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Everyone is entitled to his own opinion — including Mike Layton, who asserts that growth is “trashing” our state (“Growing, growing, gone…” July 21). That is Mr. Layton’s opinion; now let us consider the facts.
According to the State Department of Revenue, from 1990 to 1994, there was no change in the average Washington resident’s tax burden. And between 1995 and 1999, our state and local tax burden actually fell, from $123 to $111.25 per $1000 of personal income. 

At the same time, average wages went up. The state’s Office of Financial Management (OFM) reports that average wages started rising in 1989 as a result of  growth in the aerospace and software industries, and in foreign trade.
 In fact Washington’s per capita income growth outpaced that of the nation during the ‘90s.  So much for the economic “costs” of population growth in Washington state.
Layton describes Washington’s newest residents as “poor, jobless and homeless.” But many of the people who came here brought with them advanced academic degrees to help fuel Washington’s burgeoning aerospace, computer, and bio-technology industries.  From 1989 to 1999, the number of people holding baccalaureate degrees in Washington state increased by 361,000.
 But a full 42 percent of those degrees were produced out-of-state. That means we richly benefited from the higher education investment of other states and the people who chose to bring their education to Washington.
What about the indirect costs of growth, which Layton lists as “more automobile exhaust, more smog, more crime, more air pollution?”  Washington has made remarkable improvements in air quality, with the number of people exposed to unhealthy air in Washington declining dramatically from more than two million people in 1990 to about 112,000 in 1999. The state Department of Ecology reports that “Washington citizens and businesses save over $2.1 billion each year in health care costs because the air is cleaner than it was in 1990.”
   

Similarly, the news about crime trends in our state is good. The incidence of violent crime fell every year from 1994 to 2000. Washington’s reported violent-crime incident rate of 369.7 per 100,000 people earned us a middle-of-the-pack rank of 26th among the states.
  

Objective evidence seems to show that growth has actually been good for us. It has brought us economic vitality, cultural and intellectual diversity, and greater opportunity to live our lives as we see fit. Many Washington citizens seem to agree. 

Research conducted by the Washington Association of Realtors since 2000 reveals that citizens aren’t afraid of growth. In fact, they overwhelmingly support the benefits that growth brings, such as more jobs, goods, services and entertainment opportunities. People said “traffic,” not “growth” is their major concern. They want safe neighborhoods and good schools; they want parks, sidewalks, and open space to be a priority in growth planning. They recognize that housing costs are too high, particularly for first-time homebuyers.
Building neighborhoods that address these concerns creates more efficient, more livable communities. But investing in and wisely managing real estate also improves our quality of life by bolstering the economy. 

In 1999, Washington collected taxes on $425 billion of private real estate — about two and a half times the value of personal income.
 Real estate provided jobs for 327,000 people in 1999.
 General building construction, special trade construction, building materials and hardware retailing, and the real estate industry accounted for about one of every ten jobs in Washington. 

Population growth – that which comes from out of our state as well as that which we engender – has posed challenges. We are tackling the difficult social challenges of protecting our environment and making our communities safer. But that doesn’t mean there isn’t more work to do.  
Many communities in Washington are now updating the plans for growing. Updated plans should include strategies that will ensure economic vitality by creating good jobs and promoting economic diversity. We also should make it a priority to improve housing opportunities so that everyone can find safe and affordable homes near schools and the workplace. Finally, we must work to enhance our environment by planning for open space and establishing policies to protect clean air and water.
It’s when we embrace Mr. Layton’s viewpoint that we don’t plan effectively to accommodate the growth we know is coming and find ourselves facing the traffic congestion and increasing housing costs. We are, thankfully, still a state whose natural resources, cultural amenities, and quality of life are to be envied. But we must plan carefully, even courageously, how we can continue to grow, while protecting our environment, ensuring economic vitality, and improving our quality of life. 

Editor's note: Pili Meyer is President of the Washington Association of Realtors. 
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