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How do you define “sprawl?”
Consider the following definitions of sprawl from various organizations:
•

The Sierra Club: “Sprawl—scattered development that increases traffic, saps local
resources and destroys open space.”

•

Natural Resources Defense Council: “Sprawling development eats up farms, meadows,
and forests, turning them into strip malls and subdivisions that serve cars better than
people.”

•

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency: “[Sprawl is a] pattern of growth [that] has largely
occurred in an unplanned, ad hoc fashion.”

•

National Trust for Historic Preservation, Rural Heritage Program: “Sprawl is dispersed,
low-density development that is generally located at the fringe of an existing settlement
and over large areas of previously rural landscape. It is characterized by segregated land
uses and dominated by the automobile.”

Problems with these definitions:
•

They are based on emotion and use negative words to support the idea that sprawl is bad.
They presume that any development outside the core on vacant land is sprawl. These are
value judgments, not objective definitions upon which sound research can be conducted.

•

Based on these broad definitions, any urban expansion/growth would be sprawl. How do
we define the difference between naturally occurring urban/suburban growth and sprawl?
At what point does urban/suburban growth become sprawl?

•

Do cars drive themselves, or do people choose to drive cars?

Other considerations in defining sprawl:
•

Sprawl is a highly subjective term that exists largely in the eye of the beholder.

•

Increasingly, the term sprawl has replaced what had been called suburbanization, placing
the anti-sprawl movement at odds with the lifestyle and living choices made by most
people in Connecticut, the United States and the world -- including anti-sprawl advocates
themselves, who mostly live in the suburbs.

•

If we are to measure sprawl, then we need to agree on a meaningful definition of sprawl,
void of emotion and value judgments. Without an agreed upon definition of sprawl, it is
meaningless to measure sprawl. The definition changes what gets measured.

•

Here’s how Merriam-Webster: defines urban sprawl: “The spread of urban development
(as houses and shopping centers) on undeveloped land near a city.” This definition carries
with it no value judgment that sprawl is bad. (Webster further defines suburban as “an
outlying part of a city or town.”)

What is the situation in Connecticut?
•

Connecticut has experienced outward expansion of its cities and regions, and lower
density development has occurred in both the core and outer areas of the regions. Is this
sprawl or natural urban/suburban growth? And at what point did it actually begin?
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•

This urban/suburban expansion and growth has been well planned. Most development has
occurred in areas designated for growth in local plans and in areas zoned for those uses.
In addition, this urban/suburban expansion has occurred along transportation corridors.

•

Urban/suburban expansion has been orderly and meaningful. As core and inner suburban
areas reach build-out, growth and development has expanded outward to available land.
Most, but not all of this outward growth and expansion has been at lower densities than
development in the core. In recent years greater low-density (increased lot sizes)
development in suburban and rural areas has been fueled by unfounded fears of growth in
population, school age children, and taxes.

•

Connecticut is a very slow growing state and would in fact be losing population if it were
not for foreign immigration. Compared to other states in the nation, Connecticut has lost
the greatest percentage of 18 to 34 year olds, as well as many business expansions and
jobs to other regions and states.

•

Most recent development in Connecticut is driven by household formations (e.g., single
heads of household, divorce) and increases in consumer spending (e.g., second homes,
retail centers). Population, business, and job growth are not driving development here.

•

Significant sprawl may be occurring in bona fide growth regions like Atlanta, Dallas, Las
Vegas, and Phoenix, but it is hard to argue that Connecticut is growing or sprawling to
any meaningful degree compared to these places.

If there is a problem, where is it?
The problems facing Connecticut are not growth or sprawl. Lack of growth (economic and
population) is a significant problem facing Connecticut, and this is compounded by efforts to
combat the perceived ills of suburbanization.
•

Negative public reaction to growth is more about fear of change and the design
(aesthetics) of development. Urban growth and expansion itself is not bad.

•

Data related to sprawl (i.e. alleged loss of farmland, increases in urbanized land, fiscal
zoning, and the cost of development) is abused and misinterpreted regularly.

•

Efforts to force/redirect development into core areas are a problem. They do not consider
the many factors that have pushed and pulled population, development, and investment
away from traditional core areas. Instead, we shy away from the hard questions, some
with harsh answers, which must be confronted before core areas can rebound.

•

There is under-served market demand for urban living, including in-fill development,
higher densities, transit-oriented development, and mixed-use, mixed-income
neighborhoods. These forms of development should be encouraged. But we must not
lose sight of the fact that most people and families – including many who now reside in
cities —prefer to live in suburb-style, single family, lower density neighborhoods.

•

A productive urban strategy would ask: “How do we create healthy, safe, desirable, and
competitive cities where individuals, families, and businesses want to locate and invest?”
Efforts to fight the market and “stop sprawl” by trying to force people and business
investment back to the cities are counterproductive.
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How serious is it?
The problems are very serious:
•

Connecticut is not growing fast enough. The state is losing its competitive and economic
advantage. As our relative share of young people, businesses, jobs and population
shrinks, our state’s political clout is reduced (e.g., Congressional representation), and our
wealth and quality of life is threatened.

•

The anti-sprawl (anti-suburban) movement plays a role in these losses by pushing public
policies that drive up the cost of land and housing and make development more difficult.
This undermines Connecticut’s ability to grow and compete in national and global
markets. Proposed developments (for homes, businesses and jobs) are opposed and
rejected because they are claimed to be sprawl, even when they are in areas planned for
growth and where land is zoned for such uses.

•

Time we spend fighting sprawl is time not used to encourage well-planned growth where
there is market demand. Economies, like companies, are either growing or dying – which
path will Connecticut choose?

How do you balance the interests of residents with towns and regions?
We need a new framework of thinking about growth to ensure an economically competitive
Connecticut. To that end, we offer these Principles of Balanced Growth:
•

Planning and land use policies must protect important environmental resources while
actively promoting the freedom of people to choose: 1) where they want to live, work,
shop and play; 2) what type and size of home they want to live in; and 3) how they want
to commute and travel in their daily lives.

•

Land use policies and regulations must be reasonable and consider the ability of industry
to cost-effectively supply safe, well-designed and affordable homes and the other
commercial buildings people need to work, shop and play.

•

Regulations must be clear and certain so that businesses, individuals and the public may
know in advance what is permissible and prohibited on public and private property.

•

Review processes must be timely, while allowing public input on local land use plans,
regulations and specific proposals within the context of the law and regulations. Land
use laws, regulations and processes must respect the freedom of individuals to use their
land subject to reasonable regulation and certainty of process.

•

Land use plans, maps and regulations should be created at the smallest political unit to: 1)
be more accountable to the people; and 2) adjust more quickly to a constantly changing
marketplace. The state and regions should provide vision, leadership, guidance, technical
support, resources and incentives so that local plans and regulations are balanced, flexible
and considerate of broader statewide and regional needs and goals.

•

Research and data supporting any land use plan, policy or regulation must meet the
highest standards of integrity and critical analysis.
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