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Accommodate Growth to Sustain Prosperity

By 

Richard S. Davis

Suddenly, growth doesn’t look so bad. 

In a matter of weeks, an earthquake, stock market tumbles, recession fears, and the announcement that The Boeing Company has wandering eyes have disturbed our complacency. Perhaps it’s time to lower the drawbridge and make it easier to accommodate the workforce and corporate investment essential to our economic future. 

During the Nineties - “the greatest job-generating decade in history,” according to state economists - unemployment fell to a thirty-year low, income reached record highs, and the region basked in the warmth of global envy. And, regional wealth generated new job-producing investment. Increased consumption spiked sales tax revenues to state and local governments, enabling both greater public spending and tax cuts.

Although the Growth Management Act sought to concentrate population growth into urban areas, easing strain on infrastructure (sewer and water systems, streets, highways), the “smart growth” objectives were not realized. So, along with the increased economic prosperity, the region confronted serious traffic congestion, a lack of housing affordable to the families coming into the region for work, and longer, more stress-filled commutes. 

One of the best indicators of the problem is the “jobs-housing balance,” a statistic which compares the number of jobs in a region with the number of housing units. Between 1990 and 1999, King County added 262,000 jobs and 88,000 units of housing – about three new jobs of each new housing unit. That resulted in a jobs-housing ratio in King County of 1.77. By comparison, the jobs-housing balance in Pierce County was 0.93 and in Snohomish County, 1.06. When the balance gets above 1.25, the problems begin to mount.

What’s this mean? For one thing, it means many of the people commuting to work in King County live in one of the surrounding counties, adding to the metropolitan transportation crisis. Why? Because affordable housing was not available near the workplace. 

The median selling price of a house in King County last December was $250,950. In Pierce County, the median price was $150,000; in Snohomish, $199,950. To find a home they can afford, many workers are forced to add as much as two hours a day to their commute.

Surprisingly, employment growth on the Eastside failed to reduce the disparity between jobs and housing.  For King County as a whole, about 2.97 jobs were added for each new residential unit. On the Eastside, the record was worse, with about 3.56 jobs added for each housing unit. 

In short, job growth on the Eastside overwhelmed what appeared to many to be a substantial increase in residential housing construction. And with an average sale price of $387,000 much of the new Eastside housing is out of reach for middle-income workers. 

The jobs-housing imbalance represents a regional failure. The “no growth” contingent claims it’s a result of too rapid population increase. Not really. It’s simply a problem to be solved. 

When economic prosperity generates population growth, the proper public policy response must be to accommodate the increase, to increase the housing supply. If we don’t, the economic opportunities will disappear, and our quality of life will decline.

The positive lessons of the dynamic Nineties must be remembered: 

· Economic growth results in greater opportunity for people at all income levels, especially those new to the workforce or lacking proper training. During the Nineties, the poverty level dropped by nearly 25 percent.

· Urban growth benefits neighboring communities, bolstering the regional economy.

· And the prosperity brought by a strong economy also provides people with the discretionary money and time to share with others. Charitable giving soared in the Nineties, benefiting people both globally and locally.

Rather than discouraging new investment with unreasonable impact fees, we must encourage new residential development near the workplace, adjust zoning requirements to support infill housing projects, and streamline the permitting process. 

We must increase our transportation investment to solve the expensive and frustrating congestion problems that plague the region. A combination of regional and state resources, as has been proposed by lawmakers and the Blue Ribbon Commission on Transportation, strikes the right balance.

Finally, we must recognize that our present good fortune is the result of the optimism of those entrepreneurs, civic and business leaders who invested in this region, believing that economic growth was not the problem, it was the solution.

