations.
​
​©2025 Pacific Research Institute. All rights reserved. No part of this  
publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in 
any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or 
otherwise, without prior written consent of the publisher.



IS THERE A WAR ON SURBURBIA?
​CALLING A TRUCE IN THE ​BATTLE 

OVER LAND USE 

​

​By Steven Greenhut

​VOLUME SEVEN





Are ‘They’ Coming for Our Suburbs?

CURRENT DEBATES OVER LAND-USE planning have taken on 
the same strident, ideological and almost religious zeal that domi-
nate other hot-button political disagreements, which isn’t surprising 
given that where we choose (or happen) to live reflects some of our 
most fundamental values. Americans’ politics are deeply divided by 
cultural issues and there are few things more cultural than whether 
we live in big cities: suburbia, small towns or the countryside.1

Politically, it’s been true for decades that urbanites are more  
likely to be socially liberal and supportive of Democratic candidates, 
while rural areas and small towns are more conservative and trend 
Republican. The suburbs have become a battleground, having shifted 
from leaning Republican to leaning Democratic and back again in 
the past few elections.2 But when we parse the data, it’s not always 
clear what these distinctions really mean. The usual monikers of-
ten fall short.

For instance, the federal government had long defined a sub-
urb based largely on county lines. So, as a 2020 Department of Jus-
tice report explained, the feds had classified all of San Bernardino 
County, Calif. – the 20,105-square-mile county east of Los Angeles, 
which is larger than the four smallest states combined – as a suburb. 
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Yet most of the county encompasses sprawling deserts and small 
towns. It includes genuine commuter suburbs, as well as a number 
of bigger cities and many uninhabited areas.3

In the Sacramento area, some “city” neighborhoods actually 
function like suburbs, with their quiet leafy streets dominated by 
single-family homes. Some of its suburbs, such as Roseville and 
Folsom, have significant downtowns.4 One can find multi-family 
housing, mid-rise buildings and walkable communities throughout 
the region. Some “suburban” areas, such as Galt and Woodland, are 
home to many urban commuters, but really are notable for their 
small-town lifestyles. In Orange County, suburbs such as Irvine have 
high rises that rival those found in urban downtowns.5

These observations are backed by academic research. As Harvard 
University’s Joint Center of Housing Studies explains, “The breadth 
of suburban diversity has been increasingly highlighted in recent 
decades by scholars and commentators. A growing focus on issues 
of inner-ring suburban decline in metropolitan areas like Cleveland 
and Baltimore and expanding suburban poverty across the country 
have stood in direct contrast to the traditional image of suburbia and 
have called into question the ways in which we define and concep-
tualize suburbs.”6

This reinforces my view that many of our divisions tend to be 
overstated and unnecessary, that the cultural differences often are 
exaggerated. Furthermore, people live in different places at different 
times in their lives. My wife and I recently moved into an older 
section of a newer suburb, where we can walk to the Old Town. 
We left an acreage nearby. We previously lived in big cities, suburbs 
and small towns. Our values haven’t changed, even as our living sit-
uations have.
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That DOJ report found that inaccurate and arbitrary lines drawn 
between cities, suburbs and towns made it difficult for the agency 
to accurately understand crime data. Its new analysis revamped the 
criteria for determining a city, focusing instead on intra-county pop-
ulation density rather than county and municipal boundaries. That 
seems sensible. Its updated definitions conclude that, “12% of the 
population lives in urban areas, 69% in suburban areas, and 19% in 
rural areas.”7 Those are useful numbers for the purposes of this essay.

Back to this publication’s title: Is there a war on suburbia? At first 
glance, it’s hard to imagine government is waging a war on the life-
style choice of 69% of the population. Yet the Independent Women’s 
Forum argued that the Biden administration’s fair-housing plan “is 
a radical plan that would crush the ability of American citizens to 
choose what kind of community in which to live.” The article is un-
surprisingly called, “Joe Biden’s War on Suburbia.”8 One can find 
myriad articles that tout this theme, with the “war on suburbia” a 
common title.

According to that conservative women’s group, the Biden 
plan used the concept of racial fairness to attack “local zoning 
laws, designed by local representatives, to create or preserve a 
town’s density, leafiness, school quality and nature and location of 
commercial strips.”9 This is in essence a cultural argument. But now 
that President Donald Trump is back in office, we’ll see how he 
intends to use the federal government’s massive regulatory powers. 
His campaign offered some clues. 

That talking point gained traction in the 2024 election. For in-
stance, Trump posted on social media photos of a squalid African 
shanty town and implied that Democrats want to turn American 
suburbs into something similar. This wasn’t a serious point, but an 
attempt to stoke fear in the suburban public. The meme echoes a 
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more serious argument Trump and former Housing and Urban De-
velopment Secretary Ben Carson made in 2020, in The Wall Street 
Journal promising that, “We’ll Protect America’s Suburbs”:10

The crime and chaos in Democrat-run cities have gotten 
so bad that liberals are even getting out of Manhattan’s 
Upper West Side. Rather than rethink their destructive 
policies, the left wants to make sure there is no escape. 
The plan is to remake the suburbs in their image so they 
resemble the dysfunctional cities they now govern. As 
usual, anyone who dares tell the truth about what the left 
is doing is smeared as a racist.

There’s a lot to unpack in these sentences, some of it true and some 
of it not so much. But for starters, its approach doesn’t recognize 
suburbia’s demographic reality.

As demographer Wendell Cox wrote in a Free Cities Center ar-
ticle:11 “Today, a majority of each large minority lives in the suburbs 
and exurbs, ranging from African-Americans (76.3%), to Asians 
(80.5%) to Hispanics (83.3%). These figures nearly equal the 90% 
of White-Non-Hispanics who live in the suburbs and exurbs.” The 
supposed battle between cities and suburbs shouldn’t take on racial 
or ethnic connotations. The suburbs are diverse. My large Sacramen-
to suburb has a majority-minority population. A quarter of its resi-
dents are foreign born.

I raise the racial issue to defuse it. The real debate is about zoning, 
government regulations, subsidies and the quality of urban gover-
nance. Those issues are interrelated but different. There is in fact a 
concerted effort by progressives – based on an urbanist ideology that 
believes that car-centric living situations are environmentally un-
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sustainable and destructive of our sense of community – to densify 
the suburbs. Some of their ideas, such as loosening zoning laws to  
allow higher-density construction, are perfectly consistent with free- 
market thinking. Others, such as subsidizing low-income housing 
projects and limiting single-family-home permits, are not.

In opposition to these policies, many conservatives (and 
some liberals in pricey growth-controlled areas such as Marin  
County, California, north of San Francisco)12 argue that local  
governments are closest to the people and should have the power 
to determine local zoning and density rules and not be pre-empted 
by state and federal governments. State and federal subsidies for 
affordable-housing projects distort the marketplace and waste tax-
payer dollars and the best way to solve the state’s housing problems 
is by lowering taxes and regulations. Their latter argument often 
contradicts their earlier ones.

As noted above, many conservatives are stoking fear by using 
the kind of culture-war imagery promoted in Trump’s social-media 
post and op-ed. But many urbanist progressives also make an over-
heated cultural argument that falsely depicts modern suburbia as the 
epitome of racially segregated, patriarchal 1950s-era America, where 
oppression, discrimination and classism rule the day. It’s almost as 
if the people who make these arguments have rarely ventured out of 
their hip urban neighborhoods – or haven’t realized how much the 
suburbs have changed in the past half century. 

They often are forthright about their goals, many of which un-
derstandably concern suburbanites. It’s easy to find screeds decrying 
the supposed evils of suburbia. This is from Medium:13 “The Amer-
ican Dream is dead and I’m glad it’s gone. Americans have been 
obsessed with obtaining their slice of the ‘picturesque’ suburban pie 
that has defined modern America for 70 years. But as we’re finding 
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out, this lifestyle is unsustainable, and the consequences of this failed 
suburban experiment have grown into an uncontrollable monster 
that is destroying our country’s stability.”

Here’s an example from Quartz:14 

(I)t’s been difficult to elucidate in specific physical terms 
what it is about suburbia that makes it so hostile to human-
ity. To someone with no training in architecture, it’s often 
experienced as a great, non-articulated existential malaise, 
like depression. You know it sucks, but it’s hard to say ex-
actly why … It’s telling that we have no widespread cul-
tural vernacular for why classical urban settlements … are 
pleasant. It’s because Americans took that inheritance and 
unceremoniously discarded it, consonantly with the rise of 
the mass-produced automobile. … (M)any of us know, on 
some level, that we live in a dystopian nightmare but can’t 
say what makes it a dystopian nightmare.

New master-planned communities, tract neighborhoods and look-
alike shopping centers might not be everyone’s cup of tea, but dys-
topias? On the other hand, many conservatives have used real-world 
urban problems such as homeless encampments, retail crime rings 
and open-air drug markets to depict big cities as dangerous waste-
lands.15 Those problems are real, but the targeted cities mostly are 
safe, attractive and orderly. Despite their poor governance, cities 
such as San Francisco, Portland and Seattle are not 1970s Detroit.

So the battle lines are drawn: conservatives who want to protect 
our current living arrangements v. progressives who want to use the 
government to upend them. But not so fast. This is where a depiction 
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of this “war” is lacking in nuance. For starters, we need to recognize 
that American suburbs themselves were largely the fruit of govern-
ment zoning and planning. Many critiques of suburbia come not just 
from progressives, but from free-market advocates who realize that 
many urbanist reforms reduce government rather than expand it.

Another prime conservative complaint is that states are 
undermining local zoning and other authorities. In California and 
Oregon, for instance, the legislatures have essentially eliminated 
single-family-only zoning by overriding local restrictions on 
Accessory Dwelling Units, duplexes and multi-family housing. 
(Note: I always refer to it as single-family-only zoning rather than 
single-family zoning because builders are still allowed to build 
single-family homes.)16 As we’ve explained at the Free Cities Center, 
mixing multi-family housing with single homes doesn’t necessarily 
diminish the neighborhood and often enlivens it with architectural 
and lifestyle variety.

The end goal ought to be more freedom and a broader protection 
of property rights. When conservatives trot out the “local control” 
argument, they’re mainly arguing over which branch of government 
is most entitled to regulate one’s life. In other areas of policymaking 
(taxes, gun control, rent control, business regulations), conservatives 
have been leading a “pre-emption” movement that encourages states 
to limit the power of the locals. Yet when land uses are at issue, they 
suddenly treat local control as the nation’s fundamental governing 
principle. As I wrote in The Orange County Register:

Local control isn’t a principle, but a practical way to 
evaluate the proper level of government to undertake ba-
sic functions. Obviously, local governments are closer to 
the people and are the proper arm to fill potholes. You 
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wouldn’t want to depend on far-off bureaucrats to do that. 
The goal of conservatism is not to assure that a local bu-
reaucrat is the one to erode your property rights. The real 
principle is the advancement of freedom.17

I was writing about the suburban city of Huntington Beach. Its 
conservative-controlled City Council continues to challenge state 
housing laws that reduce zoning hurdles and force growth-averse 
cities to permit more housing development. Ironically, the city’s 
lawsuit against the state trots out the same environmental and no-
growth arguments long common among progressives. The state has 
been heavy handed in its enforcement, but it’s mind blowing watch-
ing progressive state officials call for fewer regulations while conser-
vative local ones – using the local-control argument, of course – call 
for stricter enforcement of them.18

However – and this is an important caveat – most urbanists only 
are interested in reducing government to the degree that such re-
ductions lead to their desired goal of higher densities. They are un-
reliable allies at best. They tout deregulation, but then try to stop the 
spread of suburbia by, say, opposing new housing projects that are 
designed as low- or mid-density suburbs. 

They rely on government subsidies to promote the construction 
of multi-family housing, even though market-rate developers often 
build these projects less expensively without the red tape. A recent 
Wall Street Journal article found that a Los Angeles developer was 
able to build affordable housing for roughly half the cost after it de-
cided to eschew subsidies.19 My goal is fewer regulations and freer 
markets, while theirs is urbanization and density.

Furthermore, urbanists typically support inclusionary zoning 
and other government mandates that force developers to set aside 

https://www.cato.org/cato-handbook-policymakers/cato-handbook-policy-makers-8th-edition-2017/property-rights-constitution
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a portion of their new developments at under-market prices –  
something that drives up the overall cost and only benefits a few lucky 
people who figuratively (and sometimes literally) win the lottery. 

And they really dislike the private automobile and lobby to re-
duce traffic lanes, stop freeway expansions and divert increasing 
shares of transportation revenues toward underused (and frequently 
mismanaged) transit systems and bike lanes. Much of the urbanist 
advocacy comes from young ideologues who prefer mockery (“car-
brained suburbanites!”) to constructive solutions – and who seem 
unaware or uninterested in the living needs of people with children 
or at least anyone at a different stage of life than them or who have 
different preferences.

Urbanists also frequently ignore the one salient point made by 
Trump and Carson.20 Current city governments typically do an 
atrocious job handling the basic public-safety, infrastructure and 
educational needs within their jurisdictions. Those reasons include 
union domination of City Hall and the liberal tilt of urban govern-
ments and bureaucratic inertia. Instead of improving urban gover-
nance and services (which means taking on vested interests, includ-
ing their progressive political allies), urbanists seem most committed 
to coercing people to live in these places by reducing the number of 
new developments outside the urban footprint.21 They rarely take 
seriously ideas that would, say, privatize certain services.

My argument in this booklet is that the issue isn’t entirely black 
and white, that we need not choose sides in a cultural debate be-
tween cities and suburbs. I’m a fan of cities, suburbs, towns and ru-
ral areas. They all have their charms, offer choices and are a crucial 
part of the nation’s cultural fabric. I have family members who live 
in big cities, small towns and suburbs. Why do I have to choose 
sides? Instead, we should promote market-based policies – reducing  
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regulations, loosening the iron grip of zoning, allowing private  
developers to meet various consumer niches – that make all places 
better places. There certainly is a middle ground provided policy-
makers and ideologues stop trying to dictate the “best” living ar-
rangements for everyone.

For instance, instead of replacing the old, rigid suburban building 
codes with new, rigid urbanist codes, perhaps local leaders “should 
not neglect the possibility that the incremental deregulation of 
certain land uses might prove more advisable,” wrote Nicole Stelle 
Garnett in the Yale Law Review. “Ultimately, permissive land use 
reforms in our cities, rather than prohibitory ones in our suburbs, 
may represent the best hope for urban regeneration.”22 That’s mu-
sic to my ears.

As noted earlier, some suburban areas have vibrant downtowns. 
There’s no reason we can’t achieve both goals: making suburbs more 
appealing and walkable, and making cities safer and more accessible 
for broader swaths of the public. Instead of viewing it as a war, per-
haps we should view the issue as a conflict that’s ripe for creativity, 
compromise and negotiation.



Two Cheers for the Suburbs

BEFORE WE CONSIDER ANY WAR on suburbs, it’s best 
to define suburbia beyond the statistical determinations used by 
federal bean counters – and beyond the stereotypes. The defini-
tion seems obvious at first glance. The term is Latin, with “sub” 
meaning close and “urb” meaning city.23 Suburbs are predomi-
nantly residential. Most residents commute to other parts of the 
urban area, often downtown. Modern suburbs typically are car-de-
pendent. Residential areas are separated from other land uses, such 
as commercial, retail, educational and religious. They often include 
gated communities. They feature strip-style shopping centers along 
commercial routes.

​There’s not much more to it than that. There’s great variety from 
early 20th century streetcar suburbs to modern master-planned com-
munities with sprawling mini-mansions and a plethora of parks and 
trails. As I explained in my previous Free Cities Center booklet, 
“Building Cities from Scratch,”24 every city was once a new city. 
Charming historic big-city neighborhoods – consider the sea of 
brick row homes in Philadelphia or Victorians in San Francisco – 
were master planned along the standards of the time. They were built 
on empty lots or farm fields and often on a large scale, similar to 
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modern suburban neighborhoods. Older master-planned commu-
nities – at least those dating to the 1970s and 1980s – expressed the 
best practices of urban thinkers at the time.

​Some of the most interesting urban neighborhoods originally 
were suburbs. It’s just that the metropolitan area grew so much that 
they now are part of the urban core. One main urbanist rap against 
suburbs is that they are soulless, look-alike and boring. But over time, 
the trees grow, owners paint and add on to their properties, and sub-
urban neighborhoods can become settled and even interesting. They 
can become even more interesting if we loosen zoning’s straitjacket, 
but they aren’t all soulless. There are plenty of uninteresting suburbs 
and lots of interesting ones, too. Urban neighborhoods can also be 
drab or exciting. Many urbanists dislike suburbs based on matters of 
aesthetics and taste, even if they bolster their anti-suburban diatribes 
with warnings about climate change and social isolation.

​The more serious, less-subjective critiques are that because of 
their rigid zoning, they are unable to change to meet new needs 
– and that they necessitate the use of private automobiles to par-
ticipate in virtually every daily activity. That’s largely true. Urbanists 
also argue that suburbs promote racial and economic segregation, 
but that’s largely false. As noted previously, the numbers show that 
suburbs often are more multi-cultural and diverse than big cities. 
Increasingly, major cities have become the province of the wealthy 
and poor, young professionals and retirees. The lack of space, safe 
parks and good schools has turned cities such as San Francisco and 
Seattle (more on that later) into virtually childless cities. Many of 
the hippest city neighborhoods are remarkably lacking in diversity, 
as they are the playground of young, urban professionals.25

My conclusion is that urbanists simply don’t like suburbs because 
they don’t appeal to their senses. They place a higher value on, say, 
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the ability to walk to a cool new coffee shop or bar than they do on 
convenience, a sense of cleanliness and safety, and the pleasures of 
having a yard, garage and abundant living space. The city neighbor-
hoods where people can have the latter are notable mainly because 
they originally were built as suburbs. And those areas typically are 
not attainable even for dual-income middle-class people in major 
West Coast cities. You need around $1.5 to $2 million to afford a 
row house in some of San Francisco’s outer districts. Everyone is free 
to have their own preferences, but urbanists often use policy tools to 
foist their preferred design on the public.

​A study by the Pew Research Center found that suburbs are en-
joying the most population growth in the country: “Suburban and 
small metro counties have grown since 2000 because of gains in all 
the drivers of population change. They gained 11.7 million new res-
idents by drawing former residents of U.S. urban and rural areas, 
as well as immigrants from abroad. On top of that, they had 12.1 
million more births than deaths.”26 Unlike in cities, suburbanites 
are having children in significant numbers. And, per Pew, the sub-
urbs are more economically diverse than ever. Although urbanism is 
the rage in academia and elite media, the suburbs remain the most- 
popular living choice for Americans. Yet that doesn’t soften all the 
handwringing, most of it based on caricatures of suburban living.

​“The trouble with the suburbs is that big houses with big 
yards, set behind wide streets and long driveways, make socializ-
ing much harder,” wrote Chris Weller in Business Insider. “And since 
everyone is driving from A to B, unlike in large cities were residents 
walk or take public transportation everywhere, people who live in 
the suburbs have to make a much more active effort to socialize.”27

​Personally, I’ve found this to be incorrect. Because people have 
such limited private space and are far more likely to be renters and 
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therefore are more transient, big-city neighborhoods tend to be the 
least friendly ones I’ve lived in. It’s not unusual to have never met 
the person living in the apartment next door. In the suburbs, people 
have plenty of interior space and backyards. They more frequently 
are owners and settled in the community. As a result, they typically 
– and this is admittedly based solely on my experience – are friendly. 
And I’ve never heard of any regular public-transit rider say that bus-
es and trains offer great chances to socialize.

​Community is what you make it. Architecture and land use ob-
viously have an impact on our human interactions, but no planning 
concept offers a simple solution to promote a sense of community. 
That’s up to us as individuals. Indiana-based writer Andrew Smith 
debunked the “suburbs lack community” argument in a column for 
the Free Cities Center:

​While suburbs are often considered devoid of commu-
nity, the opposite is true. Community bonds are often 
forged around churches and religious organizations, 
and because suburban communities by their nature tend 
to cater to families with children, the school becomes 
the epicenter of that community. In my community, we 
felt welcomed almost immediately by seeing neighbors 
on our daily walks around the neighborhood, but even 
more so by those we attend church with and see ev-
ery Sunday, and forge even greater bonds at the Friday 
night high school football and basketball games.28

​

Despite the truths here, it’s increasingly hard to find anyone in 
popular media or academia to defend the communities that most 
of us call home. So there is indeed an ideological war on suburbia 
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going on. The big question is whether the policies that urban policy 
types advocate pose a real threat to suburbanites – or whether some 
of them might actually make suburbia better. It’s hard to argue, for 
instance, that the creation of more walkable retail areas, nicer parks, 
more sidewalks and better bike lanes pose a threat to the suburban 
way of life. I’d say they enhance it.

​The modern tract-house suburb has its roots in post-World-War 
II America. Many of modern suburbia’s strongest defenders depict 
suburban communities as a bastion of freedom and private enter-
prise. Suburban living does in fact provide many personal freedoms, 
such as the ability to own a home, jump in the car and go wherever 
one pleases regardless of the transit schedules. But the foundations 
of these communities were built by the federal government in the 
form of federally backed mortgages, the construction of the Inter-
state Highway System and the G.I. Bill, which provided home and 
college subsidies to those returning from the war.

​In the post-war era, the nation faced a massive housing crunch, 
as explained by a piece published by the State University of New 
York (SUNY):

​Suburban neighborhoods of single-family homes tore 
their way through the outskirts of cities. William Levitt 
built the first Levittown, the archetype suburban com-
munity, in 1946 in Long Island, New York. Purchasing 
mass acreage, “subdividing” lots, and contracted crews to 
build countless homes at economies of scale, Levitt of-
fered affordable suburban housing to veterans and their 
families. Levitt became the prophet of the new suburbs, 
heralding a massive internal migration. The country’s 
suburban share of the population rose from 19.5% in 
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1940 to 30.7% by 1960. Homeownership rates rose 
from 44% in 1940 to almost 62% in 1960.29 

Expanded homeownership rates and suburban living fueled the 
post-war economic boom, it added: “As manufacturers converted 
back to consumer goods after the war, and as the suburbs devel-
oped, appliance and automobile sales rose dramatically. Flush with 
rising wages and wartime savings, homeowners also used newly 
created installment plans to buy new consumer goods at once in-
stead of saving for years to make major purchases.”30

​Social critics will always look nostalgically at life in dense ur-
ban settings, but that life was typically overcrowded, impoverished 
and dirty. Elite planners in the 1950s sought to eliminate what 
they often viewed as soul-depleting slums. The new suburbs might 
have offered a sanitized life – and there’s no question that early 
suburban neighborhoods sadly often were segregated by law – but 
it’s a life that huge numbers of Americans willingly embraced. It 
led to economic growth, rising wages and a notable increase in 
homeownership rates, which have long been a path to wealth cre-
ation for the middle and working classes. Most of those outcomes 
are praiseworthy.

​So why only two cheers for suburbia? 
​This new form of planning did in fact change the tradition-

al neighborhood structure of the nation. We gained many good 
things, but lost some good ones as well. As a result, a new move-
ment was born to create communities that are based on older 
planning concepts. It’s called the New Urbanism. Smart Growth31 
is the term for that movement’s planning arm. And both ideas 
have intersected with a politically successful Yes In My Back Yard 
(YIMBY) movement designed to promote housing construction, 
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mainly of the multi-family variety. Virtually every planning and ar-
chitecture school in the nation promotes urbanism as the desired 
goal, so it’s no surprise so many energetic young urbanists have be-
come so outspoken. Many of them grew up in suburbs and are well 
aware of their flaws. They often live in cities and love urban life.

​Yet the results of this movement are a mixed bag, with some 
urbanists mainly trying to upgrade the quality of suburban living, 
while others do indeed seem committed to wiping away the subur-
ban option. Let’s take a look at this new movement that’s based on 
old concepts.



​The Good, Bad and Ugly of Suburbia

THE BASIC PREMISES of the New Urbanist movement took 
shape in the early 1990s. One of its founders, Andrés Duany, pointed 
to what I see as the good aspect of it: “The New Urbanism began as 
essentially market-oriented, when, after Seaside, it turned out many 
people wanted to live in walkable, diverse places and the developers 
were not yet providing them.”32 Many people desire to live in tradi-
tional communities and developers ought to be free to build them. 
Seaside, Fla., remains a highly coveted destination, although it’s 
largely a playground for the wealthy – hardly an example of econom-
ic or social diversity.33 More recently, the California Forever project 
in northern California seeks to build an entirely new and econom-
ically diverse city based closely along New Urbanist lines. Bravo.

​However, Duany added that in the movement’s second phase its 
supporters “bonded with NIMBYism as part of the solution and not 
part of the problem as we, too, were critical of conventional devel-
opment.” This is not so good. The Not In My Back Yarders “wanted 
no more of the traffic and imbecilic development. They could not 
precisely identify the problem, but instinctually hated it.”34 In es-
sence, urbanists and no-growthers made common cause to stop new 
“sprawl” development, which helped lead to the housing shortages 
of the last decade, especially in California, Oregon and Washington.
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​The movement’s latest phases have resulted in some of the ugly 
“war on suburbia” rhetoric: “The third phase was driven by health 
concerns,” Duany added. “It began with the scientific proof that the 
sedentary and socially isolated lifestyle required by sprawl caused 
problems for both physical and emotional health. The fourth phase 
coincided with the emergence of environmentalism as the principal 
political movement of our time. The New Urbanism, with its com-
pact, walkable, transit-ready patterns, is inherently sustainable, and 
integral to the environmental movement.”35

​By tying urban design to public health activism and environ-
mentalism, the New Urbanists shifted from a design philosophy to 
an ideological crusade that was eager to use government to stop the 
“bad” soul-destroying, health-eroding, climate-change-promoting 
suburban lifestyle and replace it with the “good” kind of develop-
ment that promotes happiness and sustainability. When presented 
as such a stark choice, there’s little room for my preference: letting 
the market provide various types of communities, with individuals 
choosing the ones that best suit them. (As an aside regarding health, 
a recent study shows that, “Living in a big city certainly has its perks, 
but research suggests that air and noise pollution and a lack of green 
spaces can be detrimental to our health and well-being,” according 
to Discover.)36

Not only leftists decry the suburban model. Although his pol-
itics are hard to pinpoint, novelist and social critic James Howard 
Kunstler has received a receptive audience for his attacks on sub-
urbia from the right, especially from paleo-conservatives. Kunstler 
is well known for promoting the peak-oil theory, which argues 
that oil production eventually will plummet and obliterate our oil- 
dependent economy – sending it to pre-industrial conditions. Part of 
his argument is that the nation needs to change its living patterns be-
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fore that disaster strikes. He is a fellow at The American Conservative, 
which says he “might best be described as a patriot for an America 
that no longer exists: a country of small towns, tight-knit communi-
ties, human-scale development and local entrepreneurship.”37

​Kunstler, who calls for rebuilding the nation in a more tradition-
al, human-scale urban form, summarized his views of suburbia:

​The National Automobile Slum and all its accesso-
ries represent a titanic mis-investment of our national 
wealth, and we are now stuck with an inventory of phys-
ical structures that will be impossible to maintain and 
may be of little utility in the future. … The asteroid belts 
of suburban tract developments and highway commerce 
that surround every town in America, big and small, are 
disintegrating as we speak. I get calls every week from re-
porters around the country who want to know what hap-
pens to dead shopping malls. … Personally, I believe it 
will take a severe economic and/or political shock to the 
United States for us to really, seriously change our behav-
ior and the value system that supports our behavior. I be-
lieve this shock is coming soon—and, not-so-ironically, 
it will be a consequence of our foolish mis-investments 
in malls, theme parks and drive-thru fry-pits.38

I quote Kunstler not only because he is pithy, but because he epit-
omizes the tendency of urbanists to depict the current situation in 
catastrophic and judgmental terms – and fail to see the obvious solu-
tions to problems that they identify. For instance, he was prescient 
about the plight of shopping malls. His quote was from 1999 and 
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malls have died in massive numbers since then. But the solution 
might not require the complete re-ordering of society or econom-
ic collapse that he predicts. Instead, our state and cities are simply 
rezoning them for other uses.39 Developers are capable of adapting 
old buildings for new uses. Perhaps the solution is loosening govern-
ment land-use restrictions to enable them to do so.

​To the degree that modern government planners seek to use 
force to create different land-use patterns, they are indeed waging 
a war on suburbia. But to the degree that they simply remove old 
restrictions and allow new forms to emerge, they are doing no such 
thing. Critics of proposed land-use changes need to make this im-
portant distinction, but too often they just choose a side in the bat-
tle and claim that their foes are trying to destroy their suburban 
communities.

​Lawmakers are, of course, doing both things, good and bad. Port-
land, Ore., remains the New Urbanist nirvana, as in 1979 it imposed 
an urban-growth boundary that restricts development outside of its 
arbitrarily drawn green line.40 The goal was to stop urban sprawl and 
protect agricultural land. The Metro agency that controls it occa-
sionally expands its size to allow for additional construction, but the 
process is rigid. Australian cities have embraced similar New Urban-
ist concepts and conduct limited land releases to allow for new de-
velopment. That country is the size of the continental United States, 
but has only 27 million people v. the U.S.’s 334 million and tightly 
restricts growth outside of its handful of urban centers.41 Wherev-
er they are implemented, growth boundaries limit construction and 
drive up home prices. They also have largely failed to achieve their 
stated objective of stopping sprawl.
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​As Market Urbanism’s Scott Beyer writes about Portland in Forbes: 

​While it is true that when passing many parts of the 
growth boundary, the land shifts instantly from urban-
ization to beautiful countryside, a further drive reveals 
that a lot of the growth is just further extending. For 
example, two of Oregon’s four fastest-growing cities 
are small ones – Sandy and Canby – that sit about 10 
miles beyond the growth boundary. Just north of Port-
land, across the Columbia River and outside the UGB 
(Urban Growth Boundary), is Vancouver, which is rou-
tinely one of Washington State’s fastest-growing cities. 
Since 1990, its population has nearly quadrupled from 
46,000 to 173,000, and it too has fast-growing northern 
suburbs. And Salem, 60 miles to the south, has shown 
formidable growth recently also.42

​Many California regions also have imposed urban- 
growth boundaries, with similar results of higher prices, leapfrog 
developments and even longer commutes. One of the common 
arguments in favor of denser living is its supposedly lower carbon 
footprint. That’s debatable, as some studies suggest that denser com-
munities cause the most climate harm. But even if it is true, it hard-
ly helps the environment if home buyers simply move farther out 
to afford their dream home. The San Francisco Bay Area has large 
numbers of “super commuters” precisely because its sky-high home 
prices send commuters over the Altamont Pass into Central Valley 
farm regions in search of affordable houses.43
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By contrast to these counterproductive growth regulations, the 
California Legislature has in recent years passed a number of zoning 
reforms that deserve praise from free-market advocates. A series of 
new laws have legalized the construction of ADUs and created “by 
right” approval processes (allowing developers to bypass planning 
commission and city council hearings) that streamline approvals. 
Property owners gain the right to build their project without sub-
jective reviews provided they follow the local planning standards 
regarding setbacks, lot sizes and the like. New laws also up-zone 
(allowing more types of projects to be built) areas along transit cor-
ridors to allow streamlined construction of higher-density apart-
ments and condos.

​Of particular note, California Senate Bill 9,44 which went into 
effect in January 2022, lets homeowners build two duplexes on a 
property currently zoned for a single-family home, a measure that 
essentially eliminates single-family-only zoning that banned those 
multi-family projects. The law was overturned by a lower court, but 
the state is challenging that ruling. Data this year shows that the law 
was only having a modest effect on the state’s housing stock with 
only a few hundred permits pulled to build them, but it nevertheless 
is a sensible, market-oriented solution. Such reforms take time to 
bear fruit. More than 80,000 ADUs have been built in the state 
since California legalized them in 2016.45 But much more needs to 
be done, including broader efforts to de-regulate land uses.

​The lackluster results of the latest laws reflect the high costs of 
construction in California and the limited number of properties 
with large enough lots to take advantage of the reforms. In addition, 
local governments often drag their feet on approvals or file lawsuits 
challenging the legislative changes. These are non-coercive ways 
to achieve the goals of higher density. It is absurd when govern-
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ment regulations forestall the conversion of old shopping malls and 
low-density strip malls into higher-value uses.

​Yet, critics of the reforms continue to tout the “war on suburbia” 
theme even for these deregulatory approaches. Writing for the Cal-
ifornia Policy Center, Edward Ring (who also occasionally writes 
for the Free Cities Center and was featured in one of its videos), 
warns against “California’s Progressive War on Suburbia” and uses, 
as evidence, that the state has “attempted to legislate high density 
housing by taking away the ability of cities and counties to enforce 
local zoning laws.”46

​Ring’s article raises many salient points that we often make in 
the Free Cities Center. As he notes, the state needs to reform the 
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), which imposes 
costly burdens on housing and other types of construction. The state 
provides costly housing subsidies that provide artificial incentives to 
urbanize suburban communities.47 And he says California regula-
tions are the key reason for our unaffordability crisis. He’s right on 
those points, but we shouldn’t lump deregulation bills in the “war on 
suburbia” narrative.

​For urbanists and their critics alike, markets – allowing build-
ers to create the kind of communities that address varied consum-
er demand – should be the first-reach answer, not something to be 
used only as a means to achieve one’s desired results. If one land-use 
system is preferable to another, then people will willingly choose 
it. There’s plenty of evidence that many people would choose more 
walkable neighborhoods if they were available and affordable.48 So 
let’s make it easier to build them without making it harder to build 
other types of neighborhood.



​The Ongoing War on Cars

AS URBANISTS RECOGNIZE, the entire suburban enter-
prise would not be possible without the automobile. As a report for 
the National Bureau of Economic Research explained in 2004, “In 
1910 the average American city was a small and densely populated 
place and less than one percent of Americans owned a car. By 1970, 
almost every family in the US owned at least one automobile.”49 I 
don’t see the point in behaving like a Luddite who tries to contain 
the spread of a transformative invention, but urbanists continue to 
complain about cars.

​The original suburbs, the report added, sprung up in the 1870s – 
driven, so to speak, by the creation of streetcar (rail) systems. Notably, 
“modern” light-rail systems are designed to recreate that approach. 
But technology moves along and the assembly line production of 
cars – combined with rising incomes – “encouraged movement to 
less dense areas where housing was more affordable.”50 Again, ur-
banites also fled the often-squalid conditions in bigger cities.

​As much as modern urbanists love to attack the suburbs, they 
save their harshest critiques for automobiles. Go onto any urban-
ist social-media group and you’ll find frequent references to “car-
brained suburbanites,” “death machines” and lots of commentary 
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about the escalating size of American vehicles.51 They raise some 
valid points. It is strange that full-size pickup trucks are the nation’s 
top-selling vehicles and most of them apparently are used as basic 
family conveyances. They pose increasing dangers to pedestrians. Ve-
hicle fatality rates fell to a five-decade low point of around 35,000 
annually in 2015 and have risen to 41,000 in 2023 in conjunction 
with the growing mass of new vehicles.52 Still, their anti-car fixation 
seems counterproductive. 

​Ultimately I believe that people should be free to drive what-
ever vehicle they choose. It’s not outrageous to suggest that our 
communities offer reasonable alternatives to cars, but the urbanist 
movement seems committed to car-bashing – blaming them for 
every conceivable social ill and penning rants about their impact 
on the climate. Even their transit promotion is misguided, as they 
rarely wrestle with the reality that our current transit systems are 
overly costly, often dingy and plagued by crime. They fail, as my 
previous Free Cities Center booklet explained,53 to put customers 
first. Then they wonder why potential customers avoid buses and 
rail systems that aren’t convenient and don’t accommodate cross- 
suburb commuters.

​There is arguably a war on cars, not just from urbanists but from 
many regulators and legislators, especially in California and other 
blue states. Just as one can find endless anti-suburban screeds in 
various places, one can find even more heated denunciations of the 
automobile and its impact on society. Too often, car critics refuse to 
acknowledge the benefits that private vehicles offer. They yammer 
about the high cost of cars but ignore that many workers, especially 
in the building industry and trades, go to myriad jobsites and can’t 
depend on suburb-to-city transit.54 Cars are expensive, of course, 
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but they still are cost effective as they allow people to live in less- 
expensive areas and avoid the pricey private-school tuitions needed 
in big cities with poor-performing school districts. Every invention 
has costs and benefits, but it’s hard to argue with ideologues who 
pretend to know what’s best for their fellow citizens and propose 
draconian solutions.

​“Let’s abandon this disastrous experiment, recognize that this 
19th-century technology is now doing more harm than good, and 
plan our way out of it. Let’s set a target to cut the use of cars by 90% 
over the next decade,” wrote Guardian columnist George Monbiot. 
“Yes, the car is still useful – for a few people it’s essential. It would 
make a good servant. But it has become our master, and it spoils 
everything it touches. It now presents us with a series of emergen-
cies that demand an emergency response.”55 Unlike many anti-car 
activists, he at least admits that cars can be useful.

​Obviously, cars aren’t going away any time soon, and certainly 
not within a decade, but urbanists and climate warriors are increas-
ingly proposing far-fetched proposals that will impede our lives. 
As is always the case, policymakers will try to implement some of 
these ideas on a smaller scale. It’s a trend in Europe to try to ban 
cars from downtown areas or even wide sections of cities. The city 
of Berlin is attempting to ban driving from an area larger than all 
of Manhattan.56

​The German transportation secretary in April proposed ban-
ning car use on weekends throughout the country and imposing 
much-lower speed limits all the time as a means to battle climate 
change.57 Such ideas have run up against what commentators refer 
to as Germany’s car culture,58 as the nation has higher car-owner-
ship rates than elsewhere in Europe and a history of automobile 
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manufacturing with iconic companies such as Volkswagen, BMW 
and Mercedes.

​California also is known for its car culture, but that hasn’t stopped 
our legislators from attempting to dramatically reduce car usage. 
We’ve seen efforts to reduce car access on some downtown streets, as 
well as road diets that limit car lanes in downtown areas.59 It’s infuri-
ating that the latter often are funded by a law that promised to reduce 
congestion. In this country, these arguably are small annoyances and 
are sometimes justifiable. Limiting an occasional downtown street 
to pedestrians can be useful. And no free-market supporter should 
complain about the privately funded developments that ban car use. 
If consumers want to make that choice, there’s nothing wrong with 
offering it – provided it’s not mandated or subsidized.

​More significantly, California announced a ban on the sale 
of new internal-combustion vehicles starting in 2035, but many  
anti-car warriors aren’t particularly interested in seeing consumers 
switch from gas cars to electric vehicles.60 “EV production is unsus-
tainable. EV batteries are composed of several rare earth minerals, 
including cobalt and lithium,” according to an article last year in 
Chicago Policy Review. Mining companies expose nearby communi-
ties to high levels of toxins that are especially harmful to children.” 
Instead of promoting EVs, the author argues that “sustainable mass 
transit should be the central U.S. transportation policy solution to 
fight climate change.”61 By the way, Trump already has signed an 
executive order unwinding Biden-era EV targets. 

Yet that critique touches on the central problem for the anti-car 
crowd. Western states in particular have been investing heavily in 
transit infrastructure. The Southern California Association of Gov-
ernments (SCAG) has found that despite massive decades-long 
investments in Los Angeles region transit systems, transit rider-

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19486963/
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ship continues to fall precipitously: “The most significant factor 
is increased motor vehicle access, particularly among low-income 
households that have traditionally supplied the region with its most 
frequent and reliable transit users.”62 The Bay Area Rapid Transit 
(BART) system has seen a moderate (but still slow) rebound in rid-
ership since COVID-19, but that falling-ridership story is a consis-
tent one across the state and throughout the country.63 Only a few 
cities have seen sustained increases in transit use over time.

​What to do when residents aren’t hopping on the light-rail lines, 
buses, trolleys and commuter trains? There’s the rub. Urbanists are 
so concerned about climate change and committed to ending sub-
urbanization that they aren’t willing to let consumer choice rule the 
day. They typically embrace policies that strike most of us as coercive.

One of those policies has been in place for decades and is so 
ubiquitous people rarely even notice it: the underinvestment in 
the transportation systems that most Americans rely upon to get 
around. That purposeful policy decision explains so much of our na-
tion’s congestion problem – and also leads to an unnecessary number 
of car-related deaths and injuries. California has, for instance, failed 
to seriously upgrade Highway 99, which cuts through the Central 
Valley. That’s one reason it’s known as the Freeway of Death.

A January study from the Rebuild SoCal Partnership found that 
“Infrastructure investment in Southern California has declined by 
37 percent over the last decade” and “If Southern California were 
a state, it would rank 22nd in infrastructure investment and last in 
highway investments.”64 This isn’t a new problem. One can find ar-
ticles dating back to 1990 complaining about California’s refusal to 
build and maintain the infrastructure needed to serve its once-grow-
ing population.65 That’s astounding when one considers that Cali-
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fornia in the 1960s was known for the quality of all types of infra-
structure, from freeways to water systems to schools.

​We can blame some of this on the usual bureaucratic nature of 
government, on the misallocation of resources and even on tax lim-
itations (although I’d argue that there’s always been plenty of money, 
but that the state has misspent it on other priorities). But some of it 
is intentional. While Gov. Pat Brown was known for spearheading 
the above-mentioned infrastructure expansion,66 his son, Jerry, made 
the following remarks in his 1976 State of the State address:

​In short, we are entering an era of limits. In place of a 
manifest economic destiny, we face a sober reassessment 
of new economic realities; and we all have to get used to 
it. We can’t ignore the demands of social and econom-
ic justice or the fragile environment on which we all 
depend. But, in meeting our responsibility, we are now 
forced to make difficult choices. Freeways, childcare, 
schools, income assistance, pensions, health programs, 
prisons, environmental protection – all must compete 
with one another and be subject to the careful scrutiny 
of the common purpose we all serve. It is a relentless 
test, one that the growing number of former democ-
racies throughout the world have found they could not 
meet. It is now a question of reordering priorities and 
choosing one program over another based on a rigor-
ous standard of equity and common sense. We should 
do those things which government does well, perform 
them in the most effective manner, and help those 
most in need.67
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​It’s certainly true that state governments need to make hard 
choices, but largely since then the state has chosen not to make basic 
infrastructure a top priority and has used the ideology of limits as 
a highfalutin excuse. When Gov. Gray Davis announced the end of 
the era of freeway construction in the late 1990s, he touted the new 
way of focusing more on projects that reduced our car dependence. 
Since then, the state has spent far more proportionally on transit 
even though most Californians – including lower- and middle- 
income ones – continue to rely on their cars and car infrastructure.

​An environmental ethos has long dominated California’s  
policymaking, so the environmental movement’s embrace of climate 
change has driven many of these priorities. Some environmental 
groups, such as the Natural Resources Defense Council, forthrightly 
call for reducing support for freeway and road construction.68 Its  
recent report focused heavily on the downsides of automobiles, 
blaming climate pollution on “nearly a century of public investment 
totaling hundreds of billions of dollars in car-oriented transportation 
in the form of the state’s sprawling freeway system and car- 
dependent communities.”69

Car critics tend to have a muddled view of subsidies that fail to 
account for the modern transportation funding system that relies 
heavily on user fees paid by drivers. Cars are still subsidized via other 
taxes, but at a far lower rate than alternative public transportation 
systems. In fact, transit depends on subsidies from drivers.70

​This push is bolstered by academic research that increasingly fo-
cuses solely on the negatives of driving. One recent academic study 
found that “people were significantly more likely to respond in what 
could be characterized as auto-centric attitudes. On the questions 
related to excusing negative externalities (i.e. rule-breaking, ac-
cepting consequences to society, and second-hand emissions), once 
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again respondents were more likely to excuse negative car effects. 
By contrast, they were less likely to excuse second-hand smoke.”71 
Well, yeah, people assess risks and are likely to downplay the risks of 
things that they depend upon in their daily lives.

​We’ve also seen some unobjectionable policies morph into zeal-
otry. Even car-dependent suburbanites such as myself generally 
welcome the construction of bicycle lanes, even if we wonder about 
their overall value given how unused they often are. But strident bike 
advocates aren’t always content with the new lane investments, and 
sometimes even call them “murder lanes.”72 They now demand lanes 
that are segregated by concrete barriers. Some of their banter is silly, 
albeit illuminating, but it shows that for large segments of the ur-
banist population sensible half-measures that augment our current 
road system will never satisfy them. They seek a radical change in the 
design of our communities and transportation systems.

​For now, the direct attacks on cars are easy to overlook. Modest 
efforts to limit road usage are annoying but pose no existential threat 
to our current system. No one is coming to take the keys to your 
Ford F-150. But there has been a successful war on driving that has 
slowly pulled back on infrastructure improvements. It hasn’t reduced 
driving as much as it has increased congestion and the resulting mis-
ery, but it’s safe to bet that these anti-car crusaders are eager to step 
up their activism.



Urbanism and the ‘War’ on Families

​ONE OF THE LATEST fads from urbanists is to promote 
the construction of family-sized apartments in cities.73 It’s an 
acknowledgement that rebuilding our society along more urban-
ized lines isn’t attainable if people high-tail it to the suburbs as 
soon as they want to start a family. There are many reasons that 
young people eventually flee big cities, but the lack of availability of 
affordable, sufficiently sized homes certainly is one of them.

​Vox’s Rachel Cohen notes that Millennials “have accounted for 
more than half  the population increase in ‘close-in’ urban neigh-
borhoods in the country’s largest metro areas since 2010, and they 
credit our migration (and our taxes) with accelerating urban revival. 
… But as they get older, the number of urban children has contin-
ued to drop. Lower birth rates are part of the story, but economists 
say the strong correlations with population shifts strongly suggest 
that  ‘out-migration’ of cities explains a big portion of the loss. In 
other words, millennials now in their mid-30s and 40s with young 
kids have started decamping for suburbs to raise their families.”74

​Anecdotally, this doesn’t appear to be anything new. When I was 
in my 20s living in Washington, D.C., my wife and I headed to the 
Maryland suburbs in preparation for the birth of our first daughter. 

https://cityobservatory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Youth_Movement_CO_Report_2020.pdf
https://cityobservatory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Youth_Movement_CO_Report_2020.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0094119020300383
https://eig.org/family-exodus/
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Many of our friends did the same thing. In fact, my daughter now is 
in her 30s, is expecting her first child and, sure enough, is planning 
an exit from her close-in San Francisco neighborhood. One of the 
driving forces is the lack of living space and the desire for a yard.

​Cohen does a fair job discussing some of the policy proposals 
to promote more family housing. She writes about mandates that 
would force developers to include larger apartments in their mix. 
Fortunately, she quotes a land-use expert who makes the obvious 
point: dictating the product mix will increase development costs, 
could push these builders out of town and might reduce the overall 
number of apartments. She also touches on market-based ideas – 
reducing regulations that make it too costly to build bigger units 
(such as rules requiring two staircases in multifamily projects or 
large setbacks that eat up valuable floor space).75 The latter ideas are 
reasonable ones.

​I’d argue, however, that the real problem centers on demand.  
Cities remain a magnet for young, childless professionals. It’s difficult 
to find larger apartments for families because most people don’t want 
to raise their families in the city. It’s not only about a dearth of spa-
cious apartments, condos and houses, but about concerns with poor- 
performing school systems, crime issues and homeless encampments 
that have taken over neighborhood parks, and the high cost of living.

​Ultimately, any effort to reduce suburban-living options will dis-
courage people from having families. Anti-suburban policies that 
drive up home prices and reduce family oriented options are not a 
direct “war” on families, but an indirect one. Such policies ignore the 
natural and understandable needs of young families, especially those 
on tight budgets. 

​Urbanists often highlight the enormous cost of automobiles, 
with their monthly payments, insurance bills, and gas and mainte-
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nance costs.76 But most families are capable of calculating the costs 
and benefits of alternative living arrangements. Cars are pricey, but 
everything else in bigger cities is generally costlier than in the sub-
urbs – rent/mortgages, groceries, taxes, etc. When my wife and I 
considered moving into an urban area, we quickly learned that the 
local schools performed poorly. Private school tuition was far more 
than the cost of a second car.

​As couples have children, their priorities shift. They worry less 
about walking to hip restaurants and bars – and more about neigh-
borhood safety, educational opportunities and convenience. By fail-
ing to treat these concerns seriously and focusing instead on the 
availability of three-bedroom apartments, urbanists become their 
own worst enemy. The population numbers from major West Coast 
cities make it clear that fleeing for the suburbs is not an anomaly.

​Most of the nation’s biggest cities – and the ones usually tout-
ed by urbanists as models – are essentially childless. “San Francisco 
is not an easy place to raise kids. The city’s soaring cost of living 
and large share of professionally oriented adults have contributed to 
making it the most childless city in the U.S. for years, behind other 
expensive urban hubs like New York and Seattle,” according to a 
2021 report in the San Francisco Chronicle.77 Children make up only 
13% of the city’s population, compared to 22% of the nation’s total 
population and 26% of its suburbs.78

​Some of the population drop reflects overall lower birth rates 
throughout the country, but the exodus of families from cities con-
tinues. According to a study last year by the Economic Innovation 
Group, “Between July 1, 2020, and July 1, 2021, large urban counties 
– counties which intersect with an urban area of at least 250,000 
people – experienced a sharp drop in their under-five population. 
After falling by more than 235,000 during that span (3.7%), this 
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population fell an additional 106,000 last year, a drop of 1.8%.”79 
The drop was most pronounced in the nation’s biggest, elite cities.

​There’s much handwringing among urbanists about this phe-
nomenon, but the reasons always end up centering on the obvious 
ones I raised above. Per a recent column in The Conversation: “Why 
are these families leaving large cities? There are many reasons, in-
cluding high costs of living and housing, quality of education and 
school systems, crime and safety concerns and environmental and 
health factors.”80

​It’s obvious, too, why many kids raised in somewhat sterile sub-
urbs are eager to pursue opportunities in exciting urban environ-
ments, but it’s wrong to assume that this age-old trend represents a 
permanent resurgence of big city living. It’s even worse to use gov-
ernment planning to try to restrict people’s choices. By making fam-
ily friendly suburban living options less available, urbanists (at least 
the ones focused on mandates rather than up-zoning) are making 
it harder for young people to start families. I doubt that a boost in 
three-bedroom urban apartments will solve that problem.

https://www.cnbc.com/2024/06/29/us-highest-cost-of-living.html
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs/web/96184ex.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs/web/96184ex.asp
https://www.safehome.org/resources/crime-statistics-by-state/
https://www.epa.gov/climateimpacts/climate-change-impacts-built-environment
https://www.epa.gov/climateimpacts/climate-change-impacts-built-environment


Do Cities Subsidize Suburbs?

URBANISTS OFTEN JUSTIFY their anti-suburban  
policies based on a fairness issue. They argue that cities sub-
sidize the suburbs and this shift of resources robs cities of their 
tax revenues and that leads to a decline in their quality of life. 
It’s odd for a movement that eagerly supports public subsidies for, 
say, transit systems, parks and affordable-housing complexes to  
suddenly get upset about tax subsidies. Hypocrisy aside, what do 
the numbers suggest? 

​The suburban-subsidy argument takes a variety of shapes and 
forms, some of them nonsensical and others more or less accurate. 
The first argument is simple and wrongheaded. It goes like this: 
Low-density suburban development requires costly infrastructure 
to sustain it. By contrast, high-density living requires fewer roads 
and sewer lines, so general public revenues are misallocated by sup-
porting single-family neighborhoods and sprawling commercial 
developments.

​Here’s how one urbanist, Kōrero Wellington, puts it: 

​Suburban areas aren’t just lower intensity in terms of 
homes and land-uses per hectare, they’re also  lower 
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revenue for their city. But they still need all the pipes, 
power, roads, footpaths, culverts, streetlamps, retaining 
walls and so on – all paid for by the city (i.e., the pub-
lic – that’s all of us). All the same costs, for many fewer 
people living, working, doing stuff per hectare. Suburbs 
are being propped up by the densely-populated, multi-
use areas in the same city jurisdiction. It seems obvious 
when you think about it, but we generally don’t.81

​

We can easily see the problem with this common argument 
based on the author’s own words, as suburbs are “propped up” by the 
densely populated “areas in the same city.” Most American suburbs 
– at least the ones in California – operate as independent cities.82 In 
my suburb, taxpayers are paying for our infrastructure the same way 
as taxpayers in the neighboring big city pay for their infrastructure. 
There’s no city-to-suburb subsidy here.

​In fact, suburban tax rates are often lower than urban ones, as 
we have more efficient services thanks to less bureaucracy, few-
er social-service programs, more-limited public spaces and less- 
powerful municipal unions. In some cases, suburbs – especially 
smaller, wealthier ones – have higher tax rates than neighboring cit-
ies, but the cities aren’t subsidizing them. The suburban residents are 
paying them. Cities are sometimes net exporters of tax revenue to 
the state, although sometimes they are the recipient of more than 
their share.83 Suburban Orange County, for instance, has long been 
a donor county.84

​More sophisticated urbanists are forthright about the subsidy 
situation. Writer Chris Bradford spells it out in Smart Cities Dive:
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There’s not much direct subsidy of suburban subdivi-
sions – developers pay for all interior roads and  side-
walks, sewer and water hookups to city lines, and drain-
age and water retention facilities. They pay steep fees for 
city reviews and inspections. Depending on the size of 
the project, the city might require the developer to build 
on-site facilities like wastewater treatment plants. The 
city charges impact fees on top of these costs, and also 
can make developers pay the cost of off-site improve-
ments that are roughly proportionate to the develop-
ment’s impact.85

​

Bradford’s complaint is a reasonable one. He takes issue with the 
billions of dollars that county residents spend in bonds to fund arte-
rial roads that support far-flung developments. However, every kind 
of infrastructure costs money, with the costs rarely paid fully by us-
ers. Wherever we live, we need to get around. Increased urbanization 
is predicated on the construction and expansion of transit systems. 
Users never pay the full freight for those.

​Writing for the Cato Institute in 2018, Randal O’Toole argues 
that, “(W)e should end subsidies to highways as well, though those 
subsidies are much smaller – 1.5 cents per passenger mile vs. nearly 
90 cents for transit.”86 So if subsidies are the urbanists’ problem, we 
should look at who pays what for whom and recreate a tax system 
based on the principle that the user pays the costs. I’m guessing that 
with all costs considered, suburban residents would come out ahead.

That reality leads urbanists into a more fanciful definition of sub-
sidies. Grist writer Ben Adler details one major federal “subsidy” for 
suburbia, the mortgage-interest deduction:
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​The nominal purpose of the deduction is to promote 
homeownership. What it actually does is promote the 
over-consumption of housing relative to other forms 
of spending, savings and investment, because it taxes a 
dollar spent on housing less than a dollar put elsewhere. 
… And that’s not all. Over the same five-year period, 
homeowners wrote off $106 billion in federal income 
tax liability using rules that allow you to deduct state 
and local property taxes from your taxable income.87

​Sorry, but I refuse to concede that allowing Americans to keep 
their own money is a subsidy even if, say, overall lower tax rates are 
generally better than targeted deductions. The mortgage and other 
tax deductions apply to any homeowner, including ones who pur-
chase homes or condos in big cities. Urbanists also like to trot out 
supposed subsidies in the form of environmental externalities. In 
other words, the general public pays x for the health impacts of car 
dependency. Yet those imprecise numbers are generally a means to 
gin up costs to arrive at their pre-ordained conclusion. Anti-suburb 
types rarely insist on accounting for the environmental costs of tran-
sit and urban living.

​In a 2017 American Conservative article, “How we subsidize sub-
urbia,” Devin Marisa Zuegel expands on the argument that federal 
policy drove suburban development: “By making long-term, amor-
tized loans with low down payments the norm, federal policies made 
it possible for millions of people to buy single-family homes. These 
homeowners enthusiastically moved into the new mass-produced 
subdivisions to the west.”88

​Now tell me why this is a bad thing? It’s not exactly a subsi-
dy, either, by the common definition of that term. Of course, ur-
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banists are right that other government policies, such as zoning 
and federal highway construction (paid for largely but not entire-
ly by drivers through user fees), helped create the modern suburb. 
It was not, as some of suburbia’s defenders claim, a miracle of the 
free-market system.

​Zoning in particular is a government prior restraint on develop-
ment, which is why effective urbanists are committed to reducing 
zoning restrictions so that developers can build whatever consumers 
want. But it’s wrong – and generally inaccurate – to pit city residents 
against suburban ones by making it seem as if the former are subsi-
dizing the latter. Simply put, urbanists would have far more success 
implementing the constructive aspects of their agenda if they de-
scribed the situation accurately: Loosening building restrictions will 
lead to more choice and better outcomes for everyone. There’s no 
need to make suburbs the scapegoat.



​Conclusion: Seeking 
Peaceful Solutions

​BEFORE SEARCHING FOR SOLUTIONS, it’s wise to pinpoint 
the actual problem. Suburbia is not the problem. Cities are not 
the problem. The problem is a land-use process that’s dominated 
by excessive government control. That results in housing short-
ages and soaring home prices. It results in a lack of freedom that 
limits our housing choices. Another genuine problem, which I fre-
quently mention: Bureaucratic, incompetent and excessively priced 
municipal governments struggle to provide quality public ser-
vices or to address problems that erode everyone’s quality of life.89 
There’s no magic formula, but we should reconsider our attitudes 
going forward.

​It would be great for all of us to recognize that cities and their 
suburbs are not divided by something approximating the Berlin 
Wall. They are closely linked socially, economically and culturally. 
Big cities need suburban commuters just as suburbanites need urban 
job centers and amenities. Aaron Renn makes the requisite point in 
his Governing article, “Lies Cities Tell Themselves”:
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​The truth is that a city and its suburbs are in a sym-
biotic relationship as part of an overall region. It’s 
not the case that the suburbs are parasites on the 
city. Downtown is not just serving suburbanites, it’s 
also dependent on them. Having major employers 
that people commute to is an asset, not a liability. 
Many major nonprofit institutions are likewise ma-
jor assets and economic draws, not a burden.90

​Maybe it sounds namby-pamby, but we should respect others’ 
living choices and seek out conciliatory solutions whenever subur-
ban and urban priorities run up against one another. City and county 
officials frequently work together on problems that cross municipal 
boundaries. That’s nothing new even though there often are ten-
sions. On a personal level, most of us enjoy our suburban commu-
nities, but frequently travel to the city and enjoy urban amenities. 
Many of our friends and relatives live in neighborhoods that differ 
greatly from our own.

​New urbanists and YIMBYs in particular ought to knock off 
their cheap shots against suburbanites and explain to suburban 
dwellers why some mid-rise condos, better sidewalks and enhanced 
suburban downtowns might improve their quality of life and even 
boost home values. Critics of big cities – and there’s an entire con-
servative cottage industry devoted to bashing San Francisco – should 
stop trading in dystopian imagery and support policies that improve 
the safety and livability of nearby cities.91 You never know, your kids 
might end up choosing to live there. Many of the key urban and 
suburban governance issues aren’t even partisan, so we should be 
open to areas of agreement.
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​This dispute might even open the doors to a needed debate about 
zoning. Most of the energy for reducing zoning comes from those 
who want to urbanize our land uses, but suburbia’s conservative de-
fenders might want to consider the reality of zoning in the context 
of their smaller-government political philosophy. In an interview 
with Reason, the late Bernie Siegan, author of “Land Use Without 
Zoning,” spelled out zoning’s inherent problems:

​When you give control to government you find that 
the process that’s used by government is a process 
that really has nothing to do with the use of a valu-
able resource like land. In the case of land use, what 
you do is subject the use of land to the political pro-
cess and political pressures, and when you do that 
the land will be used for reasons that have nothing 
to do with the optimum use of the land, with good 
planning (if I may use that term), and with any ra-
tional criteria for use of that land. Use will be deter-
mined by who has the political power, who has the 
graft, who has the influence, who has the multitude 
of things that causes the political powers to act as 
they do. I think that is counterproductive to the use 
of a very valuable resource.92

​Moving decisions away from government planners, whether they 
are local, state or federal ones, would enhance freedom for every-
one. Progressives who dominate the movement ought to apply this 
thinking more broadly – and not just to advance their particular end 
goals. Conservatives who oppose up-zoning reforms need to redis-
cover their first principles.
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​As far as specific public policies, I reiterate the importance of dis-
tinguishing between those that are indeed attacks on suburban life 
(e.g., growth controls) and those that simply allow suburban areas to 
change with the times (e.g., allowing higher densities). I’d like legis-
lators to apply their streamlined, by-right development approaches 
to suburban developments, as well. Western states need more hous-
ing, so they might apply these liberalized rules to developers who 
build single-family homes, perhaps initially for smaller homes to 
encourage starter-house construction.

​So is there a war on suburbia? Again, yes and no. Instead of try-
ing to fight one, let’s roll up our sleeves and engage in some peace-
ful mediation.​
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