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LOCAL IN-DEPTH

What urban sprawl costs you

Urban sprawl defines life in Central Florida and it costs you more than just money.
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You pay for it. 

Every time you get stuck in a traffic jam. 

Every time you get a tax bill.

Every time you jump into the car just to go to a store for a loaf of bread.

Urban sprawl costs you time and money.

Sprawl defines life in Central Florida -- one of the most spread-out regions in the country. Sprawl means one subdivision and strip mall after the next, spread across former farmlands and natural habitat. It's marked by miles of pavement and annoying traffic jams. Sprawl separates homes from businesses. It serves cars rather than people. It is the relentless march of the city outward toward rural areas.

And little stands in its way.

There are some people, however, who think growth can be smarter and more compact with a stronger separation among urban, suburban and rural terrain. Smart growth means better planning and more land preserved. It looks like condos and town houses mixed with single-family homes. Those homes are closer together, linked by walking paths that lead to stores, movie theaters and offices. There may be mass transit. Smart growth in Central Florida is Baldwin Park in Orlando and Celebration by Disney. Across the nation, it's Boston and New York City.

It is hard to quantify, but according to many experts, compact development costs less -- in many ways.
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Here is the tally:

TAXES

$2,708

If Central Florida grows as it always has, Orlando-area taxpayers will shell out $44,955 each in taxes during the next 20 years to pay for roads, water and sewer lines and other services that governments provide as development stretches farther outward, according to a new book, Sprawl Costs: Economic Impacts of Unchecked Development.

The authors -- some of the nation's foremost experts on urban planning -- predict the cost could be reduced by about $2,708 per person if 25 percent of new development doesn't sprawl.

Such compact growth means more condos and town homes, filling vacant lots and rebuilding in already developed areas. The savings could be greater if more new development doesn't sprawl.

The book's authors spent about 10 years gathering data from all 50 states.

"The results were astounding," said lead author Robert Burchell, a professor and co-director of the Center for Urban Policy Research at Rutgers University. "Millions of acres, hundreds of miles of roads that don't have to be built. Billions and billions of dollars saved."

Researchers calculated the costs and savings to the Orlando area through 2025:

SPRAWL COSTS

Roadways 35,515 miles

$15.84 billion

Water/Sewer

$8.8 billion

Taxpayer Bill

$157.7 billion

$44,955 per person



HEALTH

6 pounds

You could weigh up to 6 pounds more if you live in a sprawling area, and you may have a higher risk of obesity or high-blood pressure, according to research paid for by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.

That's because sprawl makes people spend more time in their car and less time walking to the movie theater, corner store or tavern -- locations that are within easy reach in more compact communities that mix homes with businesses.

In the 2003 study, authors from the foundation, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and Rutgers University examined 448 communities and 200,000 people across the U.S. They found the average weight of a 5-foot-7-inch person (they didn't distinguish between men and women) ranged from 161 pounds in the least sprawling place to 167 pounds in the most sprawling.

They also found that sprawl could affect the risks of obesity and hypertension. Central Floridians have a slightly less chance of hypertension or obesity than average.

FARMLAND

17,234

Sprawl eats up land. As property gets more scarce, farmers find it more profitable to sell their land to developers. Many of Central Florida's old citrus groves are now residential neighborhoods.

Sprawl also destroys crucial habitat for wildlife, including endangered animals, and interferes with their ability to travel from one natural area to another. Sprawling development also has destroyed many Florida wetlands that serve as breeding and feeding grounds.

These figures show the land costs of sprawl for the Orlando area through 2025, according to a national study by experts on urban planning, Sprawl Costs: Economic Impacts of Unchecked Development. The study also predicts savings if just 25 percent of new development is not sprawling.

SPRAWL COSTS Farmland loses 167,788 acres Environmentally fragile land loses 167,696 acres COMPACT SAVINGS

Farmland saves 17,234acres

Environmentally fragile land saves 17,195 acres

HOW OTHER CITIES STACK UP

Sprawl scorecard

On the scorecard of sprawl, Central Florida continually ranks among the worst regions in America. A 2005 national study by urban planners, Sprawl Costs: Economic Impacts of Unchecked Development, ranked Orlando among the worst sprawling communities nationwide. It ranked 13th while two other Florida cities also joined the top 20: Miami at No. 8 and Jacksonville at No. 20.

A separate 2003 study by researchers at Rutgers and Cornell universities and paid for by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and Smart Growth America also rated Orlando worse than average on sprawl. It was the 40th most sprawling among 83 metro areas studied in 2000.

Here is how the Orlando area performed in that study. It earned an overall grade of C. The ranking shows how the city placed when judged among all 83 metro areas graded. The lower the ranking, the poorer the performance.

ORLANDO: OVERALL GRADE C

Residential density: Grade C, Rank 42 of 83

**Putting fewer homes on large lots leads to sprawl.

Mix of homes, jobs and services: Grade F, Rank 6

**Huge housing developments without jobs nearby mean people must travel longer distances to work and to entertainment spots.

Strength of town centers and downtowns:

Grade C, Rank 46

**A thriving city core can attract jobs and homes to the same place. Downtown Orlando has improved on this since the study was conducted but other parts of the metro area still fall short.

Accessibility of street network: Grade B, Rank 66

**In a more compact community, there are options to driving a car, such as being able to walk, ride a bicycle or a bus.
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