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Abstract

:

Many of the larger US metropolitan regions promote polycentric development as a way of fostering livability, accessibility, and sustainability. Polycentric urban structures can increase transit ridership, promote active transportation, and decrease vehicle miles traveled (VMT) and CO2 emissions. Although many regions include ambitious polycentric aspirations in their plans, only a few follow up with rigorous implementation and see their efforts come to fruition. The topic of implementation is also widely omitted from scholarly inquiry. This research aims to explore three examples of successful implementation of urban polycentricity: Portland, Oregon; Seattle, Washington; and Denver, Colorado. Each region employs a very distinct polycentric development model, but each relies heavily on its regional governance organization for direction, guidance, and even command in the implementation process. To understand specific strategies and methods used by each region, the authors conducted interviews with metropolitan planning organizations, central cities, and transit agencies in the three regions and used qualitative techniques to analyze the interview transcripts and collected documents. As regional governance organizations play a crucial role in implementing regional plans, their policies and practices were also investigated by the authors. Based on collected data and insights, we conclude that the three regions are great examples of an advanced implementation of polycentric development. This research can be helpful to other US metropolitan regions that wish to promote polycentric development. The lessons learned from the three case studies can provide guidance and possible paths to successful implementation.
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1. Introduction


Many of the larger US metropolitan regions promote polycentric development as a way of fostering livability, accessibility, and sustainability. After reviewing 126 regional transportation plans of larger metropolitan areas, Park et al. [1] concluded that the majority of plans call for an integrated network of centers with effective multimodal transportation. Ninety percent of the plans include many types of centers, frequently organized hierarchically (regional, town, neighborhood, or something on this order).



At the heart of polycentricity lies the concept of a compact city or a compact urban center. There are many reasons both in favor of and against the compact city. Compact development, according to the proponents of urban density, has benefits for the economy, society, and environment. These benefits include more accessible public transportation, less traffic, less energy use and carbon emissions, preservation of open space, effective infrastructure, more opportunities for social interaction, better public health, and greater vibrancy of the public realm [2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10]. Opponents of density, on the other hand, argue that compact growth results in a lower quality of life because of increased traffic and air pollution, real estate speculation, a shortage of affordable housing, and a lack of solar energy utilization [11,12,13,14,15,16].



Meanwhile, many authors advocate the concept of decentralized concentration or a so-called polycentric urban form and promote the concept as a strategic spatial planning tool [17]. This spatial pattern can be applied both at the “meso” (urban agglomeration) and “macro” (inter-urban) scale, in both cases, referring to patterns of clustering of people and economic activity in multiple centers [17,18,19]. In other words, polycentricity is the degree of employment and population clustering at subcenters [20].



Polycentric development is more prevalent in other countries than in the U.S. The European Union’s 2020 Territorial Agenda advocates for polycentric development as a crucial factor in achieving smart, inclusive, and sustainable growth, as well as territorial cohesion [21]. Over three-quarters of spatial plans implemented in major metropolitan areas across the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries prioritize polycentrism as the most effective approach for managing urban development, while also aiming to promote livability, sustainability, and accessibility [22]. Polycentric development is also supported due to its ability to promote active transportation, boost transit ridership, and decrease vehicle miles traveled (VMT) by impacting commuting time and trip generation [1,23,24].



Although many regions include ambitious polycentric aspirations in their plans, only a few follow up with aggressive implementation and see their efforts come to fruition. Making policies and plans is relatively straightforward and interesting, typically featuring the legislative branch of government. It is the subject of countless articles and books. Implementing policies and plans is much more complicated and time-consuming. It is also widely omitted from scholarly inquiry.



In this study, we do not intend to prove or disprove the advantages of compact or polycentric development but instead wish to focus on successful implementations of polycentricity. Our main effort lies in identifying factors that allowed the three studied regions (Portland, Seattle, and Denver) to transition from monocentric to polycentric urban forms. All three examples come from regions known for their progressive planning policies. The central research questions guiding this study are: What characterizes the most successful regions in the western United States that have intentionally planned and prioritized polycentric development? Which metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs) stand out as leaders in terms of polycentric development, and what tools, strategies, and policies have these regions and MPOs, central cities, and transit agencies employed to achieve their developmental objectives?



This paper explores the implementation of polycentric urban development in three regions: Portland, Oregon; Seattle, Washington; and Denver, Colorado. This is a study of implementation, and the various policies, practices, tools, and strategies used in three regions to curtail sprawl in favor of polycentric development. It is one thing for Portland Metro to draw different-sized circles on a map that represent current and future dense mixed-use centers. It is another to induce local governments to adopt zoning ordinances that channel development into centers via its Urban Growth Management Functional Plan.



We interviewed metropolitan planning agencies, central cities, and transit agencies in the three regions. As regional governance organizations, metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs) play a crucial role in implementing regional plans, and thus their policies and practices were also investigated.




2. Literature Review


Although much research has been conducted on polycentricity, scholars do not agree on one shared definition of the concept [1]. Polycentricity cannot only be characterized by different spatial scales (intra-urban, interurban, and interregional) [17] but also by varying methodological perspectives (functional versus morphological) [25]. Despite a few nuanced differences, all definitions agree on the general purpose of polycentric development—the creation of multiple centers of activity within a larger metropolitan area, all connected by efficient transit, rather than relying on one dominant urban form. Polycentric development, consisting of independent urban agglomerations, stands in stark contrast to the conventional urban structures most often comprising multiple subordinate cities relying on one main core city [26].



At the heart of polycentricity lies the concept of a compact urban center. For the purpose of defining a center, our study looked at the academic literature and regional transportation plans. The definition of a center is a compact, highly populated center of a region with mixed-use development, good connection across modes of transportation, and more job prospects than the immediate surroundings. According to this concept, polycentric development is a regional growth pattern marked by the existence of many centers.



Park et al. [1] state that compact centers offer numerous benefits compared with urban sprawl, including improved public health, enhanced environmental sustainability, and increased economic diversity. As described by Ewing et al. [27] and Ewing and Hamidi [28], compact developments generally refer to areas with medium to high population densities, mixed land use, strong employment and population centers, and interconnected street networks. In comparison, sprawling areas do not have these qualities. Consult Ewing and Hamidi [10,29] for a thorough overview of the research on compact development and its impacts.



Studies from Europe, Asia, and South America have demonstrated that residents of urban centers travel less than residents of outlying areas, and they utilize more non-motorized means of transportation [30,31,32,33]. The findings of studies on commute distance and time have been ambiguous. The effect of polycentricity on travel time and distance is a topic of discussion in the literature. While some researchers [34,35,36] contend that it can lengthen travel times and distances, others [37,38] stipulate the opposite. According to Schwanen et al. [39], Dutch national spatial planning policies that support focused decentralization and small towns have promoted the use of sustainable means of transportation while reducing reliance on automobiles. The intricate dynamics of polycentricity have been highlighted through studies on Asian cities. A polycentric urban layout, according to one research study, results in shorter travel distances and reduced CO2 emissions [40], while another says that polycentric development may contribute to higher commuting times and related externalities [34].



Using household travel data from 28 regions in the United States, Ewing et al. [41] conducted a study of 589 centers and subcenters. The study aimed to compare travel outcomes between households located in centers and those located outside of centers. The study found that households living in close proximity to urban centers exhibit a greater propensity to use public transportation, engage in more frequent walking, and undertake fewer and shorter automobile trips. The study found that households within centers typically drive less (24.6 miles per day) and walk more (0.99 walk trips per day) than matched households outside centers (29.8 miles per day and 0.78 walk trips per day, respectively). Propensity score matching was used to control for socio-demographic variables. According to the study, moving suburban households near established or recently constructed centers shortens the typical distance traveled by automobile and increases the number of walking trips.



In a research study using the same dataset, Park et al. [1] found significant correlations between travel outcomes and a number of characteristics related to density, diversity, design, destination accessibility, and distance to transit, which are referred to as the “D variables.” The study’s results show that the likelihood of choosing walking as a method of transportation over driving reaches its maximum when the activity density hits 40,000 (with secondary significance shown at about 20,000). Additionally, the intersection density should be around 300 per square mile, the transit stop density should be about 175 per square mile, and the job-population balance should be at 0.5. The likelihood of choosing transit over driving rises to its maximum at activity densities of between 20,000 and 25,000, an entropy index below 0.3, intersection densities of about 300 per square mile (with secondary relevance at 150–200), transit stop densities of about 175 per square mile, the accessibility of regional jobs within a 10 min drive at about 30%, and the accessibility of regional jobs within a 30 min transit ride at about 60%. According to the study, when other factors are taken into account, the reduction in vehicle miles traveled (VMT) is predicted to happen in areas with activity densities between 5000 and 20,000, a job-population balance above 0.2, an intersection density of about 300, with over 60% of four-way intersections, and 35 to 65% of regional jobs accessible within a 30 min transit ride.



Sabouri [24] studied the effectiveness of trip chaining across 28 different U.S. regions. Three different trip types were compared in the study: trips that were totally inside a center, trips that were partially inside a center, and trips that were completely outside a center. The use of means of transportation other than personal vehicles is part of what is meant by an efficient trip. The findings of parametric testing showed that trips taken inside a center had higher percentages of people using transit, bicycles, and walking while having lower percentages of people using cars and vehicle miles driven per trip. As shown by the studies of Cervero and Wu [42], Naess [30], and Daisy et al. [43], the results given are consistent with earlier research that focused on the individual trip level.



Contrary to its related benefits, the implementation of polycentric development paradigms has received much less attention than the paradigm itself, and very little has been written on the topic. The seminal work, Implementation: How Great Expectations in Washington Are Dashed in Oakland; Or, Why It’s Amazing that Federal Programs Work at All, published in 1984, explores the challenges and complexities of implementing government policies at the local level [44]. Another related work, published much more recently, entitled Growth Management Effectiveness: A Literature Review, reviews 10 growth management tools and empirical studies on their effectiveness in containing suburban sprawl [45]. One implementation tool that looms large in this review is urban containment policies, best illustrated by Portland’s Urban Growth Boundary. As this paper makes clear, there is a whole suite of tools that account for Portland’s success in containing sprawl beyond simply drawing a line on a map representing the urban growth boundary. Only two of the “tools” used by Portland, Seattle, and Denver to create polycentric development are even mentioned in the earlier article.



The paper written by Park et al. [1] is the only source of detailed guidance for U.S. planners and policymakers striving to implement polycentric urban forms. The following three comparative case studies offer new and promising approaches to the implementation of this type of development.



Although both the concept of polycentricity and the topic of regional governance have attracted substantial scholarly attention, relatively little has been written on the two together. For the larger part of the twentieth century, state powers were delegated to local governments. However, as the problems fueled by fast growth and urban sprawl continue to haunt many regions of the country and fragmented systems of local governance prove ineffective in solving them, the idea of regionalism has gained momentum [46]. To quote Griffith [46], “a case for regionalism exists today because local governments cannot cope with a number of problems that are incapable of being solved within their borders” [46] (p. 511). The new regionalism may take the form of a civic action or a social movement similar to how it did in California (California’s New Regionalism) [47] or a legitimized governance power or even a regime, as some scholars refer to the level of control enjoyed by Portland Metro [48]. In any case, the main objective of the new regionalism is to rationalize land use and environmental planning and to coordinate infrastructure. Some of the primary concerns on the regional agenda have become the ones of unrestricted growth in many urban areas, traffic congestion, and air pollution—concerns that local governments are not equipped to tackle, and which can be effectively addressed only at the higher regional level. However, “what is missing from our regions is regional governance” [46] (p. 510). In the United States, only Portland Metro can boast such a regional structure.




3. Methods


3.1. Selection of Case Studies


In an earlier published study (author citation), we reviewed more than 100 regional transportation plans (RTPs). We counted the number of references to “centers” in each RTP using the search function in Adobe. Ninety percent of the RTPs mentioned centers at some point, but it was very uneven in the extent to which centers were featured as growth targets. Being located ourselves in the Western United States, we were particularly interested in our peer regions. In many of our studies, we look to these peer regions, known for their progressive policies. The large number of references to centers, and upon closer inspection, the critical role they played in these three RTPs, were the reasons for selecting Portland (Oregon), Seattle (Washington), and Denver (Colorado) as our comparative case studies. Another reason for selecting these three was their success in promoting polycentricity and decidedly different ways of doing so, mostly rooted in an unusual role played by the MPO or powers granted to this organization. This came as a surprise to us. Finally, all three regions have “centering factors” well above the mean value among large, urbanized areas in the United States—148, 142, and 119, respectively, compared with the median value of 96 (see values of the four dimensions of compactness/sprawl at https://gis.cancer.gov/tools/urban-sprawl/ (accessed on 10 January 2024)). This provides circumstantial evidence that their polycentric development policies are working. Understanding the methods, strategies, and innovative policies that have facilitated this success is essential for informing the planning efforts of MPOs in these and other regions.



The three selected regions are all located in the western United States (Figure 1). Portland, Seattle, and Denver are dominant cities of their respective states and were all founded in the mid-1800s. All are mid-sized cities with a population between 400,000 and 1,000,000, but their respective metropolitan planning organizations’ jurisdictions cover areas of as many as nine counties and 73 cities and towns, and as few as three counties and 24 municipalities (Table 1). Although MPOs also vary in terms of their socioeconomic characteristic, they are more similar than different when compared with nationwide averages—their residents are on average younger, and they earn more than the average American. The largest minority group in all three regions, similar to the U.S. in general, are Hispanic and Latino people (Table 2).




3.2. Data Collection


To gain a deeper insight into the inner workings of each region, we interviewed individuals from regional planning organizations (MPOs), central cities, and transit operators in each region. We also conducted a thorough document review of regional-level policies, procedures, and processes to identify those geared toward the implementation of polycentric urban forms by promoting compact development and managing growth by directing new development toward predefined centers. All reviewed documents are listed in Appendix A, Appendix B, and Appendix C.





4. Case Studies


4.1. Portland, Oregon


Recognized for their progressive approach, the urban planning strategies employed in the Portland region of Oregon aim to combat urban expansion and encourage polycentric development. However, this has not consistently been the situation. Most of the region’s development in the 1970s occurred as a consequence of suburban encroachment, resulting in an increase in congestion concerns. In the beginning, transportation planners responded to the congestion by increasing road capacity in accordance with the prevalent philosophy of the time. However, things changed when the mayor of Portland supported the “freeway revolt” movement in the late 1970s. As a result, the governor of Oregon established a task force to examine alternatives to highway expansion, such as the implementation of light rail transit in the region. Then, 1000 Friends of Oregon commissioned the LUTRAQ study, which emphasized transit prioritization to facilitate polycentric development, alleviate congestion, and reduce vehicle miles traveled (VMT).



Portland Metro, the metropolitan planning organization (MPO), has played a crucial role in establishing Portland as a pioneering city in progressive planning. A state ballot proposal granted Portland Metro land use authority, thereby creating a regional government with more policymaking and decision-making power than MPOs in other regions of the United States. The implementation of the urban growth boundary (marked in red in Figure 2), which sought to limit urban growth and direct development inside already-existing urban zones, in 1977 was directly tied to this authority. The MPO, more precisely, Portland Metro, was given the responsibility of establishing, maintaining, and occasionally reevaluating the urban development boundary, which is still an essential Metro role.



Using a combination of interviews and document analysis, this case study examines the policies, initiatives, tools, and strategies the Portland region put in place to encourage polycentric development. To gain firsthand knowledge of and perspectives on the initiatives put forth by these organizations to promote concentrated development, interviews with planners from Portland Metro (the metropolitan planning organization), the City of Portland, and TriMet (Portland’s transit agency) were conducted. Subsequently, materials received from the planners were carefully scrutinized in order to gain a fuller understanding of the region’s strategies for prioritizing development within centers.



4.1.1. Portland Metro


Portland Metro, Portland region’s metropolitan planning organization, is in many aspects unique among its peers nationwide. For one thing, it is the only directly elected regional government in the United States. In 1991, Portland Metro was granted land use powers (which, in other regions, rest solely in the hands of municipal or county governments) to provide regionwide planning and coordination to manage growth, infrastructure, and development issues that cross jurisdictional boundaries [49]. In fact, the agency has almost the same powers as a city—to tax, annex lands, and most importantly, control land use. Over the past three decades, its exceptional approach helped to build public transit (including the emblematic light rail and streetcar operations) instead of freeways, revitalize Portland’s downtown, resurrect neighborhoods, create urban villages, and implement urban growth boundaries [50]. Its commitment to compact development and land preservation coupled with unique regional oversight helped to establish mechanisms designed to steer new development toward polycentricity. Portland Metro uses command and control to direct new growth into compact development patterns.



Portland Metro serves three counties (Clackamas, Multnomah, Washington) and 24 cities and towns located in them—close to 2 million people in total (Table 2). Portland’s Urban Growth Boundary (UGB) almost perfectly overlaps with that of Portland Metro (Figure 2), the region’s MPO. Under Oregon law, each city and metropolitan area located within that state is required to have a UGB. Portland Metro is responsible for managing the Portland metropolitan area’s growth boundary.




4.1.2. The 2040 Growth Concept


The 2040 Growth Concept adopted by Portland Metro in 1995 is a state-mandated long-range plan whose main purpose is to manage growth and guide major future investments. Its main objective was to make the city and the region more livable by reducing pollution and congestion, and these are to be achieved through compact development. The map, which is an integral part of the plan (Concept), defines the form and boundaries of the future development for the Portland metropolitan region (Figure 3); it allocates land uses and provides development typologies for specific areas in the region (i.e., central city, regional centers, town centers, neighborhood centers, station communities). The Concept was initially developed through a visioning process where multiple scenarios for future development were considered. All scenarios assumed that the region’s population would grow from about 1.5 million in 1990 to over 2.7 million by 2040. With a heavy focus on maximizing spatial efficiency and concentrating on centers, this plan allocates more than 40 percent of the new residents into “town centers” and dense mixed-use neighborhoods. The 2040 Growth Concept strongly encourages redevelopment and “infill”; it calls for increasing the share of multi-family housing by five percent points (from 30 to 35).




4.1.3. Urban Growth Management Functional Plan


The Urban Growth Management Functional Plan (UGMFP), a program run by Portland Metro, is intended to provide municipalities with guidelines and make it easier to coordinate policies in order to successfully achieve regional growth goals. The Plan makes recommendations for revising comprehensive plans and ordinances. The UGMFP exercises significant influence, in contrast to many other regional efforts around the United States. Since local governments are required to incorporate the suggested revisions into their comprehensive strategies, it follows that the mandates outlined in the UGMFP are not merely recommendations. If the UGMFP’s suggestions are not followed, a mediation and dispute resolution process may be started for the parties involved [51].



By influencing housing capacity, UGMFP uses a successful method to direct polycentric development. The Functional Plan establishes minimum housing densities for centers, in contrast to the common practice of employing maximum housing densities to impact urban development. Providing zoning ordinances’ minimum density is a rigid obligation, even when some conditions may permit a lower minimum. The Functional Plan also mandates that every zone that permits single-family housing must also permit at least one accessory dwelling unit per detached single-family dwelling unit in order to encourage more concentrated development in key zoning districts. In essence, this approach doubles the number of homes that low-density housing sites can accommodate.



The UGMFP imposes certain requirements on the use of regional funds and investments in centers. A county or municipality must clearly mark the boundaries of the center in order for it to qualify for regional investment. Additionally, it is essential for a municipality to conduct a thorough evaluation of each center, which should include an assessment of legal obstacles to mixed-use, pedestrian-oriented, and transit-supportive development, a market analysis, and an examination of how well the development code supports these types of development.



The proposed plan specifies the recommended population and employment densities for each center type. Moreover, the Functional Plan also suggests certain degrees and classifications of mixed-use development, as well as a variety of dwelling typologies, to be incorporated within centers.




4.1.4. Metro TOD Program


Portland Metro’s Transit-Oriented Development Program utilizes a variety of tools to promote and support the creation of high-density mixed-income housing near transit. Through the Program, Metro not only offers grants and enters partnerships with capable developers but also acquires land near transit for future affordable housing development. This approach encourages denser and more concentrated housing which promotes internal connectivity and encourages active modes of transportation. Portland region’s approach to promoting density and affordability within transit-oriented development is unique, innovative, and progressive, and places the region at the forefront of such efforts nationwide.



Metro TOD Program’s primary role is to provide incentives and support for projects near transit stations in an effort to promote more compact development. It offers funding and resources to projects that are near or adjacent to transit stations to enable higher density. The distribution of funds is based on the expected increase in transit use associated with the increased density. Since 1998, the program has invested over USD 40 million along greater Portland’s transit system, supporting the construction of over 6800 housing units in these areas [52].




4.1.5. State of the Centers Report


The Metropolitan government led the State of the Centers Report effort, which aims to undertake a quantitative review of the improvements made in the process of concentrating growth inside the centers situated around the region. The current study is an exhaustive work that compiles data and statistics and offers in-depth insights into the growth and development of designated centers throughout time. The main goal is to evaluate the development of the centers as outlined in the 2040 Growth Concept and to highlight any specific investments that have contributed to their success.



The report titled “State of the Centers” outlines six distinct typologies for centers and classifies specific centers in the region according to each of these six classifications. A single core urban center, eight subsidiary regional centers, and 32 smaller town centers are all clearly identified and given unique names in the study. Metro has acquired and examined information on the demographics, employment, mode share, housing, and commercial activity for each of the aforementioned centers from 2011 to 2017. The statistics for all 41 centers in the region are easily accessible through the interactive website, which was released in 2017.




4.1.6. 2040 Planning and Development Grants


Portland Metro also runs the 2040 Planning and Development Grants program with the aim of supporting development planning that adheres to the 2040 Growth Concept. The aforementioned program has given out awards totaling USD 22 million since it began in 2006. The grants are allocated for six different planning categories, including planning for urban reserves and new urban areas and investment strategies, as well as planning for site-specific development, area-specific redevelopment, and equitable housing initiatives and policies.



It is worth mentioning, as stated by a Metro planner who was interviewed, that the funds allocated by the 2040 Planning and Development Grants program are solely intended for planning activities within designated centers. By allocating money to enhancing these centers’ planning efforts, the initiative aims to increase their development potential.





4.2. Seattle, Washington


Although it may not be as well-known for its progressive planning as its neighbor to the south, Portland, Seattle, Washington, has a distinctive regional planning history. The Washington State Growth Management Act (GMA), which is comparable to Portland’s adoption of LUTRAQ, was put into effect by the state of Washington in 1990. This legislation’s goal was to make it easier for coordinated actions to be taken by various levels of government in order to control uncontrolled development. According to the GMA, counties must create comprehensive plans and regulations that adhere to the GMA’s mandated goals in order to meet specified size or growth thresholds. Municipalities located inside these counties must also develop comprehensive strategies that follow the county’s plans.



The Global Monitoring Approach (GMA) contains 14 distinct objectives in total, with a focus on the first 3 that are relevant to our field of interest. The aforementioned goals place a high priority on directing resources toward well-established urban centers, reducing the spread of low-density development, and promoting the establishment of efficient and sustainable transportation networks that accommodate a variety of modes of transportation. The GMA’s emphasis on several principles shows a dedication to polycentric development, which differs from the traditional and widespread development patterns that were popular at the time the law was passed.



A key component of the GMA is the creation of a framework for shared planning duties across multiple levels of government. The graphic depiction shown in Figure 4 represents a collaborative approach by the Washington State Planning Framework.



We interviewed key stakeholders from the transit agency, the City of Seattle, and the Puget Sound Regional Council, which serves as the metropolitan planning organization, as part of our case study. We were able to identify numerous strategies that support polycentric development patterns in the Seattle region using a policy and legal document review and in-depth interviews with planners at the regional council, central city government, and transit agency. By using a holistic approach, we gained insightful knowledge of the many programs, funding sources, and policies that these organizations have put in place to support polycentric development.



4.2.1. Puget Sound Regional Council


The Puget Sound Regional Council is composed of nearly 100 members—not only four counties (King, Kitsap, Pierce, and Snohomish) and 73 cities and towns but also six transit agencies, four ports, four tribes, the Washington State Department of Transportation, and the Washington Transportation Commission, which collectively encompass 6290 square miles (Figure 5). The PSRC serves both as an MPO—a federally mandated and funded transportation policy-making organization—and an RTPO (Regional Transportation Planning Organization). In its capacity as an RTPO, PSRC oversees the implementation of the Growth Management Act through the certification of local comprehensive plans and the creation of multicounty planning policies, which are part of VISION 2050 (see below for more detail) [53].




4.2.2. Vision 2050


A regional planning document called Vision 2050 lays out a comprehensive growth strategy for the four counties with the greatest population in the state of Washington. The Washington Growth Management Act (GMA) mandates the location and mode of development within the region as well as provides guidance on related matters. The Puget Sound Regional Council (PSRC) used a variety of visioning tools, including conducting listening sessions, organizing focus groups, administering surveys, and analyzing data, to formulate a vision that considers both empirical needs and public preferences.



A projection of significant population and employment growth feeds the Vision 2050 assumptions. By 2050, there will be an estimated 1.8 million more people living in the region, according to the suggested strategy, and 1.2 million more jobs will also be available. In order to handle the growth, the Vision suggests a framework that concentrates 65% of the anticipated expansion inside designated growth centers and transit station areas. A number of specific policies—which will be further examined—help to support this goal. An easy quantitative assessment makes the idea of centers commonplace in the Vision: The 184-page document contains 205 references to the word “centers”.




4.2.3. Regional Centers Framework


The Puget Sound Regional Council (PSRC) has emphasized the importance of centers in its planning methodology, as evidenced by the prominence given to this concept in its Vision 2050 (2019) and Regional Centers Framework (2018) documents. The Regional Centers Framework’s introduction explicitly highlights the crucial function of centers in the regional planning carried out by the PSRC.




“Centers are the hallmark of VISION 2040 and the Regional Growth Strategy. They guide regional growth allocations, advance local planning, inform transit service planning, and represent priority areas for PSRC’s federal transportation funding.” [54]





An official from PSRC, whom we interviewed, revealed that at the time of the interview, the region consisted of 10 industrial centers and 29 regional growth centers. When selecting regional centers, the PSRC Executive Board performs a thorough evaluation to verify compliance and alignment with the regional vision. The centers’ selection was based on four different factors. The initial prerequisite is the demonstration of the proposed center’s local relevance, in which the sponsoring town or county demonstrates its commitment by contributing funds to the creation of a center that is livable and walkable. The execution of a center plan that complies with regional guidelines is the second criterion. The third requirement emphasizes the center’s physical location inside an urban region, while there may be particular circumstances in which exceptions to this rule are allowed. Last but not least, the assessment considers the existence of specific circumstances, such as the presence of sufficient infrastructure to enable the center’s expansion, including housing, employment, and density, or the likelihood that these circumstances will materialize in the near term.



The Regional Centers Framework provides a system of centers placed in hierarchical order, which is defined by objective and quantitative criteria, similar to other prominent regions with polycentric development patterns. Figure 6 shows the hierarchy and associated criteria adapted from the Regional Centers Framework.



Urban growth centers and metro growth centers are the two categories into which regional growth centers are divided. In contrast to metropolitan growth centers, urban growth centers stand out for their larger physical size, higher activity density, and improved accessibility to transit. There are two subcategories included in the classification of regional industrial and manufacturing centers—industrial employment centers and industrial growth centers. Industrial growth centers stand out for their extensive spatial coverage, whereas industrial employment centers are characterized by a larger concentration of job opportunities. Figure 7 shows the location of all so far designated centers.



Though their designation is outside the authority of PSRC, the Regional Centers Framework includes two kinds of county-wide centers. Countywide centers are also divided into two groups—countywide growth centers and countywide industrial centers.




4.2.4. Funding Strategies


PSRC utilizes a variety of policies, including the Regional Centers Framework, Vision 2050, and the Regional Growth Strategy, to allocate grants as a catalyst for promoting polycentric development. According to one interviewee, the region prioritizes centers in its comprehensive plan and utilizes them as the basis for allocating funds. The process of allocating transportation funds from the MPO entails prioritizing projects, technical support, and infrastructure situated within specified regional growth centers.




“Funding is specifically prioritized to support designated regional growth centers, aligning with the regional vision. This includes transportation infrastructure funding as well as economic development funding. County-level and local funding sources are also encouraged to prioritize regional growth centers.” [54]





The Regional Centers Framework stipulates that, apart from providing direct funding to centers, the personnel of PSRC will aid in conducting research and identifying substitute funding sources to facilitate the growth of centers. Consistent with the practices of other MPOs, PSRC employs its Regional Transportation Plan (RTP) to allocate funding in a manner that is congruent with the polycentric outlook of PSRC.




4.2.5. Concurrency


Concurrency functions as a mechanism to guarantee that development occurs in areas where the requisite infrastructure is available to satisfy the transportation requirements linked with expansion. The Growth Management Act (GMA) acknowledges the use of concurrency as a means of directing growth toward suitable areas, particularly centers, in a deliberate manner.




“According to the GMA, concurrency involves establishing level-of-service standards for arterials, transit service, and other facilities. These standards are used to determine if a proposed development can be adequately served by existing facilities or if mitigation measures are necessary. The law requires cities and counties to have a strategy in place to reassess their services in case of deficiencies or shortfalls. This strategy allows jurisdictions to explore alternative funding sources, consider adjustments to the established level-of-service standards, or reevaluate land use assumptions.” [55]





It has been observed by researchers that the utilization of concurrency standards is a common practice to facilitate negotiations with developers, wherein they are required to provide certain concessions such as impact fees or infrastructure investments that may not have been mandatory otherwise. The policy has been formulated with the specific aim of directing expansion toward more compact areas, such as centers, that are capable of accommodating it in an efficient manner.




4.2.6. Regional Growth Strategy


The Vision 2050 initiative incorporates the Regional Growth Strategy as its crucial element, establishing a structure that promotes collaboration among various stakeholders responsible for supervising the area’s expansion and progress. The aim of the Strategy is as follows:




“To create healthy, equitable, vibrant communities well-served by infrastructure and services, the region accommodates growth in urban areas, primarily in designated centers and near transit stations.” [56]





The Regional Growth Strategy (RGS) consists of eight key components, which prioritize the concentration of regional growth in selected centers and are seen to be the most suitable areas for development. The suggested approach places a higher priority on maintaining a continuous urban growth zone and calls for hardly any perimeter extension unless absolutely necessary. Additionally, it encourages the adoption of intensive and focused development strategies inside the restricted areas. In order to provide a more fair distribution of housing and job opportunities across the region, the strategy’s primary objectives are to reduce regional travel and facilitate the development of specific communities. Furthermore, the aforementioned strategy clearly supports the idea of directing urban growth into particular city centers, encouraging even more concentration. The strategy aggressively promotes transit-oriented development and places a high value on the effective use of existing infrastructure.




4.2.7. Urban Growth Area


The Growth Management Act’s significant contribution was the creation of the Urban Growth Area (UGA). Similar to Portland’s Urban Growth Boundary, the UGA restricts the potential for suburban and exurban sprawl by limiting the amount of land available for such purposes. An interviewee emphasized the significance of this component in regional planning for PSRC. According to the official, the growth area contains a significant proportion of the region’s employment and population, with most of the expansion restricted to the UGA. The Vision 2050 plan outlines that the MPO and regional collaborators’ success will be measured by their capacity to accommodate growth until 2050 without the need to alter the current UGA boundary.




4.2.8. Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) Program


Vision 2050, the region’s long-range plan, allocates 65% of the future population growth and 75% of employment growth to regional growth centers and high-capacity transit station areas. Vision 2050 defines high-capacity transit station areas as areas within one-half of a mile of existing or planned light rail and streetcar stations, commuter rail stations, ferry terminals, and within one-fourth of a mile of all bus rapid transit stations (Figure 8). In 2013, the region adopted a Growing Transit Communities Strategy, an implementation plan to promote vibrant and equitable transit communities in the region, which led to the creation of the Growing Transit Communities Compact and the region’s equitable transit-oriented development strategy. In order to support individual communities in planning for such growth within transit corridors, PSRC developed a suite of guiding principles and requirements that are described in the following four documents: Implementing Equitable Transit Communities, Toolkit of Strategies and Actions, Transit-Supportive Planning Toolkit, and Whole Communities Toolkit. To oversee and track progress, PSRC established the Regional Transit-Oriented Development Committee and put in place a set of monitoring tools.



In fulfillment of the aspirations set forth for transit areas, Sound Transit, the region’s transit operator, adopted an Equitable Transit Oriented Development Policy. A Washington state statute requires that Sound Transit offer at least 80 percent of its surplus property that is suitable for housing to qualified entities to develop housing affordable to families at 80% of area median income or less.





4.3. Denver, Colorado


Over the course of more than four decades, the Denver metropolitan area has acquired significant expertise in the implementation of smart growth principles, with a particular emphasis on the advantages of mixed-use and high-density development alongside the Colorado Front Range. The Denver Regional Council of Governments (DRCOG), a non-profit organization composed of local governments, has been instrumental in advocating a unified and comprehensive vision for the region’s future. Although the DRCOG operates as a public agency, it does not possess the power to enforce membership criteria or guarantee that local governing bodies comply with its plans. Despite this, it performs a number of essential functions, including as the Regional Planning Commission mandated by Colorado law and as the metropolitan planning organization (MPO) for the Denver metropolitan area. Our analysis of polycentric development involved interviewing planners affiliated with the City and County of Denver, the Denver Regional Council of Governments (DRCOG—the MPO), and the Regional Transportation District (RTD—transit operator) as part of a case study. We made a specific request to the coordinators that they provide us with documents and resources pertinent to the expansion of Denver’s centers. The researchers then synthesized the primary findings from these interviews and incorporated them into a comprehensive examination of official plans and policies.



4.3.1. Denver Regional Council of Governments


The Front Range of Colorado experienced significant growth in the 1990s, accompanied by an expansion of land use and a decline in air quality. This circumstance prompted local communities to prioritize the issue of growth management. Despite the absence of statewide growth management legislative mandates in Colorado, the Denver Regional Council of Governments (DRCOG) has significantly influenced the discourse on smart growth by coordinating two influential growth management documents. Forty-six communities in the Denver region ratified an intergovernmental agreement known as the Mile High Compact in 2000. The aforementioned compact served to reaffirm the parties’ commitment to a unified regional perspective and required participating municipalities to implement comprehensive land use strategies using a variety of growth management tools, including zoning ordinances, development regulations, and urban growth boundaries.



Metro Vision 2020 was the initial regional plan to articulate this collective vision and employed a dual strategy to manage urban growth. The goal was to reduce the scale of urban expansion by instituting voluntary urban growth boundaries or zones while simultaneously promoting development within existing urban areas by establishing centers. The urban growth boundary/area (UGB/A) has had a substantial impact on the regional strategic plans for growth and development. The growth management strategy employs a grass-roots approach, beginning at the municipal level and placing a significant emphasis on cooperation between neighboring communities. Metropolitan areas, designated by local communities and acknowledged at the regional level by the Denver Regional Council of Governments (DRCOG) in its Metro Vision plan, are intended to provide ample space for a significant portion of future residential and occupational growth.



The Denver Regional Council of Governments is a nonprofit membership planning organization where 50 local governments located in nine counties collaborate to establish guidelines, set policy, and allocate funding in the areas of transportation and personal mobility as well as growth and development. DRCOG’s participating members are shown in Figure 9. DRCOG serves both as a metropolitan planning organization (MPO)—a federally mandated and funded transportation policy-making organization—and a Regional Planning Commission put in place by a Colorado state statute. In the latter capacity, DRCOG is responsible for preparing the plan for the physical development of the region (Metro Vision; see below for more details).




4.3.2. Metro Vision and the Promotion of Urban Centers


The 1997-introduced Metro Vision plan has undergone several updates over the years. The most recent version, known as Metro Vision 2040, was unanimously approved by the DRCOG Board in 2017. The latest plan signifies a notable change in the regional strategy, shifting toward a thematic structure that prioritizes outcomes over previously rigid subject-based components. The proposed strategy is divided into five distinct thematic areas, each of which is associated with a distinct set of desirable outcomes and corresponding metrics for tracking progress. The topic of “An Efficient and Predictable Development Pattern” is highly relevant to the discussion at hand. The importance of centers in achieving the desirable development pattern cannot be overstated. One of this theme’s outcomes emphasizes the significance of planned and concentrated growth of new urban development in designated growth areas. Figure 10 depicts the geographic locations of these growth areas/centers in the vicinity of Denver.



The Metro Vision 2040 plan accommodates the region’s significant and continuous population growth. According to the plan, the population is expected to increase by 1,300,000 people between now and 2040, representing a growth rate of 40 percent and leading to a total population of approximately 4.3 million. In addition, according to the projection, the population of people aged 60 or older will surpass one million by 2040. By 2040, the plan anticipates a rise in employment from 1.8 million to 2.6 million. To facilitate the expansion, Metro Vision offers a comprehensive structure outlining the methods and locations of expansion, with the primary goal of directing a significant portion of the area’s growth toward centers. By the year 2040, the proposed plan calls for centers to contain a quarter of all housing and fifty percent of all employment. This is in stark contrast to the current statistics, which indicate that centers account for approximately 13% of housing and 35% of employment.



The Metro Vision 2040 plan recognizes the existence of 105 locally designated centers within the region, each with unique characteristics in terms of size, context, and geographic location. A significant number of these centers are located in strategic locations that align with existing or planned RTD rail routes. The development status of these centers varies, ranging from those that are still in the planning phase to those that are emerging and undergoing significant development activity and to those that are established and serve as mobility and activity centers for their respective communities. Eastlake, a meticulously designed urban center in Thornton, is currently undergoing development and will be facilitated by the rail line of North Metro, which began operations near the end of 2020. This can be seen at the 38th and Blake Station in Denver, which is a rapidly expanding metropolitan node alongside the RTD a line connecting downtown Denver to Denver International Airport. Southglenn, a well-established urban hub, occupies the site of a previous retail complex. It is centrally located in Centennial. The area has largely reached its maximum development potential, providing a pedestrian-friendly and metropolitan atmosphere, with the municipality making ongoing efforts to establish connections to less densely populated residential areas in neighboring communities.



In order to attain the intended results with regard to urban areas as delineated in Metro Vision, the plan proffers a range of strategic implementation measures that local jurisdictions may consider. These measures include:




	
The approach of actively seeking out possibilities for collaborations between public and private entities to optimize resources and execute substantial undertakings in metropolitan areas.



	
The adoption of policies and regulations that promote mixed-use development with higher density, facilitate pedestrian interaction, and establish publicly accessible spaces within urban areas.









4.3.3. Metro Vision Mobility Initiatives


The notion of creating a region that is well-connected and multimodal is a pivotal aspect of the Metro Vision 2040 framework. The RTD Fastracks initiative provides the foundation for the multimodal transportation infrastructure of the region and is instrumental in fostering the growth of both established and emerging urban areas. Since 2004, when Denver voters approved FasTracks, the Denver Regional Council of Governments (DRCOG) has actively promoted urban center planning and station-area planning. This is accomplished via the allocation of Transportation Improvement Program (TIP) funds, with a focus on the Station Area Master Plan/Urban Centers set-aside. This funding initiative has been implemented since the late 2000s to provide financial assistance for the planning of station areas and urban centers.



Local governments and regional partners can implement a variety of transportation system investment initiatives outlined in the Metro Vision 2040 plan. The Denver Regional Council of Governments (DRCOG) plays a pivotal role as a leader and funding partner in the execution of projects designed to expand regional mobility options and improve urban centers’ accessibility. The plan outlines numerous mobility initiatives, including:




	-

	
The deployment of parking pricing and supply strategies, such as managed, shared, unbundled, and priced parking, within activity centers that have been designated at the local level. The aforementioned measures are designed to efficiently regulate the availability of parking spaces and promote the adoption of alternative modes of transportation, including but not limited to walking, cycling, ride-sharing, and public transit.




	-

	
The provision of financial resources toward the creation of infrastructure for bicycles and pedestrians, as well as the establishment of links to public transportation, encompassing features such as walkways, designated lanes for bicycles, programs for bike-sharing, directional signage, parking facilities for bicycles, shelters, and services for car-sharing at transit stations.




	-

	
The objective is to increase the variety of mobility alternatives accessible in urban areas and other designated activity centers, thereby augmenting transportation options for both inhabitants and tourists.










4.3.4. Initiatives Supporting Polycentric Development


DRCOG has implemented a range of programmatic, policy, and research endeavors to align with the objectives of Metro Vision. The primary aim of these initiatives is to foster a polycentric development pattern throughout the region. Through Metro Vision, local governments have agreed to direct a significant portion of growth and development to urban centers. Consequently, DRCOG strongly promotes the concept of connected urban centers throughout the region. In fact, out of the 50+ local governments that make up DRCOG, 26 have designated 105 urban centers across the region.




4.3.5. FasTracks Commitment in Principle


When FasTracks was approved in 2004, DRCOG initially committed to allocate USD 60 million from the Transportation Improvement Program (TIP) for its construction. DRCOG has consistently maintained its commitment in subsequent TIP processes. The allocation of funds by DRCOG is specifically earmarked for identified corridors that have been deemed worthy of investment. This is in line with the RTD FasTracks initiative, which seeks to establish seven novel rail corridors and extensions. The allocation of funds aims to mitigate regional transportation demands and facilitate the enlargement of the public transportation infrastructure. The program’s funded projects facilitate the attainment of Metro Vision objectives by jurisdictions, which in turn aid in the realization of a polycentric development pattern.




4.3.6. Transportation Improvement Program


Following the endorsement of FasTracks in 2004, DRCOG has consistently recognized and provided financial backing to initiatives that promote the progression of centers. During various cycles of the Transportation Improvement Program (TIP), the scoring criteria incorporated a component that offered incentives for projects that were consistent with the implementation of Metro Vision and a strategic corridor focus. During the 2016–2021 cycle, supplementary points were granted to initiatives linked with Urban Centers and Rapid Transit Stations. During the 2020–2023 cycle, a regional/sub-regional TIP was implemented to evaluate projects competing for regional funding. The assessment criteria for these projects included their alignment and contribution toward the transportation-oriented objectives of Metro Vision.




4.3.7. Transportation Improvement Program Station Area and Urban Center Plan Funding


For a number of station area and urban center plans, specific money was allotted via the Transportation Improvement Program (TIP) set-aside for Station Area Master Plan/Urban Centers (STAMP/UC). The objective of this funding is to foster the advancement of the financially restricted rapid transit system, at both present and potential rapid transit station sites, while concurrently enabling the growth of urban centers recognized as part of the Metro Vision plan.




4.3.8. Regional Scenario Analysis


The Denver Regional Council of Governments (DRCOG) has been involved in assessments to evaluate the regional benefits of a growth strategy centered around urban centers since the implementation of the Metro Vision 2020 plan. The advantages of developments with a polycentric pattern connected by a thorough multi-modal transportation infrastructure have constantly been underlined by DRCOG by examining several growth scenarios that prioritize alternative ways to steer development within the Denver region. The latest scenario analysis carried out for the regional transportation plan of 2050 reiterates the aforementioned discoveries. The scenario labeled “Centers + Transit” exhibits superior performance compared with other scenarios, as evidenced by a noteworthy reduction of 24 percent in vehicle miles traveled, a threefold surge in walking and cycling trips, and a sixfold surge in transit trips.




4.3.9. Transit-Oriented Development Strategy (TOD)


Although DRCOG does not have a regional transit-oriented development strategy or vision, both the city and the county of Denver and the Regional Transportation District (RTD), the region’s transit agency that serves seven of the nine member counties of DRCOG, do have them. Denver’s Transit-Oriented Development Strategic Plan, “Transit Oriented Denver”, provides guidance for public and private investment near rail stations. It contains both city-wide recommendations and action items intended for station areas. In addition, in 2021, the RTD Board approved the Equitable Transit-Oriented Development Policy, which encourages the development of affordable housing on RTD property near high-frequency transit stations. The ETOD policy allows for a partial or complete replacement of existing park-and-ride lots, shared parking, and a reduction in land price in exchange for affordable housing.






5. Discussion


To gain a deeper insight into the inner workings of each region, we interviewed individuals from regional planning organizations (MPOs), central cities, and transit operators in each region. We also conducted a thorough document review of regional-level policies, procedures, and processes to identify those geared toward the implementation of polycentric urban forms.



The case of Portland exemplifies a region distinguished by its advanced implementation of polycentric development strategies. Different entities, such as the metropolitan planning organization (MPO), the city, and the transit authority, are tasked with promoting polycentric development and advancing a broader regional vision. Notable about this region is the expansive land use authority granted to Portland Metro, thereby endowing the MPO with greater influence compared with other MPOs that are primarily concerned with transportation planning and expenditure. The expanded jurisdiction enables the formulation of regional strategies to curtail urban sprawl and promote concentrated growth, which are then implemented across multiple venues, including municipal, community, and transportation sectors. Interviews with multiple agencies, including the City of Portland and TriMet, disclosed the implementation of innovative policies intended to guide the development of centers. This paper provides empirical evidence validating the achievement of the Portland region’s polycentric development pattern. This outcome was expected due to the comprehensive policy initiatives that have been outlined.



Portland is a notable example of effective collaborative regional governance in which land use and transportation planning are coordinated. The findings from the informant interviews indicate that each agency has an acute awareness of how their respective initiatives contribute to the larger regional context and are in harmony with the initiatives of other agencies. MPO officials articulate the elevated regional perspective with aplomb, elucidating the distinct policy structures that supervise regional planning and the execution of collective objectives, such as polycentric development. TriMet and the City of Portland have significant roles in this process even to the point that the city has a center-based land use map that looks very similar to the MPOs’, though on a smaller scale.



In the Seattle metropolitan area, multiple levels of government collaborate as an example of integrated regional planning to achieve a common goal of polycentric development. The Seattle Metropolitan Planning Organization (PSRC) possesses more authority than standard MPOs, akin to Portland. This elevated status enables the PSRC to promote a regional development agenda through policies such as the Regional Centers Framework, the Growth Boundary, and the Regional Growth Strategy. PSRC has the authority to implement these policies by endorsing or mandating modifications to comprehensive plans, in contrast to the discretionary nature of guidance from many MPOs. This measure ensures that the municipalities within the region adhere to the regional goals, which include the promotion of concentrated development.



Moreover, Sound Transit and the City of Seattle aim to establish a polycentric region. The municipality has implemented several policies with a particular emphasis on centralized development, such as a tiered system of centers that concentrates growth in suitable zones. The municipality has developed its own Growth Strategy, which conforms to the regional approach while considering the city’s unique circumstances. Expansion of vital transportation infrastructure is essential to directing growth in the Seattle region. Being a regional transit authority, Sound Transit is responsible for facilitating polycentric development through infrastructure development. As the region prepares for the United States’ largest public transit expansion, Sound Transit is working closely with other regional stakeholders, including the City and the MPO, to ensure that capital investments align with the goals of centered and responsible development.



The case study of the Denver region demonstrates the effective coordination of regional planning across multiple government levels in order to achieve a shared vision of urban centers and a polycentric development model. Diverse regional and local policies and instruments are employed to facilitate the development of new centers and the expansion of existing centers, particularly those located along the expanding regional rail transportation system administered by the RTD.



In contrast to Portland and Seattle, DRCOG relies on the voluntary cooperation of its constituent jurisdictions to implement its growth management strategy. By aggregating resources, the MPO, transit authority, and local governments have demonstrated the utmost level of effectiveness in planning and constructing interconnected urban centers. RTD’s investments in the regional transit system and DRCOG’s funding for station development are indispensable contributors to the collaborative effort.



As shown in Table 3, all three regions have in place the tools necessary for a successful implementation of the polycentric urban form—a clearly communicated vision and goals, a set of tools that provide guidance on how to achieve them—and measures to track and assess progress. Each of the long-range plans emphasizes the importance of managing growth and proactively directing new development into specifically designated centers throughout each region. While in the case of both Portland and Seattle, the MPOs have enough power to impose such goals on their regions, in Denver, local governments have collectively decided to direct a significant portion of growth and development to urban centers. To support and guide the implementation, all three regions have developed a strong suite of policies focused on managing growth and developing local centers, including thriving transit station areas. They also provided targeted funding to stimulate the growth of regional centers and transit station areas. Finally, they introduced tracking tools that allow for effective monitoring of progress.



Clear goals, a shared vision, implementation toolkits, and trackable performance measures are crucial for success. However, none would be possible without strong regional governance, either in the form of authority or cooperation. In the case of Portland, Seattle, and Denver (to a lesser extent), such governance exists.




6. Conclusions


Today, cities and regions across the United States are all facing very similar challenges. Brought about by a century-long rapid growth and unrestricted urban sprawl, the problems of air pollution, traffic congestion, inequity, and urban poverty have reached a gargantuan magnitude. To quote Anthony Downs, “urban sprawl has contributed to unexpected growth-related dilemmas that threaten the long-run viability of American society” [57] (p. 3). More importantly, these pressing issues are poorly addressed by ill-equipped and fragmented local governments. These dire circumstances have given a new impetus to the idea of strong regional governance, which first rose and quickly declined in the 1960s and 1970s swiftly defeated by localism [46]. In today’s reality, key urban planning decisions are often made at the regional level. Equally, the impacts of such decisions are also felt at the regional level. Although “we have become a nation of metropolitan regions, we have not developed consensus for the formation of metropolitan governments at the regional level” [46] (p. 509). Even though polycentric development offers realistic solutions to many of the daunting problems faced by fast-expanding urbanized areas, the regional governance necessary to implement it is mostly lacking.



The Portland, Seattle, and Denver regions are among the most successful regions in the country in terms of their successful implementation of growth management strategies and containing sprawl. All three have successfully put in place planning and procedural mechanisms promoting compact polycentric development. This success, however, would not have been possible without strong regional governance practiced by each of the three regions. While Portland Metro enjoys regime-like absolute powers [48], Seattle relies on highly collaborative and integrated regional planning, with the MPO playing a lead role as it possesses more authority than standard MPOs in the country. Denver, on the other hand, has managed to develop effective coordination of regional planning across multiple government levels based on a shared vision. In each instance, regional planning takes precedence over local preferences and ambitions. Similarly, each case demonstrates a different level of regional control.



It is indisputable that regional-level intervention is necessary for the successful combating of the problems currently haunting urbanized areas across the country. Such intervention clearly requires strong regional governance which, as shown by the three case studies presented in this research, may take very different forms ranging from total control (Portland) to purely voluntary cooperation (Denver). Each of the approaches exemplified by the three case studies emerged organically from the specific underlying political and social context of each place, but also each was deeply rooted in a conviction that a successful regional governance matters and in fact makes all the difference. Equally, each of the three approaches has its benefits and shortcomings.



This study provides examples that offer guidance and inspiration to planners across the country. It does not offer a prescriptive solution as there are many paths to success, but all of them rely heavily on effective regional governance.
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Figure 1. Location of the three regions used as case studies (source: authors). 
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Figure 2. Portland Metro area (marked in blue) (source: https://www.oregonmetro.gov (accessed on 10 January 2024)). 
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Figure 3. The 2040 Growth Concept Map (source: https://www.oregonmetro.gov/2040-growth-concept (accessed on 10 January 2024)). 
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Figure 4. Washington State Planning Framework. 
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Figure 5. Central Puget Sound Region Metropolitan Planning Area (source: https://www.psrc.org (accessed on 10 January 2024)). 
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Figure 6. Regional centers hierarchy and criteria (source https://www.psrc.org/our-work/centers (accessed on 10 January 2024)). 
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Figure 7. Regional growth and industrial centers map (source: https://www.psrc.org/our-work/centers, accessed on 10 January 2024). 
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Figure 8. Seattle region’s growth centers and high-capacity transit station areas (source: Vision 2050). 
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Figure 9. DRCOG’s member governments (source: https://drcog.org, accessed on 10 January 2024). 
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Figure 10. Denver regions’ urban centers (source: 2040 Metro Vision Regional Transportation Plan). 
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Table 1. The three regions and their MPOs.






Table 1. The three regions and their MPOs.





	Region/Main City
	MPO
	Number of Counties
	Number of Municipalities





	Seattle, WA
	Puget Sound Regional Council (PSRC)
	4
	73



	Portland, OR
	Portland Metro (METRO)
	3
	24



	Denver, CO
	Denver Regional Council of Governments (DRCOG)
	9
	50










 





Table 2. Socioeconomic highlights for three selected regions (source: Census Bureau Profiles, 2022).
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	Population
	Hispanic/Latino Population (%)
	Median Household Income
	Median Age





	Seattle, WA
	
	
	
	



	Seattle City
	737,015
	8.2%
	$115,409
	35.9



	Puget Sound Regional Council
	4,294,373
	11.1%
	$107,140
	37.8



	Portland, OR
	
	
	
	



	Portland City
	652,503
	11.1%
	$81,119
	38.5



	Portland Metro
	1,837,201
	13.7%
	$90,133
	39.4



	Denver, CO
	
	
	
	



	Denver City
	715,552
	27.9%
	$88,213
	35.1



	Denver Regional Council of Governments
	3,251,127
	22.7%
	$99,586
	37.5



	USA
	331,449,281
	18.7%
	$74,755
	39.0










 





Table 3. Policy tools used by each region.
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	PSRC (Seattle, WA)
	Metro (Portland, OR)
	DRCOG (Denver, CO)





	Policy/Document Type
	
	
	



	Long-range plan
	Vision 2050
	2040 Growth Concept
	Metro Vision 2040



	Urban growth management
	Washington Growth Management Act;

Urban Growth Area;

Regional Centers Framework;

Regional Growth Strategy;

Concurrency.
	Urban Growth Boundary;

Urban Growth Management Functional Plan.
	Connected urban centers (Metro Vision 2040)



	TOD program
	Growing Transit Strategy;

High-capacity transit station areas;

Equitable Transit Oriented Development Policy.
	Transit-Oriented Development Program;

Transit-Oriented Development Grants.
	Transit-Oriented Development Strategic Plan



	Funding
	Regional Centers Framework.
	2040 Planning and Development Grants Program.
	Transportation Improvement Program Station Area and Urban Center Plan Funding



	Tracking outcomes
	Global Monitoring Approach.
	State of the Centers Report.
	Status reports
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Existing Density: 18 activity
unitsfacre

Planned Density: 45 units/acre
Mix of uses: 15% of planned
residential and employment
activity within the center

Size: 200 acres min/640 acres
max

Transit: Existing or planned
fixed-route bus, regional bus,
BRT, service quality of frequent,
all-day (16 hrs), or high-
capacity.

Role: Serves as destination for
the county, planned to
accommodate significant
residential and employment
growth under Regional Growth
Strategy

Existing Density: 30 activity
units/acre "

Planned Density: 85 units/acre
Mix of uses: 15% of planned
residential and employment
activity within the center

Size: 320 acres min/640 acres
max

Transit: Existing or light rail,
commuter rail, ferry, or other
high-capacity service, service
quality of frequent, all-day (18
hrs), or high-capacity.

Role: Serves as destination for

the county, planned to
accommodate significant
residential and employment
growth under Regional Growth
Strategy

Existing Jobs: 10,000+
Planned Jobs: 20,000+
Industrial Employment: 50%+
Transit: If center is within
transit service area—existing or
planned frequent local,
express, or flexible transit
service. If outside of transit
service area—documented
strategies to reduce commute
impacts.

Infrastructure: Existence of
irreplaceable industrial
infrastructure.

Zoning: At least 75% zoned for
core industrial uses.
Strategies: Industrial retention
strategies in place.
Significance: Regional

Size: 2,000 acres+

Existing Jobs: 4,000+

Planned Jobs: 10,000+
Industrial Employment: 50%+
Transit: If center is within
transit service area—existing or
planned