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ndy Caldwell interviewed Stanley Kurtz on his 
radio show about his new book, Spreading the 
Wealth: How Obama Is Robbing the Suburbs to 
Pay for the Cities.  Mr. Kurtz is a senior fellow 

at the Ethics and Public Policy Center. The article below is 
adapted from his new book. The article originally appeared 
in the National Review On Line. 

President Obama is not a fan of America’s suburbs. Indeed, 
he intends to abolish them. With suburban voters set to be 
the swing constituency of the 2012 election, the 
administration’s plans for this segment of the electorate 
deserve scrutiny. Obama is a longtime supporter of 
“regionalism,” the idea that the suburbs should be folded 
into the cities, merging schools, housing, transportation, and 
above all taxation. To this end, the president has already put 
programs in place designed to push the country toward a 
sweeping social transformation in a possible second term. 
The goal: income equalization via a massive redistribution 
of suburban tax money to the cities.   

Obama’s plans to undercut the political and economic 
independence of America’s suburbs reach back decades. The 
community organizers who trained him in the mid-1980s 
blamed the plight of cities on taxpayer “flight” to suburbia. 
Beginning in the mid-1990s, Obama’s mentors at the 
Gamaliel Foundation (a community-organizing network 
Obama helped found) formally dedicated their efforts to the 
budding fight against suburban “sprawl.” From his positions 
on the boards of a couple of left-leaning Chicago 
foundations, Obama channeled substantial financial support 
to these efforts. On entering politics, he served as a 
dedicated ally of his mentors’ anti-suburban activism. 

The alliance endures. One of Obama’s original trainers, 
Mike Kruglik, has hived off a new organization called 
Building One America, which continues Gamaliel’s anti-
suburban crusade under another name. Kruglik and his close 
allies, David Rusk and Myron Orfield, intellectual leaders of 
the “anti-sprawl” movement, have been quietly working 
with the Obama administration for years on an ambitious 
program of social reform. 

In July of 2011, Kruglik’s Building One America held a 
conference at the White House. Orfield and Rusk made 
presentations, and afterwards Kruglik personally met with 
the president in the Oval Office. The ultimate goal of the 
movement led by Kruglik, Rusk, and Orfield is quite  

literally to abolish the suburbs. Knowing that this could 
never happen through outright annexation by nearby cities, 
they’ve developed ways to coax suburbs to slowly forfeit 
their independence. 

One approach is to force suburban residents into densely 
packed cities by blocking development on the outskirts of 
metropolitan areas, and by discouraging driving with a 
blizzard of taxes, fees, and regulations. Step two is to move 
the poor out of cities by imposing low-income-housing 
quotas on development in middle-class suburbs. Step three is 
to export the controversial “regional tax-base sharing” 
scheme currently in place in the Minneapolis–St. Paul area 
to the rest of the country. Under this program, a portion of 
suburban tax money flows into a common regional pot, 
which is then effectively redistributed to urban, and a few 
less well-off “inner-ring” suburban, municipalities. 

The Obama administration, stocked with “regionalist” 
appointees, has been advancing this ambitious plan quietly 
for the past four years. Efforts to discourage driving and to 
press development into densely packed cities are justified by 
reference to fears of global warming. Leaders of the crusade 
against “sprawl” very consciously use environmental 
concerns as a cover for their redistributive schemes. 

The centerpiece of the Obama administration’s anti-
suburban plans is a little-known and seemingly modest 
program called the Sustainable Communities Initiative. The 
“regional planning grants” funded under this initiative — 
many of them in battleground states like Florida, Virginia, 
and Ohio — are set to recommend redistributive policies, as 
well as transportation and development plans, designed to 
undercut America’s suburbs. Few have noticed this because 
the program’s goals are muffled in the impenetrable jargon 
of “sustainability,” while its recommendations are to be 
unveiled only in a possible second Obama term. 

Obama’s former community-organizing mentors and 
colleagues want the administration to condition future 
federal aid on state adherence to the recommendations 
served up by these anti-suburban planning commissions. 
That would quickly turn an apparently modest set of 
regional-planning grants into a lever for sweeping social 
change. 

In light of Obama’s unbroken history of collaboration with 
his organizing mentors on this anti-suburban project, and his 
proven willingness to impose ambitious policy agendas on 
the country through heavy-handed regulation, this project 
seems likely to advance. 

A second and equally ambitious facet of Obama’s anti-
suburban blueprint involves the work of Kruglik’s Building 
One America. Traditionally, Alinskyite community  
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organizers mobilize leftist church groups. Kruglik’s group 
goes a step further by organizing not only the religious left 
but politicians from relatively less-well-off inner-ring 
suburbs. The goal is to build coalitions between urban and 
inner-ring suburban state legislators, in a bid to force 
regional tax-base sharing on middle-class suburbanites. That 
is how the practice came to Minnesota.  

The July 2011 White House conference, gathering inner-ring 

suburban politicians for presentations by Rusk and Orfield, 
was an effort to place the prestige of the Obama 
administration behind Kruglik’s organizing efforts. A multi-
state battle over regional tax-base “sharing,” abetted by the 
president, would usher in divisive class warfare on a scale 
likely to dwarf the puny efforts of Occupy Wall Street. 

Obama’s little-known plans to undermine the political and 
economic autonomy of America’s suburbs constitute a 

policy initiative similar in 
ambition to health-care reform, 
the stimulus, or “cap-and-trade.” 
Obama’s anti-suburban plans 
also supply the missing link that 
explains his administration’s 
overall policy architecture. 

Since the failure of Lyndon 
Johnson’s War on Poverty and 
the collapse of federal urban 
policy, leftist theorists of 
community organizing have 
advocated a series of moves 
designed to quietly redistribute 
tax money to the cities. Health-
care reform and federal 
infrastructure spending (as in 
the stimulus) are backed by 
organizers as the best ways to 
reconstitute an urban policy 
without directly calling it that. 
A campaign against suburban 
“sprawl” under the guise of 
environmentalism is the next 
move. Open calls for suburban 
tax-base “sharing” are the final 
and most controversial link in 
the chain of a reconstituted and 
redistributive urban policy. 
President Obama is following 
this plan. 

M i d d l e - c l a s s  s u b u r b a n 
supporters of the president take 
note. It isn’t just the pocket-
books of the “1 percent” he’s 
after; it’s yours. 
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SCHOLARLY BRITISH STUDY DEBUNKS “SMART GROWTH”1                 

he Journal of the American Planning 
Association (APA) ,which has been a major 
supporter of “smart growth”,  has published a 

very striking article reporting an extensive official British 
Study of the alleged benefits of “smart growth” and 
“sustainability” ( what the British call  “promotion of the 
compact city”)  GUESS WHAT?  

“CLAIMS THAT COMPACTON WILL MAKE CITIES 
MORE SUSTAINABLE LACK CONCLUSIVE 
SUPPORTING EVIDENCE AS TO THE 
ENVIRONMENTAL AND, PARTICULARLY 
ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL EFFECTS”  

The whole doctrinal triad of environment, economics, and 
social equity is debunked as follows: 

The paradigm of city planning in recent decades has been to 
promote the compact city of dense development focused 
around urban centers of employment and local services to 
reduce the need to travel long distances and to make cities 
more vibrant. This is a reaction against sprawl induced by 
the near universal use of private automobiles. Claims that 
compaction will make cities more sustainable have been 
debated for some time, but they lack conclusive supporting 
evidence as to the environmental and, particularly, 
economic and social effects. Ewing, Bartholomew, 
Winkelman, Walters, and Chen (2007) and the Commission 
for Integrated Transport (2009) provide good reviews. The 
Transport Research Board (2009) analyzed studies based on 
observed data of U.S. cities to investigate the claim that 
compaction reduces vehicular travel, and concluded that it 
had a very modest effect (a conclusion very much in line 
with results we discuss below). It, nevertheless, retained an 
optimistic view that there may be benefits under some 
scenarios that it could not actually find in practice. The 
neglect of the economic and social costs of compaction is a 
significant omission in the Transport Research Board’s 
argument. 

CONCLUSIONS 

THE CURRENT PLANNING POLICY STRATEGIES FOR 
LAND USE AND TRANSPORT HAVE VIRTUALLY NO 
IMPACT ON THE MAJOR LONG-TERM INCREASES IN 
RESOURCE AND ENERGY CONSUMPTION 

THEY GENERALLY TEND TO INCREASE COSTS AND 
REDUCE ECONOMIC COMPETITIVENESS 

The current planning policy strategies for land use and 
transport have virtually no impact on the major long-term 
increases in resource and energy consumption. They 

generally tend to increase costs and reduce economic 
competitiveness. The relatively small differences between 
options are overwhelmed by the impacts of socioeconomic 
change and population growth. The differences between 
land use and transport policies are greater for a smaller 
area with pressure for growth as in the CSR. The impacts of 
a policy, though, tend to even out when applied over a 
larger, more diverse area. 

Smart growth principles should not unquestioningly promote 
increasing levels of compaction on the basis of reducing 
energy consumption without also considering its potential 
negative consequences. In many cases, the potential 
socioeconomic consequences of less housing choice, 
crowding, and congestion may outweigh its very modest 
CO2 reduction benefits. 

Achieving the targets on reducing CO2 emissions can be 
more effectively pursued using technological improvements 
such as switching to non-fossil energy sources. This can also 
be achieved by substantial behavioral changes such as 
shifting from the automobile to public transport. The latter 
demands strong incentives or penalties to make a significant 
difference, which would have a detrimental effect on some of 
the social and economic indicators. 

Relying on technological improvements is arguably more 
plausible because it has been estimated that they can 
contribute an order of magnitude to the abatement of CO2 
emissions for transport (King, 2007; McKinsey & Company, 
2010) and buildings (MacKay, 2009). 

Creating successful communities means first having broader 
planning objectives. Appropriate green technologies 
designed along ecological principles can be included to 
reduce the environmental impacts. Urban form can affect 
the feasibility of introducing green technologies. Ground 
source heat pumps, for instance, require relatively low 
density development, while combined heat and power 
systems require a concentration of activities provided by 
compact forms of development. These interrelationships 
between urban form and green technologies are being 
explored by further ongoing research (see  

 

Continued on page 5 . . .  

_________________________ 
1 Marcial H. Echenique, Anthony J. Hargreaves, Gordon Mitchell & Anil Namdeo 
(2012): Growing Cities Sustainably, Journal of the American Planning Association, 
78:2, 121-137 
 
To link to this article: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2012.666731   
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www.regionalvisions. ac.uk) to reach a broader 
understanding of the sustainability of spatial planning 
policies. 

COMPACTION 

THE REALTIONSHIP BETWEEN COMPACTION 
(“SMART GROWTH”) AND ENERGY SAVINGS HAS 
BEEN DISCREDITED 

Compaction has been promoted in the United Kingdomby 
Richard Rogers’s Urban Task Force Rogers, 1999), which 
led to a White Paper on Urban Renaissance and policy 
advice (e.g., Department for Communities and Local 
Government, 2005). The main recommendations were to 
focus development at much higher densities within cities, 
mainly on brownfield land, and to invest in public transport. 
The policy assumes development is focused around a strong 
urban center where most commercial activity takes place. 
Compaction is often promoted as the urban form best able to 
lower CO2 emissions. A basic premise behind the 
prescription for higher density was an assumed relationship 
between density and fuel consumption proposed by Newman 
and Kenworthy (1989), who concluded that high-density 
cities consume less energy. This relationship has been 
discredited as the causality cannot be attributed solely to 

density determining fuel consumption; it has been 
demonstrated that density plays a small part in energy 
consumption if the price of fuel and other automobile travel 
costs, relative to income, is included in the analysis (I. 
Gordon, 1997). A more plausible causal explanation is that 
in those cities that have cheap travel, people tend to travel 
further in order to have more living space, as prices are 
lower outside central areas. Thus, transport cost is the cause 
of density rather than density being the cause of lower fuel 
consumption. 

England has been on the “smart growth course” far longer 
than the United States.  Hopefully this article and the facts 
will help alert planners, elected officials and the general 
public to the failure of this policy.  As we have constantly 
warned, “smart growth” is not about resource protection and 
service efficiency. It is about eroding property rights, 
undermining the economy and capitalism, and creating an 
environment conducive to expanding the power, functions, 
and centralization of the generic state. 
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laintiffs are appealing Los Angeles County’s 
requirement of a bag “charge” because they say 
the charge is a violation of Proposition 26 passed 

by voters in 2010. You might remember Proposition 26 – 
another in a long line of measures the voters have approved 
to put some control over taxes and what government 
bureaucrats fondly call “revenue enhancements,” which 
come under different names.  

Under Proposition 26, voters demanded a vote on “any levy, 
charge or exaction of any kind.” Los Angeles County 
decided to put a charge on paper bags when plastic bags 
were eliminated. However, L.A. officials declared that the 
government wasn’t collecting a fee for the use of paper bags 
it was the retail establishments that were collecting the fee. 
It so happens that those establishments were using the fee 
for purposes outlined by the government: For costs 
associated with complying with the ordinance; for actual 
costs providing recyclable bags; and for educational 
materials or campaigns for reusable bags.  

As I wrote last year when the original lawsuit was filed by 
plastic bag manufacturer Hilex Poly and residents charged 
for using paper bags in place of plastic: “There is a 
precedent setting nature to this lawsuit. At issue: Can 
businesses be required to collect monies and spend them on 

programs advocated by the government that requires the 
charge? Is that not another way to tax?”  

Upholding the will of the voters requiring a vote on such 
charges is an important test given that this is one of the first 
court challenges to Proposition 26’s mandate. When the 
Superior Court ruled against the plaintiffs, they decided to 
appeal because of the precedent setting nature involving the 
recently approved law. Said James Parrinello, senior 
litigation partner at Nielsen Merksamer Parrinello Gross & 
Leoni representing the plaintiffs, “L.A. County’s ten-cent 
bag ‘charge’ clearly violates the voters’ will. We are 
confident in our case as it moves to the appellate court and 
believe the courts ultimately will strike down the illegal bag 
tax imposed by L.A. County.”  

Given the voters echo of the two-thirds vote requirement to 
approve taxes and fees over three decades — Prop 13 
(1978), Prop 62 (1986), Prop 218 (1996), Prop 26 (2010), — 
one has to wonder when elected officials will get the 
message that the voters keep repeating.   

_______________ 
1 About The Author:  Joel Fox is the founder of Fox and Hounds, a blog covering 
California's news as it impacts the business community. Originally posted at 
www.foxandhoundsdaily.com 

TAXES IN THE BAG–PAPER AND PLASTIC THAT IS 
By Joel Fox1 

P 

BAG BAN STARTS OCTOBER 1, 2012 

n San Luis Obispo County the single use bag ban 
will be inflicted on the people starting October 1, 
2012.  In addition to making it illegal for stores to 

supply customers with single use plastic bags, the stores will 
be required to charge customers at least ten cents for each 
paper bag that they are offered.  The Integrated Waste 
Management Authority (IWMA), which is a derivative 
board composed of the five supervisors and a representative 
of each of the cities within San Luis Obispo County met on 
Wednesday, September 12, and discovered that its staff had 
provided an ineffectual information campaign with respect 
to the start of the onerous program.  Apparently, the staff 
had focused most of its efforts on visiting the 332 stores that 
are subject to the ordinance in an effort to prepare them for 
the imposition of the ordinance.  Meanwhile, consumers 
have been calling IWMA board members asking why they 
have seen no real publicity.  Some stores have placed 
stickers near cash registers announcing the advent of the 
program, but so far there has been little warning or 
explanation.  It is expected that IWMA staff will scramble to 
place ads in newspapers. 

The law provides for fines and even jail time for stores that 
willfully fail to come into compliance after warnings from 
the IWMA staff.  The public has little immediate recourse in 
the short term.  The public should not lose sight of the 
broader picture, which includes a variety of noxious and 
intrusive legislation led by the current Board of Supervisors 
majority, including Bruce Gibson, Adam Hill, and outgoing 
Board member Jim Patterson.  Remember that several weeks 
ago these Board members voted to impose a so-called Green 
Building ordinance, that will burden homeowners who wish 
to conduct home improvements and renovations with a nasty 
$500-dollar so-called “energy audit” that becomes part of 
the public record at the County Building Inspection 
Department.  This is regarded as the first step toward a 
further intrusion that would require that owners actually pay 
for the expensive energy upgrades, which include insulation, 
new windows, new heating and air conditioning systems, 
and expensive water system improvements before they are 
allowed to sell their home.  For now the best approach is to 
appear at general public comment sessions of the Board of 
Supervisors (generally around 9:30 on Tuesday mornings) 
and express your disgust.    

I 
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P.O. Box 13601 
San Luis Obispo, CA 93406 

DONATE!  

We need and appreciate your support!  

Help COLAB protect your property rights!  

COLAB’s mission is to promote the common business interests of its members by providing in-
formation and education on issues which have or may have an impact on its membership.  

To achieve its mission, COLAB will engage in political activities which promote those common business inter-
ests and, in doing so, foster a positive image for agriculture, business, and labor in the community. COLAB 
represents is members before the SLO County Board of Supervisors and any other local or national governing 
body. If necessary, we will take legal or administrative action for the mutual benefit of the members. 

COLAB is a 501 ©(6) non-profit organization. However, by law your donation  is not tax deductible.  

 

 

You may donate by  
sending a check to this address:  
PO Box 13601, San Luis Obispo, CA 93406 


