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The Rand Institute’s Camden Hub Strategic Plan, dedicated to revitalizing the city and its inner-ring suburbs, is an exciting initiative for addressing the complicated place in which we find ourselves as we face questions about land use, development, quality of life and preservation of the ecological integrity of New Jersey's environment.


This plan, which is basically a smart-growth agenda for inner-ring suburbs, has implications for those of us who live in the outer suburbs and even in rural areas.


Much of today's new development all over the region is creating suburban sprawl - a pattern of growth more land-consuming, tax-generating,  wasteful of time, polluting and socially segregating than it should be. The ideas of regional cooperation and integrated planning in the Camden HUB plan offer a way forward for older, inner-ring towns striving to address sprawl and revitalize once-vibrant communities.


More rural municipalities such as those located in Gloucester, Salem and Cumberland Counties would also do well to take advantage of regional cooperation and integrated planning, although in a somewhat different form. The rural smart growth agenda needs to be oriented toward what is most valued in the still undeveloped parts of New Jersey: preserving a bountiful natural landscape.


Few of us can travel through the haphazard arrangements of isolated housing tracts and neon strip malls that were once former peach orchards and feel like we are doing a great job at shaping our landscape in the Garden State. But this sprawling pattern is exactly what will continue in rural New Jersey until the strip malls completely replace the peach orchards, sometime within the next several decades at current rates of growth. 


The reason sprawl will continue in rural New Jersey is that the rules of land development are programmed for sprawl. Under New Jersey's "home rule" land-use system, each town is largely responsible for creating its own zoning ordinances, a set of rules that dictate what can and cannot be constructed in any given area of a municipality. 


In rural municipalities, political pressure from land owners to maximize their equity results in zoning ordinances that make development more attractive than land preservation. Developers are interested maximizing profits, which occurs by maximizing the development allowable under the local zoning ordinance. Volunteer planning board members spend late evenings and weekends reviewing development proposals, and if the plan complies with the local regulations, then it must be approved or the town stands vulnerable to a lawsuit.


And thus sprawl occurs one tract at a time because there really is no planning in New Jersey, only development management and political reaction. There is no incentive for creating development patterns that result in more efficient traffic patterns, more livable communities, lower tax burdens and open space preservation. The rules are set up for sprawl, and that is what we will continue to get.


This is why rural municipalities need to change the rules and develop their own coordinated smart-growth agenda to:

· Develop procedures for regional cooperation among neighboring municipalities for watershed protection, economic development associations and open space preservation.

· Plan for total buildout instead waiting for developers to decide how towns will grow. Municipalities must courageously decide their own total long-term growth and plan backwards from there. Planning boards should be deciding the details -  where new streets will go, how many housing units, where they should be located, how many schools and how much open space - instead of waiting for the developers' vision.

· Delineate growth centers. Neighboring municipalities should coordinate specific areas intentionally planned for growth and specific areas intentionally planned for open space.

· Coordinate regional transfer of development rights. To allow property owners in open space areas to maintain equity, they must be able to sell their development rights to the growth centers. New legislation allows for this to occur between different municipalities.

· Reform farmland preservation. Since the money paid to preserve farmland is based on the value of development, rural towns tend to have zoning that encourages development, thus increasing farmland preservation payments. This needs to be reformed so that farmland preservation payments are higher for towns that discourage development in preservation zones.

· Coordinate open-space planning among towns. Networks of habitat and greenways do not end at municipal boundaries.

· Coordinate transportation planning for accessibility and traffic flow at total buildout within the region - including coordinated road, rail, bicycle and pedestrian networks between municipalities.

· Coordinate infrastructure - including utilities, water and sewer - to support growth centers and avoid farmland and open space.

· Coordinate rural municipal services - police, fire, rescue and trash collection - to lessen the pressure to chase ratables to pay for these services.


These are just some of the ways that rural and suburbanizing communities might coordinate under the principles of smart growth. If towns disregard regional coordination and continue to follow an isolated home- rule philosophy they will surely continue to be degraded by the forces of sprawl. Rural municipalities would do well to emulate the organizational and cooperative example demonstrated by the Camden HUB Strategic Plan initiative, and tailor a plan for their own common rural smart-growth future.
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