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SECTION 3
VA N C O U V E R
T h e  S u s t a i n a b l e  C i t y  M o d e l

Vancouver, British Columbia has approached planning from a reaction to global trends by developing policies 
that promote a high standard of urban livability in response to a growing urbanization of world population.  It 
has broadened its transportation system in the wake of increasingly scarce resources that will not support contin-
ued  auto-dominated patterns of travel that were predominant throughout the 20th century.  As a result of these 
eff orts, Vancouver has become a world leader in sustainability, forward-thinking urban development and general 
quality of life.  Publications such as Th e Economist and organizations such as the World Health Organization 
have proclaimed its high standard of urban livability.

In many respects Vancouver feels alone in following 
this course.  Even more notable than its record for 
livability has been its coordination of regional inter-
ests and the development of a well-integrated policy 
framework to guide development and growth and to 
link transportation infrastructure to them.

Such a need for a proactive coordination of regional 
eff orts is critical in Canada, a country where most of 
the people live in urban areas, yet the federal govern-
ment does not engage cities directly.  Instead, cities 
are the domain of provincial governments, and thus 
are not recognized in the Canadian Constitution – 
they are simply creatures of the provinces.  

Th is division between national and provincial poli-
cies and practices can serve to compound the prob-
lems at the local level, because leaders in the cities 
are often best positioned to see the problems, iden-
tify cost-eff ective solutions and to address issues
. 
Vancouver is attuned to the need to be an adaptive 
and resilient city. Given a growing list of global chal-

1  People in Cities - In the 21st Century an ever 

growing majority of the world’s population will live in 

cities. Even today 3.2 billion individuals live in cities – 

more that live outside cities.

2  Cities will be key to solutions - No matter 

what challenges there are, for example dealing with 

a fragile energy supply or increasing economic op-

portunities, bettering the environment or addressing 

social issues such as poverty, the prime key to solv-

ing many of global problems will be cities. 

3  Structure of Government - Although cities will 

be key there are often some disconnects between 

urban change on one hand and urban governance, 

policy and practice on the other.  Government needs 

to be responsive and understanding of the changing 

needs of urban environments.

GLOBAL CHANGE AND URBANIZATION: 

The Ideas Shaping Vancouver’s Perspective
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lenges, especially climate change, energy supply, pandemics or even terrorism, fortitude and adaptability are 
essential to continued success for cities.

Vancouver uses a powerful defi nition of its core city: it is the geographic area where market areas for labor, hous-
ing, commerce and daily travel coincide.  Prior to World War II, the political boundaries of the city coincided 
with this organic area of overlap, and the two evolved together.  After World War II, the political boundaries 
and the city’s area of overlap drifted apart.  Vancouver has worked to reinstate this kind of synergy in its govern-
ment.  As a result, the issue of governance as a matrix of decision-making authorities has emerged as an issue 
just as it was in Charlotte.  Indeed, Vancouver has arrived at a similar conclusion: a broad vision for land use 
and development in the future must exist, with public acceptance, if government agencies are to be aligned in 
carrying out a mission to plan eff ectively.

Such a vision led to the development of a unifi ed transportation authority, the South Coast British Colum-
bia Transportation Authority (locally referred to as TransLink), which is responsible for roadway construction 

Mode
Then

(1992) 2004
Target
(2021)

Auto Driver 49% 30% 36%

Auto Passenger 13% 9% 12%

Transit 23% 30% 34%

Bike
15%

3%
18%

Walk 27%

and maintenance as well as transit in-
frastructure and operations.  TransLink 
has been able to assert a larger role in 
regional coordination between transpor-
tation and land use.  It has promoted 
transit as a primary travel mode, mainly 
as a result of transportation policies that 
do not base project decisions on added 
road capacity for automobile travel.  Th e 
agency has tied investment in new tran-
sit infrastructure to regional land use 
planning and development.  As a result, 
it has more direct control over project 
prioritization between transit, roadway, 
and bicycle/pedestrian projects and 
greater fl exibility to use funding among 
all of them.  Th e response from a single 
transportation entity greatly facilitates 
the Vancouver region’s policy decisions 
to prioritize transit investment.  Th is has 
allowed the region and municipalities to 
plan transportation infrastructure in a 
uniform manner and thus better coordi-
nate development planning.

One of TransLink’s main strategies in 
developing a more balanced transpor-
tation system has been the concept of 
legible transit, or a transit system that 
the public understands and feels safe 
and confi dent using.  Conversely, many 
transit agencies, especially in bus service, 
try to balance their operating funds to 
serve a maximum number of riders and 

Vancouver’s transportation plan called for a balancing of mode choice that entailed a reduction in single-
occupant vehicle trips to work, from 49 percent of all work trips in 1992 to 36 percent by 2021.  It has 
already met that target and others, also far surpassing its targets in bicycle and walking trips. 

LESSONS VANCOUVER HAS LEARNED

Transit is not a service, it’s infrastructure.  When the 

development community sees this, they do not insist on 

developing around rail only.

Even with environmental and geographic constraints, 

there is enough land for growth if it is managed properly. 

Land use and growth vision is essential for the alignment 

of government agencies and interests, as well as for 

public acceptance of smaller plans.
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Today’s frequent transit service is largely focused on central Van-
couver (upper fi gure), but with this local land use partnership, 
TransLink plans to have frequent service at 10-minute intervals 
for 15 hours per day, 7 days a week over a larger extent by 2020 
(lower fi gure).

ridership-heavy destinations, but in so doing cease to 
follow direct, simple routes and to provide a frequency 
of service that is consistent with the hierarchy of local 
streets.  In other words, transit maps may show where 
bus routes will go on the local street network, but they 
do not provide any intuitive diff erentiation between 
high-frequency routes, routes to downtown, or routes 
operating past a certain hour.  

Vancouver has recognized the importance of a legible 
transit system, meaning one whose routes make sense 
to riders and that is reliable and frequent.  Th e City 
and region have taken an approach to transit that pro-
motes it as infrastructure, not only a service.  Doing 
this speaks powerfully to land use planning agencies 
and the development community, suggesting that this 
is an investment in infrastructure just as road construc-
tion is presumed.  As a result, TransLink has been able 
to partner with the region’s municipal governments to 
allow them to plan for greater development intensities 
with the confi dence that transit will be able to help 
serve this new development.  

In moving to establish a sense of permanence and 
legibility, TransLink has found that transit should be 
communicated as public infrastructure and not merely 
a service.  Underscoring the importance of transit in 
accommodating increasing urban populations while 
simultaneously working to reduce environmental 
footprint, Vancouver has been able to express its com-
mitment to sustainability and their high standard of 
urban living.  

VANCOUVER’S VISION FOR 

DIRECT AND LEGIBLE TRANSIT

2008

2020 Target
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SECTION 4
C H I C A G O
R e g i o n a l  C e n t e r  a n d  Tr a n s p o r t a t i o n  H u b

Th ough size and historical growth are diff erent, Chicago and Atlanta bear many similarities.  Th ey are the eco-
nomic and cultural centers of their regions and have broad, diverse economic bases rooted in transportation 
and industry.  Th ey have risen to prominence through transportation infrastructure and continue to play a 
highly important distribution function within the national and global economies.  Atlanta’s Hartsfi eld-Jackson 
and Chicago’s O’Hare airports are ranked fi rst and second in the world, respectively, in terms of both aircraft 
movements (takeoff s and landings) and passenger volumes.  Both cities are confl uences of major highways, 
and both are meeting points of multiple transcontinental freight rail networks.  

Chicago has a particularly strong focus on rail transport, with its being the only city in the United States 
served by all of the North American Class I railroads.  Chicago is served by an additional 14 smaller railroads, 
with 2,800 track-miles of rail (excluding rail yards), 500 freight and 700 passenger trains per day, and 37,000 
freight car and 20,000 intermodal movements per day.  Yet the connection to the city’s streets, especially in 
industrial areas, is a major component of freight distribution in the city, which places an increased economic 
importance on designing streets to accommodate this function.  Th e use of public streets for freight move-
ment is a critical  concern in a city with strong industrial foundations that has sought to keep this part of its 
economy active.

At the same time as it handles these freight move-
ments, however, the City of Chicago has become a 
leader in recent years in promoting environmentally-
conscious, sustainable growth and development.  It 
has earned attention for such innovations as the green 
roof on its City Hall, the rapid expansion of bicycle 
lanes and improved sidewalks, and for seeking the 
U.S. Green Buildings Council’s Leadership and Excel-
lence in Environmental Design (LEED) Certifi cation 
in its public buildings and facilities.

At fi rst glance, these two distinctions may seem 
incompatible: a city promoting green infrastructure 
and sustainability that also sees some of the largest 
volumes of passenger and freight movements in the 
world.  Yet Chicago has not viewed the modern-
izing of its community infrastructure as impeding 
the important movements of freight and passengers, 
but rather enhancing the quality of life of the city’s 
visitors and residents.  Chicago has taken an approach 
that the urban form, with its density, public transit 
and walkable neighborhoods, is a sustainable way for 
humans to live.  Th e enhancement and maintenance 
of public infrastructure in the city, for the safety and 
convenience of all users, is fundamental to creating a 
city where Chicagoans can anticipate a high quality of 
life without depleting natural resources.

Chicago is a major freight distribution center, served by a network 
of major freight corridors (above right), though it has also taken 
broad and innovative steps to bring local infrastructure in line 
with its commitment to environmental sustainability through 
innovative street design (an example is illustrated in the lower 
fi gure).  It sees this as a way to get greater civic returns out of the 
public right-of-way, even if this right-of-way continues to serve 
important economic functions. 
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Nearly 23 percent of Chicago’s land area is public right-of-way.  Chicago’s logic has been that a quarter of 
the city’s land should be able to do more for the city than move traffi  c, it should also contribute to Chicago’s 
sense of place.  Placemaking, or the creation of unique locations that have a strong civic character with lasting 
economic value, is seen more and more as a key component of making Chicago (as well as many other cities 
in the United States) an attractive and desirable place to live.  Compact and pedestrian-oriented mixed use 
developments help create such places.

Chicago’s response has been the adoption of a Complete Streets Policy, which recognizes the needs of all users 
of a street in making transportation decisions and developing projects.  Chicago also seeks to utilize the right-
of-way to the greatest community benefi t that can be achieved.  Th is in turn has led to the development of 
several programs, including the Streetscape Program staff , who are tasked with the implemenation of Chi-
cago’s Complete Streets Policy.  Th is programs has developed designs and construction projects for streetscapes 
and has built bicycle lanes, built trails and sidewalks along the Chicago River, and improved crossings and 
sidewalks around transit stations.

Yet Chicago feels that it can do even more, taking this commitment of inclusiveness and placemaking to ad-
vance itself as a national example of environmental consciousness and sustainable infrastructure development.   
Th ese programs have been augmented by a commitment to sustainability, leading to revisions of the city’s 

KEY QUESTIONS ASKED OF CHICAGO’S SPEAKERS

How do Chicago’s com-

munities deal with the 

movement of hazardous 

materials?

Local police and fi re departments are equipped with special units for patrol 

of movement of these materials and for disaster mitigation.  This is under-

stood as a major risk in the region’s freight industry and law enforcement 

has reacted.

How much has the Green 

Alleys program cost the 

city?

The City spent $25,000 on initial research and development.  The cost of 

the permeable paver material was $145 per square foot, though standard-

ized production lowered costs on subsequent projects to $45 per square 

foot.

What impacts has the 

Green Alley program had?

As the sewer and stormwater systems are not currently modeled in Chi-

cago, the City has not been able to quantify an impact in terms of runoff 

reduction.  

How else has Chicago 

been promoting green 

infrastructure and engag-

ing the community in it?

Some programs include: 

Chicago Bikeways Program: over 300 miles of bike lanes and routes 

added since 1995

Shared Cost Sidewalk Program: Property owners pay partial cost of 

replacing sidewalks, use of permeable Green Alley materials and techniques 

in new sidewalks reduces drainage issues for these owners 

New Roadway Pavement Standards: use of refl ective materials in pave-

ment to refl ect heat and provide illumination from ground reduces ambient 

temperature and costs of street lighting (lower wattage can be used)
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Landscape Ordinance that defi ne particular stan-
dards for planting and landscaping, and to new 
pilot programs such as the Green Alley program.  

Th e Green Alley program in particular demon-
strates the power of a well-organized program im-
plementing a broad and forward thinking vision: 
it has sought to modernize the city’s 1,900 miles of 
service alleys with permeable surfaces that facilitate 
drainage, allow natural percolation to lessen the 
impact on the city’s stormwater infrastructure, 
and reduce heat through the use of lighter surface 
materials.  Th ough the program is still young, its 
results have been successful and have gained a large 
degree of community acceptance.  Th e case of the 
Green Alley program demonstrates that being in-
novative in solving basic infrastructural problems 
can be successful and can provide new benefi ts for 
the city in the long run.

Chicago’s programs have leveraged this public 
investment to guide private development in pro-
viding many of the improvements in the public 
right-of-way, allowing developers to better under-
stand the City’s needs and expectations.  

One vital component of these programs is their 
involvement of the public.  Developing streetscape 
designs with public participation not only helps 
the City understand community preferences, 
but it also helps the public understand the City’s 
and community’s shared responsibility for main-
tenance.  Th e City of Chicago only maintains 
facilities that are in the roadway, namely its planter 
medians, and neighborhoods and communities are 
responsible for maintenance of streetscape ele-
ments.  Th ese communities often form improve-
ment districts, referred to locally as Special Service 
Areas, allowing them to use a portion of additional 
property tax revenues generated by streetscape 
improvements to maintain these improvements.

LESSONS CHICAGO HAS LEARNED

While freight movements and transport are 

potentially disruptive to a focus on urban 

quality of life, their economic impact cannot 

be understated.  Make railroads partners in 

urban livability and progress.

Innovation may be costly in the short run, but 

often shows returns in the long run.

Developers want a clear and consistent 

message from municipal review agencies on 

what their required contributions will be.

Chicago’s Green Alley program was developed in response to a citywide 
commitment to green development and infrastructure, but, more prac-
tically, has also provided benefi ts to the longevity of the city’s public 
streets and facilities.  Many of Chicago’s alleys drain poorly, causing 
maintenance diffi  culty and safety issues.  Th e permeable surfaces of 
the Green Alleys have allowed percolation and reduce the burden on 
stormwater infrastructure.
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SECTION 5
A T L A N T A’ S  C H A L L E N G E S  A N D  L E S S O N S  F R O M  P E E R S

A signifi cant portion of the discussion at the Atlanta Best Practices Cities workshop focused on the challenges 
that face Atlanta.  It is useful for Atlanta leaders and city staff  to hear the experiences of other cities, but it is 
especially informative and powerful when the lessons learned from these experiences can be related in terms 
of Atlanta’s own issues and challenges.  At the Workshop, these discussions were organized around a presenta-
tion of Atlanta’s primary transportation challenges, followed by a discussion among the invited speakers from 
Charlotte, Chicago and Vancouver of how Atlanta might address these challenges.  Each Atlanta challenge is 
discussed briefl y here, with a summary of the dialogue on particular issues following.

ATLANTA’S FIRST CHALLENGE: A MATURE TRANSIT SYSTEM

Th e rail system operated by the Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority (MARTA) is the fi rst and largest 
in the Southeast.  Together with its bus, paratransit and rail services, is the ninth-largest transit system in the 
United States in terms of daily ridership.  Development along the rail corridors has been able to take advantage 
of good frequencies, especially in peak hours, to off set vehicle use and allow more intense development.  How-
ever, transit is currently not a large enough part of Atlanta’s transportation system to provide a reliable modal 
alternative to car use. 

One major fl aw in Atlanta’s transportation system is that its competitiveness with vehicle travel is greatly un-
even.  In cases where transit service cannot provide the same travel time and relative convenience as a private 
automobile trip, the potential transit rider that has access to an automobile will likely not choose transit.  When 
looking at two diff erent trip scenarios that off er both transit and vehicle service, some trips have strong transit 

service that is competitive with automobile travel, 
whereas some require considerably more time in 
using transit.

As the diagrams to the left illustrate, transit trips be-
tween the Hartsfi eld-Jackson Atlanta International 
Airport and the Woodruff  Arts Center follow gen-
erally the same path and have similar travel times, 
each around 30 minutes.  Yet the trip from the 
Cascade Heights area to the Cumberland Galleria 
business district is not nearly as closely matched be-
tween vehicle and transit mode choices: the vehicle 
trip can be made in about 25 minutes, whereas the 
transit trip, involving three buses and two rail lines, 
takes at least 77 minutes.

As metro Atlanta continues to grow, it will need to 
understand how to realize the potential of its tran-
sit system to provide the infrastructural capacity for 
new development.  Best Practices Cities panelists 
began their discussion on this general issue, asking   
and responding to the following questions:

Airport to Ansley Park Airport to Ansley Park 
on Transiton Transit

Airport to Ansley Airport to Ansley 
Park by AutoPark by Auto

Cascade Heights to Cascade Heights to 
Cumberland on TransitCumberland on Transit

Cascade Heights to Cascade Heights to 
Cumberland by AutoCumberland by Auto

3030 min min 3232 min min

2929 min min 7777 min min
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QUESTION: HOW CAN ATLANTA ENCOURAGE MORE TRANSIT USE?

Develop the right way around stations.  As Vancouver’s speakers mentioned, legibility of the transit system is key.  
Vancouver has been working toward providing a system of high-frequency transit in all hours of the day; in 
other words, transit that serves a destination that makes sense to the user and that runs regularly, even outside 
of peak periods.  Th is not only allows riders to feel like the system’s destinations are clear, it also gives them the 
confi dence that transit is permanent and responsive to day-to-day needs.  In this sense, using transit does not 
have to mean inordinate sacrifi ce of time or convenience, nor does it have to mean careful planning of schedules 
to minimize lost time.

Vancouver also pointed out that the City has realized the potential harm that transit stations based on park-
and-ride facilities can do to urban environments and the limitations they can place on the overall viability of 
the transit system.  Using selected stations in the San Francisco Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) system as ex-
amples, they discussed the contrast between land use activity (as well as transit ridership patterns throughout 
the day) between suburban park-and-ride BART stations and SkyTrain stations in Vancouver with more active 
land uses immediately surrounding stations.  Not only do BART stations have large parking facilities that are 
used primarily only during the business day, these parking facilities also limit the accessibility and potential 
for success of surrounding land uses.  In the case of a more diverse array of land uses around some Vancouver 
stations, station ridership data reports greater ridership outside of peak hours and a higher demand to transfer 
to connecting bus and rail routes to complete individual trips.  Th ese results are seen in the performance of 
Vancouver’s overall system: it recovers 55 percent of its operating expenses through farebox revenue, among 
the highest proportions in North America.  Where BART has a similar recovery ratio, it charges higher fares 
to cover longer distances and does not off er the bus operations that typically decrease the cost of providing the 
ride.  By comparison, MARTA’s systemwide farebox recovery ratio is around 32 percent, which is common for 
many American systems.

Connect to the stations.  Charlotte off ered similar advice.  Although its transit system was only months into op-
eration at the time of the Best Practices Cities workshop, it noted that initial ridership projections had already 
been surpassed, even with few of its stations off ering parking facilities.  A key element of site plan review in 
its transit-oriented development zoning is understanding the network connectivity.  Th is entails using a basic 
numeric analysis to determine overall performance of a station area’s street network and identifying major de-
fi ciencies, allowing planners to identify where private development contribute to strengthening the network.  
Th is is designed to engage private development in making the overall environment more walkable and, thus, 
providing greater access to transit.

QUESTION: HOW CAN THE CITY OF ATLANTA CONVINCE ITS PARTNER AGENCIES AND 
THE DEVELOPMENT COMMUNITY OF THE NEED FOR ROBUST TRANSIT WITHIN ITS 
CITY LIMITS?

Emphasize the need in the context of an already-growing population.  Vancouver’s approach to this topic refl ects its 
globally-based outlook on urban and transportation policies: transit is a must-have element of urban livability, 
not a ‘nice-to-have’ element.  Nonetheless, that city did not reach its current levels of success automatically.  
Th ey emphasize that larger structural changes are needed to bring together a unifi ed transit agency and that a 
key component of this is an educational perspective.  A basic public understanding of the benefi ts of transit will 
lead to a greater demand for political responsibility for adequate and reliable transit service.  Charlotte takes a 
similar approach: the cities that will survive in the future are those that allow residents to meet day-to-day needs 
by walking.  Th is commitment is refl ected by access to transit facilities.  Th e city’s focus on promoting this way 
of life through walkable transit station areas and a set of urban street design guidelines emphasizing pedestrian 
comfort and safety refl ect this commitment.
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QUESTION: HOW DO WE CONVINCE OUR DEVELOPMENT PARTNERS WE ARE SERIOUS 
ABOUT TRANSIT?

Demonstrate that transit is there for the projects they will develop.  Again, Vancouver’s experience is valuable here: 
the establishment of transit as infrastructure, and not a service, communicates a commitment to providing the 
capacity for new development and clearly gives incentive for it to be coordinated with transit.

Ensure that they know what is expected of them.  In Chicago, where job growth has been tremendous but popula-
tion growth has been fl at, the city has adopted a ‘lead by example’ philosophy.  Th e city has taken bold steps to 
bring development activity in line with its expectations and in the process learn to understand what develop-
ers want so that future dialogues are smoother and more effi  cient.  Chicago has learned that city government, 
and particularly development review agencies, need to have a clear, unifi ed message on what developers will be 
required to do.  Developers expect to compromise with regulatory agencies, but fi nd the greatest challenge in 
dealing with inconsistent requests from diff erent agencies and departments.  Among this experience, Chicago 
has learned that developers are pleased when they see cities investing in public infrastructure.  Chicago has also 
developed clear and precise streetscape guidelines.  Th e development community in Chicago has responded well 
to the city’s streetscape program, viewing it as a public step of faith in the longevity and potential for success in 
the communities where it has been implemented.

Help the developers understand what they have to gain.  To some extent, though, simply knowing what the ben-
efi t can be is powerful leverage in working with development, especially as it involves demonstrating to the 
development community what they have to gain from working with a well-developed, reliable transit system.  
Additional benefi ts of solid investment in transit infrastructure have been shown to be 40 to 50 percent above 
the time-savings benefi ts of transit.  In other words, when the benefi t to a community is expressed in terms of 
time and money, the community sees an additional half the benefi t that each user receives in saved time.  As 
an example, if a transit rider who benefi ts from frequent service along a direct transit route saves $1,000 per 
year worth of time that can be used for other productive purposes, the community sees as much as $500 in 
benefi t, which can come from sales, increased productivity from time saved, or, perhaps most notably, through 
increased value from development activity that has responded to (and sought to take advantage of ) this transit 
infrastructure.

ATLANTA’S SECOND CHALLENGE: ADAPTING AN OLDER SYSTEM OF 
TRANSPORTATION TO A NEW VISION OF GROWTH

In the mid-twentieth century, Atlanta shifted its thinking on transportation to accommodating automobiles, 
which had nationally become the dominant form of transportation after World War II.  Th is was accompanied 
by a massive shift in allocation of transportation resources to roadway projects, particularly to increase vehicle 
travel capacity and reduce travel times.  Th e original intent of this thinking was to preserve and increase Atlanta’s 
economic viability, through improved access to and from employment centers and by eliminating congestion 
that slowed delivery and movement of goods and services.

In more recent years, Atlanta’s priorities, along with those of many other large cities around the country, have 
changed.  Th e cities that have seen the greatest job growth in recent years, such as Philadelphia, Chicago and 
Washington, D.C., are places where urban livability and cultural amenities are strong.  Th ough these same cit-
ies have not seen the same proportional population growth, they have become more prosperous and are seen as 
highly desirable places.  Atlanta has taken on ambitious goals of similar population and job growth: to increase 
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population to nearly 780,000 by 2030 and achieve a proportionally similar gain of jobs.  As the City of Atlanta 
does not have the same fl exibility of geographic expansion that many other Sunbelt cities do, this suggests that 
the additional growth will mean greater population density and greater intensity of development.

Adapting the transportation system to this expected growth is key.  Currently, transportation decisions in At-
lanta are based primarily on movement of vehicles, with vehicular level of service and capacity the primary 
measurements for performance and criteria by which development impacts are assessed.  

QUESTION: HOW DO WE REALIZE THESE AGGRESSIVE GROWTH GOALS?

To some extent, Atlanta already is realizing its goals: it has led the nation’s core cities of major metropolitan areas 
in population growth so far in the 21st century, growing by nearly 17 percent.  But at a local level, there are 
considerable implications to this growth.  Atlanta needs a better campaign of public education on growth and 
its implications.  Many cities around the country understand that density can be a ‘bad word’ and that scale of 
development is very important.  Neighborhoods react negatively to development that they perceive to be too 
large and overwhelming.  In reality, people are reacting on a subconscious level to design rather than density. 

Ensure a fi t with existing com-
munities.  Charlotte weighed 
in on this issue through its 
work with integrating higher-
intensity development around 
transit stations into existing 
neighborhoods, namely in 
ensuring smooth transitions 
between station areas and 
established neighborhoods.  
A lesson they have learned 
is that neighborhoods don’t 
react to density in terms of 
a number of people or units 
of development per units of 
land, but rather in terms of 
building characteristics: bulk, 
height, and general form.  

Make the development you 
want easy for developers to pro-
vide.  Charlotte also shared 
its experience in overcoming 
regulatory hurdles: in short, 
they developed new regula-
tion that eliminated or great-
ly minimized these hurdles in the areas near transit stations.  Th e key items in this were new Transit-Oriented 
Development and Transit-Supportive Development zoning districts that allowed greater development intensity 
by right and established guidelines for working with adjacent established neighborhoods and other built envi-
ronments.

Atlanta’s goal of increasing population within fi xed city limits means that the present political 
jurisdiction of the city will need to accommodate greater density overall.  Th is concept of coordinat-
ing higher intensities of growth with corridors forms the basis for transit corridors similar to those 
developed in Charlotte.  Yet as in Charlotte, development patterns can be introduced in a manner 
that is not disruptive to communities: allowing building heights, bulk, and placement on site that 
fi ts into the characteristics of established neighborhoods.  Th is suggests that the areas of greater 
intensity are ‘buff ered’ from neighborhoods of existing form and character by smaller-scale develop-
ment, keeping higher densities from creating uncomfortable change in the built environment.
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QUESTION: HOW DO WE CONVINCE THE PUBLIC AND POLICY MAKERS WE CAN HANDLE 
THE GROWTH?

One way to begin incorporating development into communities is by demonstrating that the transportation 
infrastructure is there to support it.  Th is recalls Vancouver’s ambitions of developing transit legibility and per-
manence regardless of transit technology, communicating an idea of transit as infrastructure and not just as a 
service.  

Density can be handled poorly or in a positive manner.  In Chicago, increased density and infrastructural capac-
ity have never been issues in certain parts of the city, especially in the city’s downtown area.  In these sections of 
Chicago, greater development intensities are easy to accept.  However, in parts of the city where infrastructure is 
not as robust, the impact of development and fair share contributions from developers must be made clear.  Th is 
applies not only in terms of the city’s expectations of the development community, but also where infrastructure 
needs enhancements to support development.

Charlotte’s approach has been to codify a clear and simple vocabulary of urban design to ensure that new de-
velopment that is transit-supportive and generates a higher yield of development than what preceded it is not a 
change to the character of established residential patterns.  

QUESTION: HOW DO WE COMMUNICATE OUR POLICY OF INFRASTRUCTURE INVESTMENT 
CREATING NEW VALUE?

Focus on existing positive examples.  Vancouver took this approach in seeking public support for fi nancing new 
transit infrastructure.  A large part of this campaign was to identify the places where public facilities have aged 
well and gained acceptance by their surrounding communities.  Evaluating on the basis of where these facilities 
are generally favored by the public a generation later, Translink found that in nearly all cases, through regular 
maintenance and thoughtful updates in design to refl ect changing community values, public infrastructure and 
facilities have the public’s approval.  

In Chicago, early ‘green’ programs refl ecting a focus on pedestrian comfort and identity of public infrastructure 
have matured.  Th e places where infrastructure investments were focused have had external neighborhood and 
development eff ects.  Streetscape elements in particular have been recognized as catalysts, with some commercial 
corridors enjoying nearly 100 percent increases in property value since renewed City investment in streetscapes 
were made.  

ATLANTA’S THIRD CHALLENGE: URBAN FUNDING IN A 
SUBURBAN REGION

Th ough Atlanta is the core city of its region, it represents just under 10 percent of regional population and an 
even smaller proportion of geographic area.  Th is suggests that, in a regionally-based funding structure, the City 
of Atlanta’s needs must compete with those of its surrounding suburbs, and also that the diff erent needs of a 
maturing city will be diffi  cult to meet under a large, uniform means of providing funds for new transportation 
projects.  Congestion-relieving evaluation criteria inherently favor larger, suburban projects.

Atlanta’s goals for growth are generally aligned with those of its regional planning agency: both want to make 
transportation investments where growth is planned, and both seek to promote healthy neighborhoods, infi ll 
development and a focus on multi-use centers, and a strong sense of place.  However, the regional approach to 
transportation planning has long been tied to a regional travel demand model that identifi es capacity defi cien-



BEST PRACTICES CITIES: Learning from Atlanta’s Peers 16

cies and prompts policies oriented to eliminating these defi ciencies.  Th ese policies have, by default, elevated the 
travel demand and capacity defi ciency concerns to the forefront of transportation planning, and they are often 
applied to the more particular needs of  mature urban areas in the same manner as to parts of the region that 
have ample space for expansion and construction of new infrastructure.  

One major problem with this model-based approach is that it can seldom be used to replicate nuanced solutions 
in very urban areas.  As a result, policies are streamlined for accord with the model, often to the point that they 
preclude use of funding for ‘off -system’ transportation improvements,  even when these improvements might 
better address the true nature of a problem in a dense locale.  

With this in mind, the panel discussed approaches to employing a regional system to meet urban needs and 
equipping it with fl exibility to respond to the particular conditions of a mature urban environment such as 
Atlanta’s. 

QUESTION: HOW DO WE INFLUENCE REGIONAL IMPLEMENTATION TO BE IN LINE WITH 
GROWTH POLICY?

Currently in Atlanta, as in most cities, regional modeling and patterns of investment are based on signifi cant 
congestion reduction.  Th e legacy of this has been large road projects, whether widenings of local streets or con-
struction of high-capacity freeways.

Find a cause that has regional signifi cance.  Chicago weighed in on this issue with a diff erent perspective: Atlanta 
seems to lack a ‘champion’ fi gure, agency, or cause for fi nding a new integration of transportation programs and 
endeavors.  In Chicago 150 years ago, the champion for the city’s rapid growth and expansion of railroads was 
the profi t motive for privately-owned railroad companies.  In the 20th century, the champion for construction 
of the region’s highways and expressways was the shared interest of highway construction workers’ labor unions 
in keeping people employed.  Today Chicago’s champion for the development of a sustainable transportation 
system is a largely political and symbolic commitment, represented most publicly through Chicago Mayor 
Richard J. Daley, to future economic competitiveness and attractiveness to new residents through increased 
environmental awareness.  Atlanta does not have a comparable champion for these issues.

QUESTION: WHAT AVENUES OF FUNDING DO WE HAVE FOR LOCAL PROJECTS?

Look at unifi ed funding sources combining all revenue streams.  In Vancouver, studies undertaken as part of the 
2021 planning process found that even vehicular transportation is subsidized through the construction and use 
of free roads and accident relief and recovery.  Conventional taxation and public funding systems, based on a 
division of revenue streams and assignment of particular applications, cannot continue to meet overall trans-
portation needs in growing metropolitan regions (and certainly not in mature cities).  Vancouver has moved 
toward a concept of a single pool of funds paying for all projects, and TransLink is the regional authority with 
the responsibility of managing and dispersing from this pool of funds.  As a result, the agency has greater fl ex-
ibility in using funding to meet particular challenges, allowing, for example, money that would have been used 
for roads to be used on a more immediately feasible transit project, or money for transit to be used on bicycle 
and pedestrian facilities.

Per Vancouver’s recommendation, in terms of dividing up the program of regional projects, a new funding 
source needs to be identifi ed for Atlanta.  Th e reliance on gasoline taxes for roadway projects and a somewhat 
regionally-based sales tax for transit leaves too much separation between the funding sources for vital trans-
portation elements.  Th is is a clear challenge for Atlanta, where state limitations on the use of gas taxes and a 
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requirement for transit funding to come from local sales taxes restrict local freedom to make these decisions.  
However, Atlanta has an opportunity as a regional leader to defi ne a system of funding that makes more sense 
for its current conditions.

QUESTION: HOW DO WE CREATE A SENSE OF REGIONAL BALANCE IN TRANSPORTATION 
DISCUSSIONS?

Vancouver sees transportation needs as being met on three levels.  Transportation services should be planned 
and fi nanced by the user.  User-based charges are the most direct way of tying the costs of providing infrastruc-
ture to the people benefi tting from that infrastructure.  Regional organization and administration of the user fee 
collection helps to ensure that this is applied across the entire urban area, and these agencies in turn provide fa-
cilities and services to a socially and economically interdependent set of communities.  Yet cities, the individual 
communities of the region, should have access to the wealth they help to create and should be able to identify 
the transportation programs that will benefi t them.

Creating a structure such as this does not need to mean prioritizing the City’s needs over those of the region, but 
it does mean that the City should be able to use the funds that it generates as part of a regional pool for projects 
that best fi t its needs.

Panel participants pointed to a similar structure used in the United Kingdom, where transit project funding is 
delivered almost entirely through the national government but where private-public partnerships are expected 
to launch new capital projects.  In that country, there is no liberty for local governments to levy special taxes 
on themselves to pay for projects or initiatives.  Cities must compete with each other for limited government 
funding, though their proposals for transit include partnership with private agencies who will design and build 
systems once the public sector has completed their planning.

One way that Charlotte emphasized that Atlanta can assert itself in a regional discussion is by clearly defi ning 
its priorities.  Th at city continues to struggle with the North Carolina Department of Transportation in what 
it sees as NCDOT’s ‘one size fi ts all’ approach to project development.  In demonstrating that the real needs of 
the city go beyond conventional capacity enhancement projects by tying the city’s vision for a transportation 
project to land use plans and programs, Charlotte has been able to steer some projects to support urban form 
and connectivity.  Th e key has been their land use vision and that the specifi c applications have clearly shown a 
need for more sophisticated, nuanced solutions rather than NCDOT’s program of road widenings and capacity 
addition.  In other words, Charlotte has learned that approaching the discussions with NCDOT with a clearly 
articulated need for a diff erent solution (with the supporting reasons for that need in the form of plans and 
programs) is essential to continuing a discussion on how that diff erent solution can be developed.

CONCLUSION

Th ese questions and the input received from other major North American cities provide useful guidance to 
Atlanta in how best practices are being executed throughout North America and in Europe.  While Atlanta 
faces many constraints at levels above its immediate control, especially with regard to transportation funding 
and agency coordination, the conversations at the Best Practices Cities workshop show several starting points 
well within the City’s reach: the development of a broad and publicly palatable vision for growth and shaping 
future development, the alignment of departmental functions and objectives around that vision.  Th is will work 
toward an understanding of how the needs of Atlanta’s transportation system fi t into the values of a growing yet 
maturing city. 
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INVITED SPEAKERS

Charlotte

Laura Harmon is the Economic Development Program Manager in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Planning 
Department.  Danny Pleasant is currently the Interim Director of the Charlotte Department of Transporta-
tion.

Chicago

Janet L. Attarian, AIA, is the Project Director for the Streetscape and Sustainable Design Program and Sus-
tainability Coordinator for the Chicago Department of Transportation.  Ms. Attarian’s vision in melding the 
concepts of complete streets and ecological design led to the development of the City’s Sustainable Streets Pro-
gram and Green Alley Program, winner of the 2007 Chicago Innovation Award, 2007 ASLA Honor Award, 
2007 Illinois ASLA Honor Award and 2007 Illinois APA Gold Award.

Paul Karas is a Principal of CRA International and was Commissioner of the City of Chicago Department 
of Public Works during the mayoral tenure of Harold Washington in the 1980s.  He has been involved in 
infrastructure development in both the private and public sectors his entire career, serving in addition to his 
Chicago position as an executive with Santa Fe Southern Pacifi c Corporation and as a director with the Port 
Authority of New York/New Jersey.

Vancouver

Clive Rock recently retired as Director of Strategic Planning and Policy with TransLink. Clive’s previous posi-
tions include Vice-President of Planning and Marketing with BC Transit, and as the managing engineer for 
the City of Richmond, British Columbia.  He has also worked as a transportation planner in local government 
in the United Kingdom and lectured in the Planning School at Leeds Metropolitan University.

Ken Cameron has spent 26 years in senior planning and management positions in local government in the 
Greater Vancouver area, most recently as Manager of Policy and Planning with the Greater Vancouver Region-
al District.  Ken is the Past Chair of the International Centre for Sustainable Cities, a member of the Board of 
the Residential Construction Industry Training Association and a member of the Canadian Pacifi c Railway’s 
Arbutus Lands Advisory Panel. He has recently been asked to help establish an Advisory Council to Simon 
Fraser University’s Urban Studies Program and to serve as its fi rst Chair.

In addition, Alan Jones and Leo Eyles of the Atlanta Transportation Planning Group presented and partici-
pated in panel discussions involving European and other North American case studies in transit systems.


