US Environmental  Planning Journey

The First Era: Getting on the Green Path

The origins of environmental planning in America preceded the first national planning conference of 1909, largely coinciding with the reform movement of the Progressive Era, between 1890 and 1920 (Hays, 1959; Schuyler, 1986). Population growth and industrial development were well underway in American cities by the latter half of the 19th century, producing extensive environmental change. Laissez-faire capitalism, lack of popular support for state or federal government action, and corrupt local governments all contributed to poor environmental quality in the United States. Cities, particularly in the Northeast and Midwest, suffered from air-polluting factories, copious manure from horse-drawn transport, and minimal sewage treatment that resulted in chronic water pollution. Green spaces were in short supply, and housing was often crowded and unsanitary. These problems were exacerbated by a surge in immigration, mainly from southern and eastern Europe, between 1890 and 1910 (Peterson, 2003). By 1910, nearly half of America's 92 million people lived in urban places and the nation had added a stunning 16 million net residents in the decade of 1900-1910 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008). New York City was a major entry point for immigrants, and thus it comes as no surprise that New York's Committee on Congestion of Population was a prime mover behind the initial national planning conference (Reps, 1965).

First Era Assessment

The first era of environmental planning provided a strong basis for future urban and regional ecological planning, natural resources planning, and the balancing of nature and development. The construction of parks, playgrounds, and central sewer and water systems led city officials to recognize their responsibilities for the quality of the environment and public health. The federal government began to act as a steward of the nation's natural resources through the National Forest, National Wildlife Refuge, and National Park systems

The Second Era: Regional Ecological Planning and Natural Science

During the second era of U.S. environmental planning, from the 1920s to 1969, planners pursued regional ecological planning, balanced development and wilderness protection, and conducted environmental impact assessments, combining the preservation and conservation principles of the first era with the garden city ideal. But the main innovation of the second era was incorporating science into environmental assessment. Ecology, the study of relationships within natural systems of hydrology, geology, biology, and botany, grew into a body of knowledge (McHarg, 1969). The efforts begun at this time to plan sites and regions so as to fit humans unobtrusively into ecological systems continue today (McHarg, 1996; Randolph, 2004).

Assessment of the Second Era

The federal government played a significant role in environmental planning during the New Deal by creating new agencies and programs, such as the Soil Conservation Service and the TVA. This activism resurfaced in the 1960s with the passage of The Wilderness Act, the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act, and the Land and Water Conservation Fund. Of special note in the second era is the rise of NGOs in environmental planning and their ability to influence environmental thinking and outcomes. The RPAA, the Wilderness Society, the Nature Conservancy, and others got their start in this second era. Meanwhile, business continued to ignore the environment, and the nation's environmental quality declined, especially after World War II, as urban sprawl spread and the chemical industry expanded rapidly.

The Third Era: The Birth of Modern Environmental Planning

From the start of World War II to the 1960s, environmental issues took a back seat to international conflicts, though the metropolitan countryside suburbanized and central cities declined as Mumford and MacKaye had predicted, especially in the Rust Belt. Resistance to suburban sprawl began to emerge in the 1960s (Rome, 2001). Large development projects, such as the proposed electric generating plant at Storm King Mountain on the Hudson River, galvanized opposition. Rachel Carson's (1962) famous book, Silent Spring, described the destruction of nature wrought by the chemical industry. In short, the modern environmental movement was born (Shabecoff, 1993).

Assessment of the Third Era

The initial phase of the modern environmental movement led to spending hundreds of billions of dollars each year on pollution cleanup and control (Fiorino, 2006). It was starting to become apparent that environmental quality was linked to economic growth, as well as to public health and the general quality of life. The results have been impressive; air and water pollution have been much reduced (Daniels & Daniels, 2003; Speth, 2008). Many, though not all, hazardous waste sites have been remediated. The disposal of solid waste became safer and more orderly. Private industry developed the capacity to comply with environmental laws and recognized the need to cut pollution and waste (Fiorino, 2006). Popular awareness of the environment rose, thanks to both federal legislation and the annual celebration of Earth Day. The emergence of state and local environmental planning was a noteworthy achievement, and led localities to plan and implement policies to create healthier, more attractive places to live, work, and recreate (Healy & Rosenberg, 1979).

The Fourth Era: Backlash or a Bridge to Sustainability?

The fourth era of environmental planning, which began in 1982 and stretched through the George W. Bush administration, ending in 2008, was also the second phase of the modern environmental movement (Mazmanian & Kraft, 1999). The primary environmental problem in this phase was a backlash against government environmental regulation, which was seen as too costly, inflexible, and burdensome to private industry. During this period, two Republican administrations, those of Ronald Reagan and the second President Bush, tried vigorously to roll back federal environmental regulations; but it was under Democratic President Clinton that the shift of federal control over many environmental regulations to the states began in earnest (Fiorino, 2006). During this period the Montreal protocol on substances that deplete the ozone layer, ratified in 1987, also showed the limits of federal influence in environmental matters by making it clear that some global environmental challenges go far beyond national politics. Meanwhile, the term smart growth came to describe states and local government policies to allow economic and population growth while protecting the environment and quality of life

The Fifth Era: Planning for Sustainability and the Global Environment

Sustainability

The 1987 World Commission on Environment and Development report, Our Common Future, defined sustainable development as "development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs" (p. 43). Thus, stewardship is fundamental to the principle of sustainability, which requires leaving the earth at least as well off as one found it. The report also noted the limits of the biosphere to absorb the effects of human activities and the need for wealthier countries to "adopt lifestyles within the planet's ecological means" (p. 9). In particular, the report emphasized that "sustainable development can only be pursued if population size and growth happen in harmony with the changing productive potential of the ecosystem" (p. 9). Thus, planning for sustainability must minimize waste and pollution, conserve natural resources, and reflect the carrying capacity of ecosystems

Conclusions: The Trail Toward a Greener 21st Century

Environmental planning in America has evolved substantially in response to social, political, and environmental circumstances. Since the 1909 national planning conference, the nation's population has more than tripled, the economy has multiplied many times, government and corporate sectors have mushroomed, and threats to the environment have become more widespread and often cross political boundaries. In response, environmental planning has grown from a handful of thinkers and practitioners who emphasized physical planning and urban design to an institutional policy and legal framework that includes government, business, and nonprofit groups, as well as individuals. The problems that originally prompted environmental planning still exist: the need for parks and playgrounds, inadequate urban infrastructure for clean water and disposing of waste, the need for safe and healthy places to live, and the desire to balance wise use of natural resources with the preservation of wilderness. But modem environmental planning aims to go beyond protecting regional ecosystems and cleaning up local pollution to embrace national and international sustainability.

Government and private sector capacity to plan for the environment has increased enormously over the past 100 years. But the willingness to plan has wavered recently, particularly on the part of the federal government. Strategies have changed over the period from physical design, to command and control regulation, to financial incentives for pollution control, regional ecological protection, urban greening, and global cooperation.

Planning technology and scientific knowledge have made major strides from rudimentary overlays to GIS, remote sensing, computer modeling, and a far greater understanding of biology, botany, geology, and hydrology and how humans impact the environment. The biggest problem environmental planning faces may be lack of political will, not scientific uncertainty.

Planners can take action to make the future better both as professionals and as citizens. First, they should minimize sprawling development patterns and work to redevelop low density sprawl into urban places. Sprawling development depends heavily on cars and trucks which generate air pollution and climate-altering greenhouse gases as well as increasing America's dependence on imported oil. Sprawl also contributes to water pollution when septic systems fail and storm runoff is improperly managed. It is an unsustainable form of development. Environmental planners should blend command and control regulations (especially zoning and urban growth boundaries), financial incentives, and investment to promote sustainable settlement patterns.

Second, environmental planners can use regulations and financial incentives to promote environmentally friendly business practices and consumer lifestyles. It is important to use regulation to ensure basic environmental quality and to stop pollution at its source, but it is also important that prices signal consumers and producers the true costs of their choices, and enable them to make informed choices that promote sustainability (Speth, 2008). The principle that requires those who create negative externalities to pay for them must apply not only to polluters of air and water, but also to developers who build far from established setdements. Financial incentives, such as capand-trade systems to reduce carbon dioxide emissions and other greenhouse gases that contribute to climate change, and greater cooperation among levels of government, industry, and NGOs will be necessary.

Third, Americans must also adopt what Aldo Leopold called a knd ethic. "A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity and stability and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise" (Leopold, 1929/1977, pp. 224-225). The stakes of environmental planning are much higher now than they were in 1909. Potential catastrophes from climate change now threaten the entire planet, as well as America's national security. Thus, global environmental planning and sustainability are about long-term human survival as much as quality of life. Unless sweeping technological breakthroughs occur in the production of clean, carbonless energy, food, fiber, and drinking water, Americans will have to learn to leave smaller ecological footprints in order to accommodate the projected increase of more than 250 million Americans over the course of the 21st century (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004). More compact setdements, urban revitalization, and stricter standards for new developments will be key to accommodating additional population with a minimum of environmental impact on air and water quality, wildlife, and energy consumption. Otherwise, the United States might consider adopting a population and settlement policy to limit population growth and better match the location of population with environmental carrying capacity.

Such changes in American culture and values will involve difficult investment choices, trade-offs, and political decisions. For example, better mass transit will be essential for the conservation of energy and reducing air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions in U.S. metropolitan areas (Yaro & Carbonell, 2007). But investing in mass transit will cost hundreds of billions of dollars and will compete with highway projects. The goal should be for the United States, the world's wealthiest country, to set an example for the world in environmental planning and environmental quality: act locally, think globally. And environmental planning must involve more international cooperation to manage the global biosphere and to address climate change and the other challenges listed in Figure 2.

Fourth, both major political parties should embrace environmental planning and sustainability. Republican Presidents Theodore Roosevelt and Richard Nixon pushed for major environmental legislation; and former Democratic Vice President Al Gore has been the leading spokesperson on climate change. Planning is fundamentally a political process, and electing political candidates who support environmental planning and sustainability is crucial. The federal government should guide the United States and the world toward greater sustainability, specifically:

1. Enact major controls, taxes or trading systems to retard climate change;

2. Change or end programs that subsidize sprawl and environmental degradation;

3. Increase funding for mass transit and the development of renewable energy;

4. Elevate the EPA to a cabinet department to give the environment its due place at the table in the national decision-making process, and to put the goal of a sustainable environment on a par with that of a sustainable economy.

Fifth, fragmented, uncooperative local governments compete to expand their property tax bases, often at the expense of environmental quality and social cohesion. State and federal regulations should compel local governments to do better environmental planning, but more state and federal funding for local infrastructure and planning will be needed as well. For regional environmental planning to succeed, Americans must revamp local governmental structure and plan according to ecosystems, such as watersheds, radier than political boundaries, as MacKaye long ago advocated.

Finally, let us keep in mind that at the 2109 national planning conference, planners will look back at another 100 years of environmental planning and judge how well we have managed not only America's environment, but also the global biosphere.

