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Commentary

Redevelopment of urban brownfields key
to smart growth, sustainable development

%y DANIEL E. JOHNSON
edmnmeniaT dashiess Sl

San Diego ix among & growing
number of cities nationwide that
are focusing on urban infill and
brownfields redevelogment proj-
ecls as n means of contributing to
amart :

Specifically, San Diego devel-
opers are appronching projects
utilizing many of the “smart
growth® principles, including
providing mixod land wees, taking
advantage of compact building
design and creating walkable
neighborhoods.

Orther smart growth principles
are to create & range of housing
opportunities and choices; foster
distinctive, attractive communi-
ties with a strong sense ufp]a:!;
preserye open space, farmland,
natural beauty and eritical envi-
ronmental arcas; strengthen and
direct development toward exist-
ing communities, provide a vari-
ety of transportation choices;
make development decisions pre-
dictable, fair and cost effective;
and encourage community and
stakeholder  collaboration  in
development decisions.

Yet, when it comes o redeve)
opment, both the community and
developers often are faced with
many challenges tega.rdin,gﬂn
location of the property, While
suburban or wrban fﬁﬁe devel-
opment may result in less expens
sive homes, the tendency of devel-
opers o build these areas is lead-
ing to other quality-of-life jasues,
such as greater distance to work,
severe trattic congestion and loss
of open-space lamd. These urban
fringe, open-space lands often
developed are called “greenfields”

The implications of greentields
development  are  enormous:
inercased sprawl, traffic, resource
strain, impediment of neighbor-
hood revitalization efforts and
declining quality of life. There
exists & notion within the devel-
opment community that it is easi-
er Lo invest in and develop
fields rather than brown

In a recent artiche by the
Enw:mnmcnu.] Protection

, an estimated 4.5 acres of
are saved for every 1
nere of beownfields

Brownfields sibes might lm:iu.de
an old service station or aoto
shop, & metal plating shop, a dry
cheaner, puint and body shop, rail-
road yard or a site contaminated
with lead from “burn ash,” cansed
by burning trash before refuse
collection services,

The challenges faced with
brownfields redevelopment typi-
cally indude reconfiguring hegal
ownership, demolishing or relocat-
ing extisting clp'tur
ing parking mhf
below-grade parking to mnl
for increased densities); imvestigat-
ing and remediating contaminated
lamd; and relocating eurrent prop-

erty owners and tenants. More
often than not, addressing these
dldlmgeamwho]d
times, expense and hassle — not to
mantion regulatory and fnancial
uncertainty — for developers.
Clearly something is needed 1o
help close the gap in affordable
mmwdHMntdnmm

With wrban infill projects,
developers might also fare com-
nvnity opposition o increased
density, infrastrocture enhance-
ment and development in older
urban areas. This is because com-
munities may have amenities or
support development that does
not match scale of their existing
community,

On the other hand, greenficlds
development bears itx own set of
comparahle challenges and costs,
the difference being that those
costs and challenges may be
encountered a hit farther down
the road, For example, the devel-
opment of & greenfields in an our-
lying area inevitably will require
the future development of infra-
structure, whereas for an urban
browmnfields site, that is already
in: utility systems, sewer systems,
Imdividual strest systems and
major transportation systems,
Greenfields. development often
reqquires massive public invest-
ments fand additional burdens 1o
taxpayers) that have already been
allocated to develop and min
tain infrastrocture in urbanized
AP,

Thee bottom line is that it is sim-
ply more feasibde — in terms of
cost, time and resources — to
redevelop and make efficient use
of land lr;u.t already has support-
ing infrastructure in place. Once
the upfront costs and challenges
are addressed, redevelopment of
brownfields and other urban infill

likely to be central o any sucoess-
ful infill project or smart growth
plan, largely because brownfields
redevelopment and the compan-
ion #lratepy of “Tand recycling
take advantage of already-existing
parcels of land within the city
The obhjective of land recyeling is
to help ensure that lasd develop-
ment required to meet A muoniei-
pality’s housing and economic
needs will clean up contaminated
properties; while concurrently
stimulating reinvestment in dis-
advantaged communities, partic-
ularly within the urhan oore.

State and ety
governments can help

A major challenge that muonbel-
palities stateside have had in sue
ceeding with brownfiekls redeval-
opment projects is that they face
exposnre bo financdal and legal lia-
bility. Orver the last 25 years, the
efects of Proposition 15 {and later

state actions regarding property
tuxes) have sjgniﬁca.urtﬁ' leasensed
the availahbili of  finuncial
resources to address needs of the
pubdic sector, This in turn has
arguably reduced the offective-
ness of California’s redevelop-
ment agencies,

The subsequent lack of funding
for brownfields redevelopment
unfortunately has resulted in an
overabundance of vacant and
underutilized land in urban areas
that is surmounded by otherwise
vinhle streets {althongh some may
be in varying states of disrepair],
highwesys, utility systems amd res-
idential neighborhoosds — not to
mention & concenteabed popula-
tion of residents who are unable
to take advantage of the jobs and
services that the land could be
providing them,

An overriding goal of redevel-
oping brownfields in wrkan and
blighted areas is to contribute to
amart growih and cortail the
shortage of affordable housing,
From a policy perspective, it
seetns clear that developers and
redevelopment agencies should
he provided with legal tools and
incentives to address blighted
urban areas in order to help
achieve this goal.

Ideally, smart growth principles
ghoubd be incorpovated into the
planmning processes of both bocal and

cial to icies, tax cred-
its, wl:w“mfmdbnﬂi the loeal
and state levels to accommodate
and transit corridors, Otherwise,
redevelopment of urban sites for
affordable housing projects simply
will not ke alfondable for develop-
TR
Polanco Act: Smart growth
ool in California

Cm the brighter sde, Californin’s
Polanco Redevelopment Act is a
significant piece of legislation that
has opened the door for cities
ncros Californin o parsee reme-
diation of brownfields properties
in targeted redevelopment areas.
The Polanca Act allows & redevel-
opment agency to onder partics
respongible  for contaminating
property in the redevelopment
project area v perform the meces-
sary cleanup. If the responsible
party does mol eooperate, the rede-
velopment agency can perform the
cleanup iself or arvange for o thind
party to clean up the property.

% important W note that the
law does not make state funds
available for redevelopment agen-
cics to use for the cleanup, Rather,
it provides for cost recovery provi-
sions that the redevelopment
agency can use b recover ils

cleanup costs from the party or
parties respansible for the on-
tamination,

The suwecess of the 25-hlock
investigation,/remadiation for the
new Peten Ballpark and ancillary
development, future home of the
San Diego Padres, was doe in
large part to the unprecedented
application of the Polanoo Act by
Centre City Development Corp.
The Palanca Act created tremen-
dous leverage when used in com-
hination with eminent domain
powers, for property ocwmers to
either dean up decades-old con-
tamination, or empower the
agency to conduct the deanup on
behalf of the property owner. The
Polanco Act relies on the value of
each property to pay for cleanup
and, exeept in limited circum-
stances, does nol rely on public
funds,

Dosmtown San Diego's East
Village nelghborhood and Peteo
Fark have won accolades for the
creative use of smart brownbclds
strategies, including an Alonzo
Award from the San  Dhego
Downtown  Partnership  and
“Brownfelds Project of the Year”
from the California Redevelopment
Agency. A new, vibrant East Village
wioald nat be possible without thess
efforts.

The goals of hrownfields devel-
opment, urban pevitaliztion and
smarl growth overlap, The longer
that blighted wrban land sits
vacant or underutilized, the longer
a particular cormmunity goes with-
out enjoying the benefits of the
economic wealth that the site
could be generating. Growth s
inevitable, but the strategies used
to plan this growth are negotiahle.
By addressing vrban brownfields
sites as part of a municipalitys
smart growth plan, developers and
agencies can create mone afford-
able housing opportunities, while
also helping their eommunities
and the environment flourish.
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