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7. Mark Davidson Schuster

Growth and the Loss
of Regional Character

In the debate concerning growth and development it is not uncommon to hear the
claim that growth will mean the loss of local and regional character. It is easy for an out-
sider to assume that the “loss of local and regional character” argument is, at best, a
rhetorical tool used to forestall change and, at worst, a smokescreen for other, more
questionable attitudes toward social exclusion. Yet, many older towns have a rich archi-
tectural, environmental and community heritage that is valued not only by those who
are fortunate enough already to live there, but also by those who come to the commu-
nity as visitors, tourists, workers, shoppers and commuters passing through, as well as
by those who would like to move there.

Many New England towns have experienced unprecedented growth pressure as a
result of changes in the regional economy. The rise of the high-tech sector with its par-

ticular emphasis on white-collar employment, aided by the building of Boston’ regional

belt highways—Route 128 (now Interstate 95) and later Interstate 495—has created a
great demand for land for commercial and residential development in previously sub-
urban and rural communities.

But whatever form regional growth takes, these towns have found themselves poorly
equipped to manage that growth or to shape its effects. There is very little public-sector
infrastructure in place to deal with this kind of pressure: Volunteer town committees
are stretched beyond their capacity and expertise, and the public-sector interventions
with which these towns are familiar are better suited to a time when the community was
much more closely knit and change was measured over decades, if not longer.

The strong images of single-family suburban houses spreading slowly across fields
that were formerly farmland, of disintegrating village centers and of increasingly con-
gested secondary roads have become powerful rallying points for citizen concern and
debate. In those New England towns where the town meeting is still the primary form

of government, multi-unit development proposals more often than not are defeated.
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A typical community building.

White picket fences and

community mailboxes.
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A Primer for New England Towns

To what extent, and in what ways, is
regional character threatened by
growth? [s it possible to have growth
without threatening that character?

In the Environmental Design
Group at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology we became intrigued by
these questions. If one could identify
key elements of local and regional
character one might be able to under-
stand better just what was being lost. If
this proved possible, then it might also
be possible to propose ways in which
New England towns could allow (f
not welcome) growth while shaping it.
With these questions as a point of
departure and with support from the
Design Arts Program of the National
Endowment for the Arts, we devel-
oped Housing and Regional Character: A
Primer for New England Towns.!

On its face, the Primer is a pattern
book in which we identify key ele-
ments of local character for a regional
grouping of relatively similar towns
facing growth pressure and suggest
possibilities for development and
growth that would be in keeping with,
and possibly even re-establish and
enhance, local character. Our main
emphasis is on housing because that is
where growth pressure has been the
greatest. In this sense, our approach is
a direct descendant of the Essex Design
Guide in Great Britain.?

But less obviously, the Primeris a
manifestation of an information strate-
gy that can be particularly effective in

resolving the perceived contlict

between regional growth and the
preservation of local and regional
character. In particular, it argues that it
is far preferable for a community to
develop a commonly shared view of its
development future and to clearly and
widely communicate that view prior to
establishing the regulatory policy
envelope within which development
will take place.

The document is intended to be
used as:

« a discussion document around
which towns can begin to discuss their
vision of what form future develop-
ment should take;

* 3 tool to communicate to develop-
ers the types of development that the
town prefers;

« 2 negotiation tool that can serve as
a touchstone providing images and
ideas around which town boards and
developers might focus agreements;

« a source of ideas for developers.
This Jist will undoubtedly appear
odd to towns accustomed to using sub-

division regulations and zoning as
their primary forms of intervention
into the realm of environmental
design. If the legal clout of zoning has
not succeeded in ameliorating the
effects of growth, how can a strategy
based more on the provision and shar-
ing of information than on the estab-
lishment of rules hope to succeed?
But one could argue that zoning is
the mechanism towns use because it is

the mechanism with which they are

most familiar; one changes what one




knows how to change. Two-acre (or
more) as-of-right zoning is primarily
responsible for the single-family hous-
ing development that these towns now
find so objectionable. With no other
articulated models of intervention,
these towns fall back on zoning to
generate the least worst of the per-
cetved known alternatives. An infor-

mation strategy offers another path.

Research Approach

The focus of our research was the
region to the northwest of Boston sur-
rounding the circumferential highways
Interstate 95 (Route 128) and
Interstate 495. We chose the towns of
Acton and Groton as specific case
examples. Acton is closer to Boston
and has experienced more develop-
ment and growth than has Groton,
which is stll quite rural in character.
Acton has a developing commercial
strip and has been the site of a number
of multifamily housing developments,
while Groton awaits these develop-
ments with foreboding. The residents
of Groton fear that Acton is what they
might become in a generation or so.
Yet, both contain many wonderful
examples of the diverse and surprising-
ly unfamiliar aspects of local and
regional character that contribute to
the overall essence of New England.

While the Primer draws specific
examples from Acton and Groton, as
well as from adjoining towns, the
lessons are applicable on a regional
scale. Neither Acton nor Groton were
our “clients.” It was our intent o
develop a primer that would serve as a
generally applicable example; any town
developing its own primer would want
to highlight other characteristic ¢le-
ments of its town,

The development of the Primser
included a number of research steps.

We began with a detailed historical
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analysis of the development of the two
towns. Then we undertook a lengthy
field analysis including site surveys,
mapping, and photography. We com-
pleted a detailed analysis of the exist-
ing land use policies in each town.
This step turned out to be particularly
important because a number of the
development possibilities that we sug-

gest are simply not possible within the

current policy envelope. Put more

A church in a village center.

strongly, we came to the conclusion
that a number of the current policies
act perversely to dilute and undermine
local and regional character and that
others are simply ineffective.

All of these steps were ways of
applying our professional knowledge
to the problem of identifying local and
regional character. But as we proceed-
ed with our research we were continu-
ally reminded that our ways of looking
at the world were not necessarily the
ways that local residents viewed their

own towns.




As an integral part of our research
we conducted detailed interviews with
residents of both towns. We developed
an interview protocol that asked resi-
dents to talk about what they liked and
disliked about their towns and about
their hopes and fears for growth and
development. Using constrained-
choice questions, we asked our inter-
viewees to contrast and compare
arious types of developmentand dis-
cuss their preferences: “Assuming that
single-family housing/multifamily
housing/office/retail/open space devel-
opment will occur, which type would
you prefer?” The questions used
boards of numbered photographs of
each development type in order to
focus the discussion of each type.t

In each town we interviewed 25 to
30 individuals. No attempt was made
to assure that we had a random sam-
ple; rather, we used “snowball sam-
pling” in which one contact would
recommend several more and so on.
We asked to be introduced to individ-
uals who lived in various parts of town,
to newcomers and longtime residents,
to growth proponents and opponents,
to renters and owners, to younger and
older people, to developers and town
planning officials. We were uniformly
greeted with enthusiasm, and we often
found ourselves alking longer than the
promised hour.

We were moved by the stories we
were told of people’s relationships to
their environment, and we came away
with a new appreciation of the com-
plexity and diversity of local knowl-
edge. The views and preferences
expressed were by no means monolith-
ic or consistent. Many individuals, for
example, are torn by their inability to
envision a way to steer between the
strongly held view that individual
property owners should be allowed to
exercise fully their property rights in

disposing of and developing their fand

and the equally strongly held view that
misguided growth and development
are gradually eroding their communi-
ties. Our thoughts concerning regional
character have been profoundly affect-
ed by these individuals who opened
their homes and their thoughts to us,
though it is impossible to trace that

effect in any statistical sense.

Regional Typologies

When we synthesized our research
information, we discovered that local
and regional character could not be
summarized in a unitary town-wide
milieu. Rather, it was manifested in a

series of different se

tings, each of
which is evident in the New England
landscape. In the Primer we identify
five primary settings: the Village
Center, the Mill Center, Farm
Settlements, Woodlands (originally
settled as summer communities around
small lakes) and the Commercial Strip.
In other New England towns there are
undoubtedly other important regional
settings such as the Seaport, but the
five on which we focus in the Primer
are pervasive.

The substantive design argument
we make in the Primer is that wherever
a developer proposes to develop in one

of these towns, almost without excep-

don it will be in the context of one of
these settings, and an understanding of
which setting is to be host to the
development is the critical first step in
preserving and enhancing local and
regional character.

In the Primer we consider the his-
toric evolution of each of the settings.
The Commercial Serip, for example,
can be traced back to the eighteenth
century, and remnants of each period
in its development can still be found
along it. We document the views of
local residents concerning each setting,

including potential development. And




re-establish village centers.
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‘ :S;jreeetéape Preservation

. ‘Buildings should be set béck according to tradi-

tional patterns. They shouid never be set back

mcre than the wnd‘th of the street pavement

. and often consuderably Iess. This will mamtam :

the familiar street corndor of the mam street

and side streets.

-Parking should not bé provided in front of res-

idential or commerctal buildings, and parkmg
fon the side of muitifamily units or commercial

 buildings shouid be screenad by plantiné.

_ Tree planting is essential on main streets and,

where pqssible, on side streets, NMew side

streets should alWays have a planting strip

‘ between the street and sidewalk.

_ Traffic Improvements

Traffic speed panbe controlled by providing fre-
‘q‘uent‘hreaks in traffic flow, This would allow
pedestrians to cross, obviate the need for street
wideniﬁg, discouragé ihrough travelers and cre-

ate a better retail atmosphere;

A secondary road network could be created in
some centers behind Main: Street to provide
alternatives for local residents and to take traf-
}‘ fic pressure off Main Street These alternatwe

routes should not be straight; rather they

should be i in the form of a linked network of .

streets requlrmg several turns to pass through :

the network Such a network would be an inte-
__gral part of the infill policy discussed above,

PLACES 613

we address the problems that are
prompted by growth pressure on each
setting and analyze the current pattern

of the buile environment, particularly

with respect o housing, in that setting.

Of particular importance is an anal-
ysis of the tacit principles involved in
suburban housing development.
Housing is currently being developed
in these towns according to well-estal-
lished principles about grouping, sit-
ing, unit design and exterior design,
but principles of which developers,
residents and town officials are largely
unconscious. Fousing development is
more habit than considered process,
and, like most habits, it is hard for
dc\'c]opcrs‘ and residents 1o recognize
them or o break them.

Consider the single-family subdivi-
sion. The implicit rules that embaody
the paradoxical elements in irs design
mchide

o Housing units in subdivisions st
he self-evidenty a good investment.
The new suburban owner is more like-
Iy to be mobile in his or her job and
wants to be sure the resale price will
he protecred. This leads o architec-
tural conservatism. There is pressure
on individuals not o “personalize”
their houses oo much lest they deval-
ue them and those of their neighbors.

o Ihe view of other houses from
within each house should be mini-
mized and the view of the landscape
maximized. Thus, the frone of one
house should never face directly
toward the face of another. Bur the
homeowner wants to be seen from the
street, as do the neighbors across rhe
street, so that ];m(ismpmg and siting
have to he ingeniously managed to sat-
isfy these conflicting demands.

= To give the sense of a rural envi-
ronment, only cul-de-sacs and loop
roads must be used, and they must he
curved to ensure that only a few build-

ings will be seen from the road as one

time, minimizing the sense of density,
even though the curves musr be sharp-
er than the country lanes that they
attempt to evoke because of the limit-
ed space available in the subdivision.
Once implicit rules such ag these
are made explicit, there is o greater
possibility that residents and develop-
ers will he able to identify key leverage
points 1o change the tvpical forms of
development with which these com-
munities are so displeased and which
are destructive of regional characrer.,
Finally, we suggest development
principles and design concepts that
offer possibilities for enhancing the
local and regional character of each
serting. These inchide suggestions for
grouping, sit‘ing, appropriate plot size,
massing and design of housing as well
as for the development of road and
pedestrian linkages and the identifica-
tion and preservation of open spaces
and vistas. But whar is most Innovative
m our work is the chojce 1o put vision
hefore policy and the suggestion that a

new mode of intervention is called for.

Modes of Intervention

Whatever a government does with
respect to design can be mapped onto
a set of five modes of intervention:
standards and regulation, incentives
and disincentives, ownership and oper-
ation, the establishment, proportion-
ment and enforcement of legal rights,
and information. To fully understand
FOVEIrNMent intervention in any field it
is eritical to understand this menu of
five different modes of intervention.
Standards and regnlation control the
ways in which design decisions will be
carried out as well as aspeets of the
final built form of the design.
Through the use of seandards and reg-
ulation the public sector is saying,

“You must do X.”



Incentives and disincentives provide
rewards or penalties to individuals who
take an action the public sector wishes
to influence. The essential message
communicated by the public sector is,
“If you do X, then we will do Y.”

When the public sector is not will-
ing to vest the decisionmaking power
in individuals, it can choose swnership
and operation to affect the quality of
urban design by designing and build-
ing itself. The essential message is,
“The public sector will do X.”

Perhaps less obviously, a govern-
meent can also affect the quality of
urban design through the creation and
enforcemnent of legal rights and through
the apportionment of those rights across
individuals. “You have the right o do
X, and the public sector will enforee
that right if you choose to assert it.”

And finally, a widely used, though
underappreciated, mode of interven-
ton is the use of information o affect
people’ behavior. An informaton
strategy by itself is non-coercive: “You
ought to do X.”

To be sure, governments often use
several of these interventions together
in one program to accomplish particu-
lar design goals, attempting to offset
the disadvantages of one type of inter-
vention with the advantages of anoth-
er. New and creative public-sector
approaches to environmental design
have not come from conjuring up new
modes of intervention; they have come
from innovative recombinations of the
existing ones.

These modes of intervention oper-
ate along a number of critical dimen-
sions. Two of them are particularly
helpful in locating our Primer within
the universe of possible interventions.
The first has to do with the goal of the
intervention: Interventions can be used
to achieve good design, avoid bad
design, or mitigate the effects of bad

design. While the ultimate goal of
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government is to foster good design,
one can argue that most government
design programs have been content
with avoiding or mitigating bad design
because that is easier for a government
to accomplish with its awkward regula-
tory and incentive mechanisms.

The second important dimension
has to do with the leverage point at
which the intervention is targeted. In a
sense, every government intervention
with respect to design has as its goal
affecting the output of the design pro-
cess, the natural and built form that we
actually experience. But the public sec-
tor may also choose to try to accom-
plish this indirectly by targeting the
inputs to, or the process of, design.
Building codes that require that cer-
tain materials be used, the provision of
professional design training in public
universities, and regulations that stipu-
late that only work by certified archi-
tects and engineers is acceptable are
ways of controlling the quality of
inputs to the design process. Design
review boards, design competitions,
Environmental Impact Statements and
public hearing requirements are all
intended, in part, to assure that the
process of design is an open one incor-
porating a wide variety of views and
approaches with the hope that “better”
design will result.

Within this three-dimensional
matrix describing ways the public-sec-
tor intervenes in design, our Prinier
inhabits cells that are not normally
occupied. It is primarily an informa-
tion strategy, is oriented toward get-
ting good design and accomplishes this
by targeting both process and output.
The Primer is a sourcebook of ideas
that can serve as the basis for articulat-
ing a local vision of preferred develop-
ment alternatives. It provides design
suggestions and possibilities that can
serve as a base of conversation between

developers and local communities.

Many of our ideas and suggestions
would require changes in the local reg-
ulatory envelope in order to make
them possible, but we chose not to
focus on zoning and other forms of
regulation in the firse instance because
we feel that necessary prior steps are
the creation of a local vision of pre-
ferred development alternatives and
the establishment of a dialogue
between communities and the devel-
opers wishing to develop there around
substantive design issues. A communi-
ty that rushes into regulation will be ill
served if it has not first reflected on its
vision of the future.

But we turned to an intervention
that relies heavily on information for
another, more fundamental reason.

An information strategy is particularly
suited to balancing the qualities of
“coherence” and “complexity” in an
environment while recognizing the
rights of individuals to develop their
property.* It points the way to the
development of a coordinated and
coherent whole, while allowing for the
richness that comes from the variety
inherent in the multiplicity of individ-

ual decisions.

Three Propositions

The success of an information strategy
lies in the quality, persuasiveness,
tmeliness and applicability of the
information and in the wide dissemi-
nation of that information to those
individuals whose decisions are to be
informed. Nothing complicates the
relationship between developers and
communities more than uncertainty. In
our experience, developers are more
than willing to craft their development
proposals to correspond to locally
articulated visions if it is demonstrated
that proposals of certain types are in

fact more acceptable to the communi-
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ty, reducing the likelihood of having a
proposal held up indefinitely.

We recognize that many communi-
ties will not feel comfortable placing
their development future entirely in
the hands of what might appear to be a
loosely guided information process and
will attempt to create many of the
same results through changes to their
zoning or other regulatory mecha-
nisms. But those changes should fol-
low both in time and in spirit the
articulation of a development furure.

In conclusion, our work suggests
three propositions:

PROPOSITION 1: To formulate
the problem as growth versus local and
regional character is to create a false
dilemma. Growth and character, even
if they are not completely orthogonal
to one another, are two different
dimensions that can be used to
describe and analyze environments. It
is possible to manage and shape
growth so that it will reinforce and
perhaps even reestablish local charac-
ter. Indeed, in many New England
communities it was tremendous eco-
nomic growth (as measured on the
comparative scale of its own historical
era) that created the regional character
that today we are working to preserve.
Lowell, Massachusetts, is an example.

PROPOSITION 2: Community res-
idents often have an implicit consensus
about what would constitute more
desirable development and what would
constitute less desirable development.
They are often not inherently anti-
development or anti-growth. The
problem is that opportunities for artic-
ulating a vision of desirable develop-
ment are limited, and without that
vision any specific development pro-
posal is subjected to a variety of criti-
cisms that together defeats it

PROPOSITION 3: The key to
resolving development disputes lies in

the reduction of uncertainty for resi-
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dents and developers alike. An infor-
mation strategy can be an important
component in reducing uncertainty
because it is through the sharing of
information that the hopes and desires
of a community can be internalized
into the decisionmaking of developers.
The certainty of a strict regulatory
envelope is not enough to assure that
attention will be paid to local and

regional character.,

Notes

L. Copies of the Primer are
available for $20 from
Environmental Design
Group, Massachusetts
Institute of Technology,
10-485, Cambridge, MA,
02139.

2. Essex County Council,
A Design Guide for
Residential Areas (Great
Britain: Essex County
Council, 1983). Also
known as the Essex Design
Guide.

3. In designing our survey
instrument, we benefitted
greatly from the literature
on perceived environmen-
tal quality indices. See, for
example, Terry C. Daniel,
“Criteria for Development
and Application of
Perceived Environmental
Quality Indices,” in
Kenneth H. Craik and
Ervin H. Zube (eds.),

I’wz'eiv/'ng Environmental
Quality (New York:
Plenum Press, 1976); and
Ervin H. Zube,
Environmental Evalnation:
Perception and Public Policy
(Monterey, CA:
Brooks/Cole Publishing
Company, 1980).

4. Michael O’Hare,
“Environmental
Management,” in
Winthrop Knowlton and
Richard Zeckhauser (eds.),
American Society: Public and
Private Responsibilities
(Cambridge, MA: Ballinger
Publishing Company,
1986).

5. See, for example,
Michael Wheeler, A
Handbook: Building
Consensus for Affordable
Housing, Working Paper #7
(Cambridge, MA: MLIT,
Center for Real Estate
Development, 1987).






