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Growth Challenge: Find Consensus Amidst Confusion
By Mike Flynn
 
Washington residents want the same things: the conveniences, tax revenue, entertainment options, and jobs associated with growth. That's where the consensus ends and our wildly divergent views about growth begin. Public policymakers typically organize their agendas based on what constituents don't like, or what needs to be fixed. But this time, the answer will come by satisfying what people want, not by identifying and responding to what we don't want.
 

A recent article in this newspaper examined "The Congestion Question": how to accommodate inevitable population growth while improving our quality of life.  The Washington Association of Realtors has been conducting public opinion research on exactly that question since 2000.  We want to inform our own efforts to improve the quality of life in our communities, as well as the public discussion about how they should grow. 
 
Inevitable growth is an important public policy matter. It affects every aspect of our lives: the way our cities look, and where we shop and play. Growth will shape our living space and our open space, and feed public coffers. But more people also mean greater demand for government services -- from schools to roads. What we decide about growth now, will create communities we live in tomorrow — for better or for worse.  
 
In "The Congestion Question," The Times describes as "surprisingly vague" the answers to the question, "What does (Seattle) want to grow up to be?"  When we asked that question last fall in a statewide poll, the surprise was that the differences are stark, representing completely divergent opinions. 
 
In all communities in the state, residents welcomed the benefits that growth brings.  But they worried that unplanned growth could increase transportation problems. In fact, "Improving traffic, congestion, and transportation problems" ranked at the top of public policy issue concerns — above public education, crime, and the environment. 
 
Housing affordability was another top concern, also surpassing education and crime issues. Seven out of ten surveyed worried that the rising costs of homes would force their grown children to seek homes in other communities. Those worries are not surprising to people who've watched median home prices in Seattle double and triple, forcing middle-wage earners out of the market.

 

After housing and traffic, opinions about growth diverge. Where should growth occur? Half say in urban areas; half say rural areas. East of the mountains, residents are extremely focused on jobs and the economy, while Puget Sound residents want all of the benefits of growth while preserving open space.  Which community needs should receive greatest priority?  One third say social needs, one third say environmental needs, and one third say economic needs. 

 
Yet our surveys make clear the results we want and will support: jobs, ease of mobility, sound education for our children, sufficient public resources, entertainment options, and other conveniences. These are the fundamental ingredients residents believe a community must offer — or else it isn't a liveable community.   

 

Advocacy groups raise important questions and advance special and often narrowly defined interests. But it is the responsibility of elected leaders to discern which essential elements of community are absent or threatened, and establish a balance among competing needs.  Our leaders must measure growth proposals by whether or not they enable and facilitate the fundamental elements of community we insist upon.
In the greater Seattle area, three ingredients are important across the board. People want affordable homes in "green" neighborhoods near where they work and play.  That is, residents are looking for "green" attributes — parks, sidewalks, open space, and trees. They want house payments that allow them to plan for retirement and their children's education, too. And they want to live close enough to work to avoid long commutes.  

Some solutions to "the congestion question" may at first seem counter-intuitive.  For example, what if bringing jobs to the population center would increase urban density, but provided a realistic and cost-effective alternative for reducing congestion?  We can find opponents of all three specific elements (concrete, rail, and density), but there are far more voices in support of lowering commute times and reducing congestion, exactly because these are essential elements of a liveable community.
 

Our survey findings are similar to the outcomes of four other research tools Realtors have used since 2000 to gauge residents' preferences for how communities grow.  The findings present an extraordinary challenge to public policymakers.  No longer is the weight of public opinion a reliable guide, because there are so many well-represented and conflicting opinions.  

No one group speaks for Washington communities. Our leaders must adopt solutions that flow from a broad and well-informed discussion about results — about what we want. By measuring proposals for accommodating growth against the elements of community that we agree are important, then the shape of each community will flow from shared values, not from a patchwork of quick fixes.
 
# # #
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