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Articles

What is Rural?   The term “rural” can be confusing. It has 
different meanings to different people. Some people feel that 
if  they live on a large  amount of  acreage, whether they farm, 
or not, they are living in rural lands. For our purposes to help 
clarify discussions that lead to common agreements, we define 
rural areas (referred to as “the countryside”) as large and iso-
lated areas of  a country, often with low population density. 

There is a popular desire to keep Weld County rural. People 
do not have a full understanding of  what rural means, and so 
their arguments on what they wish to protect gets confusing. 
Without clarity on what we want to protect, it will become lost.  
People are ready to protect open space, but they are uncertain 
as to how to fund acquisitions.  People recognize that develop-
ing the next round of  suburban housing stock only aggravates 
the taking of  precious open lands and agricultural production 
lands.  Rural environments are especially sensitive to the dam-
aging effects of  sprawl.  

In the following section, we explore methods now underway 
to apply Smart Growth and Smart Transportation principles 
to Weld County.  As we carefully work through what future 
land use, transportation and lifestyle choices we wish to protect 
and preserve, we can begin to honor the right choices in land 
development code and practice. 

Creating healthy environments cannot be done in isolation 
by any one organization; it requires coordinated and compre-
hensive efforts.  Successful models and shared concepts are 
needed in Weld County.  Fortunately many of  the answers 
needed to affect change are already being built in Weld County, 
or nearby in Colorado and the Rocky Mountain region states. 
With more than five years of  launched programs, such as Live 
Well Colorado and the ACE program, some of  the most in-
novative solutions in Colorado are found here.  This mid-term 
evaluation recognizes the outstanding efforts undertaken in 
Weld County to create active community environments and the 
realization that locating additional funding sources to maintain 
and extend health programming is central to the success of  the 
region, but also to the state and nation as a whole.  Weld Coun-
ty should be the model for a healthy America. Since it is at 

the center of  the nation’s food production, 
Weld County can be known for producing 
nutrient-rich foods and a quality lifestyle for 
residents and families—making it an appeal-
ing place for employers and job seekers.

Smart Growth and Smart 
Transportation Principles

Like most places in our nation, Weld Coun-
ty’s community development practices are 
in transition with a reducing emphasis on 
strips and sprawl and an increasing focus 
on centers and hearts of  communities. This 
shift and emphasis brings about protection 
of  open space, land preservation, affordable 
transportation, a sound tourism base, age-
in-place neighborhoods and vibrant local 
and regional economies. 
  
When communities choose walkable or 
smart growth strategies, they create new 
neighborhoods and maintain existing ones 
that are attractive, convenient, safe, and 
healthy.  They can foster design that encour-
ages social, civic, and physical activity. They 
can protect the environment while stimulat-
ing economic growth. Most of  all, they can 
create more choices for residents, workers, 
visitors, children, families, single people, and 
older adults—choices in where to live, how 
to get around, and how to interact with the 
people around them. When communities 
do this kind of  planning, they preserve the 
best of  their past while creating a bright 
future for generations to come. In each of  
the communities we visited, we learned that 
these are the key issues. 

Planned and targeted growth presents a 
tremendous opportunity for progress in 
Weld County.  It is hard to get a full grasp 
on how much is changing.  This report coin-
cides with the most significant slowdown in 
everything we have been building in the past 
fifty years.  It is time that we recognize that 
Smart Growth and Smart Transportation 
provide an approach to the planning and 
design of  roadways that links transporta-

By Dan Burden, 
Prepared for Weld County, Colorado
This article is shared here in hopes that the challenges faced 
in Weld County, one of the ten richest agricultural areas 
of our nation, and one facing the extinction of “ruralness” 
through fast suburban pressures from Denver, is real, can 
add important thoughts to Douglas discussions. 
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tion investments to local contexts. These include 
financial, community, land use, transportation and 
environmental contexts. A sound project arises out 
of  a planning and design process that is sensitive 
to the needs of  both land uses and transportation, 
includes input from the local stakeholders, reason-
ably mitigates impacts on the environment, and 
includes a budget that is scaled to the size of  the 
problem. 

National per capita traffic growth (measured in 
Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT)) plateaued in 2000.  
Since then, per capita VMT is in a slight decline. 
This decline occurred three years before gas prices 
spiked and two years before the economy went 
into its current adjustment. Is it possible (or even 
likely) that we will not build our traffic in a signifi-
cant fashion in the future?  Healthier communities 
and healthier people could be one outcome if  we 
now focus more of  our limited funds on things 
that build communities rather than traffic.

 Although this national slowdown may not be the 
case in Weld County yet, steps could be taken to 
assure that traffic does not grow further. This is 
best handled by focusing growth into places mini-
mizing large capital investments. Over time, bud-
gets can then be shifted to make way for increased 
transit, walking, bicycling, as well as ride sharing 
and van support for those not currently receiving 
levels of  transport that they need.  

In time, as better place is created, and new jobs 
start to flow into the community, better disburse-
ment of  funds can help improve parks, open space 
community centers, main street environments and 
trails.  In our interviews and earlier visits, we heard 
over and over that people are ready to feature 
these qualities as they grow their communities. 
Few spoke of  widening roads or investing in other 
high cost infrastructure that only grows their size, 
not their quality.

Land use, transportation and health agencies can 
work together collaboratively to overcome the 
problems associated with conventional sprawl and 
strip patterns, to build communities that become 
prosperous, as they focus on creating the kind of  
places where people want to live and where others 
want to start up innovative businesses.  South-
west Weld County is well located to allow a future 

agreeable and attractive to many. Certain landscapes and 
buildings are essential to our understanding of  our unique 
history and culture. We refer to these as heritage lands.  
We can and should pass on to our children heritage lands 
and the quaint small town living patterns that were once 
common place.  
Communities around the country are looking for ways 
to get the most out of  new development and to maxi-
mize their investments. Frustrated by development that 
requires residents to drive long distances between jobs 
and homes, many communities are challenging rules that 
make it impossible to put workplaces, homes, and services 
closer together. Many communities are questioning the 
fiscal wisdom of  neglecting existing infrastructure while 
expanding new sewers, roads, and services to the fringe.   
In many communities where development has improved 
daily life, the economy, and the environment, Smart 
Growth principles have been key to that success.

Agriburbia

Agriburbia (a trademarked term) is being applied in a 
number of  Front Range communities that are focused 
on growing food locally and maintaining a rural or ag-
ricultural lifestyle while providing amenities to attract 
employers and residents.  The Denver Post article “Agri-
burbia” Sprouts on Colorado’s Front Range (October 24, 
2009) discusses combining housing and harvests so that 
we begin to convert the nation’s 31 million acres of  lawn 
to food production.  Matthew Redmond, a proponent 
of  urban farming and development believes golf-course 
greens could be redefined with herbs; sand traps could be 
kale traps.

Additionally, “He sees retirement homes engulfed by 
farms and office buildings where workers escape cubicles 
on farming breaks. Redmond, along with his born-on- a-
farm biologist turned planner wife, Jennifer, sees an urban 
landscape like none before.  This is where we are all going 
to go.   We need this,” said Redmond. “Everyone thinks 
they are so smart by crafting a 2030 plan for the future. I 
say we need a $180-a-barrel plan, on how our communi-
ties can be self-sufficient when oil becomes too expensive 
to ship food across the country.”
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October	2009			Traverse	City’s	Front	Street	a	
Top	10	Great	Street
Traverse	City’s	Front	Street	a	Top	10	Great	
Street

The	American	Planning	Association	puts	
Front	Street,	in	Traverse	City,	on	esteemed	
list	of	American	avenues.
Oct	8,	2009

Traverse	City	Planner	Russell	Soyring	dis-
cusses	Front	Street’s	latest	accolades,	with	
photos	showing	the	avenue’s	evolution.

The	American	Planning	Association	(APA)	
announced	that	Front	Street	has	been	des-
ignated	one	of	10	Great	Streets	for	2009	by	
APA’s	Great	Places	in	America	program.	APA	
Great	Places	exemplify	exceptional	character	
and	highlight	the	role	planners	and	planning	
play	in	creating	communities	of	lasting	value.	
Two	other	2009	Great	Places	in	Michigan	are	
South	Main	Street	in	Ann	Arbor	(10	Great	
Streets)	and	East	Park	in	Charlevoix	(10	
Great	Public	Spaces).

To	celebrate	Traverse	City’s	award,	the	city’s	
planning	director,	Russell	Soyring,	pre-
sented	Traverse	City	Mayor	Michael	Estes	
with	a	plaque	from	the	American	Planning	
Association	at	a	gathering	on	the	corner	of	
Front	Street	and	Cass	on	Wednesday	morn-
ing	October	7th.	Brian	Crough,	Community	
Development	Director,	then	presented	the	
Mayor	with	a	“Great”	street	sign,	to	add	to	
the	Front	Street	signs—and	an	invitation	to	
install	the	first	one.	The	mayor	climbed	the	
ladder	with	Crough	holding	it	steady	and	
placed	the	word	“Great”	over	Front	Street	
on	the	corner	street	sign,	all	accompanied	by	
cheers	from	the	crowd	that	had	gathered	for	
the	occasion—including	our	large	group	from	
MyNorth	Media.

Among	the	reasons	APA	singled	out	Front	
Street	is	the	way	it	functions	as	a	“complete	

street,”	accommodating	all	users	equally	well—pedestri-
ans,	cyclists,	transit	riders	as	well	as	motorists.	Other	fac-
tors	contributing	to	Front	Street’s	outstanding	character	
include	Traverse	City’s	on-going	commitment	to	plan-
ning,	historic	preservation	and	downtown	redevelopment.

“Front	Street	is	a	model	for	comprehensive	commercial	
district	revitalization.	Night	or	day,	Front	Street	is	an	en-
tertaining	place	to	be—to	watch	people,	to	feel	the	pulse	
of	community,”	said	Mayor	Michael	Estes.

“Building	an	attractive	commercial	street	is	no	easy	task,	
nor	is	filling	the	street	with	people”	said	Planning	Direc-
tor	Russell	Soyring.	“By	developing	a	clear	vision	and	
developing	a	community	structure	for	dedicated	individu-
als	to	work	together,	the	street	has	blossomed	into	Tra-
verse	City’s	proudest	street.”

“To	be	recognized	by	the	American	Planning	Associa-
tion	as	one	of	the	top	ten	great	streets	is	a	tremendous	
honor.	So	many	property	owners,	shopkeepers,	citizens	
and	civic	entrepreneurs	have	contributed	to	a	shared	vi-
sion	that	sustains	us	still,”	says	Community	Development	
Director,	Bryan	Crough.

Through	Great	Places	in	America,	APA	recognizes	
unique	and	authentic	characteristics	found	in	three	es-
sential	components	of	all	communities	—	streets,	neigh-
borhoods,	and	public	spaces.	APA	Great	Places	offer	
better	choices	for	where	and	how	people	work	and	live	
everyday,	places	that	are	enjoyable,	safe,	and	desirable.	
Such	places	are	defined	by	many	characteristics,	includ-
ing	architectural	features,	accessibility,	functionality,	and	
community	involvement.

“We’re	very	excited	to	single	out	Front	Street	as	one	of	
this	year’s	Great	Streets,”	said	APA	Chief	Executive	Of-
ficer	Paul	Farmer,	FAICP.	“It	is	no	small	feat	to	transform	
a	vehicle-dominant	thoroughfare	into	a	‘complete	street.’	
Front	Street	is	truly	a	model	worth	emulating,	and	we	
commend	city	leaders,	business	leaders	and	citizens	for	
this	accomplishment,”	he	added.

Platted	in	1852	by	Traverse	City	founder	Perry	Hannah,	
physical	changes	that	helped	to	redefine	Front	Street	as	
the	city’s	downtown	“living	room”—12-	to	14-footwide	
sidewalks,	8-foot	curb	“bump	outs”	that	narrow	the	road-
way	and	help	slow	traffic,	and	pedestrian	crosswalks	ev-
ery	one-third	block—did	not	begin	until	the	mid-1970’s.
It	also	was	during	the	1970’s	when	the	City	Opera	House,	
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Tourism and the Environment: 
What’s the Connection? 
Ed McMahon
 
So what did you do on your summer vacation? Was 
it rewarding and satisfying? Did the destination 
meet your expectations? Would you recommend it 
to a friend? Or were you disappointed? Did dirty 
air, traffic congestion, crowded beaches, slipshod 
service, or towns awash in tourist schlock leave you 
feeling frustrated and cheated? Americans spend 
almost $400 billion a year on travel and recreation 
away from home. Travel and tourism account for 
11.4 percent of  employment - or one out of  every 
nine jobs in the United States. It is the leading 
industry in 37 states. We are all familiar with the 
colorful ads that American cities and towns use to 
promote their charms. They are always filled with 
attractive scenes: sunsets, azaleas in bloom, historic 
house-museums, all beautifully photographed. But 
the reality is often not so lovely. Back away from 
the columned house and you’ll find, as likely as not, 
a fast food restaurant with a screaming red roof  to 
one side, and to the other a parking lot that is bar-
ren except
for a flashing portable sign or a towering billboard. 
The advertisement is handsome; the city is not.

Tourism involves much more than marketing. It 
also involves making destinations more appealing. 
This means conserving and enhancing a destina-
tion’s natural tourism assets. In other words: pro-
tecting the environment. It is, after all, the unique 
heritage, culture, wildlife, or natural beauty of  a 
community or region that attracts tourists in the 
first place. Competition for tourism dollars is fierce. 
If  the destination is too crowded, too commercial, 
or too much like everyplace else, then why go? This 
is the reason local planning, zoning, and urban 
design standards are so important to communities 
with tourism resources. Communities know they 
are in trouble when new development shapes the 
character of  the community, instead of  the charac-
ter of  the community shaping the development.

The Nature of  Tourism
Studies reveal significant differences between 
tourist and resident perceptions of  a community. 
Tourists are open and receptive to everything they 
see, while residents tend to tune out the familiar en-

built	in	1891	and	the	oldest	of	three	such	Victorian	
opera	houses	in	Michigan,	was	placed	on	the	National	
Register	of	Historic	Places.	Some	$8.5	million	in	pri-
vate	donations	and	public	funding	has	been	invested	
in	historic	restoration	along	Front	Street	since	then.

Another	reason	Front	Street	functions	a	lot	like	an	
outdoor	living	room	for	visitors	and	residents	is	the	
Jay	Smith	Walkway	pocket	park.	The	park	provides	
a	place	to	sit,	relax	and	people	watch	while	children	
play	with	the	fountain.	Also	near	Front	Street	and	the	
pocket	park	are	historic	residential	neighborhoods,	
a	public	transit	center,	Boardman	River,	Clinch	Park	
and	Zoo,	Lake	Michigan’s	West	Grand	Traverse	Bay	
waterfront	and	a	regional	trail	system.

The	city	also	encourages	smart	growth	along	Front	
Street.	Buildings	downtown	that	offer	a	mixture	of	
uses,	such	as	retail	stores	on	the	ground	floor	and	
office	or	residential	space	on	upper	floors,	are	encour-
aged.	Those	that	designate	at	least	20	percent	of	their	
space	for	residential	uses	can	add	one	additional	story	
in	height.

These	and	other	changes	make	Front	Street	one	of	the	
most	popular	places	not	only	during	the	city’s	Nation-
al	Cherry	Festival	and	Traverse	City	Film	Festival,	
but	throughout	the	year.

For	more	information	about	10	Great	Streets,	10	Great	
Neighborhoods	and	10	Great	Public	Spaces,	visit	
www.planning.org/greatplaces.

This	year’s	Great	Places	in	America	will	be	celebrated	
as	part	of	APA’s	National	Community	Planning	Month	
in	October	2009;	for	more	about	the	special	month,	
visit	www.planning.org/ncpm.
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vironment along the roads they travel day in and 
day out. This suggests that local tourism officials 
need to become much more aware of  the overall 
character of  their community. If  the character 
of  the destination is at odds with its descrip-
tion in advertising and promotional literature, 
the tourist will feel cheated. Creation of  a false 
image can spoil a vacation. What’s more, it can 
reduce repeat visitation: tourists may come once 
but they won’t come back. Alternatively, happy 
memories and word of  mouth are the best 
public relations a destination can have. Tourism 
is a voluntary activity, which means that tourists 
have a choice among competing destinations. 
Given a choice, where will they go? Virtually 
every study of  traveler motivations has shown 
that, continued along with rest and recreation, 
visiting scenic areas and historic sites are the top 
reasons why people travel. Travel writer Arthur 
Frommer notes that, “Among cities with no 
particular recreational appeal, those that have 
preserved their past continue to enjoy tourism. 
Those that haven’t, receive almost no tourism 
at all. Tourism simply doesn’t go to a city that 
has lost its soul.” So how can a community at-
tract tourists and their dollars without losing its 
soul? First, we need to recognize that sustainable 
tourism is a long-term strategy, not a quick fix. 
Second, understand that people are tourists in 
order to visit a place. As economic development 
expert Don Rypkema says, “Nobody goes any-
where to go down a waterslide or buy a tee-shirt. 
They may do both these things, but that isn’t 
the reason they went there.” People travel to see 
places, especially places that are special, unusual, 
and unique. Put another way, anyplace can create 
a tourist attraction, but it is those places that 
are attractions in and of  themselves that people 
most want to visit.

Preservation-minded cities like Annapolis, 
Maryland; Savannah, Georgia; Charleston, 
South Carolina; Santa Fe, New Mexico; Victoria, 
British Columbia; and Guanajuato, Mexico are 
among North America’s leading tourism destina-
tions precisely because they have protected their 
unique architectural heritage. By contrast, cities 
that have obliterated their past attract hardly any 
tourists at all, except for the highly competitive 
and notoriously fickle convention business. Not 

every community is blessed with a great natural wonder or a 
rich legacy of  historic buildings, but most  communities have 
tourism potential. Realizing this potential begins by inventory-
ing your assets – both existing and potential. What natural, 
cultural, or historic resources does your community have to 
offer? What
features give your community its’ special character and iden-
tity? This is how Lowell, Massachusetts began its
transformation from a gritty, blue-collar industrial city, with an 
unemployment rate of  23 percent to a city that now receives 
over 900,000 visitors a year, has restored 250 historic build-
ings, and seen over $1 billion in new investments. It all began 
by recognizing the potential that existed in the abandoned mill 
buildings that characterized the city and then planning and 
organizing to realize that potential.

Keys to Sustainable Tourism
Sustainable tourism means preserving and protecting resourc-
es. The truth is, the more a community does to conserve its 
unique resources, whether natural, architectural, or cultural, 
the more tourists it will attract. On the other hand, the more 
a community comes to resemble “Anyplace, U.S.A.”, the less 
reason there will be to visit. Make a destination more appeal-
ing and people will stay longer and spend more. Here are some 
recommendations your community might want to consider:

1. Focus on the authentic. Make every effort to preserve 
the authentic aspects of  local heritage and culture includ-
ing handicrafts, art, music, language, architecture, landscape, 
traditions, and history. Sustainable tourism emphasizes the real 
over the artificial. It recognizes that the true story of  an area is 
worth telling even if  it’s painful or disturbing. In Birmingham, 
Alabama the Civil Rights Museum and Historic District tells 
the story of  Birmingham’s turbulent history during the Civil 
Rights Era. The authentic representation of  the city’s past 
adds value and appeal to Birmingham as a destination and the 
museum and adjacent historic district have proved enormously 
popular with visitors from all the world. By contrast, many 
tourist attractions near the Smoky Mountains National Park 
portray Cherokee Indians as using teepees and totem poles, 
and wearing feather war bonnets, even though this was never 
part of  their culture. This commercialization of  a stereotype 
Indian has caused anger towards the tourism industry and 
devalued the area as a destination.

2. Recognize that tourism has limits. Savvy communities 
always ask how many tourists are too many? Tourism devel-
opment that exceeds the carrying capacity of  the ecosystem 
or fails to respect a community’s sense of  place will result in 
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resentment and the eventual destruction of  
the very attributes that tourists come to enjoy. 
Too many cars, boats, tour buses, condomini-
ums, or people can overwhelm a community 
and harm fragile resources. Sanibel Island, 
Florida, is one community that has found 
ways to balance nature and commerce. A pop-
ular Gulf  Coast resort, Sanibel is one of  the 
world’s premier places to collect seashells and 
see sub-tropical birds. To protect its abundant 
wildlife, white sand beaches, and quiet charm, 
Sanibel built an extensive network of  off-road 
bike paths and developed a master plan based 
on an analysis of  what was needed to protect 
the island’s natural systems. The plan set a 
limit on the island population consistent with 
its drinking water supply, the habitat needs of  
wildlife, the need to evacuate the island be-
fore hurricanes and other considerations. By 
establishing development standards based on 
ecological constants, Sanibel has managed to 
preserve one of  America’s most exceptional 
sub-tropical environments while also accom-
modating a high level of  visitation.

3. Ensure that tourism support facilities — 
hotels, motels, restaurants and shops — are 
architecturally and environmentally compat-
ible with their surroundings. Tourists need 
places to eat and sleep. They also appreciate 
the dependable levels of  service and accom-
modation one usually finds in American 
hotels and motels. But people crave integrity 
of  place wherever they go, and homogenous, 
“off-the-shelf ” corporate chain and franchise 
architecture work against integrity of  place. 
I’ll never forget how charmed I was on my 
first visit to Lexington, Virginia - a Norman 
Rockwell sort of  town in the Shenandoah 
Valley north of  Roanoke. Nor will I forget 
how offended I was on a later visit when I 
found a row of  gaudy, cookie-cutter fast food 
joints, cheek by jowl with the town’s historic 
architecture. Every development should have 
a harmonious relationship with its setting. 
Tourism support facilities should reflect the 
broader environmental context of  the com-
munity and should respect the specific size, 
character, and functional factors of  their site 
within the surrounding landscape. A com-

munity’s food and lodging establishments are part of  the total 
tourism package. Shouldn’t hotels in Maine be different in style 
than those in Maryland, Montana, or Morocco? It is this search 
for something different that has given rise to the booming bed 
and breakfast, adventure travel, and heritage tourism industries.

4. Interpret the Resource. Education and interpretation are 
another key to sustainable tourism. Visitors want information 
about what they are seeing. Interpretation can also be a powerful 
story-telling tool which can make an attraction, even an entire 
community, come alive. It can also result in better managed 
resources by explaining why the resources are important. Inter-
pretation instills respect and fosters stewardship in both visitors 
and residents. Education about natural and cultural resources can 
instill community pride and strengthen sense of  place.

5. Consider Aesthetics and Ecology. Clean air, clean water, and 
healthy natural systems are fundamentally important to sustain-
able tourism, but as Mark Twain once said, “We take stock of  a 
city like we take stock of  a man. The clothes or appearance are 
the externals by which we judge.” In other words, aesthetics is 
also important. Many cities have gotten used to ugliness, accept-
ing it as inevitable to progress. However, other more enlightened 
communities recognize that the way a community looks affects 
its image and its economic well-being. Protecting scenic views 
and vistas, planting trees, landscaping parking lots, and control-
ling signs are all fundamentally important to the economic health 
of  a community.

6. Enhance the journey as well as the destination.
Tourism is the sum total of  the travel experience. It is not just 
what happens at the destination. It involves everything that peo-
ple see and do from the time they leave home until the vacation 
is over. Getting there can be half  the fun, but frequently it is not. 
There are many great destinations in America, but unfortunately, 
there are very few great journeys left, which is why it is in the in-
terest of  the tourism industry to encourage the development of  
heritage corridors, bike paths, hiking trails, and other forms of  
alternate transportation. As author Louis L’Amour once wrote, 
“the trail is the thing, not the end of  the trail. Travel too fast and 
you’ll miss all you are traveling for.” This is also why local and 
state governments should designate scenic byways and protect 
roads with unique scenic or historic character.

Summing Up:
In recent years American tourism has had steadily less to do with 
America, and more to do with tourism.  As open land decreases 
marketing dollars increase. As historic buildings disappear, theme 
parks proliferate. Citizen planners can take a leadership role 
in promoting — through community discussion and compre-
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hensive planning policies — a “sustainable tourism” 
agenda that strengthens the local economy by protect-
ing and enhancing the community’s natural, cultural, 
and scenic resources.

Reprinted from The Forum Journal, Summer 1999, 
with permission from Author.
 
 
Environmentally Sensitive Development 
Ed McMahon

 Last year I attended a conference on environmentally 
sensitive development conducted by the National 
Association of  Home Builders. Most of  the speakers 
were developers interested in building more compact, 
mixed use, pedestrian friendly communities.  Almost 
to a person the builders complained about the in-
flexibility of  local subdivision standards, particularly 
excessive residential street standards.  As one builder 
put it, “the typical code requires us to build roads wide 
enough to land a 747 on.” Or as another builder ex-
plained, “too wide streets encourage speeding and are 
unattractive.”  Overdesigned roads are also expensive. 
According to one expert, “over wide streets can add 
up to $9,000 to the cost of  a house.” 

Sitting next to me throughout the conference was a 
representative of  the Chesapeake Bay Foundation, 
a regional environmental organization devoted to 
restoring the health of  the Chesapeake Bay.  After 

the first complaint from a builder about residential 
road standards he turned to me and said, “I completely 
agree with him.” An environmentalist and a developer 
in complete agreement? This would come as a shock to 
many people, but the environmentalist quietly explained 
that less pavement meant less run-off, less sedimenta-
tion, and less non-point source pollution. This in turn 
meant a healthier Chesapeake Bay.

We often hear people say that a healthy economy and 
healthy environment go hand in hand and yet innova-
tive developers who would protect the environment are 
often stymied by inflexible regulations. Ironically, when 
an environmentally sensitive design varies from the 
letter of  the law, developers must often spend time and 
money arguing for their plan. When the cost and delay 
are too great, the “by-the-book” project will prevail over 
innovation, even if  it hurts the environment.

Land use regulations need to be flexible enough to al-
low for innovation. Currently, regulators deal with one 
issue at a time, as if  they existed in a vacuum. A more 
holistic approach, that looks at the relationship of  all 
the issues, would prevent some of  the defects in the 
present system. Let’s look at a few examples:

1. Street Standards — Do residential streets have to be 
36 to 42 feet wide when 24 feet is safer and less costly? 
Overly wide streets mean more paving, more runoff, 
and more tree removal. This clearly hurts the environ-

Example of  a street meeting fire code and other operational needs, but 
limited to travel lane widths of  10 feet. By insetting parking, drivers alter 
their behavior. Elimination of  center lane lines, vertical walls of  trees and 
ground cover also add to neighborhood friendly driving behaviors.
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ment while increasing development costs. Likewise, regu-
lations should, wherever feasible, permit flexibility in road 
slope and grade standards.  For example, having a shallow 
slope alongside a 36 foot wide road often means 80 to 90 
feet of  clearance. Increasing the slope — even slightly — 
may significantly reduce the number of  trees or amount 
of  vegetation that would otherwise have to be cleared, 
without sacrificing road stabilization. Both the environ-
ment and the developer will benefit.

2. Wetlands— Is it better to carve up five acres of  wood-
land than to temporarily disturb an acre of  wetland? Put  
another way, does it make sense to destroy a lot of  one 
natural feature to save a little of  another? One Maryland 
developer whose plans called for disturbing 3.5 acres of  
wetland on a large site was required to clear 7 acres of  
forest to mitigate for the disturbed wetland. There are 
clearly better ways to achieve environmental protection.

3. Parking lots— Does every parking lot have to be de-
signed for the Christmas Eve overflow crowd, and remain 
mostly empty 95 percent of  the time? If  parking lots were 
designed to meet typical customer flow requirements 
instead of  being over designed for the peak demand 
hour, adverse impacts on stormwater runoff, soil erosion, 
wildlife habitats, and nonpoint source pollution would be 
reduced. Infrequently used overflow lots could have grass 
or other porous surfaces.

4. Stormwater Management — Do your regulations 
permit developers to use natural storm-water manage-
ment systems such as grassy swales or gravel packed 
trenches? Or do your regulations require storm sewers, 
curb and gutters, or other high cost systems in every case? 
What about retention ponds? Today, they are typically 

little more than a whole in the ground with a fence 
around them. Do your regulations give developers 
the flexibility to design ponds as an amenity, sur-
rounded by vegetation instead of  fences? Can chan-
nels be curved instead of  straight?
5. Zoning— Is your zoning flexible enough to pro-
tect open space and natural features? Local com-
prehensive plans almost always express the goal of  
preserving community open space, but the typical 
large lot zoning ordinance often does just the oppo-
site. For example, 100 three acre lots on a 300 acre 
site will eradicate all open space and natural features. 
On the other hand, 100 one acre lots on a portion 
of  the site will preserve 200 acres of  open space 
while requiring less grading, fewer roads, and shorter 
sewage lines. Zoning ordinances need to be flexible 
enough to allow for clustering and other environ-
mentally sensitive design techniques. Clearly plan-
ners, elected officials, developers, environmentalists, 
and the general public have more in common than is 
generally recognized. A growing number of  commu-
nities recognize that there are alternatives to sprawl 
that are more attractive, efficient, profitable, and 
environmentally sensitive than the typical cookie-
cutter development pattern. We need to encourage 
these innovations and facilitate creative developers 
who want to design ecologically.

Reprinted from The Planning Commissioner’s Jour-
nal, No. 24, Fall 1996, with permission from Author. 
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A Bumblebee for Walking 
Dan Burden is changing how towns think about 
traffic
By Keith Schneider 
Great Lakes Bulletin News Service 

Dan Burden has trained groups in 3,000 Ameri-
can and Canadian towns on the finer points of  
road diets.

Dan Burden, who spent 18 months in the early 
1970s riding a bicycle from Anchorage, Alaska 
to southern Mexico, is now, at age 60, into walk-
ing. He say he does a lot of  walking, at least 
10,000 steps a day. He also does a lot of  talking 
about it.

As the founder and director of  Walkable Com-
munities, Mr. Burden earns his keep helping 
towns and cities across the United States and 
Canada become better places. How? By convinc-
ing residents and public officials to embrace 
walking as a central feature of  their community’s 
design.

It’s not that Mr. Burden dislikes cars. It’s just 
that he is certain that the quality of  life improves 
if  people don’t spend so much time sitting in 
them. And, like everybody else, he can’t stand 
congestion. 

He’s come up with some unexpected solutions. 
The answer to traffic congestion in most towns 
isn’t making roads wider, says Mr. Burden. Just 
the opposite: Roads need to be put on a “diet.” 
Taking lanes away slows traffic but, surprisingly, 
the road then actually carries more vehicles 
more efficiently. Mr. Burden has other traffic 
remedies, such as shrinking intersections, con-
structing roundabouts, building boulevards with 
divided medians, and designing places where 
people can walk, bike, and ride public transit.

A lot of  people now agree with him. Since 1996, 
when this native of  Columbus, Ohio started his 
non-profit organization in High Springs, Fla., 
Mr. Burden has trained groups in 1,700 com-
munities. He teaches people how to change their 
sprawling, congested towns into more attractive, 
greener, quieter places. Mr. Burden believes that 

bringing people closer together provides more social, economic, 
and health benefits than spreading them apart.

We caught up with him recently as he was leaving Flagstaff, 
Ariz.

Q. What do you call your job?

Dan Burden: I’m a specialist in converting towns that were 
over-designed for cars back into towns for people. It’s kind of  
like being a bumblebee, but having a vast field. I do a lot of  
photography. I analyze the towns I’ve been in. I read about how 
and why things work. I collect the pollen from one town and I 
disperse it as quickly as I can to people who want the informa-
tion. 

Q. How do you help a community?

Mr. Burden: In Waterloo, Ont., we worked on converting a 
suburban-style shopping plaza in the center of  downtown, a 
mistake that just happened, into a really great, true town center. 
We talked about how to redesign the roads and intersections, 
put in transit shelters and transit stations to make it a really 
great place.

Cambridge has a great, historic downtown with many landmark 
buildings but has a poorly designed and located transit shelter. 
It is way too big and makes walking a challenge. It’s so large that 
drivers drive too fast. We talked about how to scale everything 
down to a proper walking scale.

In Kitchener, Ont., we talked about how to redesign a suburban 
mall into a true village, with real plazas, an appropriate series 
of  stores that are the right size, right scale. We talked about lots 
of  density, lots of  great housing, lots of  new commercial office 
parks for work, and light rail. There will be a light rail station 
there.
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Typically, we do a training session where I 
show images of  similar projects. We then 
go out and talk about what we see. I call 
that a walking audit and it is a collection of  
15, 25, 30 people. I ask them what it takes 
to make their community more walkable, 
to make their place human scale, to get the 
automobile to behave. We talk about how 
to reinvent the way the stores are placed 
so that we have real main streets, how to 
redesign a huge suburban intersection so 
that it works better for cars and for people 
on foot.

Q. You are showing that the conventional 
approach is counterproductive?

Mr. Burden: Exactly. By not moving ve-
hicles as fast, by paying attention to inter-
sections, by controlling access and turns, 
roads actually move more traffic, are safer, 
and are more attractive.

Here’s an example: The typical road has 
five lanes. By putting the fifth lane in and 
getting the driver making a left turn com-
pletely out of  the picture, the thought was 
that you can greatly increase the capacity 
of  the road and reduce the crashes. We do 
that all over our country.

It was a mistake. By making it possible to 
turn left into every single driveway, we cre-
ated all this incredible friction in the street. 
It reduces a road’s carrying capacity 30 per-
cent and increases the number of  crashes.

A better idea is to build boulevards with 
divided medians. A typical boulevard has 
an opening every 660 feet, and a storage 
lane for people making left turns. This 
increases the carrying capacity of  the road 
30 percent. So, some of  the roads that we 
jumped up to six and seven lanes could 
have stayed four lanes with a median. And 
when you have four lanes, you don’t end 
up with huge intersections to deal with the 
huge volumes of  turning traffic.
Boulevards with medians are safer, more 

friendly to pedestrians and bicycles and public transit, and more 
attractive. We never should have gone to the fifth lane. Nine 
times out of  ten it produces a mess.

Q. Are communities downsizing their roads?

Mr. Burden: Yes, all over the country. We call them road diets; we 
actually take away lanes. In Hartford, Conn., we made a list of  17 
roads that will go on a road diet and lose lanes. They’ve done six 
so far and traffic has improved each time.
Typically before a road diet, speeds are 10 miles per hour too 
fast, which means it’s not as safe, it’s harder to get out of  drive-
ways, it’s harder to maneuver. The road diet brings speeds down. 
In Hartford, the average speed has come down six miles per 
hour in neighborhood streets. Safety goes up. It’s so much easier 
to get across a two-lane road instead of  a four-lane road.

In West Palm Beach, where they decided to downsize virtually 
every road in town, it worked beautifully.

Q. What are other ways to solve traffic congestion?

Mr. Burden: Intersections are the first place that traffic breaks 
down. We build big roads that build up huge volumes of  traffic 
at the intersections. Typically, we then widen the road. Intersec-
tions become so wide and the traffic signal cycle so long that 
we lose efficiency. We must be more surgical in our solution and 
design more compact intersections. The signal cycles are shorter 
and pedestrians feel comfortable crossing the street.

Another solution is a roundabout, which provides more volume 
per lane and therefore can keep the intersection much more 
compact. We can keep crossing distances down to 14 feet and, 
because there are no signals, the pedestrian isn’t holding back the 
motorist. And there is no signal to build up a long line of  cars.

A good example is in Grand Junction, Colo. Six years ago they 
wanted to put a five-lane road in a historic district. A local 
engineer altered the design to be a two-lane road with crossing is-
lands. There are beautiful homes, great sidewalks, and bike lanes 
there now. It is green, charming, arresting even.

Q. You say speeding traffic up exacerbates congestion?

Mr. Burden: We actually lose capacity on a road if  we design it 
for high speed. If  you are in an urban area with a lot of  drive-
ways and intersections, you get your best capacity at around 30 
miles per hour. But we have designed a lot of  places where the 
speed that most motorists travel is 40, 45, even 50 miles per 
hour. When you drive at a slower, more uniform rate, you need 
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less space between cars; you can move more cars 
through than if  the cars are traveling faster and 
further apart.

High speeds also create a lot of  noise and danger 
and other problems that degrades the value of  the 
neighborhood and make it challenging to walk. 
After a while people living on these street see their 
property values fall. 

Q. This makes such sense. Do you get a lot of  
resistance in communities?

Mr. Burden: Many people don’t understand how 
traffic works. They think if  you have a street where 
people aren’t going to be driving as fast, and it 
won’t be as wide, that traffic will come into their lo-
cal neighborhood street. But, actually, traffic wants 
to stay on the significant road and avoid neighbor-
hoods unless it gets strangled at an intersection.

Business owners get nervous. A perfect example 
is in Missoula, Mont. On Broadway, a four-lane 
road, there were a couple of  pedestrian fatalities. 
But Broadway’s traffic does not warrant four lanes. 
The city council in 1998 approved a road diet for 
Broadway, reducing it from four to two lanes, with 
a third lane with pedestrian islands so that people 
could cross the street.

Some business people worried it would reduce 
traffic volumes and hurt sales. But it wasn’t going 
to reduce traffic. It would just be handled in fewer 
lanes and would move slower, which would allow 
people to see stores better and stop when they 
might not have before because they were pushed 
along at higher speeds.

I’ve had lifelong friends tell me they didn’t like the 
idea because it would take them a minute longer to 
get home from work because I’m slowing down the 
traffic. So the resistance to these projects can come 
from many places. By the way, construction on this 
project is about to start.

Q. So your formula is more density, smaller scale, 
public transit, mixed use. What else?

Mr. Burden: We want to get rid of  off-street parking. For 
years, engineers took parking off  the street in downtowns. 
We are now learning that by putting parking back on the 
street we get lower speeds and more people using the 
sidewalks. And we free up all these vacant lots to put up 
buildings to fill out the fabric of  a downtown.

Q. It sounds like communities are basically trying to re-
establish what they had in 1920.

Mr. Burden: What we are finding is the original streets, 
the original cores of  our cities, pre-auto, were dynamite. 
It was the right pattern. When you go to Europe, Mexico, 
Australia, New Zealand, that’s the way it is: A grid pat-
tern, a village design, really is the wave of  the future. 
People say increasing density adds more traffic. It doesn’t. 
It gives more people the ability to live without a car, by 
enabling services and stores to locate so close to them 
that most of  the time they don’t need a car.

Q. Is that because the market is big enough for the ser-
vices and stores to locate there?

Mr. Burden: Exactly. Everybody believes that if  you add 
a lot of  people to a place you add a lot of  car trips. But 
there’s good and bad density. If  you just build a bunch 
of  tower buildings and you don’t build a village and you 
don’t have the services there, then sure, everybody in that 
tower is going to have to get in their car and drive some-
where else. That’s bad density.

If  instead you build a true village and you get a really 
good, pleasant assembly of  buildings at the street, you 
can walk down the block and have a choice of  eight or 
ten restaurants. You go more than two or three block and 
you will bump into a grocery store. You’re going to bump 
into a druggist. In a really well laid-out town you’ll find 
the hardware store, beauticians. Whatever you need is 
within five or ten blocks.

Q. How did you get into this?

Mr. Burden: I kind of  followed my heart. I had no back-
ground in engineering or planning or landscape architec-
ture. Around 1981 I went to Australia. When I walked 
around their towns I realized that Australia was the 
country that I remembered when I was a kid growing up 
in Columbus, Ohio. Somehow my country had lost that 
scale, that sense of  being in a place where people knew 
one another, where you could walk anywhere, where any-
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thing you needed you could get by walking or biking or 
public transit. At the time I was the state bicycle coor-
dinator at the Florida Department of  Transportation. 
I just basically went back to my job and changed my 
job title, didn’t even ask, to state bicycle and pedestrian 
coordinator.

Q. Where are the places that are doing it right?

Mr. Burden: One I like is Fairview Village, near Port-
land, Ore.  It’s perfect. It’s actually got a Target store, a 
department store, a school, lots of  single-family resi-
dential housing, apartment housing, and vast amounts 
of  open space. It’s all mixed together beautifully. It has 
six points of  access into the village so that all the traffic 
gets distributed. None of  the roads are big. It has links 
and trails. All the things I talk about, it has. It’s also close 
enough to Portland that transit works. It’s a great place 
to live.

Q. What surprises you about your work?

Mr. Burden: I go to work in a community and even if  
I’m there two or three days I don’t have a clue whether 
the leaders are Democrats or Republicans. That means 
this is an issue for everybody. 

Keith Schneider, a journalist and editor, is deputy 
director of  the Michigan Land Use Institute. A shorter 
version of  this interview was published in the October 
27, 2004 edition of  The New York Times. Reach him at 
keith@mlui.org.
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Walkability and Economics of  Place
(Originally prepared for the Michigan Municipal League)
By Dan Burden     (January, 2010)

Walking appears to be a magic healing potent for almost everything 
we cherish; our bodies, our minds, our spirits, and our economy 
seem to soar when the right combination of  scale, mix and place 
in land forms are created. This scale is built around the human 
foot, this place around the human eye and heart, this mix around 
easily accessing daily human needs. Although the abundance in 
movement of  mass numbers of  people provided by the automo-
bile (mobility)  provided a distortion of  that principle for a bit, the 
future of  Michigan town’s is getting back to the right size and scale 
and place again. Nothing else is sustainable, or will endure.  The 
great news for Michigan, is that there is plenty of  villages, towns 
and cities that have these needed bones. The communities that 
will prosper the most, over time, will be those that did the least to 
distort their original fabric. 

Michigan has been the leader of  many things over the decades. 
From its unique geographic position it attracted the people that 
built an industry that fueled this nation’s economy. The manufac-
turing of  everything cars, including land forms of  suburbia, strip 
centers and malls was part of  this. In combination walking and 
walkability protect, preserve and restore quality of  life, culture, 
buildings, nature and human health. In one sense, walkability not 
only determines whether people will continue to have walking as a 
mode of  transportation and as a restorative measure for personal 
health; but as a means and method to provide scale for community 
building and eventual economic prosperity. 

When so honored, walkability assures compact, sustainable land 
form, restoration and protection of  landmark buildings, a richer 
mix of  important community parts, and a sensible pattern and 
distribution of  these parts. Through it’s time honored, compact, 
form, walkability assures proximity to nature, protection of  rural 
lands and open space. Although walkability audits are only one set 
of  steps to assure economic and community health, they inspire a 
broad range of  people, they restore confidence, build collaboration 
and bring about a collective community vision that has legs and 
traction. 

Richard Florida reports (The World is Spikey, Atlantic Monthly, 
October 2005), “place still matters in the modern economy-and the 
competitive advantage of  the world’s most successful city-regions 
seems to be growing, not
shrinking.”  
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Talent clustering matters. Robert Lucas (Noble 
Laureate winner) declared that the spillovers in 
knowledge that result from talent-clustering are the 
main cause of  economic growth. Well-educated 
professionals and creative workers who live to-
gether in dense ecosystems interacting directly, 
generate ideas and turn them into products and 
services faster than talented people in other places 
can. This is true of  creative cultures in general who 
seek to grow where the “masters” cluster.

The ability of  different cities and regions to at-
tract highly educated people-or human capital-has 
diverged, according to research by the Harvard 
economists Edward Glaeser and Christopher 
Berry, among others. Thirty years ago, educa-
tional attainment was spread relatively uniformly 
throughout the country. But that’s no longer the 
case. Cities like Seattle, San Francisco, Austin, 
Raleigh, and Boston have two or three times the 
concentration of  college graduates of  Akron or 
Buffalo. Among people with postgraduate degrees, 
the disparities are wider still.  These are the drivers 
that shape culture and directly or indirectly yield a 
changing environment.  

The economy is shifting away from manufactur-
ing and toward idea-driven relative industries-and 
that favors America’s talent-rich, fast-metabolizing 
places.

Quality of  Life. For workers to perform well, it is 
essential to be in a region known for quality of  life. 
Care must be taken to assure that this is located 
where homes have good regional values, where city 
life is pleasant, where there is an abundance of  big 
city and small town discoveries. For many reasons, 
people across the land are overlooking often gray 
skies for regional significance. Michigan offers 
quality like few others. The natural abundance of  
lakes, rivers, beach fronts, woods is a magnet that 
can attract many. 

Other steps include:

Smart Transportation Future
Like most places in our nation, community devel-
opment practices are in transition, with a reducing 
emphasis on strips and sprawl, and an increas-
ing focus on building the center and heart of  it’s 
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communities. This will bring about 
protection of  open space, land preser-
vation, transportation, a sound tourism 
base and a vibrant local and regional 
economy.  
Research reveals:

Through sprawl patterns of  develop-
ment, Colorado and Summit County 
have increased sedentary lifestyles and 
obesity. Sprawl has led to isolation of  
people and high dependency on cars. 
Infrastructure costs to support this 
outward growth are not sustainable, 
nor smart. In the aging society we live 
in, this is becoming increasingly prob-
lematic.  

Land development have greatly out-
paced population growth, resulting in 
the loss of  agricultural and rural
lands (sprawl). Energizing sprawl 
helped fuel the decline of  homes, 
blocks, parks, community schools, 
neighborhoods, cities and towns. Such 
changes are particularly noted in pre-
cious legacy lands. At the same time, 

many communities throughout Colorado lack adequate work force 
or affordable housing. This forces many in the working and service 
classes to drive long distances at increasing costs, or to be transport-
ed by public agencies at ever higher cost, or live in inadequate hous-
ing. Summit County has the potential to capitalize on these problems 
by building needed infrastructure and complete towns where travel 
times and distances are shortened for many, where new housing 
product types fit into the community, where equity and equality are 
realized through design.
 
Land use, transportation and health agencies can work together col-
laboratively to overcome the problems associated with conventional 
sprawl and strip patterns, to build communities that become pros-
perous as they focus on building the kind of  places where people 
want to live, where others want to start up small, new, innovative 
businesses.  Summit County is well located to allow a future agree-
able and attractive to many. 

Smart Transportation is an approach to planning and design of  
roadways that links transportation investments to local contexts. 
These include financial, community, land use, transportation and en-
vironmental contexts. A sound project arises out of  a planning and 
design process that is sensitive to the needs of  both land use and 
transportation, includes input from the local stakeholders, reason-
ably mitigates impacts on the environment, and includes a budget 
that is scaled to the size of  the problem. 
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ROAD	DIETS

Malisa Mccreedy, AICP and Tom Bertulis, P.E.
Walkable and Livable Communities Institute

WHO
Typically implemented by city, county or state 
transportation agencies, road diets help achieve 
the policies advocated for by Complete Streets 
(completestreets.org), Smart Growth America 
(smartgrowthamerica.org), and many other 
national, state and local groups seeking a safer, 
more walkable and livable community for road 
users of  all ages and abilities. 

WHAT
A road diet involves eliminating travel lanes on 
a roadway to improve safety for pedestrians and 
bicyclists.  While there can be more than four 
travel lanes before treatment, road diets are gen-
erally conversions of  four-lane, undivided roads 
into three lanes—two through lanes plus a cen-
ter turn lane or median island. The fourth lane 
may be converted into a bicycle lane, sidewalk, 
planter strip for street trees, a bus stop, a sepa-
rated multi-use trail, a wider outside lane and/
or for on-street parking. Rural areas might add 
wider shoulders for bicyclists, roundabouts near 
a town – especially as a gateway treatment - or 
separated multi-use trails. In other words, based 
on the surrounding land use and travel speeds 
or context of  the road, the street cross section is 
reallocated. 

WHERE
Lane and Road Diets can be successfully imple-
mented on collector and arterial streets, main 
streets, commercial corridors, or town centers; 
on any street that is overdesigned to give priority 
to the motor vehicle; and in areas where there is 
greater need to provide for multi-modal travel.

WHEN
Context is the key to a successful lane or road diet, Com-
plete Streets, and Smart Growth. The objective of  any 
design change should be to match the roadway environment 
with the actual roadway function. 

Candidate roads will usually have an ADT (Average Daily 
Trips) of  less than 20,000 to ensure minimal effects on ve-
hicle capacity, although successful road diets have been per-
formed with volumes reaching 30,000 ADT and the roadway 
did not reach the most congested condition of  LOS F. Ideal 
road candidates are in need of  mitigation to reduce traffic 
conflict, crashes, and to slow down vehicles and are in areas 
that wish to encourage economic development, address 
parking circulation, improve streetscapes, and create safer 
roads. 
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WHY
The benefits of  road diets are numerous: they im-
prove road safety for users of  all ages and abilities, 
whether they travel by foot, wheelchair, bicycle, 
stroller, or motor vehicle; create a welcoming com-
munity environment; and help to solve some of  our 
more pressing public health issues such as reducing 
obesity, and rates of  heart disease, diabetes, and high 
blood pressure by encouraging active living.  Other 
benefits can include: economic development, in-
creased property values, improved streetscape, better 
parking circulation, reduced vehicle speeds, improved 
mobility and more efficient land uses - mixed uses 
that offer affordable housing, retail, restaurant, and/
or office options. 

Anecdotal case study results support the conclusion 
that pedestrians, bicyclists, and adjacent landowners 
typically prefer the corridor environment of  a road 
diet, especially a two-lane cross section with median 
islands. When people are the priority, a true livable 
community and sense of  place exist. 

HOW
Conduct a traffic study, and before/after traffic counts 
of  all road users; understand the limitations of  traf-
fic modeling; consider special bus designs such as bus 
pull-outs.  Engage the community, educating residents 
and local leaders on why lane/road diets are a good 
idea.  Survey affected merchants and residents along the 
corridor to learn what the expectations and objections 
of  a road diet might be.  Garner local political support 
from elected leaders, leverage financial resources from 
various sources.  Funding for road diets can often come 
from  economic development programs, state and lo-
cal transportation departments, regional metropolitan 
transportation planning organizations, state and county 
health departments, main street programs, tree planting 
or green-up programs. There are many funding sources 
that can be explored to create significant change.

Top set of  photos:  West Lafayette, Indiana has the potential to go from having too many lanes for storing cars, to fewer, then building place and 
their local economy.  Bottom photo set, Pacific Avenue after the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake was rebuilt to the scene on the right.  Now, every 
afternoon, and all weekend, the street is teaming with life, vitality and the street is generating good money.
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Ft Pierce, Florida was laid out with great “bones, with its origi-
nal block form and pattern (streets oriented to the water) creating 
an authentic, classic town form.  Although lack of planning led 
to an asphalt mess by the mid-1960’s, work by Ramon Trias and 
others, driven by the charrette process, rescued the town, and the 
bottom vision scene (lowest illustration) is nearing completion.

Architect and Town Planner Ramon Trias 
rebuilds Fort Piece one block at a time.

Fort Pierce, FL – It was 1995 and many people 
had given up on Fort Pierce.  Economic hard 
times and crime had tarnished the most historic 
city on Florida’s Treasure Coast.

“My perspective was fresh and optimistic” said 
architect and town planner Ramon Trias, when 
asked to prepare a redevelopment plan for the 
downtown core, “but I also was also aware of  the 
tough challenges for a small city with very limited 
resources.”

Fifteen years later, the success of  Trias’s approach 
is in plain sight.  There is a well-used plaza along 
the waterfront, where an asphalt parking lot 
used to be.  There are new mixed-use buildings, 
elegantly inspired by the historic architecture of  
the 1920’s boom, newly preserved throughout 
downtown.  There are new public buildings, such 
as a library and a parking garage, also designed to 
contribute to the overall redevelopment of  the 
district.

“I suggested to everyone that we had to build 
small projects – many small projects” said Trias.  
The combined effect through time, as each 
project had a clear role in the overall plan, would 
transform the city.  That was the concept, and 
time has proved it was the right strategy.

“Ramon’s approach gave us a practical blue print 
and a sense of  hope” said Flip Gates, -downtown 
property owner.  “After Orange Avenue was 
rebuilt as a two-way street with on street parking 
and wide sidewalks, I restored my historic build-
ings to the way it was in 1923” Gates explained.  
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Gates’ experience was repeated time and time again by many 
property owners.  Thus, neglected buildings were restored 
and parking lots were infilled with mixed-use projects, bring-
ing housing downtown for the first time in fifty years.

“The	“Fort	Pierce	Downtown	and	Redevelopment	Plan”	
included	a	good	balance	of	short	term	and	long	term	ideas”	
said	Mike	Simon,	member	of	the	City’s	Historic	Preserva-
tion	Board.		However,	the	smaller	early	projects	had	the	
greatest	impact.

“The	downtown	roundabout	on	Avenue	A	showed	us	that	
routine	infrastructure	projects,	such	as	streets	and	drainage,	
could	be	beautiful”	said	Harrison	Rue,	board	member	of	
the	Fort	Pierce	Academy	of	Town	Design,	established	by	
Trias	in	2006	to	promote	the	community’s	vision.		The	re-
construction	of	streets,	one	block	at	a	time,	and	the	strate-
gic	location	of	public	buildings	at	key	redevelopment	sites	
sparked	private	investment.		As	time	went	by,	the	historic	
core	of	the	city	was	rebuilt	methodically,	with	care	taken	to	
preserve	historic	structures	and	public	spaces.

From	1995	through	2005,	Ramon	Trias	was	Director	of	
Planning	and	Development	for	the	City	of	Fort	Pierce.		
During	that	time	he	worked	in	City	Hall	and	had	day	to	
day	responsibility	for	the	implementation	of	the	plan	he	
prepared	prior	to	joining	city	staff.		

Since	2005	he	has	continued	working	in	the	area,	as	prin-
cipal	of	Trias	and	Associates.		“From	my	perspective,	the	
project	remains	the	same,	before	and	after	my	decade	of	
public	service	in	Fort	Pierce”	Trias	explained.		“It	is	a	sim-
ple	proposition:	building	a	quality	city”	Trias	said.	“Suc-
cess	depends	on	a	realistic	vision	and	perseverance,	with	
clear	roles	for	the	private	and	public	sectors”	Trias	added.		
“My	office	simply	moved	across	the	street	from	City	Hall.”

The	well-know	success	of	Fort	Pierce	has	become	an	ex-
ample	for	many	other	cities	throughout	Florida.		As	the	real	
estate	market	has	cooled,	and	large	private	developments	
have	stopped,	there	is	a	renewed	interest	in	the	sustainable	
redevelopment	of	our	historic	districts.		Fort	Pierce	demon-
strates	the	value	of	good	ideas	and	effective	implementa-
tion	through	time.
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“After	I	left	City	Hall,	I	became	a	town	planning	con-
sultant,	and	founded	Trias	and	Associates.		On	my	first	
week	I	was	asked	to	design	a	Town	in	the	TVC	area,”	
said	Trias.		Several	other	developers,	frustrated	with	
delays	and	lack	of	public	support,	also	decided	to	re-
design	their	projects	under	the	new	guidelines.	“Work-
ing	with	an	effective	from-based	code	and	the	detailed	
policies	of	the	TVC	proved	very	helpful.		Developers	
were	happy	to	know	what	was	expected	of	them,	and	I	
had	a	clear	set	of	instructions,”	explained	Trias.

Nevertheless,	public	debate	about	growth	continued.		
In	an	effort	to	provide	a	forum	for	discussion,	educa-
tion	and	technical	assistance	to	local	governments,	
Trias	established	the	Fort	Pierce	Academy	of	Town	
Design	in	2006.		“Developers	throughout	America	
have	discovered	that	civic	education	is	essential	for	
their	success,	and	to	build	long	lasting	value	for	the	
community,”	Trias	explained.		“An	independent	not-
for-profit	institution	keeps	the	original	goals	in	focus.”

Today	the	Academy	is	located	in	revitalized	downtown	
Fort	Pierce,	in	a	historic	landmark	dating	to	the	fabled	
Florida	boom	of	the	1920’s,	and	provides	a	bridge	be-
tween	the	public	and	private	sector.		“It	took	15	years	
to	get	to	where	we	are,	through	hard	work	and	much	
trial	and	error”	concluded	Trias.		“We	finally	have	
learned	how	to	plan	and	build	quality	communities,	
with	public	support.		Now	other	places	can	benefit	
from	our	experience,	and	skip	the	learning	curve.”

Smart and sustainable Town 
Planning principles guide public 
policy and project construc-
tion in St. Lucie County, Florida

Fort	Pierce,	FL	–	More	often	than	not,	growth	
has	not	been	kind	to	St.	Lucie	County,	Florida.		
During	the	last	few	decades,	development	has	
transformed	this	small	and	rural	coastal	Flor-
ida	community,	with	mixed	results.		Now	the	
citizens	are	looking	forward	to	a	better	future.

“Back	in	1993,	I	wrote	a	policy	in	the	Treasure	
Coast	Strategic	Regional	Plan	that	called	for	
future	development	in	the	form	of	Towns	in	
the	Countryside,”	said	Ramon	Trias,	president	
of	the	Fort	Pierce	Academy	of	Town	Design.		
“I	was	inexperienced	enough	to	use	common	
sense.”

Soon	after	in	1995,	Trias	became	Director	of	
Planning	in	Fort	Pierce.		He	stayed	10	years,	
and	led	the	redevelopment	of	the	historic	core	
of	the	town.		“Redevelopment	was	easier	at	
first,	as	much	of	the	old	fabric	of	our	towns	
was	still	there,”	Trias	said.		“The	challenge	
was	new	development.”

By	2005,	over	a	decade	after	Trias	first	pro-
posed	a	clear	strategy	for	growth,	St.	Lucie	
County	was	ready	to	implement	it.		The	Coun-
ty	Commission	requested	assistance	from	the	
Treasure	Coast	Regional	Planning	Council.		
By	then,	Trias	had	been	appointed	to	the	board	
of	the	Council.	“The	staff	of	the	Regional	
Planning	Council	and	their	consultants	worked	
very	hard	at	translating	timeless	planning	con-
cepts	into	Florida’s	legal	structure,”	explained	
Trias.		“I	provided	support,	as	a	member	of	
their	board,	and	as	a	member	of	the	St.	Lucie	
County’s	Panning	Commission.”

The	long	and	at	times	controversial	process	led	
to	a	new	element	in	the	County’s	Comprehen-
sive	Plan	(called	TVC,	as	in	Towns,	Villages	
and	Countryside),	and	new	Land	Development	
Regulations,	based	on	the	Smart	Code.		Then	
developers	started	calling	Trias	for	advice.


