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Professor Rosenbloom has made a valuable contribution to the growing
legal literature on environmental resilience.! As he notes, local land use
provisions and local infrastructure play a large yet overlooked role in
responding (or not) to climate change pressures. Indeed, Rosenbloom
finds that local infrastructure is ill-prepared to deal with the consequences
of climate change, whether those are catastrophic weather, rising sea
levels, or simply a climate with more temperature extremes.> Rosenbloom
focuses on “gray infrastructure,” which he defines as static structures
made from concrete or metal, designed to meet a predetermined set of
criteria or maintain a fixed level of performance.® Gray infrastructure is
not resilient for two reasons: it deteriorates and it is inflexible. In large
part, Professor Rosenbloom aptly diagnoses the problem with current land
use laws and resulting inflexible gray infrastructure. However, his Article
fails to address a foundational issue that, if unaddressed, will prevent
meaningful progress toward adaptable cities: automobile dependence.

Using Des Moines, lowa, as an example, Rosenbloom chronicles how
severe weather predicted by scientists challenges gray infrastructure and
puts public health at risk.* Much of local infrastructure is privately built
subject to local land use laws.’ Noting that “[o]ne of the most influential
tools communities have to strengthen local infrastructure resilience to
climate and ecosystem changes is land use laws,” Rosenbloom analyzes
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pervasive land use regulations for parking, stormwater management, and
tree mitigation.® The common focus of his analysis is the impervious
surfaces, such as asphalt and concrete pavement, required by the
regulations.” Covering land with impervious surfaces creates run-off
hazards, leading to flooding and pollution entering natural waterways.
Land that is not covered by impervious surface has a better chance of
absorbing rainfall and mitigating pollution.® Rosenbloom recommends
creating a more flexible legal structure for local land use regulations that
can adapt to changing environmental circumstances.’

Rosenbloom’s thoughtful article provides guidelines for localities
seeking to improve climate resilience. However, in considering the
foundational issue of the automobile-centric design of U.S. cities, a
number of questions arise. Why do local land use regulations require large
parking lots for businesses? Why are wide roads required for new
developments? Why do gray infrastructure needs, like stormwater drains
in roads, trump tree mitigation ordinances?

Rosenbloom focuses on a symptom, not the root cause. If cities tackle
automobile dependence by providing accessible transit, bike lanes, and
walkable neighborhoods, there will be no reason to increase impervious
surfaces.!® The forces that have created our automobile-centric lifestyle
are multiple and complex,!! like the societal and environmental ills caused
by that lifestyle.

The transportation sector is the largest contributor to climate-changing
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in the U.S., amounting to about 28% of
total emissions.'? Cars and trucks create about 23% of annual U.S. GHG
emissions.!* The automobile is the predominant commuting mode for all
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metro areas in the U.S.!* Over three quarters of commuters drive to work
alone.'® The American Public Transportation Association estimated that a
typical two-car family generated 55% of its GHG footprint from
automobile use.'® While demographic changes are moving in the right
direction, with the largest decrease in automobile commuting coming
from workers ages 25 to 29,!” the regulatory framework has yet to catch
up. Even though millennials are moving from the urban core to the
suburbs as they purchase homes and begin their families, they are seeking
a different sort of suburban lifestyle, one not so dominated by the
automobile.'®

Despite reduced automobile use by younger people in urban areas,
many city codes have excessive parking requirements.'” As detailed by
Rosenbloom, typical city ordinances require developers to install a
minimum number of parking spaces depending on the building size and
use.?’ Apple’s new campus in Cupertino provides a shocking example of
parking mandates gone wild.?! Cupertino’s parking minimums required
Apple to build 11,000 parking spots for the 14 thousand employees who
work at the company’s headquarters—more square footage is used for
parking space than office space.”” Nationwide, an estimated 17% of rent
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goes to paying for “free” parking.> The excess cost of parking leads to
unaffordable housing.** In 2015, Minneapolis reduced its parking
requirements for housing developments near transit, eliminating the
parking mandate for buildings with fewer than 50 units and cutting the
mandate in half from one space per unit.?> The result was more affordable
housing.?

Notwithstanding the demographic trends, there are forces working to
maintain the current automobile-centric U.S. lifestyle. Traffic engineers
tend to focus on cars and often give low priority to trucks and cyclists.?’
Road design guidelines focus on traffic capacity rather than making the
road system safe for all users.?® Many public transit advocates argue that
improved public transportation infrastructure and increased public
transportation usage will reduce GHG emissions.? But these public transit
advocates face challenges from anti-tax advocates. For example,
Americans for Prosperity, a 501(c)(4) organization, is working to defeat
public transit expansion proposals in cities and counties across the
country.’® These anti-transit campaigns are framed as anti-tax campaigns
because of a systematic bias towards cars in transportation funding.’!
While highway funding is built into state and federal budgets, public
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transit receives only a small portion of that funding.’? Therefore,
expanding public transportation projects usually requires a vote to raise
taxes. Voters in Nashville, Tennessee, recently defeated a proposal to fund
a public transport project with a one-percentage point increase in the city’s
sales tax.* Americans for Prosperity played a major role in its defeat by
organizing door-to-door canvassing teams against the proposal.>*

The coming wave of technology, including autonomous vehicles (AVs)
and drone delivery, will impact the need for impervious surfaces. AVs
have the significant potential to change land use patterns, reducing the
need for urban parking structures.®> According to the International
Transport Forum, up to 90% of vehicles and their associated parking
spaces could be removed from cities by implementing fleets of AVs.3
Consumer-owned cars are inefficient and underused: most are used for
less than one hour per day, sitting idle for about 95% of their life.”” In
2012, there were an estimated 500 million parking spots across the United
States.*® With about 250 million registered vehicles in the same year, that
was two for every car.’’ If you placed the on-street parking spaces
available in San Francisco end-to-end, they would stretch 900 miles—
more than the 840 miles of California coastline.** AVs reduce parking
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needs because they may be readily operated as shared vehicles and can be
stored remotely when not in use. Rather than take up a parking spot, AVs
can be continuously deployed as rideshares.

E-commerce, whether by conventional truck or drone delivery, will
reduce the need for parking at shopping locations.*! The “sustainable city”
movement,*> emphasizing walkable and transit accessible neighborhoods,
will also reduce the need for parking while shopping.** AVs could even
become mobile stores, stocked with merchandise ready for delivery to
customers’ homes.** Shopping malls are already being repurposed as
churches, schools, hospitals, and even as indoor farms.*

Changing trends in transportation could also lead to greater acceptance
of reduced parking minimums and even application of parking
maximums.*® The city of San Francisco is illustrative of the potential for
change. Between 1968 and 1997, every neighborhood in San Francisco
had a minimum residential parking requirement, no neighborhood had a
residential maximum, and only one neighborhood (Downtown) placed an
upper limit on the amount of non-residential parking.*’ Since 2005,
parking requirements have been removed from a broad swath of the city.
San Francisco has also changed other development requirements with a
goal of reducing automobile dependence, including unbundling parking
costs from housing costs, building secure bicycle parking, and requiring
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car share spaces in large new developments.*® Other cities around the
world are taking the same path, including Philadelphia, Zurich,
Copenhagen, Paris, and Sao Paulo.”’ In Sydney, a parking space levy first
implemented in 1992 has had a two-pronged effect: it has raised funds for
public transportation and reduced urban congestion.*°

Beyond control of parking, cities have adopted other strategies to cope
with an evolving climate. Las Vegas bans front yard lawns to save water.’!
Federal standards require low flow toilets, and several states have added
their own standards.>? Although, as Rosenbloom notes, local ordinances
generally call for gray infrastructure to handle stormwater, one
community built in the 1970s successfully fought housing codes.> Village
Homes in Davis, California, was planned before “smart growth” and “new
urbanism” became buzz words.>* The developers used an open channel
drainage system, which “creates a network of small, creek-like channels
that hold rainwater and allow runoff to percolate back into the water
table. . . .”% The developers saved $200,000 by not using storm sewers,
and the development handled high rainfall events without flooding, unlike
the surrounding conventional developments.®® This strategy has since
been adopted by other local developments.®” Village Homes also features
narrow streets, bike paths, and edible common landscaping, including
citrus, peaches, grapes, and figs.’® Located in the Central Valley of
California, Davis has hot summers. The ambient temperature in Village

48. Id.

49. Nate Berg, Lots to Lose: How Cities Around the World are Eliminating Car Parks, GUARDIAN
(Sep. 27, 2016, 7:23 AM), https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/sep/27/cities-eliminating-car-
parks-parking [https://perma.cc/X2U7-L9QY].

50. TRANSP. FOR NEW SOUTH WALES, REVIEW OF THE PARKING SPACE LEVY ACT 2009 / REVIEW
OF THE  PARKING SPACE LEVY  REGULATION 2009, at 3, 8 (2016),
https://www.transport.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/media/documents/2017/parking-spaces-
discussion-paper-final _0.pdf [https://perma.cc/SSWC-CDB9].

51. lan Lovett, Arid Southwest Cities’ Plea: Lose the Lawn, N.Y. TIMES (Aug. 11, 2013),
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/12/us/to-save-water-parched-southwest-cities-ask-homeowners-
to-lose-their-lawns.html (last visited Sept. 5, 2018).

52. Water-Efficient Plumbing Fixtures, NAT’L CONF. OF STATE LEGISLATURES (Nov. 10, 2015),
http://www.ncsl.org/research/environment-and-natural-resources/water-efficient-plumbing-
fixtures635433474.aspx [https://perma.cc/3ZBN-YLLW].

53. Mark Francis, Village Homes: A Case Study in Community Design, 21 LANDSCAPE J. 23, 27
(2002) (reporting that city staff fought virtually every design concept).

54. Id. at 25.

55. Id. at 30.

56. Id.

57. 1d.

58. Id. at 29.



110 WASHINGTON LAW REVIEW ONLINE [Vol. 93:103

Homes is significantly cooler than the surrounding neighborhoods,
possibly due to the increased plant cover and reduced pavement.>

While serving as a wonderful example of what is possible, the Village
Homes concept has not been replicated.® One reason might be financing.
Village Homes faced resistance from local banks®' because banks
typically require development plans showing proof of compliance with
local ordinances before approving financing.®” The developer, Mike
Corbett, gave his assessment of the reason: “The problem is not that the
public does not want it. . . . But developers are so closed-minded. They
continue to build thousands of places where you can’t get around without
a car.”®

In conclusion, Rosenbloom has identified and adeptly explained how
local gray infrastructure rules operate as a barrier to climate change
adaptation. He has offered helpful legal solutions. One hopes, however,
that society can move to a more permanent solution to the underlying
problem of automobile dependence. Removing incentives for sprawl
development would be a good start.** Reducing automobile use would
both alleviate the need for pavement and mitigate GHG emissions.
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