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Every day, Washington-area families face what seem like the inevitable consequences of our region's booming
growth—housing prices spiraling out of reach, new developments gobbling up open spaces, traffic snarls and
endless commutes, and worsening air pollution. But our current growth path is not inevitable; communities
throughout the region can and should be making more strategic choices—managing our prosperity and
growth more wisely.

For more than a decade, the Washington metropolitan area has experienced robust economic health and
vigorous population growth. The region weathered the recent national economic downturn remarkably well
and is now enjoying more rapid growth in employment and wages than almost any other metropolitan area in
the country. It has the lowest unemployment of the top 100 metro areas nationwide, and wages are rising
faster than the national average.

This prosperity generates tremendous opportunities, but also inequities. All types of workers are benefiting
from the region's prosperity, with wage rates substantially above national averages. But the gap between
high- and low-wage jobs is wide—and getting wider every year. For example, the average wage for chief
executives in the Washington region grew by 27 percent between 2000 and 2002, while the average for
parking lot attendants rose only 8 percent.

For most families in the region, home prices and rents are now rising faster than incomes. In 2000, 3 of
every 10 single-family home sales exceeded $250,000; by 2003, this proportion had jumped to 6 in 10.
Although new housing construction is booming, it is falling behind the region's population growth. And most
lower-income families—including those supported by full-time nurses, firefighters, and pre-school teachers,
for example—are struggling to pay unaffordable housing costs.

Unbalanced patterns of growth within the region are exacerbating the housing challenges families face.
Higher-wage jobs are concentrated in the District of Columbia and in the western suburbs—particularly along
the Dulles and I-270 corridors. And, naturally, home prices and rents are highest where job opportunities are
most abundant. In Fairfax County, for example, more than 4 of every 10 housing units are affordable only to
those with an income above $75,000. The District's housing market is especially hot; the median price of a
single-family home in the city rose 26 percent—reaching $292,000—just from 2002 to 2003.

These high housing costs in much of the city and the job-rich western suburbs are helping to fuel sprawl, as
families look farther and farther out for affordable housing options. Between 2000 and 2003, two-thirds of the
region's total population growth occurred in the region's outermost suburbs, with Loudon County becoming
the nation's fastest growing county.

Will our current growth path push the Washington region to become more like the San Francisco Bay area,
where housing costs are out of reach for all but the most affluent? Or like Los Angeles, where a typical
peak-period commuter endures 93 hours of traffic delays each year? Will our region come to resemble the
Houston area, where sprawling development and traffic congestion have produced the nation's worst air
quality? Will highly skilled workers avoid moving here because of high-priced housing and deteriorating quality
of life? Will escalating housing costs and long commuting times prompt new businesses to look elsewhere to
invest and grow?

None of these scenarios is inevitable. The Washington region has the capacity to capitalize on its prosperity,
managing growth more wisely and transforming adversity into opportunity. Action on three strategies would
give the region a promising start.

First, we need to ramp up new housing production—but not in ever-expanding subdivisions on undeveloped
land in the far suburbs. Instead, the District and close-in suburban communities need to encourage
higher-density, mixed-income housing development to accommodate growth—and bring down prices—without
as much sprawl. This does not mean making Washington more like Manhattan; nor would it erode the quality
of life and property values of close-in communities. Indeed, clustering higher-density housing around a transit
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of life and property values of close-in communities. Indeed, clustering higher-density housing around a transit
stop can attract cafés, specialty shops, and small professional firms that are far more appealing than a
centerless suburb with uniformly low-density housing.

Some communities in the Washington area are already taking steps along these lines. The District's recently
released outlines a long-term plan to preserve affordable housing, promote reinvestment in lower-valued
neighborhoods, and increase housing density, especially along retail corridors and around Metro stations.
Arlington County has won national recognition for its four-mile-long, half-mile-wide Rosslyn-Ballston corridor,
which encourages higher densities around each of five Metro stations along with creative streetscape
improvements and a network of walkable streets. Bethesda and Silver Spring also have intensified business
and residential development around Metro stops.

But building more housing isn't enough. Jurisdictions throughout the region need to preserve the affordable
housing they already have and expand affordable housing choices so that families at every income level can
find homes and apartments in reasonable proximity to their jobs. Historically, many suburban communities
have resisted the development of affordable housing on the grounds that it undermines property values. But
the fact is that affordable housing does no damage to neighborhoods or their property values, as long as it is
well designed and properly maintained. And mounting evidence suggests that the economic viability of many
suburban communities depends on their ability to attract and retain reliable workers at every skill level.

One tool attracting attention in hot housing markets nationwide is inclusionary zoning, which requires
developers of new housing to include a predetermined share of affordable units. Montgomery County's
Housing Opportunity Program, nationally recognized as a model inclusionary zoning program, has made far
more affordable homes available throughout a fast-growing jurisdiction, without any adverse effect on
property values or quality of life. Prince George's, Fairfax, and Loudoun Counties also have inclusionary
zoning programs, and the District is currently exploring this option. Inclusionary zoning alone cannot solve
the affordable housing challenge, but it can help tap the vitality of the private market.

Although communities in the western suburbs may have a hard time accepting the fact, they would benefit
from actions that encourage the development of new employment centers on the region's eastern side. A
modest rebalancing of job locations could help moderate the market pressures that high-cost suburban
communities are now enduring, while bringing high-wage employment opportunities nearer to Prince
George's County and the District's east-of-the-river neighborhoods, where affordable housing is more
abundant.

According to the Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments, several locations on the region's eastern
side offer significant potential as future employment centers. These include U.S. Route 1 near the Greenbelt
Metro Station, the Greenbelt/NASA area, the New Carrollton Transit Triangle, the Largo Center Circle, and the
National Harbor site.

Recent press reports about neighborhoods rallying in opposition to affordable housing and local political
leaders resisting regional cooperation are discouraging. And, indeed, as recently as a decade ago, the
strategies we suggest might have been politically unthinkable. But conditions have changed markedly since
then. Congestion is much worse (and painful to many more voters), the costs of unmanaged growth much
more evident, and the number of people attracted to higher-density urban living much larger.

These new realities open up new opportunities. Public officials, business leaders, and advocates throughout
the region appear ready to consider and discuss the strategies outlined here. Some voters may gain in some
ways from the status quo. But a much larger number would be hurt by local policies that simply stay the
course.

It is, of course, naïve to assume that the forces that drive up housing prices, create sprawl, and snarl traffic
can be eliminated altogether. But complete change is not necessary. Considerable progress can be achieved
simply by taking a few small steps—densities that are a little higher, zoning that is a little more inclusionary,
housing options that are a little more diverse, and business development that is a little less concentrated on
the region's western side.

Over the coming years, success will require not less development, but more thoughtful development. In a
region with so rich an endowment of talent and resources, and such an enviable economic performance
record, this much should be achievable.
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