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Economic Health Starts With Improving Local Quality of Life
By DeWayne Granacki

 

You've got to admit you have a problem before you can cure it.  For a decade public policymakers have talked about how to make Washington more competitive. We've had studies and blue-ribbon commissions. There have been bills and initiatives. Now that we've hit bottom, in the third year of recession, lawmakers may finally be ready to do something to address our state's sinking reputation as a place to live, work, and do business.  A good place to start would be to define and enhance the things we consider most important to our quality of life — and the Washington Association of Realtors has launched an initiative designed to do just that.

 

Competitiveness is a cornerstone of our initiative: The Quality of Life Project. A healthy economy is key to just about everything people value in their lives: a good job, a nice place to live, quality public schools, varied entertainment options, and more. The Quality of Life Project seeks to shape the future of our communities and the health of our local and state economies by starting at the ground level: community discussions about how to accommodate growth.

 

We have plenty to work with as we look for ways to jump-start growth.  There's a wealth of capital, a high-tech infrastructure, a steady stream of exports and an educated workforce. In addition, our Northwest quality of life can be an unbeatable lure for new business. Our thriving communities boast natural beauty, entertainment, and good schools. The challenge before us is to figure out how to ignite this potential so that we can emerge from the economic gloom that's already been with us too long.

The Quality of Life Project took us one step toward economic vitality during the 2002 legislative session, when Realtors received overwhelming, bipartisan support to add an economic development component to the Growth Management Act. House Bill 2697 said that while we're making "Growth Management" plans, we also should devise strategies to ensure we have economic prosperity itself.  HB 2697 directs communities to think about their role in the state economy, the capacity of local infrastructure, and how to grow existing business, as well as how to bring new business to the community. In short, it requires all corners of Washington to have a business plan designed to keep their local economies healthy.  This year, a top priority is to convince legislators not to give in to the temptation to try to tax their way out of a desperate budget situation.

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 plan properly for new growth will worsen the shortage of housing opportunities — for 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. Our community is working hard to boost our economy by attracting new industry with well paying jobs. 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 people 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.

# # # 

 

Editor's note: Olympia resident DeWayne Granacki is the 2003 president of the Washington Association of Realtors. 

 

 

