BUILDING BETTER COMMUNITIES

What Washington Residents Say About Growth

People want more conveniences, more tax revenues, more entertainment options, and more jobs that are associated with growth, but are concerned that growth will increase traffic congestion. 
Solve traffic concerns and you are solving the bulk of growth concerns – the single greatest negative.
Public Opinion Strategies Nov. 2002

Quality of Life Project aims to inform growth-planning decisions.

In September 2002, the Washington Association of Realtors launched a public affairs initiative called The Quality of Life Project. This project is intended to inform the state’s Growth Management policy with the expertise of Realtors in two key ways. 

The first is by bringing their day-to-day experiences into public policy decisions. Realtors understand better than most what people care about and what the formula is for a strong, vital Washington. Like other people who live and work in our communities, Realtors want good schools and parks, safe neighborhoods, a strong economy, and good transportation choices.

Every day Realtors talk with people about where and how they hope to lead their lives. What do they seek in an ideal home? What makes up the perfect place to live, work, and play? The Association hopes to help guide growth planning with this unique knowledge by involving its 16,000 members in growth management planning in their own communities all over the state.

Second, since 2000 Realtors have researched growth patterns and quality-of-life priorities all over the state. We want to understand thoroughly the concerns and priorities state residents have for their communities. The Association hopes to use that information to enrich the public discussion about how Washington should grow. 

Research reveals starkly conflicting views about inevitable growth.

Data shows that the population of Washington state will continue to grow at a steady rate well into the future. State residents will continue to have children; people will continue to be drawn here from other places. We cannot choose whether to grow. But we can choose how we will grow.

In August 2002, the Washington Association of Realtors conducted a survey to find out how residents feel about growth. The purpose of the survey was to generate information to help guide public policy on growth management. The nationally recognized polling firm, Public Opinion Strategies, conducted a survey of 400 state residents. The survey occurred from August 26-27, and has a margin of error of plus or minus 5 percent.

Polarized findings present enormous challenge to policymakers.

It was not surprising to find differ-ences of opinion in a statewide poll. What was surprising was that the differences are stark, polarized, and represent divergent opinions. 

The survey findings present public policymakers with an extraordinary leadership challenge: to accommodate the growth that is coming with no consensus to guide them. We know what people want. Now we must empower policy-makers to make informed decisions about how to provide housing opportunities, ensure economic vitality, and improve our quality of life. 

Two apparently conflicting themes emerged from the survey: 

 1.) the desire for the prosperity that economic growth produces, and 

 2) concerns that growth could worsen traffic.

In all communities in the state, residents indicated they understood and welcomed the good jobs, entertainment, and commercial opportunities that growth brings. When offered relief from traffic congestion, people show much less anxiety about new home construction and economic development.

Housing affordability is another key issue, surpassing education and crime concerns. Seven out of ten surveyed worried that the rising costs of homes would force their grown children to seek homes in other communities. Overall, those polled were evenly split about where growth should occur: 45 percent say in urban areas and 44 percent say rural areas

What do Southwest Washington residents say about growth?

• People welcome the prosperity that comes with economic vitality. People want more economic opportunity for themselves and their children: 81 percent say yes, 40 percent definitely so. People worry that if the economy doesn’t improve, their children and grand-children will have to move away to find work.

• Urban residents want it both ways: they want to protect the character of their communities, but they also choose to direct growth to urban areas in order to preserve open space. 
• Residents want to preserve open space. By a slim margin, people believe growth should occur in urban areas so open space can be preserved: 50 – 39 percent in Puget Sound; 45 – 39 percent in Vancouver. 

• Rural attitudes are pro-growth attitudes, particularly in areas with depressed farming, forestry, and commodity economies. 
The state’s Growth Management Act says that it is the duty of every community to accommodate growth. Clearly, most residents want the economic benefits of growth; they are more divided about the details. That is our challenge.

Growth is coming and we’ve got to figure out how to deal with it. People are telling us what they want. But with no clear consensus before us, it will take courage, creativity, and leadership to create the communities people want. 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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Where Should Growth Occur? 

State residents don't agree.
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