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“The prevailing pattern of development 
is making North American cities and 
towns weak and fragile. 

We seek to change that.”



CORE MESSAGE

 Our current path, meant as a 
means of securing prosperity for 

all, has unwittingly trapped us in a 
system that is incapable of building 

lasting prosperity 



CORE CONVICTION

Local and iterative actions are the 
best approach to gradually create 

and sustain local prosperity



CORE PRINCIPLE

No neighborhood should be 
subject to radical change 

No neighborhood should be 
exempt from change



PREDICAMENT

While we mobilize, we will 
seemingly be part of a worsening 
problem and the housing relief 
won’t immediately materialize



Policy, subsidies, and a flurry of construction resulted in a dramatically simplified 

method of building out cities (the Suburban Experiment)

WE TRADED COMPLEXITY AND 

ADAPTABILITY FOR GROWTH AND 

PREDICTABILITY



Complex Complicated



The Suburban Experiment
A radical departure from the traditional 
development pattern

Perpetual adolescence



The Suburban Experiment
Entire neighbourhoods built all at once 
to a finished state



The Traditional Development Pattern
Assemblies of (increasingly) independent 
neighbourhoods



The Traditional Development Pattern
Ongoing adaptation to local pressure – accepting 
incremental change and ensuring greater financial 
opportunity through proximity

City of Delta Archives - Aerial Ladner - Used with 
Permission





The Example of 
Fresno, CA





PREMISE

 Our current path, meant as a means of 
securing prosperity for all, has unwittingly 
trapped us in a system that is incapable of 

building lasting prosperity 



We have traded a robust incremental 
approach for a complicated and fragile 
pattern of suburban-style development

Expectations
- water, sewage, 
garbage, fire, police, 
schools, bussing
- easy (rapid) access to 
amenities and substitutes in 
home (gym, coffee bar, pool)

Political Demands
- low taxes per acre
- “equal” services



1870

BRAINERD, MN



1894

BRAINERD, MN



1930

BRAINERD, MN



TODAY

BRAINERD, MN



We have traded a robust incremental approach for a 
complicated and fragile pattern of suburban-style 
development



Lafayette, LA - increasingly costly growth









Cash Reserves ⬇ ➡ Bonds ⬇ ➡ 
Insolvency
“We have lost sight of what it takes to build 
lasting prosperity”



$5 million/acre
701 South 1st St
(0.17 acres)

52,984/acre Annual Property Tax 





$5 million/acre
701 South 1st St
(0.17 acres)

52,984/acre Annual Property Tax 



$12 million/acre
202 South 1st St
(0.22 acres)

127,170/acre Annual Property Tax 



$2.4 million/acre
620 West Division St
(0.11 acres)

26,668/acre Annual Property Tax 



$945k/acre
714 West Division St
(0.17 acres)

10,547/acre Annual Property Tax 



$1.5 million/acre
1717 Freeway Dr
(7.16 acres)

17,316/acre Annual Property Tax 



$896k/acre
1100 Freeway Dr
(2.96 acres)

10,344/acre Annual Property Tax 



$945k/acre
2301 Freeway Dr
(27.34 acres)

11,971/acre Annual Property Tax 









Let’s Talk Taxes

Who is propping up 
whom in Mount 
Vernon?



Strong Towns Curbside Chat

Norm Van Eeden Petersman
Member Advocate for Strong Towns

Tim’s Contention

“We have lost sight of 
what it takes to build 
enduring prosperity”



SHIFT PUBLIC INVESTMENTS









The human body can withstand injury 
because individual cells die easily and are 
replaced; for the same reason, muscles can 
grow stronger in response to stress (the 
point of an intense workout). 

Similarly, an antifragile city is one 
subjected to constant small stresses, one 
whose leaders (both civic and private sector) 
make small experiments that aren’t 
catastrophic when they fail. 

“Fail early and fail often" is the mantra of 
the antifragile.

“In a good organic system,
 things fail early and fail frequently”



“The development industry is not choosing to 
build only for the rich because that’s better, they 
are behaving exactly the way we would expect 
any industry to respond to an artificial cap on their 
production volume. 

The same thing would happen in the auto 
industry: if we limited Toyota to only 100,000 cars 
per year, they might well choose to keep the 
Lexus and scrap the Camry, even though, at 
volume, the Camry is more profitable.”

Rick Jacobus, “Why Aren’t We Building Middle 
Income Housing?” (Shelterforce, 2017)



LOWER THE BAR OF ENTRY



“This is the building block or ladder of prosperity 
and we've taken that lower rung off”

LOWER THE BAR OF ENTRY





LOWER THE BAR OF ENTRY



ADOPT AN ADU ORDINANCE.
ALLOW COMMERCIAL IN 
“RESIDENTIAL” AREAS*

*AND VICE VERSA



REMOVE AVERSIONS TO 
COMPLEX ADAPTATION

- Mandatory parking minimums 
- Mandatory minimum lot sizes
- Building codes that forbid cheaper 
and better ways of designing 
buildings  
(ex. single stair)

- Design requirements that do the 
same (ex. Low floor-area ratios x lot 
coverage ratios)

- Uncertainty and delay in the 
development approval process



ADOPT AN ADU ORDINANCE.
LOWER MINIMUM LOT SIZES



● A minimum amount of regulatory friction to 
increase housing density (9am to Noon)

● Approval to build to next increment OR seek 
permission to skip increments

LEGALIZE  NEXT 
INCREMENT BY RIGHT



Lower the Bar of Entry

LEGALIZE THE NEXT 
INCREMENT BY RIGHT



ELIMINATE PARKING MINIMUMS



ELIMINATE PARKING MINIMUMS



ADOPT AN ADU ORDINANCE.
NORMALIZE LENDING FOR ADUs



ADOPT AN ADU ORDINANCE.
NORMALIZE LENDING FOR ADUs



Reform zoning laws to allow for a greater diversity 
of housing types and densities, which can increase 
the supply of entry-level housing

Foster a community of incremental developers 
who can build the necessary housing across 
neighborhoods

Local governments must utilize their financing tools 
to support the development of entry-level housing 
units 



GROW AN ECOSYSTEM OF 
LOCAL DEVELOPERS



REMOVE GUESSWORK



REMOVE GUESSWORK



SLOW THE CARS



OPEN UP PUBLIC SPACES



OPEN UP PUBLIC SPACES



OPEN UP PUBLIC SPACES



OPEN UP PUBLIC SPACES





WWW.STRONGTOWNS.ORG

Scan here for reading 
materials related to this talk


