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Abstract 
The search for solutions to urban sprawl, congestion, and pollution has inspired a wealth 
of alternatives, including smart growth, New Urbanism, and transit-oriented 
development. Since 1970, researchers have sought to assess such alternatives by 
evaluating their transportation benefits. Implicit in research efforts, however, has been the 
presumption that, for these options to be given serious consideration as part of policy 
reform, science has to prove they will reduce auto use and increase transit, walking, or 
other physical activity. Zoned Out argues that the debate about transportation and land-
use planning in the United States has been distorted by a myth – the myth that urban 
sprawl is the result of a free market. According to this myth, low-density, auto-dependent 
development dominates U.S. metropolitan areas simply because that is what Americans 
prefer. 
 
This seminar confronts the free market myth by pointing out that land development is 
already one of the most regulated sectors of the U.S. economy. Noting that local 
governments use their regulatory powers to lower densities, segregate different types of 
land uses, and mandate large roadways and parking lots, it argues that the design template 
for urban sprawl is written into the land-use regulations of thousands of municipalities 
nationwide. These regulations and the skewed thinking that underlies current debate 
mean that policy innovation, market forces, and the compact-development alternatives 
they might produce are often “zoned out” of metropolitan areas. When people believe 
that current land-use development is governed by a free market, any proposal for policy 
reform is seen as a market intervention and a limitation on consumer choice, and any 
proposal carries a high burden of scientific proof that it will be effective. By contrast, a 
recognition of the role of regulation in constraining current options should change this 
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burden of proof and the way in which transportation and land-use innovations are 
debated. 
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