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2.2 How the Suburbs Got the Way They Are

New Jersey is a suburban state. The suburban landscape is virtually dictated by traditional zoning or-
dinances. This zoning, based on the notions of separating incompatible land uses and maximizing the
size of residential and nonresidential building lots, has become a prescription for community in-

coherence and immobility.

The Migration to the Suburbs

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, most
New Jerseyans lived in industrial cities. Many aspects of urban
and even small town life were not at all pleasant. Overcrowd-
ing in tenements resulted in stress and disease. Factories
spewed forth noxious fumes and noise. Such conditions
precipitated the migration, first of families, then of businesses,
to the new suburbs. This movement began in force in the 1920s,
and accelerated in the years after World War II.

By the early 1980s, the New Jersey population overwhelm-
ingly resided and worked in the suburbs. In 1984, 80% of the
state’s “urbanized” population (those within areas defined by
the Bureau of the Census as metropolitan) resided in the sub-
urbs. Almost 84% of the state’s labor force was employed
there. The corresponding national figures were 48% and 45%.
Measured against the span of New Jersey history, this transfor-

mation occurred in a very short period of time.

Most recently, new development has occurred in “growth
corridors.” These corridors have tended to follow the major
state and interstate highways. Development, particularly of
new office parks, is especially strong where these highways in-
tersect. A recent report from the Rutgers Center for Urban
Policy Research found that employment (chiefly office) in the
nine principal New Jersey growth corridors has grown at rates
well over the state’s overall rate, and three times the state’s
overall rate during the period from 1972 to 1980.

Mobility in the Suburbs
The automobile has been a critical factor in suburban his-
tory. Metropolitan growth, particularly the suburbanization of
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people and jobs, has been largely facilitated by construction of
interstate highways, first radially from the urban cores, then cir-
cumferentially around them. The inherent forces of subur-
banization were greatly accelerated by this lavish government
investment in private transportation.

The suburbanization of people and of jobs has been ac-
companied by a radical transformation in movement patterns.
The most conspicuous changes are in work trips. The rapid
growth of jobs has created all sorts of commutation patterns.
Suburb-to-suburb commuter trips have become the pre-
dominant flow pattern. The traditional “radial” commuter trips
from the suburbs to the city center, while still growing in num-
ber, have become of secondary importance.

The automobile has greatly increased the number of all
commuting trips. We are a nation virtually dependent on cars
for mobility. We have built our lives around our use of the
automobile, a dependency not likely to lessen in the near fu-
ture. Indeed, a combined result of the worker boom and the
suburbanization of jobs is the increase of automobiles used by
each household, from 1.03 per household in 1960 to 1.61 per
houschold in 1980. Given the declire in the number of persons
per household, the number of vehicles per capita actually al-
most doubled in this period.

The Role of Land Use Regulations

Suburban zoning began in the 1920s. It evolved primarily
to protect the developing suburbs from urban blight. Zoning
was based on two principles. First, the “uses” of land were to
be separate. Noisome factories were to be isolated from
residential areas; less expensive homes were to be kept away
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4.4 Understanding Housing Densities

“Residential density” is a commonly used measure of development intensity. Residential densities are
generally increasing, for good reason. Real estate market factors such as smaller households and the
desire for “maintenance-free living” are one cause. The lower costs of public facilities and services
are another. The quality of the design often outweighs the traditionally perceived disadvantages of

higher density housing.

Gross and Net Density Defined
Density is usually expressed as

either gross or net. Gross

density means the total number of dwelling units divided by the
total land area of the site or area, excluding nothing. These

terms are illustrated on page 42.

Net density means the total number of dwelling units
divided by the net area of the lot or site. The net area typically
excludes streets, streams, ponds and other water area, ease-
ments, and areas with environmental constraints, such as flood
plains, wetlands, steep slopes, and shallow depth to seasonal
high water. The areas excluded must be defined precisely to
avoid confusion and misunderstandings.
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Sometimes land use regulations use the concept of net den-
sity without actually stating the term, as in a regulation that al-
lows a maximum number of dwelling units on each acre of
“developable land,” the latter being defined elsewhere in the
ordinance.

The difference between gross and net density is critical.
Roads and parking, both included in gross density, often re-
quire 20% of a site. Some jurisdictions establish both a maxi-
mum gross density and a minimum net density for a particular
area. This approach requires dwelling units to be concentrated
on some parts of a site, while other parts are preserved as open
space.
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The three major types of housing — detached housing, at-
tached housing, and apartments — may be built at various den-
sities. Whether the density is “low,” “medium,” or “high” is
relative to the prevailing pattern of density in a region; no ab-
solute definition exists.

Detached housing means each dwelling unit is in its own
structure on its own site, and is normally occupied by a single
household or family. Attached housing means that each unit
has a separate outdoor entrance, but that two or more units
are joined side by side or one above another. Apartments may
meet this same definition or they may provide multiple dwell-
ings on numerous floors in one building.

Housing Densities and Public Values

Housing densitics are generally increasing, for some very
good reasons. Some are related to the housing market, others
to public policy.

Affordability is the critical market factor. During the
1980s, housing costs rose more sharply than the consumer
price index. At the same time, real per capita incomes
declined. Higher densities allow the developer to reduce the
unit costs of housing by amortizing the cost of land, infrastruc-
ture, and some other factors over a greater number of units.
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Consumer surveys show that an increasing number of
home buyers prefer other uses for their leisure time than main-
taining large lots. Many also want to reduce commutation
times. These home buyers are often purchasing a community
lifestyle as much as they are purchasing homes.

The design of higher density housing has become far more
attractive in recent years. Indeed, many higher density housing
projects are more harmonious with the community and the
natural landscape than are their large lot counterparts.

Higher density housing can maintain its value as well as
detached housing on large lots. While there once may have
been a strong relationship between housing density and value,
that relationship is less clear today. With resideatial projects of
high or low density, the quality of design is the critical factor.

Government costs entailed in large lot residential develop-
ment may be far higher than those associated with high density
housing. Detached homes on large lots consume land that is
highly valuable for its proximity to highways, sewerage and
other public facilities. The same applies to farmland and other
lands that should be protected from a natural resource stand-
point. Factors such as these often add up to a strong argument
for higher densities — in the right locations. O
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