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University of Florida News 
Recession discouraging people from moving to Florida 

Filed under Business, Florida, Research on Monday, March 23, 2009. 

GAINESVILLE, Fla. - The economic recession has cast a shadow over growth in the Sunshine 
State, according to the latest population projections from the University of Florida, which 
see Florida's population increases plunging to their lowest level in 60 years and some 
counties actually shrinking. 

With South Florida counties particularly hard hit, the state is expected to add an average of 
only 37,000 residents each year between 2008 and 2010, a drop of more than 90 percent 
from the annual average increase during the housing boom years of 2002 to 2006, said Stan 
smith, director of UF's Bureau of Economic and Business Research who led the research. The 
new report shows county population projections from 2008 to 2035. 

"The collapse of the housing market and the lingering effects of what has been the worst 
economic crisis since the Great Depression have put a real crimp on migration and are likely 
to keep Florida's population growth at very low levels for the next few years," Smith said. 

Not since the mid-1940s, when large numbers of military personnel who temporarily moved 
to Florida during World War II returned to their home states, has the state experienced such 
small population increases, Smith said. After growing by 60,000 to 80,000 per year in the 
late 1930s, Florida's population swelled by 100,000 to 300,000 per year in the early 1940s, 
declined for two years immediately following the war and then entered a prolonged period 
of steady growth, he said. 

The housing bust and resulting drop in home values, along with stock market declines 
affecting savings and retirement accounts, have made it difficult for residents nationwide to 
sell their homes and move to Florida, Smith said. In addition, the recession has created a 
loss of jobs in Florida, and employment is one of the main reasons people move to the state, 
he said. 

While projections call for most counties to grow slowly, Smith said, 14 counties are expected 
to lose population during the next two years: Broward, Calhoun, Collier, Gulf, Lee, Martin, 
Monroe, Okaloosa, Palm Beach, Pasco, Pinellas, Putnam, Seminole and Volusia. 

Since 2000 the only Florida county to lose population was Monroe, Smith said. "That's an 
unusual case in that most of its land is in the Everglades, which is not developable, and most 
of the population is in the Keys, where there is little space to expand and the cost of living 
is relatively high," he said. 

Counties in South Florida are hardest hit because they expanded most during the housing 
boom as huge numbers of workers moved into the state to take jobs in real estate and 
construction and other businesses, Smith said. When the economy declined, employees left 
and county populations fell, he said. 
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"Many of the counties in North Florida had not experienced the boom to the same degree as 
the counties in South Florida and consequently did not experience the bust to the same 
degree," he said. 

As economic growth slowed and the housing market cooled, annual population growth 
declined from an average of 395,000 between 2000 and 2006 to 331,000 between 2006 and 
2007 and 127,000 in 2007 and 2008, he said. 

The effects are being felt everywhere from declining revenues from sales taxes and real 
estate transactions for state and local budgets to businesses experiencing a downturn from 
less demand for their goods and services, he said. 

"As the national economy recovers and as the excess supply of housing in Florida is 
absorbed, we're expecting growth to pick up again, probably within the next year or so, and 
then to increase to more normal levels during the next decade," Smith said. 

The only events that might stall population growth would be a prolonged economic 
slowdown similar to the Great Depression, which Smith believes is unlikely, or factors 
making the state a less desirable place to live, such as being hit by an unusually large 
number of hurricanes. 

"I think heavy hurricane damage would have a psychological impact on people in terms of 
their thinking about whether to move to Florida, but perhaps more importantly it would 
have a strong economic effect by leading to a substantial increase in property insurance 
rates," he said. 
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Florida: The Not-Sa-Sunshine State for FHA 
Thomas A. Lawler is founder of Lawler Economic & Housing Consulting, LLC, which provides data, analysis, and 

forecasts of housing, mortgage, financial and economic trends to a select group of clients. Mr. Lawler worked for 

Fannie Mae for 22 years, before retiring as a senior vice president in 2006. He will be contributing regular posts on 

regional housing trends to the Developments blog. (Read his full bio.) 

While FHA serious delinquencies have soared since last summer, nowhere is that more true than in Florida, at least 

according to the Monthly Report to the FHA Commissioner for January (released last week). 

Of the 50 metro areas with the highest default rates in the FHA's Single-Family Mortgage Program in December 2008 

(the latest data shown in the report), 14 were from Florida - with five Florida metros making the top-ten list. In 

December 2007, only two Florida metros - Punta Gorda and Fort Myers-Cape Coral - made the top 50 list. 
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What is most disturbing about these numbers is that a large 

portion of the loans in the FHA's book in these areas represent 

loans originated last year, suggesting that defaults are 

occurring very early in the life of the loans. The number of 

FHA-insured homes was more than 25% higher in December 

2008 than in December 2007, and in some areas ( Fort Myers­

Cape Coral, Naples, Fort Pierce-St. Lucie) it was up by over 

40%. Defaults are defined by the FHA as loans that are 90 

days or more delinquent. 

While plunging home prices and a sharply deteriorating 

economy were behind much of the horrible performance of 

FHA loans in Florida, there appears to be something else going 

on: sloppy underwriting, and probable fraud. Reports of sharply 

increasing early payment defaults (where borrowers either 

make no or just one payment before defaulting) are apparently 

heavily concentrated in Florida (sadly, I can't get any hard 

data). 

Florida, as folks may know, consistently shows up in various 

industry reports as one of the worst in terms of incidence of 

mortgage fraud, coming in at the top spot of the Mortgage 

Asset Research Institute's list in 2006 and 2007 before falling 

to number 2 in 2008 (Rhode Island was a controversial No.1 

based on a high incidence of appraisal fraud). 

Given the plunge in home prices and the surge in the 

unemployment rate in most of Florida over the last year, it is 

almost certain that the credit performance of FHA's Florida 

book has continued to deteriorate this year - in all likelihood in 
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a big way. 
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Polk Sees Surge In Firms' Use of 
Solar Power 
Incentives, falling costs spur local businesses to turn to sun for 
energy. 

By l<.ylej('eJJIle9y 
THE LEDGER 

Published: Monday, March 30, 2009 at 12:01 a.m. 

LAKELAND I On a recent morning at Publix Super Markets headquarters, the sun 
was beating on the roof of a nondescript electrical plant building. 

This is good news for Publix, which recently embarked on the latest phase of a solar 
power experiment. 

The building's roof is covered with 4,000 square feet of thin photovoltaic (solar 
power) laminates. Nearby on the ground, a lS-foot-by-20-foot array of solar panels 
is soaking up some rays, aided by a tracking system that can turn the panels 
according to weather patterns. 

"This is just a test for us. We're figuring out how we can best utilize this," says 
Shannon Patten, a Publix spokeswoman. "We love to learn today about what's 
going to help us tomorrow." 

Publix is among the largest area businesses to adopt solar power in recent years, 
but this is hardly new to Polk County. 

The converts include everything from an apartment complex in north Lakeland to a 
mini-storage facility in Winter Haven. 

Lakeland Electric and Tampa Electric are planning major initiatives as well. 

What's spurring the commercial use of solar? 

Observers say it's a combination of incentives, falling costs and a growing emphasis 
on alternative energy. 
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"The biggest resource we have in Florida is our rooftops, and particularly 
commercial rooftops, because they're so large and flat and not shaded by trees," 
said Bob Reedy, director of the solar energy division at the University of Central 
Florida's Solar Energy Center. "It's really a major power source." 

Publix's solar effort began last summer when the company installed panels on the 
roofs of two stores in South Florida. 

Officials estimate the panels generate 4 percent of the total power needs at each 
store; roughly 2 percent is generated by solar at the corporate offices. 

Patten says the results are being monitored for the possibility of future expansion. 

Bill Cook, who owns a construction business and mini-storage facility on Dundee 
Road in Winter Haven, installed 213 solar panels on his roof last summer. 

Between the panels and high-efficiency LED lighting, Cook said he has eliminated a 
$1,500 monthly power bill and racked up credits with Tampa Electric through an 
energy-sharing incentive program. 

"The last four months, TECO owes us money," Cook said. "We couldn't be happier." 

Cambridge Cove apartments, off Mall Hill Road in Lakeland, recently flipped the 
switch on an array of panels mounted atop the complex's carports, supplying power 
to the main office and common areas. 

Cambridge's owner, Winter Park-based Atlantic Housing Partners, has installed 
solar systems at two other complexes in Central Florida, and has three more in the 
permitting stage. 

"We're designing systems for other communities that haven't come online yet," said 
Scott Culp, Atlantic's executive vice president. "We want to be out ahead of the 
technology." 

The list goes on. Mulberry-based Community First Credit Union will soon finish work 
on a new South Lakeland branch that features a roof blanketed with solar panels. 

Earlier this month, TECO announced plans for a solar plant near Mulberry that will 
have the capacity to power more than 3,400 homes. 

In addition, Lakeland Electric has signed an agreement with Maryland firm Sun 
Edison to install more than 80 solar power systems here during the next decade. 

Sun Edison will front all installation costs and sell the energy to Lakeland Electric, 
said Jeff Curry, the utility's alternative-energy coordinator. 

Some of the systems could be mounted on the roofs of local businesses, which 
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would receive credits on their power bills. 

Yet in many cases solar remains a tough sell, with price tags stretching into tens of 
thousands, or hundreds of thousands, of dollars. 

Cook, the Winter Haven businessman, said he spent about $50,000 on his system, 
after incentives. Atlantic spent roughly $500,000 total for the carports and panels 
at Cambridge Cove, Culp said. 

But "the capital cost of buying and installing systems is diving exponentially," said 
Reedy, of UCF's Florida Solar Energy Center. 

That's mainly because of a surge in demand and sales of solar technology. 

In the United States, shipments of photovoltaic components more than doubled 
between 2005 and 2007, following a federal tax credit that went into effect in 
January 2006, according to the government's Energy Information Administration. 

A $5 million budget for solar rebates in Florida - earning commercial adopters up to 
$100,000 apiece - was completely expended last year after it attracted a "large 
volume" of applications, the Florida Department of Environmental Protection said. 

Both Reedy and Curry say they expect solar to be priced competitively with coal 
power within the next decade, especially as higher sales volumes lead to lower 
prices. Reedy said that could happen by 2015, if not sooner. 

Curry said a Lakeland Electric program that gives credits to solar users had just five 
partiCipants, both commercial and residential, two years ago, but has nearly tripled 
since then. 

"We all recognize that legislators are breathing heavy when it comes to renewable 
energy," Curry said. "We know it's becoming a cultural requirement." 

[ Kyle Kennedy can be reached at kyle.kennedy@theledger.com or 863-802-
7584. 1 

This stor.y ... appeared in print on page A1 
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Tampa Bay Area Gets Toughest-Ever Water Rules 

By NEIL JOHNSON I The Tampa Tribune 

Put away your pressure washers, cancel the school band's carwash and reset your sprinkler timers. 

Oh, yeah, and tum off your decorative fountain unless it uses reclaimed or salt water. 

As of Friday, the Tampa Bay area will have its toughest-ever water restrictions, courtesy of 
Tuesday's unanimous vote by the Southwest Florida Water Management District's governing board. 

The changes most likely to be noticed will shrink the window when homeowners can water and ban 
the use of pressure washers except by commercial operators. 

The new rules are a reaction to a continued drought and expected high levels of pumping at well 
fields, the only source of water left for most of the region. 

The restrictions apply in Hillsborough, Pinellas and Pasco counties. They take effect Friday and last 
until June 30. 

Tampa, with its reliance on the Hillsborough River for most of its water, has even tougher 
restrictions. Starting Friday, most city residents can water lawns and shrubs only by hand. 

Dave Moore, the district's director, said after the vote that the measures should meet the goal of 
cutting water use by 20 percent if everyone complies. 

A district study estimates the changes will mean the loss of about 350 jobs, mostly in the landscaping 
industry, and will cost the area about $19 million. 

The prospect of such financial hits helped draw a standing-room only crowd to the board's meeting in 
Brooksville. Speakers ranged from residents who live near well fields to owners of pressure cleaning 
and landscaping companies. 

Among the rule changes: 

• Residents not supplied by the city of Tampa may water lawns between midnight and 4 a.m. on their 
designated watering day if their lots arc smaller than 1 acre. Those living on larger lots can also water 
from 8 p.m. to midnight. 

• Hand-watering landscaping or using micro-irrigation, once allowed any day, is limited to three days 
a week. 

• Homeowners are banned from doing their own pressure cleaning. 

• Car washing at home or by charity car washes is prohibited. You can only use commercial car 
washes, most of which recycle their water. 
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• All decorative fountains must be turned off. 

The changes also further tighten Tampa's restrictions, cutting the hours when city residents can water 
by hand. 

There are exemptions to the district's new rules. 

Belleair, Dade City, Dunedin, Plant City, San Antonio, Temple Terrace and Zephyrhills are not 
affected because those cities do not get their water from Tampa Bay Water. 

Also, property owners with private wells or shallow irrigation wells remain on their current watering 
schedule. 

The district, known as Swifimud, considered imposing tighter regulations in February but decided to 
wait for a review of how the changes would affect businesses and to see whether the existing rules 
would save enough water. 

The district study showed those regulations, which included a total ban on pressure washing, would 
have cost the region more than 2,200 jobs and more than $80 million. 

The decision to allow commercial pressure cleaning was a huge relief to James Kotow, who said it 
means he probably will be able to keep his business open. 

Tampa Bay Water, which provides water to Hillsborough, Pinellas, Pasco, St. Petersburg, New Port 
Richey and some of Tampa, has only its well fields to rely on until summer rains begin. 

The utility'S reservoir in southern Hillsborough is dry, and there is no flow in rivers to augment the 
well fields. 

Down the line, Swiftrnud board members may consider imposing more rules on local utilities. 

One proposal discussed would be an order forcing utilities to enact surcharges during droughts on 
those using the most water. 

Board member Hugh Grambling said water departments have not been robust enough in trying to cut 
use. 

"I don't think they've stepped up to the plate to avoid environmental damage," he said. 
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South Florida Sun-Sentinel.com 

Cost-cutting Everglades deal still raises questions about 
environmental benefits 

The big question: Is buying half worth the investment? 

By Josh Hafenbrack and Andy Reid 

South Florida Sun-Sentinel 

April 2, 2009 

Dialing back an environmental dream to deal with 
economic realities, Gov. Charlie Crist on Wednesday 
announced a scaled-down, $533 million bid for 72,500 
acres ofD.S. Sugar Corp. land to help restore water flows 
to the Everglades. 

Now the South Florida Water Management District, 
which leads Everglades restoration, must decide whether 
buying less than half the 180,000 acres ofD.S. Sugar 
farmland previously proposed would accomplish enough 
to be worth the taxpayers' investment. 
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what remains of the Everglades. 

This is the second time that economic concerns forced Crist to scale back his ambitious Everglades plan. 
It began as a $1.74 billion bid to buy all ofD.S. Sugar's land, its sugar mill, rail lines and other assets to 
clear the way for restoration. In November, the governor pared it down to a $1.34 billion land-only deal. 

Despite the smaller scope, Crist said the land purchase still would be the biggest in Florida's history, 
representing acreage that's twice the size of Orlando. 

"The economy has been what it has been. We have to deal within the parameters we are given," Crist 
said. 

The deal gives the district a 10-year option to buy 107,500 additional acres owned by D.S. Sugar. 

Taxpayers in Broward, Palm Beach and Miami-Dade counties, as well as the water district's 14 other 
counties, would pay for the deal. 

The new proposal goes to the district's board next week. If the board agrees with the latest terms, the 

http://www.sun-sentinel.comlservices/newspaper/printeditionllocallsfl-everglades-sugar-fD4... 4/2/2009 
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district and U.S. Sugar will negotiate final details. That amended deal could go back before the district 
board in May. 

To move forward, the district still must overcome a court challenge to its plan to borrow the money for 
the plan. The district heads back to court next week. 

The goal is still to close on the deal by September, district Executive Director Carol Wehle said. 

In a significant change, the state tripled the rate at which it will lease back land to U.S. Sugar, to $150 an 
acre. The sugar giant agreed to the change because the $50 lease rate - about one-fourth of market 
prices - had become a "sticking point" for many, U.S. Sugar Senior Vice President Robert Coker said. 

The lease term for U.S. Sugar to continue to farm on the 72,500 acres is still seven years with an option 
to renew, meaning the company will be in business until at least 2016 and probably longer. U.S. Sugar 
also will continue to farm on the 107,500 remaining acres until the state exercises its option to purchase 
the land, Coker said. 

Crist's decision to downsize the sugar deal came amid a growing chorus of critics in the Legislature and 
elsewhere who said the district could not afford the land buy given dropping tax revenues amid a 
struggling economy. 

"We are getting that which we can afford today," Department of Environmental Protection Secretary 
Mike Sole said. 

Environmental groups have largely supported the state striking a deal with U.S. Sugar, even as the size 
continued to shrink Wednesday. 

The new terms are "more targeted and economically feasible, while at the same time maintaining the 
governor's vision of restoring water flow from Lake Okeechobee to the Everglades," said Janet 
Bowman, of the Nature Conservancy. 

The Everglades Foundation supported the scaled-down plan as a way to ensure that the "initiative 
remains alive" to acquire strategically-located land once thought unattainable for Everglades restoration, 
foundation chief executive Kirk Fordham said. 

The foundation maintains that it will take about 130,000 acres to store the 1 million acre feet of water 
needed to restore the Everglades. Getting 72,500 acres would provide enough room to store a little less 
than half that, about 400,000 acre feet, foundation scientist Tom Van Lent estimated. 

"This is a real opportunity to actually make progress," Van Lent said. "They can make a pretty good 
down payment." 

Critics, however, still contend that the new deal will take money away from other long-stalled 
Everglades projects. 

The water management district in June stopped work on a reservoir in western Palm Beach County 
intended to store water for the Everglades that already had cost taxpayers about $250 million. The U.S. 
Sugar deal brought into question whether the planned reservoir was in the right place. 

Miccosukee Tribe attorney Dexter Lehtinen, who has long championed Everglades causes, said the cost 
of the new deal threatens to set back Everglades restoration 15 years. 
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Lehtinen called the scaled-down version a "bait and switch" from Crist's first proposal in June to buy up 
all of U.S. Sugar's assets and move sugar cane farming out of the way of Everglades restoration. 

"I'm flabbergasted that just to get [his] name on a press release the governor will torpedo Everglades 
restoration," said Lehtinen, who is part of a legal challenge to the previous deal. "This thing stinks from 
one side to the other." 

Scaling down the proposed U.S. Sugar land deal hasn't quieted concerns from competing sugar growers, 
who have questioned the value of a taxpayer-funded deal for a swath of their rival's land. 

"It looks to us that it's ... a cash infusion to a company," said Barbara Miedema, vice president for the 
Sugar Cane Growers Cooperative of Florida. "What does the government get for it? How does this 
advance Everglades restoration?" 

While the new deal makes it more likely U.S. Sugar will stay in business longer, concerns remain for 
Glades communities worried about giving up farmland for Everglades restoration, Clewiston Mayor 
Mali Chamness said. 

"Any land that is taken out of [agricultural] production will still mean job loss," Chamness said. "It's just 
a delay. That cloud is still over us." 

After more than a year of behind-the-scenes negotiations between the state and U.S. Sugar, the district 
needs to "open up" the planning process about how the farmland will be used for restoration, Audubon 
of Florida Deputy Director Eric Draper said. 

"The investment is worth it," Draper said. "We need to avoid the situation where ... the district comes up 
with an idea and expects everyone to stand up and cheer." 

Josh Hafenbrack can be reached atjhafenbrack@SullSentineLcomor850-224-6214. 

Copyright © 2009, South Florida Sun-Sentinel 
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Historical ecologists map a changing landscape 
Eric Simons, Special to The Chronicle 

Friday, March 27, 2009 

Page I 00 

This is how Robin Grossinger, a scientist at the San Francisco Estuary Institute, does field work: He 
drives around town with a stack of 150-year-old sepia-toned photos from local history books, 
looking for any landmark - a creek, a 200-year-old oak tree - that might be a match. When he finds 
one, he swerves his car to the side of the road, races through mud when it's muddy and rain when 
it's rainy and parking lots when it's necessary to document the evidence with a digital camera, and 

then races back to the car to drive off before someone starts to wonder what he's doing 
photographing their strip mall. 

"This," he said on a recent field trip, as he pulled the car in next to a massive valley oak, 
preparatory to the running-photographing-fleeing bit, "is where it gets fun." 

Grossinger is a historical ecologist, merging history and ecology to figure out the environments of 
our great, and great-great-great grandparents. When he compares those landscapes with the 

present, he turns up surprise after surprise - streams that weren't streams, wetlands where there 
used to be beaches, thick groves of trees where there used to be plains and plains where there used 
to be thick groves of trees. 

A lot of ecology that was around two centuries ago has been forgotten. Grossinger surveys Bay Area 
landscapes you think you know, and then tells you what they looked like 200 years ago - what early 
explorers said about them, how early cartographers drew them and, most importantly, what 

elements from that early picture could be brought back. Even as he talks, though, Grossinger is not 
down on urbanization. His projects tend to suggest ways that nature can be realistically 
reintegrated with the modern landscape, rather than waxing nostalgic. 

"It seems like historical ecology is sort of a sentimental exercise, but it's really about understanding 
the contemporary landscape," Grossinger said. "The landscape you kind of inherit and don't really 
have the tools to decipher." 

Grossinger has led the Estuary Institute's historical ecology program for the past decade, and in 
that time he has seen the field grow from a curiosity to an imperative before restoration. Bay Area 

agencies consult him before beginning large projects, and Grossinger and his team have worked all 
over the Bay Area. 

Their most recent major report explores the landscape south of San Jose, as a project for the Santa 
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Clara Valley Water District and the Nature Conservancy. Released last summer, the report found 
plenty of surprises, the most significant of those having to do with valley oaks. 

Grossinger's colleague Alison Whipple, an environmental analyst, started by counting all the valley 
oaks in the study area - roughly the area along Highway 101 from Morgan Hill to Gilroy - using a 

1939 aerial photo and a 2005 aerial photo. She found a decline from 1,976 trees in 1939 to about 
1,000 trees in 2005. Because the lone oak on rolling savannah is pretty much archetypal California, 
and since most of the Santa Clara Valley's development came with Silicon Valley's growth, it 
seemed as if one could extrapolate back further to maybe, say, a few thousand trees in the 1800s. 
But that would be very, very wrong. As they were working, Grossinger and Whipple found a few 
photographs from the late 1800s with dense oak forests and some explorers' accounts that 
mentioned thick, shady woodland. They decided to do more detective work. This led, late last 
winter, to one of Grossinger's field trips to find and photograph remnant oak trees (this was an 
exciting but infrequent event; as with any scientist, most of his job involves office work). 

As he prepared to head out, Grossinger walked through his marsh-front Oakland office where a 
huge pile of maps sat splayed on a lO-foot-bY-lO-foottable. On top of the pile was a half-empty box 
of mint-chocolate cookies, at the bottom was the 6-foot-square 1939 aerial survey of south Santa 
Clara County. In between were maps and photos of every dimension, style and date: recent detail 
maps, historical photos, a California atlas, an "Images of America" local history book, and a printed 
marsh plan with "georectify?" scrawled across it in blue marker. 

Grossinger pulled the huge 1939 aerial map out from under the pile and traced the route he'd take 
on his oak-hunting expedition through the South Bay. Whipple sat at her computer nearby, 

labeling oak trees on an older map, and she had a surprise for Grossinger. They'd both started to 
suspect that they were going to find evidence of higher tree density in the past, but Grossinger 
hadn't heard an actual number. Whipple, who was finishing the report, told Grossinger that she 
had an estimate: Something like 50,000 trees. Grossinger's eyes widened. 

"Fifty thousand," he said. "Wow." In fact, in the finished report, the number wentto 60,000. 

Surprises are Grossinger's job, and the oak tree result - which they've also spun into a research 
paper with DC Santa Barbara oak ecologist Frank Davis - was a good one. But it's got competition: 
In his time on the job, Grossinger has compiled an impressive list. The central bay shoreline of a 
few hundred years ago was made up of lagoons and long, curling white-sand beaches, where native 
Californians picked strawberries out of sand dunes. The creeks that flow through the South Bay 
were mostly engineered by people in the last 100 years, and historically fanned out underground to 
create swampy wetlands. Less than 200 years ago, there were so many octopuses overflowing the 
bay's tide pools that settlers would walk around grabbing them for dinner. 

"Each generation kind of loses the knowledge of what this place was like, and we find ourselves 200 
years later with very little knowledge of what was there," Grossinger said. "So very basic things like 
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octopuses in tide pools catch us by surprise." 

Walk into the office on any day and you're likely to find something interesting about the Bay Area's 

past. A few weeks ago it was wetlands near the summit of Mount Diablo, found on a map from the 
1880s that Grossinger's colleague Ruth Askevold, a geographic information systems analyst, had 
matched on her computer. "The cool thing of the day," Grossinger called it, standing at Askevold's 
double-monitor workstation and watching as she flipped back and forth between a map from 1880 

and aerial photos from 1939 and 2005. 

"Knowing where wetlands are could be useful," Grossinger said. "You could bring back red-legged 

frog or tiger salamander habitat. That usually means creating artificial ponds, but if you could do 
that where there used to be a wetland, that's even better." 

That's the main point of historical ecology: To give restoration planners a better idea of what they 
might try to bring back and what might succeed. Like the oak trees: You don't need to return to 
undeveloped land to bring back oak trees. You just need to plant the right kind of trees in suburban 
yards and street medians - the kind of thing that cities wouldn't know to do without the historical 
context. And then, they suspect, if the oak trees make a comeback, so would a lot of the native 
species that once benefited from them - meaning that in this case, it wouldn't be just the past, but 
ilie future, that would be full of surprises. 

Eric Simons is a San Francisco writer and the author of "Darwin Slept Here: Discovery, Adventure 
and Swimming Iguanas in Charles Darwin's South America," released in February from the 
Overlook Press. 
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New Virginia Rules Target Cul-de-Sacs 
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In Va., Vision of Suburbia at a 
Crossroads 
Targeting Cul-de-Sacs, Rules Now Require Through 
Streets in New Subdivisions 

By Eric M. Weiss 
Washington Post Staff Writer 
Sunday, March 22, 2009; AOI 

Virginia is taking aim at one of the most enduring 
symbols of suburbia: the cul-de-sac. 

The state has decided that all new subdivisions must 
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helping America emerge even stronger 

have through streets linking them with neighboring .;" click for sound and video 
subdivisions, schools and shopping areas. State 
officials say the new regulations will improve safety and accessibility and save money: No more single 
entrances and exits onto clogged secondary roads. Quicker responses by emergency vehicles. Lower 
road maintenance costs for governments. 

Although cul-de-sacs will remain part of the suburban landscape for years to come, the Virginia 
regulations attack what the cul-de-sac has come to represent: quasi-private standalone developments 
around the country that are missing only a fence and a sign that says "Keep Out." 

Homeowners choose cul-de-sacs because, they say, they offer safety, security and a sense of community. 

"Cul-de-sacs are the safest places in America to live," said Mike Toalson, executive vice president of the 
Home Builders Association of Virginia, which opposes the new rules. "The first lots sold are often on 
the cul-de-sacs because they are safe." As for developments with single entrances and exits, Toalson 
said, such configurations ensure that all traffic is local, neighbors watch out for each other and speeds 
are kept down. "Crooks look for multiple exits." 

Prince William County residents Brian and Donna Goff chose to raise their children in a cul-de-sac life. 
They live on Vixen Court, one of seven cul-de-sacs in Bridlewood Manor, a subdivision in Bristow. 
"You've got a family atmosphere. It stays quiet here," said Brian Goff, 42. The couple, who have two 
young children, have lived in the cul-de-sac for nine years. 

The changes come as cash-strapped states and localities can no longer afford the inexorable widening of 
secondary roads that are overburdened with traffic from the subdivisions, strip malls, schools and office 
buildings that feed into them. The system forces drivers to enter these traffic-choked roads to go even 50 
yards or so to the neighborhood coffeehouse or elementary school. North Carolina and Portland, Ore., 
are moving on similar fronts. 

"When you have 350 to 400 miles a year of new roads you have to maintain forever, it's a budgetary 
problem," said Virginia Gov. Timothy M. Kaine CD), who pushed the new regulations through the 
Commonwealth Transportation Board last month. Virginia has had to cut more than $2.2 billion from its 
six-year transportation spending plan. "But it's not just about the money. It's about connecting land-use 
and transportation planning and restricting wasteful and unplanned development." 
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To buy a gallon of milk, the Goffs have to drive onto Linton Hall Road, one of the busiest streets in the 
region, and go a mile to Safeway. Goff said that it would be easier ifthere were back roads that 
connected to the Safeway but that it wouldn't be worth the increase in through traffic. 

"There are kids in all these subdivisions. You put more traffic in subdivisions, it's a recipe for disaster," 
he said. 

Suffolk City Council member E. Dana Dickens, who is on the state panel that approved the changes, 
said cul-de-sac dwellers like the privacy and "fear traffic and all those types of things. But those are 
often the same people who also complain about paying for building capacity on the collector road if you 
don't have the connectivity." 

Early 20th-century development was generally in a grid format, which spread traffic out. It also made 
for walkable, transit-oriented communities. Some jurisdictions, such as Arlington County, have made 
special efforts to link new developments to the older connected traffic grid. 

"When the interstates got built and we all started driving cars, our development pattern scattered. Rather 
than building grid streets, we built a main spine and everything came off it," Dickens said. "Offices, 
houses, stores were separated. You put all your traffic on one road, and you choke everything off." 

There is a public benefit to increasing connectivity and eliminating what are essentially private roads 
plowed and maintained by state and local taxpayers, Dickens and other officials said. 

"If a firetruck or ambulance is stuck in traffic on the Fairfax County Parkway, they just can't tum in to a 
subdivision and go through local streets, because they don't connect," said Nick Donohue, assistant 
secretary of transportation. 

So now, Virginia will maintain only new subdivision streets that meet its connectivity, road and 
sidewalk requirements. That's a big stick, because unlike in Maryland and most other states, the 
Transportation Department maintains and plows almost all of Virginia's roads, including streets with as 
few as three homes. 

The new requirements also call for roads that are dramatically narrower, 24 feet to 29 feet wide for local 
streets. Now subdivision streets can be 40 feet wide -- wider than three highway lanes -- and cars often 
share the asphalt with baby carriages and joggers. Montgomery County also recently approved new rules 
for narrower streets. Narrower roads reduce speeds, decrease storm water runoff and save on 
maintenance costs, officials say. 

Kaine campaigned on better linking land-use policies with transportation. He said the changes will make 
better use ofthe state's roads and cut pollution and traffic. It also savcs thc statc moncy dcvoted to 
paving and plowing all those cul-de-sacs and roads to nowhere. The skyrocketing cost of maintaining 
the state's roads is taking money away from new projects and improvements. 

"It's unfortunate that it had to come to a crisis," said Andres Duany, a longtime proponent of "new 
urbanism," which advocates for transit-oriented, pedestrian-friendly development. "The traffic engineers 
are finding that there are solutions other than widening roads," he said. 

Duany, an architect and urban planner, has long fought for narrower streets, more sidewalks and mixed­
use neighborhoods where residents can live, work and play. His ideas have caught on among urban 
planners nationwide and have influenced plans ranging from the groundbreaking community of 
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Celebration, Fla., to the effort to remake Tysons Comer into a livable, walkable community. But for 
every development that embraces these ideas, there are hundreds that are constructed the way builders 
think Americans want to live: In set-off subdivisions of wide streets that end in traffic-free cul-de-sacs 
and "stub" roads. 

In the Washington suburbs few subjects are as contentious as through traffic. The current system, which 
has created developments designed to limit cut-through traffic, has made homeowners more afraid of 
outsiders coming through their development, because the few roads that do connect are often, in Duany's 
words, "traffic sewers" filled with speeding commuters. 

"The cul-de-sac compensates for roads that are so over-designed that people speed on them," Duany 
said. "So instead of dealing with the heart of the problem, they created a Band-Aid, a cul-de-sac." 

The torrent of building in the Washington region over the past decade has only solidified the cul-de-sac's 
position in the region. Changing the basic template now, when foreclosures are more common than 
groundbreakings, is a little late, some say. 

"An awful lot of horses are out of the bam," said Ronald F. Kirby, transportation director for the 
Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments. "You go out of the Beltway and it's cul-de-sac land. 
That's what everybody expected and what developers did. Everybody just accepted no sidewalks and no 
way to get anywhere without getting onto the main roads." 

Recently, the Census Bureau reported that the longest average commute in the country was in suburban 
Washington: subdivisions off Linton Hall Road in Prince William, where the Goffs live. Many ofthose 
communities were built using the cul-de-sac template, and traffic for all purposes is fed onto Linton Hall 
Road. Soon, the road was jammed day and night. Because of the state's dire financial straits, the county 
had to pick up the cost of widening Linton Hall to four lanes. And it is still jammed during peak times, 
with many trips just to get a gallon of milk or drop off children at school. 

In Montgomery, new road codes will incorporate different widths depending on the context. 

"We're trying to create flexibility so we have roads that are more pedestrian- and bicycle-oriented 
instead of a one size fits all," said Montgomery County Council member Michael Knapp (D-Upcounty). 

Knapp said the county's next master plan will also stress connectivity, similar to the Virginia plan, 
especially as the county fills in its existing open development areas and connecting the new to the old 
becomes more imperative. 

"As you try to create a sense of place, a development of 100 houses ending in a cul-de-sac next to 
another development ending in a cul-de-sac isn't going to work," hc said. 
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