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Get smart, says SANDAG, but will cities commit?  
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It's been widely touted as everything from an antidote to sprawl to a sure-fire cure for traffic-clogged highways.  
No question, "smart growth" has become the darling of planners, politicians and community activists. Who can 
argue with the notion of walkable neighborhoods, homes located close to jobs and mass transit, and compact 
housing in urban centers? 
But talk is cheap. The time has come to turn planning platitudes into concrete action, says the county's regional 
planning agency. 
This Friday, the San Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG) will host a half-day summit where it hopes to 
nail down commitments from the region's 18 cities and the county on how they intend to reshape future 
development based on smart-growth principles. All of the elected leaders in the region have been invited. 
SANDAG planners, who for years have been preaching about the need to more wisely use the little developable 
land that's left in the county, agree that the time is ripe for a planning makeover. In the next 30 years, San Diego 
County can expect its population to swell by 1 million. 
"We think we've reached a point in planning for smart growth where we need a summit to demonstrate what we've 
learned and what the extent of the commitments are and how to morph those into a regional plan," said Mike 
McLaughlin, SANDAG's planning director. 
"We've now positioned the region to make more significant inroads in the next two years. Are we going to have 
(high) density and mixed-use development everywhere tomorrow? It ain't going to happen. But if we've got cities 
like San Diego and Chula Vista moving in that direction, we've got the cornerstones there, and we want to see 
how we can capitalize on that momentum." 
As much as the smart growth movement, though, has endeared itself to elected leaders and planners across the 
country, some critics question whether it has truly caught fire or if it ever will, given the still insatiable appetite for 
suburban living. 
And yet, time is of the essence, warn San Diego County's regional planners. 
After reviewing all the land use plans in the county, SANDAG's demographers have concluded that sometime 
after 2020, the region will start running out of land suitable for housing development. But if local jurisdictions take 
the bold step of changing their zoning codes to allow higher-density housing and redevelopment of aging urban 
cores, maybe, just maybe, people won't be forced to leave the county to find affordable housing. 
So goes the smart growth mantra. 
Bringing lip service 
"Everyone talks about smart growth but no one implements it," said La Mesa Mayor Art Madrid, who sits on the 
SANDAG board. "Smart growth also implies affordable housing, but some jurisdictions say, 'Over my dead body.' 
"It's buying into a philosophy that you build homes close to a transit center or a freeway. This to me is probably 
the final comprehensive workshop where we say the ship is leaving the dock and if you want to be a passenger, 
get on board or stay on the shore and live with the consequences." 
Speakers at the summit, dubbed "Smart Growth Without Borders . . . Local Actions to Regional Solutions," will 
include city and transportation planners, elected leaders from throughout the county, and representatives from the 
building industry and environmental community. 
In addition, representatives from neighboring regions, including Imperial and Riverside counties and Baja, will 
lead a panel that will explore ways to better foster collaboration when it comes to growth and development. 
Within San Diego County, some cities are taking more of an activist role than others in embracing smart growth, 
acknowledges McLaughlin. 
For instance, San Diego has drafted what it is calling its "City of Villages" plan, a blueprint for future development 
that advocates higher-density housing near transportation corridors and in urban areas ripe for redevelopment. It 
also calls for changes in community plans to accommodate over the next 20 years thousands more homes than 
currently allowed. 
Chula Vista also is updating its general plan and as part of that effort is working with the Metropolitan Transit 
Development Board to expand transit in the South Bay. 
Without a transit system that is convenient and user-friendly, all the smart growth in the world won't do much to 
ease urban aggravation and expand housing opportunities, says Chula Vista Planning Director Bob Leiter. 
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"I think the whole City of Villages proposal is predicated on the ability to provide transit and if that doesn't occur 
you probably wouldn't see the City of Villages developed," said Leiter. 
Comprehensive vision 
SANDAG's hope is that ultimately a regional smart growth plan could be fashioned that would coordinate the land 
use plans of each of the 18 cities and the unincorporated areas. 
The bottom line, though, is the regional agency has no land use authority nor does it recommend usurping that 
role from local jurisdictions, said McLaughlin. He added, however, that because the SANDAG board has the 
power to dole out transportation dollars, the regional plan could be designed so that major road or highway 
projects could move forward despite the objections of a local jurisdiction. 
"SANDAG has always had the ability to use the transportation money they have (to reward) projects that promote 
smart growth and withhold that money from those communities that are not promoting smart growth," said San 
Diego Planning Director Gail Goldberg. 
"I think what they're attempting to do is bring together as many of the jurisdictions as they can so that those of us 
who are willing to implement smart growth plans may provide an impetus for other jurisdictions to do so. If there is 
a disappointment, it's that we've talked about smart growth a lot but no one can point to a large-scale smart 
growth plan for a whole jurisdiction. But I think that's coming." 
National perspective 
Some cities use the mantle of smart growth to argue against widespread use of high-density housing to 
accommodate growth within their borders. 
"Some cities can accommodate growth better than others," said Poway Mayor Mickey Cafagna, who sits on the 
SANDAG board. 
"If you're on freeway or railway corridors you can do more than Poway, which doesn't have public transportation 
or isn't on those corridors. Why would you build in a community like Poway where it would cost millions of dollars 
to move people in and out? That doesn't go with the smart growth concept." 
On a national level, the American Planning Association has weighed in with its own prescription. Culminating 
seven years of research, the association has released its "Growing Smart" handbook, essentially a compilation of 
model statutes that can help guide jurisdictions in undertaking their own planning reform. 
The guidebook, though, may not be all that useful to San Diego or California, which, unlike many other states, 
does not rely on outdated planning statutes from the 1920s. Still, there is room for improvement, said Stuart 
Meck, principal researcher for the APA's Growing Smart effort. 
"What California doesn't really have is more of a vertical relationship between the state itself and the local 
governments, like other states that are rapidly urbanizing," said Meck. "For instance, if a local government fails to 
provide affordable housing, there is no mechanism in California where the state can override the local land use 
decision on affordable housing." 
Criticism of movement 
Despite the smart growth contagion supposedly sweeping the country, contrarians still abound. 
Urbanist and columnist Joel Kotkin recently published an analysis concluding that despite the efforts of cities to 
enforce smart growth, people continue to gravitate to the suburbs. A senior fellow at Pepperdine University's 
Davenport Institute for Public Policy and the Milken Institute, Kotkin based his conclusions, in part, on recent 
census data. 
"None of this will warm the cockles of the heart of those visionaries and planners who, often with considerable 
imagination, have worked to restore America's urban cores. . . . For the most part, the opportunities of the 21st 
century are likely to remain precisely where they were for the second half of the 20th -- out on the periphery," 
Kotkin said in his paper. 
Temecula City Councilman Mike Naggar, who will be a panelist at the SANDAG summit, confesses he is not 
particularly fond of smart growth. 
"It's pie in the sky, it hasn't worked anywhere and it's highly subsidized," said Naggar, who commutes from 
Temecula to his job in San Diego. "Sprawl has become a pejorative, but you know what sprawl has done? It's 
enabled me to have a nice home on a nice-sized lot for a reasonable price. That's the American dream and 
people will always want that." 
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