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Create Housing Opportunity to Boost Economy
By DeWayne Granacki

The forecast calls for sunshine and rain -- the economic forecast, that is.  It's a forecast paradox we've come to take for granted where the weather is concerned. But how can we have sunny business prospects in the midst of economic gloom?

First, the gloom. Regional economist Bill Conerly recently lowered his economic forecast for Washington, predicting near-zero growth in employment in 2003. The growth in personal income is expected to be lower, too, climbing just 3.2 percent next year.  The Western Washington economic index compiled by the regional branch of the National Association of Purchasing Management also indicates a shrinking local  economy. Washington's albatross?  Commercial aircraft and telecommunications, as well as a fat state budget deficit, and a housing shortage. 

Now the sunshine. A recent study from the Beacon Hill Institute at Suffolk University calls the Seattle-Tacoma-Bremerton area the most competitive area in the country. The report cites a wealth of capital, a high-tech infrastructure, a steady stream of exports and an educated work force as the ingredients for this potentially delicious recipe. In addition our Northwest quality of life can be an unbeatable lure for new business. Our thriving communities boast natural beauty, entertainment, good schools, and other facets families prize. The challenge before us is to figure out how to jumpstart this potential so that we can emerge from the economic gloom that's already been with us too long.

We should begin by shoring up our mainstays.  Through this three-year recession, real estate has buoyed our state economy. In fact it would not be an overstatement to say it is really the foundation of the state's economy.  Washington lives and works on the real estate that supports farmlands and forests, industrial buildings, suburban office parks, urban laboratories, shopping centers and homes. Real estate also creates jobs and economic activity that benefits us all. According to the U.S. Department of Commerce, building construction, special trade construction (trades such as plumbing, masonry, and electrical), retailing of building materials and hardware, and real estate accounted for 327,000 jobs in Washington last year.  Combined with related business -- realtors, lumber sales -- real estate accounts for about 25 percent of employment.

We could begin to bolster the real estate sector of the economy by ensuring enough land capacity is available to accommodate the population and economic growth we expect for our state. Business as well as housing development will be necessary to meet new demand. Providing enough land to meet growth needs also can spur economic growth.  According to the Urban Land Institute, construction activities may account for 9 to 12 percent of employment in a growing economy.  

Too little land that can be used to full capacity is available now.  Public policies intended to curb or direct growth can lock-up property.  Some well-intended regulations, designed to protect our environment, limit just the kind of urban land use that might alleviate the pressure to build in open areas.  The regulatory process, too, must become more dependable, if not simpler.  Homeowners, builders, and others need to be able to know when permits will be reviewed, and how long it takes to process applications.  Streamlining regulatory processes will save everyone time and money -- government as well as the private sector.  And it will allow us to get on with the business of creating capacity for the people and business we need to move our economy forward.

Restricting supply has already forced up the price of homes as well as vacant land -- and it will keep out the economic vitality we so desperately seek.  Our goal should be to find new ways to increase building capacity. That will help cut the costs for infrastructure and development, create more efficient transit options, and more housing opportunities and choices.
What is at risk if we fail to act?  Our economy, for one thing.  If we cannot provide for commercial development, we cannot expect to enjoy the benefits of a vital economy: good schools, well paying jobs, and vibrant communities.  Vibrant communities are a key factor in attracting and holding on to business. 

Worsening traffic is another consequence of inaction.  People who work in urban areas have to look further and further away to find an affordable place to live. That means hardworking middle-wage earners have to spend more time commuting. More time on the road means heavier traffic for everyone, frustrating commuters and costing business millions in lost productivity.  Increasing the availability of affordable homes isn't just good economic policy, it's a tonic for traffic congestion and frustrating commutes.
Housing opportunities, too, will decline unless we act now.  Failure to properly plan for new growth will worsen the shortage of housing opportunities for King County residents – our own grown kids and retired folks, as well as new neighbors who move here to fill out our workforce and vitalize our local economies. But it's not just about providing homes for ourselves, our children, and for new residents.  We also must make it a priority to accommodate the housing needs of our workforce, closer to key employers. 

We are less attractive to employers and traffic worsens when people must search for homes further and further away from where they work, shop, and play. King County is working hard to boost our economy by attracting new high-paying, high-tech industry. But unless employees can find affordable homes near their workplace, we may find increased traffic more noticeable than any increase in economic vitality. The time and patience of the workforce is limited. If they can't afford to buy a home here, they make look elsewhere. And if we don't have a workforce, we won't have a healthy economy. 

Growth is coming and we’ve got to figure out how to deal with it. The state’s Growth Management Act says that it is the duty of every community to accommodate growth. With complex challenges before us, it will take courage, creativity, and leadership to create the communities people want -- and the economic growth we need. We’ll have to find ways to provide roads and parks, strategies to support schools and improving housing opportunities. We’ll have to work together to ensure economic vitality and the improved quality of life we all want and deserve.
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