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ciency legislation that stalled in 2012 may get new life in the 113th Congress
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Shifting Tastes, Energy Prices Pushing
U.S. Suburbs to Embrace Walkability, Transit

P ost-World War II suburbs, which defined the
American landscape, are adapting to expensive
energy, changing demographics, and tastes; now

they present an opportunity for another commercial
real estate (CRE) boom.

According to a late January report from the Urban
Land Institute (ULI) Shifting Suburbs: Reinventing In-
frastructure for Compact Development, the move away
from detached, auto-dependent housing began in the
1990s. A rediscovered taste for walking and denser sur-
roundings motivated consumers, and both cities and
suburbs started to adapt to a new paradigm. Some suc-
ceeded and some struggled. Inner ring suburbs have
been helped by their proximity to urban transit centers,
but many outer ring suburbs have become better known
for foreclosures and financial crises. ‘‘In 2010, for the
first time, the majority of the nation’s poor lived in sub-
urbs, as suburbs absorbed more of the national rise in
metropolitan poverty,’’ the report said. Generation Y, a
cohort numbering between 80 million and 95 million,
moved into cities and the more walkable inner ring sub-
urbs. ‘‘Over the last two decades, driven in part by a de-
sire to attract and retain a young talented workforce,
suburban places have launched important initiatives
aimed at meeting shifting market demands,’’ the report
said. Dozens, possibly hundreds of suburban places
have already worked to re-imagine their future, build-
ing or rebuilding in more compact and sustainable
ways, the report said, adding that it is essential to ‘‘re-
think suburban infrastructure.’’

Compact Development. For compact development to
occur, developers and municipalities must determine
how to plan, fund, and finance the often costly and com-
plicated infrastructure required for suburban compact
growth, the report said. That infrastructure can include:

s transit investments,

s structured parking,

s intricate street grids,

s sidewalks, streetlights, and

s utility upgrades, such as water and sewers.

CRE Possiblities. ‘‘There are lots of CRE opportunities
to be had in making more dense compact sustainable
places in the suburbs,’’ said Rachel MacCleery, vice
president for infrastructure at ULI and one of the au-
thors of the report. ‘‘To do that requires a whole new set
of skills and tools and approaches from what has been
the tradition for the past 50 years.’’ Some of the skills
would be funding, financing leadership, and vision, she
said. ‘‘There needs to be new infrastructure,’’ she said.

MacCleery, speaking to BNA Feb. 26, described what
the a suburb of tomorrow should look like. Transform-
ing from a highway with strip malls, she envisioned a
corridor that could be a community asset that meets
several different goals and objectives for the commu-
nity, rather than a place to simply drive through. It
would be greener, shadier, safer for pedestrians and
transit users. ‘‘It really functions as a place, in and of it-
self,’’ she said.

To succeed, this sort of suburb would take in a range
of densities, land use mixes, and different transporta-
tion and infrastructure assets, she said, and a lot of
communities are struggling with how it can be
achieved.

Suburban Arterial. The category for suburban densifi-
cation that represents a huge amount of economic activ-
ity and actually holds the most hope is suburban arte-
rial, defined in the report as highly traveled but out-
moded, strip mall-studded stretches of road. It is also
the most challenging. ‘‘They have a hodgepodge of land
uses,’’ MacCleery said. ‘‘They often require the coordi-
nation of multiple jurisdictions. They are very auto-
dominated. They often have infrastructure not support-
ive of walking or biking. It is difficult to change those
patterns around.’’

A lot of thought has already gone into how they might
be reinvented, but there haven’t been many workable
solutions, she said. Certain exceptions, such as State
Road 7, in Florida (See below), have either taken place
or are in the works.

Paying For It. As with every large project, funding re-
mains the biggest challenge. The report noted two fund-
ing opportunities worthy of attention:

s State transportation dollars. Ensuring that those
funds go to transportation investments that support
suburban compact development, and

s the development and use of more sustainable
funding solutions that capitalize on and reinforce the
link between transportation—especially transit—and
land use/real estate. This would include the use of
‘‘value-capture mechanisms that leverage real estate or
property values to pay for infrastructure, such as spe-
cial assessment districts or tax increment financing
(TIF).’’

Case Histories. The report examines four suburban
corridors:

s ‘‘State Road 7,’’ MacCleery said, ‘‘has this long
municipal partnership.’’ Connecting Florida’s Broward
and Miami-Dade Counties, the north-south arterial
highway runs between the Everglades and the Atlantic
Ocean. The businesses, built in the ’60s and ’70s, are lo-
cated in strip malls of the same era. In 2000, local gov-
ernment leaders along the route formed the State
Road/7 U.S. 441 Collaborative, with the goal of turning
the 41-mile stretch of non-negotiable auto supremacy
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into a mixed-use transit oriented corridor. It is the
longest-running revitalization effort in the country.

Suggestions from the ULI, in line with community in-
put, caused the retail and residential development to
cluster around major intersections, leaving far less in
between. The road will be widened, pedestrian ameni-
ties are planned, and either a light rail or Bus Rapid
Transit (BRT) will be implemented. Although chal-
lenged by the economic crisis, the work continues.

s Dublin, Ohio. Dublin is a prosperous, generic,
auto-dependent suburb of Columbus, home to several
corporate headquarters, and has seen a population in-
crease from 300 in 1970 to 40,000 in 2010. The city,
finding itself facing changing consumer tastes in both
young professionals and aging baby boomers, em-
barked in 2010 on a plan to turn its 1,000 acres into a
denser, mixed-use, pedestrian-friendly corridor, built
around a preserved, historic downtown area. ‘‘Compa-
nies making decisions about where to locate today are
focused on where talented young workers want to be in-
stead of . . . where CEOs want to live,’’ the report said.
The city’s Bridge Street corridor has been rezoned to
accommodate heightened residential density limits,
shooting up from five units per acre to as high as 70.
‘‘Dublin,’’ MacCleery said, ‘‘is doing a sort of compre-
hensive rethink, not just of the corridor but the entire
city. The corridor is part of that.’’

s White Flint/Rockville Pike, in Maryland’s Mont-
gomery County, a suburb of Washington, D.C. The revi-
talization of one of America’s most affluent areas,
which is anchored by the D.C. Metro’s Red Line, is a
private sector-led initiative. ‘‘The private sector devel-
opers . . . have gotten together and said [they] are going
to try to fund these things themselves and try to do
things in new ways,’’ MacCleery said. The White Flint
Partnership, a confederacy of six major real estate pro-
fessionals, came together to develop, implement, and
fund a denser, transit-friendly corridor. The group’s
plan calls for turning the six-lane, arterial highway, fa-
mous for almost perpetual congestion, into a modern
boulevard with wide sidewalks, dedicated bike and bus
lanes, street-front retail, and as many as 10,000 new
housing units. An ‘‘incredible’’ rise of property values is
expected.

s The Aurora Corridor, Shoreline, Washington. Built
around the congested and complicated State Road 99,
which had an accident rate approaching one a day, the
area began revitalization in 2005. It has either com-
pleted or is building pedestrian bridges, bus rapid trans-
port, dedicated bus lanes, sidewalks, a multi-modal trail
running parallel, and a public plaza. The first phase of
the project won an award of excellence for best city
project from the Federal Highway Administration. It
also gave the city an opening to upgrade utility infra-
structure. Local business owners along the route have
been galvanized to redevelop and improve their proper-
ties. ‘‘The city has to think like a developer,’’ Dan Ee-
rnisee, the city’s economic development manager, said
in the report.

‘‘The Aurora Corridor,’’ MacCleery said, ‘‘is really an
example of a place that is taking the lead on really re-
thinking the infrastructure components. They are es-
sentially completely revamping the street and the way
the street functions.’’ Accidents on the corridor have al-
ready dropped 60 percent, and retail and residential de-
velopment is on the rise.

The Big Change. None of these projects, MacCleery
said, really have what she called the whole package yet;
the mix between infrastructure investment, real estate
development, new development coming in, and the
transit leveraging. ‘‘But they are all trying to put to-
gether the elements that, at some point, might add up
to that big, transformative change that you want to
see,’’ she said.

The report, MacCleery said, is part of ULI’s attempt
to shed light on what has worked. A lot of places have
aspirations, MacCleery said, and the market and the de-
mographics are pushing in a certain direction. Densify-
ing suburbs are places that deserve our investment and
our attention, she said. ‘‘If that doesn’t happen, the risk
is that development goes someplace else, in greenfield
development or very far out, which poses a risk.’’ The
risk, she said, is to people’s quality of life, to the envi-
ronment, [and] to America’s energy future.’’

BY KEVIN LAMBERT

The ULI report can be found at http://www.uli.org/wp-
content/uploads/ULI-Documents/Shifting-Suburbs.pdf.
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