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tlanta has been one of the fastest-grow-
ing regions in the nation in recent years,
accommodating great population growth—
three times the national average—and
even faster job growth. However, the ben-
efits of that growth have not been very
unevenly spread within the region, rein-

forcing existing inequality across people and places. 

Despite a strong economy, the way the Atlanta metro-
politan area is growing is hurting all types of commu-
nities.

Large areas of the city of Atlanta remain troubled, and
a group of suburbs is experiencing similar strains.

In these areas, the problems associated with con-
centrated poverty—everything from high crime to poor
health—place a significant burden on municipal
resources, discourage investment and dramatically
limit the opportunities of residents. For example,
Atlanta’s Pittsburgh neighborhood is still struggling to
recover from a dramatic downturn in the neighbor-
hood’s fortunes that first occurred in the 1970s. It still
faces poverty levels more than five times the regional
average, household income less than a third of the
average and unemployment more than three times the
average.

On the region’s fringes, the region’s rapid popula-
tion growth has bred a pattern of low-density develop-
ment that is taxing the fiscal resources of local govern-
ments as they struggle to keep up with needed schools,
roads and sewer systems.

Even the most affluent suburbs—many located on
the region’s north and northeast—are witnessing dis-
appearing open space and growing traffic congestion
that threaten their quality of life. 

High levels of racial and income segregation continue
to drastically limit the opportunities available to
large segments of the population.

The Atlanta metropolitan area is highly segregated by
income and race. The degree of segregation by income
in the region’s schools actually increased during the
1990s and it remains difficult to separate poverty from
race and ethnicity. Despite the region’s growing black
middle class, minority students are seven times more
likely to attend high poverty
schools than white students. 

Even as many people of color move to the suburbs,
particularly those of Gwinnett, Cobb and Douglas
counties, racial segregation in the region remains high.
In 2000, 65 percent of minority students in elementary
schools would have had to change schools in order to
achieve an identical racial mix in each building—the
same level as in 1990.

There are wide disparities in the ability of local gov-
ernments to raise revenues to meet basic public
needs.

Georgia’s state and local finance system makes local
governments in the Atlanta region highly dependent
on property taxes to pay for public services. This pits
the region’s local governments against one another in a
competition for the kind of development that
enhances tax base.

Tax base is distributed very unevenly across the
region. In fact, for all localities in the region to generate
the same revenue from their local bases, municipalities
with the lowest tax bases would have to tax residents at
over five times the rate of those with the highest tax bases.

Fiscal disparities extend to schools as well. Over
half of the region’s school children are enrolled in dis-

Executive Summary
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tricts facing high costs—stemming from rapid growth
or high poverty—with low or moderate fiscal resources.
These disparities hurt not only older communities in
the region’s core, but also fast-growing bedroom com-
munities at the region’s edge.

Large segments of the area’s population cannot
afford to live in the region’s growing job centers.

Competition among local governments for tax base
creates strong incentives for them to limit their supply
of affordable housing in order to attract high-end
residential and commercial developments that gener-
ate more in revenue than they require in service costs.
Aggregated over the entire region, this process gener-
ates a very uneven distribution of affordable housing
and an overall shortage for the region’s lowest income
households.

The availability of housing affordable to low- and
moderate-income households in the Atlanta area
declined during the 1990s. The problem is most severe
for low-income households, but even at higher income
levels, the spatial distribution of affordable housing is
very uneven. The fastest growing job centers, located
in the north and northeast of the region, have dispro-
portionately severe shortages of affordable housing.
Most affordable housing is in the city of Atlanta, the
communities immediately to its south and older,
incorporated communities on the region’s outskirts.

The distribution of affordable housing in the Atlanta
region reinforces inequalities and hurts the economy.

The uneven distribution of affordable housing across
the region reinforces existing patterns of racial and
income segregation. The spatial mismatch
between jobs and affordable housing contributes to the
socio-economic isolation of many minority residents,
who find it increasingly hard to access the job centers of
the north and the northeast due to limited affordable
housing alternatives and lack of public transportation.

The mismatch also exacerbates the problems of
traffic congestion and lengthy commutes, which not
only reduce the quality of life of all the region’s resi-
dents but also create additional costs for the region’s
economy. In 2000, the Atlanta metropolitan area
ranked third among U.S. metropolitan areas in terms
of the median travel time to work, and during the
1990s it experienced the greatest increase in median
travel time in the entire country.

Atlanta’s affordable housing shortage
is a regional problem.

Affordable housing shortfalls tend to be greatest in the
areas of the region with the highest tax bases, greatest
job growth and lowest poverty in schools. These areas
could therefore absorb significant amounts of afford-
able housing without risking damage to their fiscal
condition. The clear implication is that the region is in
a position to reap the significant economic and social
benefits from distributing affordable housing more
evenly—including shorter commutes
and lower costs of dealing with the effects of highly
concentrated poverty— without serious injury to areas
that accept more affordable housing.

All types of places in the Atlanta region would benefit
from regional reforms.

Broad policy areas where regional reforms are most
needed to combat the uneven development of the
region include:

• Greater tax equity to equalize resources among local
governments

• Smarter land-use planning to support more sustain-
able development practices

• New affordable housing initiatives to expand oppor-
tunities for low- and moderate-income residents and
promote integrated schools and neighborhoods

• Strengthened metropolitan governance to give all
communities a voice in regional decision-making

Change is possible.

Cooperative efforts like these can reduce inequalities
among communities, encourage regional economic
development efforts, promote environmentally sen-
sitive development and expand the opportunities of
the state’s most vulnerable residents. Such endeavors
are already in effect throughout the country, and
have impassioned, thoughtful advocates in the
Atlanta region.
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Metropatterns
tlanta has been one of the most dynamic
regions in the U.S. in recent years. It gained
more than 640,000 new jobs during the
1990s—representing a 42 percent increase
in employment in one decade. Its popula-
tion grew by nearly 40 percent, three
times faster than the nation as a whole.1

However, the benefits of this growth have not been
spread evenly across the region. Gains in jobs and pop-
ulation have occurred disproportionately in the north-
ern and northeastern suburbs.2 Concentrated poverty,
on the other hand, continued to destabilize schools
and neighborhoods in Atlanta, nearby suburbs to the
south and further afield in places like Douglasville and
Conyers. Even parts of relatively well-off counties like
Gwinnett and Cobb, including Marietta, Norcross and
Lilburn, experienced growing poverty in the last
decade (See Maps 2, 4 and 6).

The social, educational and economic needs asso-
ciated with concentrated poverty dramatically limit the
life opportunities of residents, discourage investment
by families and businesses in these neighborhoods,
and place a significant burden on the resources of
these areas. Ultimately, people living in these high-
poverty neighborhoods become isolated from the edu-
cational, employment and social opportunities avail-
able to residents in other parts of the region—a trend
that makes it extremely difficult for them to participate
fully in the metropolitan economy.

A related consequence of uneven population and
job growth in the Atlanta region is sprawl.
Concentrations of poverty in the inner part of the
region contribute to sprawling development patterns
at the edges of the region, as the core communities
become less desirable places to live or to locate busi-
nesses. The resulting pressure to accommodate
population growth elsewhere introduces a host of

social and fiscal pressures. In the 1990s, population
grew by more than 50 percent in nine of the region’s 20
counties.3 All are on the fringes of the region where
infrastructure is least likely to already exist. Many of
these areas must accommodate this growth with
only modest fiscal resources. 

The same patterns of metropolitan growth that lead
to especially poor and isolated neighborhoods in the
central city are also creating significant fiscal
and social stress in some inner suburbs and in older
incorporated towns on the urban edge. While the
social problems in these areas are generally not as
severe as in the poorest city neighborhoods, they
reflect growing instability that could lead to rapid
social decline.

In particular, inner suburbs—lacking a central busi-
ness district, older neighborhoods with strong housing
stock capable of gentrification and arts and cultural
amenities—can be even more vulnerable than the cen-
tral city. For this reason, as poverty and social instabili-
ty cross the city limits, problems often accelerate and
intensify. Increasing social stress in schools and
neighborhoods, the loss of local businesses and jobs,
and the erosion or slower-than-average growth of the
local tax bases are symptoms of this decline. Parts of
DeKalb, Clayton and south Fulton counties show signs
of these stresses.

Many outer suburban communities in the
region are also struggling with lower than average fiscal
resources. In places like Spalding, Carroll, Bartow and
Newton counties, this problem is combined with pock-
ets of poverty to create significant stress. In others,
including places like Henry, Paulding, Coweta, Barrow,
Gwinnett, Fayette and Walton counties, low or modest
fiscal capacity combined with high growth rates cre-
ates a different kind of stress. As these suburbs grow,
they initially seem to offer an alternative to the dis-



tressed and declining communities at the core of
the region. Still allowing relatively easy access to the
jobs and cultural amenities of the central city, they can
also offer higher-achieving schools, lower land
costs, new homes, more space, less congested streets,
and lower taxes.

Eventually, however, the costs of growth can exceed
the ability of local taxpayers to pay for it. Many com-
munities experience fiscal stress as they struggle
to keep up with the demand and the costs of new
schools, roads, sewers, parks, and many other public
services. The fiscal stress associated with the costs of
rapid, low-density residential growth frequently forces
local governments to engage in wasteful competition
with one another, as each attempts to add lucrative
residential, commercial and industrial properties to its
local tax base. Generally, only a few communities are
successful in this competition, while most fall further
and further behind in their attempts to get ahead.

The winners of this competition, which include
communities in Forsyth and north Fulton counties,
enjoy plentiful local resources and bear few of the
region’s social costs. It is in these places where the
most expensive homes are built, where commercial
and industrial development is most lucrative, and
where the social strains associated with poverty are
practically nonexistent. Eventually, however, these
winners become victims of their own success. Open
spaces that first drew people are soon lost to develop-
ment and traffic congestion rises as the concentration
of regional shopping and employment centers increas-
es. These communities soon resemble the urban cen-
ters that its residents and businesses were attempting
to avoid. Further, many employees of the businesses in
these new employment centers cannot afford to live in
expensive local housing, forcing them to drive long
distances or look elsewhere for work. In fact, in 2001,
residents of the region had the longest daily vehicle-
miles traveled per capita after the residents of

Houston—35.6 miles.4 Moreover, the Atlanta metropol-
itan area experienced the highest increase in median
travel time in the entire country – a jump from 24.8
minutes in 1990 to 29.5 minutes in 2000.5 As a result,
an increasing number of businesses in these areas are
finding it difficult to fill positions as they grow.

Competition among cities and counties for a larger
tax base also creates strong incentives for local govern-
ments to limit their supply of affordable housing. In
their attempt to attract high-end residential and com-
mercial developments, many local governments
resort to exclusionary zoning practices that limit
affordable housing within their borders.6 Aggregated
over the entire region, this process creates very uneven
distributions of affordable housing and often results in
absolute shortages.

Both problems are evident in the Atlanta region.
The distribution of affordable housing is very uneven.
The fastest growing job centers in the northern and
northeastern parts of the region contain little afford-
able housing, even for moderate-income households.
Most of the existing stock of affordable housing is clus-
tered around the city of Atlanta, the communities to
the immediate south of the city, and in a few parts of
the outermost suburbs. This distribution reinforces
existing patterns of racial and income segregation.

The spatial mismatch between jobs and affordable
housing contributes to the growing socio-economic
isolation of many minority residents, who find it
increasingly hard to access the job centers of the north
and the northeast due to limited affordable housing
alternatives and lack of public transportation. The mis-
match also exacerbates the problems of traffic
congestion and lengthy commutes— problems that
reduce the quality of life of all the region’s residents.

Uneven growth also hurts the overall performance
of the regional economy. A growing body of research
shows the interconnectedness of central cities and
suburban areas within metropolitan economies. One
study of 78 metropolitan areas, for instance, found
that median household incomes of central cities and
suburbs move up and down together in most U. S.
metropolitan areas and that the strength of this rela-
tionship appears to be increasing.7 Another study of 48
metropolitan areas found that metropolitan areas
with the smallest gap between city and suburban
incomes had the greatest regional job growth.8 These
and other studies argue that cities and suburbs within
a metropolitan area are interdependent and that
when social and economic disparities are minimized,
the region is stronger.

5
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Atlanta’s historic Pittsburgh
neighborhood, located just south
of downtown, is the quintessential
loser of regional patterns that
concentrate poverty and fiscal
stress in core areas. Despite
pockets of stability, the neighbor-
hood faces a variety of challenges,
including high levels of poverty,
low incomes and deteriorating
housing stock. These indicators
help illustrate how even impres-
sive local efforts to revitalize
struggling core communities have
limited long-term success unless
they are accompanied by regional
policies that break the pattern of
economic and physical decentral-
ization.

Population and poverty 

Decline in the Pittsburgh neighbor-
hood goes back decades. The
neighborhood was hardest hit in
the 1970s, when it lost 44 percent
of its population and the poverty
rate skyrocketed from 29 to 48
percent (Table 1). (The regional
poverty rate was steady at about
12 percent during the 1970s.) 

Despite more favorable
regional economic conditions in
the 1980s and 1990s, the neigh-
borhood continued to decline.
Population continued to shrink,
though at a slower rate. The loss-
es were especially significant in a
period when the population of the

Atlanta metropolitan area
boomed. In the 1990s, for exam-
ple, the neighborhood lost 10 per-
cent of its population, while the
region grew by 40 percent. During
the same period, the city of
Atlanta grew by 6 percent.

Likewise, the neighborhood’s
poverty rate dipped slightly during
the 1980s and 1990s, but still
remained above 40 percent, a
common threshold for extreme
poverty.9 The problems associated
with concentrated poverty make it
difficult for residents to interact
with mainstream society, under-
mine their employment opportuni-
ties and limit their educational
achievements.

Reflecting trends in the neigh-
borhood as a whole, Pittsburgh’s
remaining elementary school
shows a disproportionately high
share of poor students. The per-
centage of elementary school stu-
dents who qualified for free lunch-
es—82 percent—was almost 2.5
times the percentage for the
entire Atlanta metro area in 2000,
and slightly higher than in the city
of Atlanta as a whole.  

Concentrated poverty in
Pittsburgh disproportionately
harms people of color, who have
made up more than 95 of students
enrolled in the neighborhood’s ele-
mentary school since the 1990s
and more than 97 percent of the

neighborhood population since the
1970s. 

Educational attainment
and employment 

Along with high levels of poverty
have come low levels of educa-
tional attainment and employment.
In fact, in 1990, the percentage of
people in the Pittsburgh neighbor-
hood with less than ninth-grade
education—22 percent—was
more than twice the correspon-
ding percentage in the city of
Atlanta, and almost three times
the percentage in the entire met-
ropolitan area. The discrepancy
remained in 2000. Similarly, the
percentages of people with high
school and college degrees in the
city of Atlanta and the Atlanta
metropolitan area far exceeded
the percentages of people with
similar degrees in the Pittsburgh
neighborhood in both years (Table
1). As a result of these and other
factors, by 2000, the unemploy-
ment rate in Pittsburgh was
almost four times higher than the
regional unemployment rate. 

The decentralization of jobs in
the metro area exacerbates these
patterns. From 1990 to 2000, the
neighborhood lost 22 percent of
its jobs, and the number of jobs in
the city of Atlanta grew by just 3.6
percent. Once again, these
changes in the core came in a

The Local Effects of Unbalanced Regional Growth:

The Pittsburgh Neighborhood 

6



decade when the Atlanta metro
area as a whole gained jobs at an
impressive rate of 37 percent.

The employment opportunities
of Pittsburgh residents are further
restricted by their limited access
to suburban job centers. Residents
of the Pittsburgh neighborhood
are almost 10 times more likely to
use public transportation to go to
work than the average resident of
the Atlanta metro area.10

However, the public transit net-
work in the Atlanta metropolitan
area does not quite extend to the
growing job centers in the outlying
suburbs of Atlanta.11 The limited
scope of the public transit network
thus makes it harder or even
impossible for Pittsburgh resi-
dents to access suburban jobs.

Revitalization efforts

The Pittsburgh neighborhood’s
struggles in recent decades come
despite significant revitalization
efforts. Recently, for example, the
Pittsburgh Community
Redevelopment Plan laid out 27
redevelopment projects including
civic and transportation improve-
ments. The plan also included eco-
nomic-development, land-use and
rezoning plans.12 In addition, the
neighborhood has been included in
a variety of other government and
philanthropic efforts.

These efforts—many well
designed and executed—are
important steps in improving
social and physical conditions in
the neighborhood. But they are
simply not enough to fundamental-
ly change its prospects because
they do not address the regional

imbalances that put core commu-
nities at a competitive disadvan-
tage. For example, local efforts to
attract businesses to the neigh-
borhood are undermined by city-
suburb tax rate differentials.
Efforts to revitalize the neighbor-
hood’s housing stock are hurt by a
fragmented system of local gover-
nance that creates incentives for
growth on the urban edge rather
than the reuse of previously devel-
oped land.  Difficulties in obtaining
employment are exacerbated by
regional transportation policies
that provide few opportunities for
inner-city residents to reach grow-
ing suburban job centers and by
struggling local schools. Local
efforts to improve the perform-
ance of the neighborhood’s
schools and increase local job
opportunities for residents are
hindered, in turn, by concentrated
poverty that makes education
much more difficult to provide
while depressing local demand for
the products of local businesses.

7

Local efforts to
revitalize struggling
core communities have
limited success unless
they are accompanied
by regional policies that
address the pattern of
economic and physical
decentralization.
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tlanta’s population has almost tripled
since 1970.13 As in most American
metropolitan areas, much of the growth
is occurring in the region’s outer
suburbs. Population grew by more than
50 percent during the 1990s in nine of
the region’s outermost counties—

including Forsyth, Henry, Paulding, Gwinnett, Coweta,
Pickens, Walton, Cherokee and Barrow. In contrast, the
core of the region, including the city of Atlanta and the
counties to the south of the city, lagged behind other
parts of the region (See Table 2).

Job growth in the region also showed a highly
decentralized pattern during the 1990s. Although the
job densities (jobs per square mile) remained high in
the core areas, these areas experienced the lowest rates
of growth in the entire region. A snapshot of job densi-
ty in the region in 2000 shows a clustering of jobs
around major highways and reveals the extent to
which transportation choices impact the distribution
of jobs in the region (See Maps 1 and 1a). However,
many neighborhoods in the city of Atlanta and Fulton,
DeKalb and Clayton counties lost jobs while the region
as a whole was gaining jobs at an average rate of 36
percent (See Maps 2 and 2a).

Job growth was greatest in outer areas, especially in
the suburbs to the north of I-20.14 During the 1990s,
employment more than doubled in Forsyth (215 per-
cent), Paulding (130 percent), and Cherokee (123 per-
cent) counties (See Map 2a and Table 1). 

Fueled by the decentralized growth of jobs and
population, the physical bounds of the region have
been expanding rapidly for decades. Low-density
development has been a defining characteristic of the
Atlanta region since the 1970s. Between 1970 and 2000,

the amount of urbanized land in the Atlanta region
grew by 316 percent, while the region’s population
grew by just 182 percent (See Map 3). Measured anoth-
er way, the region doubled in size during the 1990s
alone—from 65 miles measured north to south to an
astounding 110 miles.15

These patterns meant that population density in
the urbanized portions of the region declined by 32
percent, from 4.1 people per acre in 1970 to 2.8 people
per acre in 2000. Compared to moderate-and high-
density development, lowdensity development intensi-
fies the need for roads and other infrastructure, pro-
vides few opportunities for effective mass transit, and
threatens air and water quality. It is also associated
with increased per-person costs for some public serv-
ices including schools, police and fire, and often, with
higher housing prices.

The growth of population and jobs in low-density
outer suburbs has other important implications. Rapid
growth often burdens growing communities with
significant public costs. The flight of jobs to outer sub-
urbs undermines the core areas, further reducing their
ability to fund public services and support local
businesses. Growing discrepancies between the core
and the outer suburbs deepen regional patterns of
social stratification.

Racial and income segregation
One of the most harmful consequences of this sprawl-
ing development is a devastating pattern of social
stratification that divides the region by income and
race. Communities in the Atlanta area are highly segre-
gated, with poor households and people of color
disproportionately located in the city of Atlanta and
south Fulton, Clayton and DeKalb counties.16 This

Social Separation and Sprawl
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divide is most clearly reflected in the region’s schools.
School demographics are a powerful prophecy for

communities. Deepening poverty and other socioeco-
nomic changes show up in schools before they do in
neighborhoods and in elementary schools before jun-
ior and senior high schools. When the perceived quali-
ty of a school declines, it can set in motion a vicious
cycle of middle-class flight and disinvestment.17

Schools in the Atlanta region are highly segregated
by income. In 2000, 52 percent of poor students in the
Atlanta region would have had to change schools
to achieve an identical mix of poor and non-poor stu-
dents in each building in the region. That’s up two
percentage points from 1992.18 Moreover, poor stu-
dents are disproportionately concentrated in the core
areas (See Maps 4 and 4a). Most of the schools in the
city of Atlanta have extremely high percentages of ele-
mentary students eligible for free lunch. The district’s
average free-lunch rate, 78 percent, is more than twice
the regional average. Similarly, inner suburban school
districts such as those in DeKalb and Clayton counties
house higher than average rates of poor students—
51.2 percent and 48.7 percent, respectively. These core
areas also have the highest concentrations of child
poverty in the region (See Map 6). However, even
school districts in the outer suburbs such as those in
Spalding County are not exempt from student poverty
in schools. For example, Spalding school district had
the region’s third highest rate of poverty in its schools,
49.5 percent, after the Atlanta and DeKalb county
school districts.

Concentrated poverty constitutes a serious social
problem because schools enrolling many poor stu-
dents often suffer from risk factors—everything from
inexperienced teachers to unstable enrollment—that
lower educational achievement among students and
diminish their prospects for the future.19 

This pattern of concentration especially harms
people of color, as racial segregation interacts with
prevailing patterns of income segregation to further
widen social discrepancies in the region. In part due to
subtle discrimination in the housing market, people of
color are much more likely than whites to live in high-
poverty areas and to attend high poverty schools (See
Maps 4a and 7a).20 The percentage of white students
in the region who attended high-poverty schools was
only 9 percent in 2000, while the corresponding per-
centage for non-Asian minority students was 66 per-
cent—seven times higher. The concentration of
minority children in poor schools and poor neighbor-
hoods deepens the socioeconomic gulf dividing the
Atlanta region.

Racial segregation in the region remains quite high.
In 1990, 65 percent of the non-Asian minority students
in elementary schools would have had to change
schools in order to achieve a balanced racial distribu-
tion in the region’s schools. This percentage remained
the same in 2000, reflecting the persistence of racial
segregation despite rapidly changing demographics
in the region. This degree of racial segregation com-
pares poorly to those of other metropolitan areas—in
1997, Atlanta was the 10th most segregated region
among the 25 largest metropolitan areas.21

Many schools in older suburbs such as those in
Cobb, Douglas and Gwinnett counties, for example, are
now starting to show the same patterns of social
change that occurred a generation ago in the core
areas of the region (See Maps 5 and 5a). This socioeco-
nomic shift has serious effects. Eventually, when
schools reach certain thresholds of poverty, middle-
class families with children—those of all races—will
leave the community, and they will eventually be
followed by other middle-class segments of the hous-
ing market.

The departure of the middle class from a neighbor-
hood strains both old and new communities. In fast-
growing communities at the edge of the region,
the middle class is streaming into increasingly over-
crowded schools. For example, Gwinnett County suf-
fers from the worst student-overcrowding problem
in the state. Over 80 percent of the county’s schools are
overcrowded, and the school system can only accom-
modate its students with the additional capacity of 850
mobile classrooms.22 The outward flight of middle-
class families strain fiscal resources and disrupt lives.

But the more powerful harms of this flight accrue to
the people left behind in communities of concentrated
poverty. High concentrations of poverty affect individ-
ual residents and their families as well as the commu-
nity as a whole. Studies have found that poor individu-
als living in concentrated poverty are far more likely to
become pregnant as teenagers,23 drop out of high
school, and remain jobless24 than if they lived in
socio-economically mixed neighborhoods. These types
of outcomes dramatically diminish the quality of life
and opportunity. 

Similarly, the concentration of poverty and its
attendant social isolation make education, job search,
and general interaction with mainstream society
difficult. The impact of concentrated poverty also
extends into the larger regional economy by reducing
the regional pool of skilled workers and otherwise cre-
ating a less attractive environment for economic
growth and development.

10
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Map 1. Atlanta Region: Total Jobs per Square Mile by Census Tract, 2000
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Map 1a. Atlanta Region: Total Jobs per Square Mile by County

and the City of Atlanta, 2000
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Map 2. Atlanta Region: Percentage Change in Total Jobs per Square Mile

by Census Tract, 1990-2000



Map 2a. Atlanta Region: Percentage Change in Total Jobs per Square Mile

by County and the City of Atlanta, 1990-2000
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Map 3. Atlanta Region: Housing Development by Census Tract,

1970-2000
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Map 4. Atlanta Region: Percentage of Elementary Students Eligible

for Free Lunch by School, 2000



Map 4a. Atlanta Region: Percentage of Elementary Students Eligible 

for Free Lunch by School District, 2000
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Map 5. Atlanta Region: Change in Percentage of Elementary Students

Eligible for Free Lunch by School, 1993-2000
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Map 5a. Atlanta Region: Change in Percentage of Elementary Students

Eligible for Free Lunch by School District, 1993-2000



Map 6. Atlanta Region: Percentage of Children Ages 5-17

in Poverty by Census Tract, 2000
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Note: Tracts with “No data” had fewer
than 50 school aged children in 2000.



Map 7. Atlanta Region: Percentage of Non-Asian Minority

Elementary Students by School, 2000
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Map 7a. Atlanta Region: Percentage of Non-Asian Minority

Elementary Students by School District, 2000
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Map 8. Atlanta Region: Change in Percentage of Non-Asian Minority

Elementary Students by School, 1993-2000

24



Map 8a. Atlanta Region: Change in Percentage of Non-Asian

Minority Elementary Students by School District, 1993-2000
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he atlanta metropolitan area has a
highly fragmented system of local gov-
ernment, and its municipal governments
rely very heavily on locally generated
revenues to pay for public services.26

Together, these factors place tremendous
pressure on most communities to com-

pete for development that will expand their property
tax bases.

This can drive local land-use planning decisions,
encourage sprawl and increase economic and social
stratification. Much of this competition simply shifts
economic activity from one part of the region to anoth-
er, contributing no net gains to the region as a whole.

To win the most profitable land uses, local govern-
ments may offer public subsidies or infrastructure
improvements. But perhaps the most common
approach is “fiscal zoning”—making land-use deci-
sions based not on the intrinsic suitability of the land
or the long-term needs of the region, but on the tax
revenue development can generate right away. For
example, a region as a whole benefits when most com-
munities contain a mix of housing choices because
workers have a choice of communities to live in.27  But
individual localities can reap short-term fiscal benefits
by severely limiting the land zoned for multifamily
development or by requiring very large (and therefore
more expensive) homes and lots. 

The competition for tax base among local govern-
ments creates the potential for a vicious, self-reinforc-
ing cycle of decline in places that “lose” the competi-
tion early in the game. As a municipality loses tax base,
it faces a choice—it can levy high tax rates in order to
provide competitive public services or provide relative-
ly few, or low quality, services at competitive tax rates.
Either choice puts it at a disadvantage in the competi-
tion for jobs and residents, leading to further losses
and further declines in its ability to compete.

Older communities in the region are doubly hurt by
these trends. These places must contend with aging
infrastructure, high concentrations of poverty, higher
crime rates, and other factors that strain their limited
resources. With their modest property values, they
have few resources to provide for their great needs. The
city of Atlanta, for example, has to deal with dispropor-
tionate costs of poverty—78 percent of the city’s ele-
mentary students were poor in 2000 compared to a
regional average of 33 percent—with a tax base that is
less than 1 percent greater than the regional average.

Communities that face high social needs with low
or moderate tax resources cannot reinvest to rebuild
sewer systems and roads, rehabilitate housing, main-
tain parks or clean up polluted land without state or
federal aid. Those burdens make it even more difficult
for these communities to remain competitive with
newer communities that offer cheaper land, newer
homes and more open space. In addition, the resulting
concentration of public services most necessary for
low-income populations—public transit or homeless
shelters, for instance—encourages further concentra-
tion of poverty in a few areas. This increases the total
regional costs of dealing with concentrated poverty.

Meanwhile, places that “win” the most lucrative
homes and businesses can provide high-quality servic-
es at more reasonable rates, in turn attracting even
more economic activity. But there are actually few win-
ners in this competition.

For many communities on the urban edge, all is not
well, either. The same patterns that hurt older, strug-
gling communities also discourage long-term planning
that would allow growing communities to develop in
an orderly and efficient way. Because competition
for certain land uses can be so intense—and the
impact of losing so severe—communities often feel
they have to grab all the development they can before
it leaves for another place. That is especially true in

Fiscal Inequality
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newly developing communities, trying to build an ade-
quate tax base to pay for their growing needs and to
pay off debts on new infrastructure. But these low-
capacity places are rarely in a good position to win the
competition for the most “profitable” land uses, ending
up instead with moderately priced single-family hous-
ing that generates more costs—for schools, roads and
sewers—than they produce in revenues.

These challenges are evident in many of the outly-
ing suburbs, such as those in Bartow, Barrow, Paulding,
Carroll, Coweta, Spalding, Newton, and Walton coun-
ties, which have to deal with booming population with
lower than average property tax bases (See Map 9).

The overall result of fiscal zoning and the other
strategies communities embrace to attract tax base is
the concentration of households with the greatest need
for public services in communities that are the least
able to generate the revenue to provide them.

Municipal Finance

The effects of this competition are evident in the dra-
matically different abilities of Atlanta’s local govern-
ments to finance public services. The strongest tax
bases in the region are concentrated in rapidly growing
job centers such as Forsyth and suburban Fulton
counties. The weakest tax bases on the other hand are
concentrated in outlying counties and older incorpo-
rated suburbs across the region (See Map 9).

One way to measure the disparities among commu-
nities is to calculate the ratio of tax base in a high-
capacity place (the one at the 95th percentile) to the
tax base in a low-capacity community (the one at the
5th percentile). In 2000, if all the municipalities in the
region had levied the same tax rate, the revenues (per
household) coming to the 95th percentile municipality
would have been 5.6 times the revenue of the 5th per-
centile municipality. Put another way, for all residents
of the region to receive equal levels of public services,
municipalities with the lowest tax bases would have to
tax residents at nearly six times the rate of those with
the highest tax bases—something that no place can
afford to do if it hopes to succeed in the competition
for businesses and residents.28 

State and federal aid does little to reduce these dispari-
ties. For municipal services, the ratio stays roughly the
same when state aid is included. Federal aid actually
worsens these disparities, as the 95th-to-5th percentile
ratio increases from 5.6 to 5.9 when federal aid is included.

The pattern of change in tax bases shows a clear

pattern of relative decline in the core of the region (See
Map 10). Tax base grew more slowly than average in
much of Clayton, Fulton and DeKalb counties.

School Finance

Schools are another very important component of
greater Atlanta’s local fiscal landscape. In fact, the bulk
of local property taxes go to school districts—72 per-
cent of municipal and school property-tax revenues in
2000. The state of Georgia also contributes much more
aid to local school districts than to municipalities.
State funds represented 52 percent of total school
financing in the late 1990s, compared with just 3
percent of municipal expenditures.29

Together, state and federal aid in Georgia also do a
much better job of equalizing resources available for
schools than for municipalities. In 2000, the 95th-to-
5th ratio of local tax base per pupil for public schools
was 3.2, compared with 5.6 for municipalities.
State and federal aid reduced the ratio for school dis-
tricts to just 1.4, meaning that fiscal capacity in the
95th percentile district exceeded that in the 5th
percentile district by 40 percent. The equivalent ratio
for municipal services was 5.9, meaning that fiscal
capacity in the 95th percentile municipality exceeded
that in the 5th percentile place by 490 percent.

However, the fiscal story for schools is not all posi-
tive. Districts’ fiscal conditions are decided not just by
their financial resources, but also by the costs they face
in providing a given level of service. To examine the rela-
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tionship between fiscal condition and service costs in
public schools, this study first grouped districts by rev-
enue capacity per pupil. That is the revenue a district
would generate for each student if it assessed the state’s
average tax rate on its own tax base, plus state and fed-
eral aid. Districts with capacities per pupil at least 10
percent above the region-wide average were classified as
high capacity. Those with capacities at least 10 percent
below average were classified as low capacity. The
remaining districts were considered moderate capacity.

School districts were then categorized as either low-
or high-cost. High-cost districts fit at least one of three
criteria—a free-lunch-eligibility rate among elemen-
tary students greater than 40 percent, enrollment
growth exceeding 30 percent (about 4 percent per year)
over a seven-year period, or an enrollment decline of
any size during the period (See Map 11).30

The analysis reveals that 56 percent of students in
the Atlanta region are enrolled in districts facing high
costs (from high poverty or rapid enrollment growth)
with only low or moderate fiscal resources. The
Clayton, Coweta and Paulding school districts are the
most stressed districts in this group, facing both low
fiscal capacity and high costs.

An additional 22 percent of students are enrolled in
districts with both high costs and high revenue capaci-
ty. Although these districts have above-average fiscal
resources, some show even greater signs of stress. For
instance, the Atlanta School District has revenue
capacity that is 17 percent greater than the regional
average, but its poverty rate (measured by eligibility for
free lunch) is 132 percent greater than the average, and
the districts must cope with the extra costs associated
with declining enrollment as well.
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Map 9. Atlanta Region: Property tax Base per Household by  

Municipality and County Unincorporated Area, 2000

Data Source: Georgia Department of Revenue, Property Tax Division.
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Map 10. Atlanta Region: Percentage Change in Property tax Base per Household 

by Municipality and County Unincorporated Area, 1993-2000

Data Source: Georgia Department of Revenue, Property Tax Division.
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Note: Municipalities with “No data” either had fewer
than 50 households or did not report tax data from
1990 to 1993.



Map 11. Atlanta Region: School district Classification
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he realities of local-government
finance create strong incentives for local
governments to limit the amount of
affordable housing within their jurisdic-
tion. Localities must pay attention to the
net effect that any new development will
have on local revenues and expendi-

tures—on whether the proposed development “pays
its way.”

The amount of revenue that local governments can
generate on their own depends largely on the value
and types of land uses within their boundaries. When
the property tax is the primary source of local rev-
enues, as is the case in Georgia, localities have a strong
incentive to maximize the value of property by limiting
development to high-end residential or commercial
developments that augment tax base by more than the
cost of the local services they require.

In their attempt to attract high-end residential and
commercial developments, many local governments
resort to exclusionary zoning practices that limit the
amount of affordable housing within their borders.
When aggregated over the entire region, this process
often results in regionwide shortages of affordable
housing and distributions of affordable housing that
hurt the regional economy—creating mismatches, for
instance, between where workers can afford to live and
where new jobs are being created.

Atlanta is known as a relatively affordable housing
market. In fact, the region was ranked fourth most
affordable among large metropolitan areas according
to U.S. Census data in 2000.31 However, such a general
measure of housing affordability—one that is based on
a simple comparison of the region’s median household

income with its median house value—suffers from
three shortcomings. First, it fails to capture the geo-
graphic distribution of affordable housing and how
this relates to other factors like the regional distribu-
tion of jobs. Second, it masks the wide disparities that
exist in the amount of affordable housing available to
people at different income levels. Third, it doesn’t
reveal how the availability of affordable housing across
the region has changed over the last decade.

For this work, the availability of affordable housing
in the Atlanta region was examined in 1990 and 2000
for households at three income levels—30 percent, 50
percent and 80 percent of the regional median income.
The price of a home affordable to a household at each
income level was calculated using a formula developed
by Fannie Mae, a nonprofit corporation established to
help moderate- and low-income households achieve
homeownership.32 The percentage of affordable hous-
ing units (owner- and renter-occupied) was calculated
for each place using 1990 and 2000 census data that
details the distribution of homes by market value and
apartments by monthly rent. The combined cost of a
monthly mortgage and property taxes associated with
a home at the affordability cutoff was considered to be
the amount a household at that income level could
afford to pay in monthly rent.

Maps 12 through 14 show that affordability prob-
lems in the Atlanta region are most severe at lower
income levels. At 30 percent of the regional median
income, the region suffers from an overall affordable
housing shortage—11 percent of households have
incomes in this range but only 6 percent of the region’s
housing units are affordable to them.33 In addition,
most affordable housing at this income level is concen-
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trated in just a few places—the city of Atlanta, a few
inner suburbs and the older, incorporated centers of
the outlying suburbs. The problem is exacerbated by
the fact that shortages are most dramatic in the
region’s most economically active areas. Areas in and
around the region’s fastest-growing job centers in the
northeast (parts of Cobb, Forsyth, Gwinnett, Cherokee
and north Fulton counties) and the southwest (south
Fulton and Fayette counties) are largely unaffordable
to low-income households.

Although the region does not suffer from an overall
shortage of affordable housing at higher income levels,
the distribution of housing affordable to these house-
holds is very uneven. In 2000, 21 percent of households
in the region had incomes less than 50 percent of the
regional median, and 25 percent of the region’s hous-
ing units were affordable to them. For households at 80
percent of the median, the equivalent figures were
39 percent and 63 percent. However, as with the low-
income group, housing for these groups is most limit-
ed in the region’s fastest growing job centers. As a
result, even many people with moderate incomes—
police, firefighters and teachers among them—have
difficulty finding affordable housing in the areas of the
region with the strongest local economies.

The costs associated with mismatches between
where new jobs are being created and where low- and
moderate-wage workers can afford to live hurts busi-
nesses as well as workers. Workers who cannot afford
to live near their jobs face longer commutes, increas-
ing costs to themselves and to other users of the
region’s congested highway system. This is clearly a
significant problem in the Atlanta region, where 79. 8
percent of the region’s workers in 2000 drove to work
alone in their cars.34 By 2000, workers in the region
experienced a median commute of 29.5 minutes, up
19 percent from a median of 24.8 minutes in 1990.35

One recent study found that the time penalty paid by
rush hour commuters increased during the 1990s
more in Atlanta than in any other American metro-
politan area.36

Businesses in areas with little housing suitable for
their workforce are also hurt by the wage premiums
they must pay to compensate workers for the extra
commuting costs associated with working in their
location rather than in areas closer to home.

Maps 15 through 17 show that affordability prob-
lems increased during the 1990s. The region-wide
availability of affordable housing declined for each of

the three income groups during the 1990s. The decline
was greatest (3.5 percentage points) for moderate-
income households (those with incomes at or below 80
percent of the regional median income). The percent-
age of housing stock affordable to people with 30 per-
cent of the regional median income declined by nearly
as much—3 percentage points. The declines were
widespread, with no parts of the region showing con-
sistent gains across the income categories.

Map 18 summarizes the distribution of affordable
housing shortfalls for the three income levels. A place
is considered to have a shortfall of housing affordable
to households of a particular income if the share of its
housing stock that is affordable to that group is less
than the portion of the region’s households that fall in
that income range. For instance, 11 percent of the
region’s households had incomes below 30 percent of
the regional median income in 2000. A place was
therefore considered to have a housing shortfall for
that income range if less than 11 percent of its housing
stock was affordable to households in that group. (The
equivalent cutoffs for 50 percent and 80 percent of the
median income were 21 percent and 39 percent,
respectively.)

Overall, affordable housing shortfalls are greatest in
Forsyth, Fulton and Fayette counties. Large tracts of
these counties show shortfalls for all three income
categories. The unincorporated portion of Cherokee
County and a few other municipalities east of Atlanta
show shortages in both of the lower income categories
while much of the rest of the region has shortfalls for
the lowest income category. Only the city of Atlanta, a
few inner suburbs and outlying incorporated areas
meet the affordability standard for each income group.

Not surprisingly, these patterns correspond with
many of the other trends revealed elsewhere in this
work. In particular, affordable housing shortfalls
tend to be greatest in areas with the highest tax bases,
greatest job growth and lowest poverty in schools.
These areas could therefore absorb significant
amounts of affordable housing without risking damage
to their fiscal condition. The clear implication is that
the region is in a position to reap the significant eco-
nomic and social benefits from distributing affordable
housing more evenly—including shorter commutes
and lower costs of dealing with the effects of highly
concentrated poverty—without injury to areas that
accept more affordable housing.
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Map 12. Atlanta Region: Percentage of Housing Units

Affordable to Households at 30% of the Regional Median Income

by Municipality and County Unincorporated Area, 2000

34

Note: Census Designated Places (CDPs) are population cen-
ters without legally prescribed corporate limits or powers.
However, they are defined by the U.S. Census Bureau in
cooperation with local representatives and are shown along
with formally incorporated municipalities in this map.



Map 13. Atlanta Region: Percentage of Housing Units

Affordable to Households at 50% of the Regional Median Income

by Municipality and County Unincorporated Area, 2000

Note: Census Designated Places (CDPs) are population centers
without legally prescribed corporate limits or powers.
However, they are defined by the U.S. Census Bureau in 
cooperation with local representatives and are shown along
with formally incorporated municipalities in this map.
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Map 14. Atlanta Region: Percentage of Housing Units

Affordable to Households at 80% of the Regional Median Income

by Municipality and County Unincorporated Area, 2000

Note: Census Designated Places (CDPs) are population centers
without legally prescribed corporate limits or powers.
However, they are defined by the U.S. Census Bureau in 
cooperation with local representatives and are shown along
with formally incorporated municipalities in this map.



Map 15. Atlanta Region: Change in Percentage of Housing Units

Affordable to Households at 30% of the Regional Income

by Municipality and County Unincorporated Area, 1990-2000

37

Note: Census Designated Places (CDPs) are population centers
without legally prescribed corporate limits or powers.
However, they are defined by the U.S. Census Bureau in 
cooperation with local representatives and are shown along
with formally incorporated municipalities in this map.
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Map 16. Atlanta Region: Change in Percentage of Housing Units

Affordable to Households at 50% of the Regional Income

by Municipality and County Unincorporated Area, 1990-2000

Note: Census Designated Places (CDPs) are population centers
without legally prescribed corporate limits or powers.
However, they are defined by the U.S. Census Bureau in 
cooperation with local representatives and are shown along
with formally incorporated municipalities in this map.
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Map 17. Atlanta Region: Change in Percentage of Housing Units

Affordable to Households at 80% of the Regional Income

by Municipality and County Unincorporated Area, 1990-2000

Note: Census Designated Places (CDPs) are population centers
without legally prescribed corporate limits or powers.
However, they are defined by the U.S. Census Bureau in 
cooperation with local representatives and are shown along
with formally incorporated municipalities in this map.
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Map 18. Atlanta Region: Affordable Housing Shortfalls by Municipality

and County Unincorporated Area, 2000

Note: Census Designated Places (CDPs) are population centers
without legally prescribed corporate limits or powers.
However, they are defined by the U.S. Census Bureau in 
cooperation with local representatives and are shown along
with formally incorporated municipalities in this map.



Looking Forward:
Strategies for Reform

egional competition for tax base and
uncoordinated growth are hurting
almost every city and suburb in the
Atlanta region—leading to concentrated
poverty and abandoned public facilities
in the central city; growing social and fis-
cal strain in older suburbs; and traffic

snarls, overcrowded schools and degraded natural
resources on the urban fringe.

The fragmented nature of the region’s political sys-
tem—20 counties, 129 municipalities and 29 school
districts—makes it unlikely that reform at the local
level will solve these complex problems. Solutions
must focus on regional initiatives. Broad policy areas
where regional reforms are most needed to combat
social separation and wasteful sprawl include:

• Greater tax equity to equalize resources among
local governments

• Smarter land-use planning to support more
sustainable development practices

• New affordable housing initiatives to expand
opportunities for low- and moderate-income
residents and promote integrated schools and
neighborhoods

• Strengthened metropolitan governance to give
all communities a voice in regional decision-making

In addition to addressing individual problems,
these strategies are mutually reinforcing. Successfully
implementing one makes implementing others much
easier, both substantively and politically.

Tax Equity

One area ripe for reform is Georgia’s local government
tax system. In the state’s system, residential and com-
mercial development largely determine a community’s
local tax base. As a result, there is wide variation in the
ability of local governments to generate revenue from
their tax bases.

Reducing disparities among local governments is
important because it helps reduce the incentives for
communities to compete against their neighbors for
tax-generating developments, regardless of how they
would best fit into regional land-use patterns. It also
provides a boost to places struggling with weak tax
bases and great social and physical needs, and it
assures that all residents enjoy at least a minimum
standard of service for important local public services.

There are regional policies that can both reduce the
inequalities between local governments and decrease
the incentives for them to engage in wasteful competi-
tion for tax base.

Implement tax-base sharing
One possible strategy involves moving from reliance
on locally generated tax revenues toward a form of tax-
base sharing. In such a system, a portion of regional
tax base is pooled and redistributed on a more equi-
table basis.

Since the early 1970s, the Minneapolis-St. Paul
region and the New Jersey Meadowlands have had tax-
base sharing programs. Each year, the Twin Cities pro-
gram collects 40 percent of the growth in commercial-
industrial property-tax revenues from the region’s local
governments. This pool of funds is then redistributed
based on local percapita tax base.

Another program in New Jersey, the Meadowlands
program, operates on a smaller scale. It collects 40 per
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cent of growth in all property tax revenues in the
Meadowlands district, which encompasses portions of
14 communities, and redistributes the funds based on
the share of the area’s property value that falls in each
of the communities.37

In both cases, this process has a redistributive
effect—tax-base-poor communities get back more
than they paid into the pool, while tax-base-rich com-
munities get back less. Because all communities keep a
majority (but not all) of the growth within their bor-
ders, the program also reduces the incentives to com-
pete for tax base while still allowing communities to
cover the local costs of development.

Other policy alternatives
Tax-base sharing is just one way to create more equi-
table fiscal relationships among local governments.
Disparities can also be significantly reduced by reform-
ing the state’s municipal-aid program. In its current
form, the program does little to ease disparities among
local governments. A reformed state-aid program
could be modeled after Georgia’s school-aid program,
which is designed to increase equity among school dis-
tricts. State aid for municipalities can ensure that all
places have the resources to support services that, like
education, many would consider essential—among
them public safety, streets and sanitation services.

In addition, in areas where development is desired,
the property tax can be improved by allowing for dif-
ferential taxation of land and what is built on it.
Used most extensively in Pennsylvania, the “two-tier”
property tax can encourage more intensive use of land
by taxing land more heavily than improvements.38 By
shifting the tax burden from the improvements to the
land itself, this type of tax encourages development of
abandoned or underdeveloped land in already devel-
oped areas. In addition, when combined with other
measures to protect farmland or open space, it encour-
ages more efficient use of land in developing areas.

Regional Land-Use Planning

Tax policies are only part of the reason for the
inequitable and inefficient growth occurring in the
Atlanta area. The localized nature of planning also
contributes to unbalanced growth. This arrangement
makes it very difficult to implement coherent policies in
areas with regional implications, such as housing, trans-
portation, economic development or environmental
protection. A variety of reforms are possible in this area.

Strengthen the Georgia Planning Act
Developing a cooperative land-use planning frame-
work that encourages places to consider the regional
consequences of local decisions is an essential aspect
of a regional reform agenda. Increasingly officials
around the country are turning to smart growth, an
efficient and environmentally friendly development
pattern that aims to preserve open space and agricul-
tural lands, ease traffic congestion by creating a bal-
anced transportation system, and make more efficient
use of public investments. Smart growth provides peo-
ple choice in where they live and work and how they
get around.

The Georgia Planning Act, adopted by the state
General Assembly in 1989, embraces smart growth
principles, but lacks ways to enforce its goals. The state
has a variety of tools at its disposal to give the plan more
teeth: technical assistance, streamlined permitting and,
most importantly, a broad spectrum of state spending
and monetary aid. Any of these could be dispensed on a
priority basis, favoring municipalities that enact plan-
ning and zoning rules consistent with the planning act.
Such incentives would encourage local governments to
consider more of the costs and benefits to the entire
region when making development decisions.      

Regional land-use planning efforts, like those
required in Oregon’s statewide program, help officials
coordinate investments in roads, highways, sewers and
utilities. Concurrency requirements like those in
Florida mandate that infrastructure be online by the
time development takes place. In addition, there are
also a variety of agricultural and open-space preserva-
tion programs available.39

In addition to its social and environmental benefits,
emphasizing compact development and community
reinvestment can save money. Analysis of New Jersey’s
State Development and Redevelopment Plan, which
emphasizes smart growth, found that implementing
the plan would reduce the fiscal deficits of local gov-
ernments caused by growth by an estimated $160 mil-
lion over 20 years, and save an estimated $1.45 billion
in water and sewer infrastructure.40

Adopt a “Fix It First” policy on infrastructure
Land-use policies cannot be separated from deci-
sions on infrastructure investments—sewers, roads,
bridges and schools. These facilities have powerful
effects on development patterns. State subsidies of
such facilities in previously undeveloped areas have
encouraged lowdensity sprawling development at the
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expense of existing communities.
Particularly in an era of tight budgets, Georgia offi-

cials should focus limited dollars on existing facilities.
Lawmakers could, for instance, follow the lead of New
Jersey legislators, who in 2000 approved a “fix it first”
policy that gives funding priority to maintaining roads
and bridges in existing communities. In Michigan, offi-
cials are considering a similar policy that would
reserve 90 percent of state infrastructure funding for
existing facilities and would require developers to pay
impact fees to cover the full cost of water and sewer
extensions to their developments.

Affordable Housing

Ensuring that all communities in greater  Atlanta, par-
ticularly those fast-growing suburbs with new jobs and
good schools, strengthen their commitment to afford-
able housing is an essential component of a reform
agenda because it helps reduce the consequences of
concentrated poverty and racial segregation on core
communities. It allows people to live closer to work
and provides them with real choices concerning where
they live.

There are several types of fair-share housing efforts
that may have a place in greater Atlanta.41 New Jersey’s
Mount Laurel program is perhaps the most developed
and best known. Based on decisions issued by the New
Jersey Supreme Court, Mount Laurel requires all com-
munities in the state to provide “realistic opportuni-
ties” for affordable housing. A state agency calculates
the number of units each community must allow using
a complex formula that takes into account the com-
munity’s existing housing stock, median income, avail-
ability of land and other factors. Participation is volun-
tary, but communities that submit a plan for meeting
their housing goals are protected from Mount Laurel-
related lawsuits by developers.

Massachusetts’ fair-housing act, referred to as the
Anti-Snob Zoning Act, allows affordable-housing
developers to appeal the denial of a local zoning appli-
cation to a statewide appeals committee. This commit-
tee may overrule the decision of the local board if sub-
sidized affordable housing represents less than 10 per-
cent of the community’s housing stock or covers less
than 1.5 percent of land zoned for residential, com-
mercial or industrial use; or if the proposed develop-
ment remains within certain size limits. This appeals
process is combined with finance programs to encour-
age affordable housing construction.

Other states have enacted other strategies. In the
Portland, Oregon area regional officials aim to reduce
the cost of land by requiring local communities to zone
residential land using minimum, instead of maximum,
density requirements. In Connecticut, the state offered
incentives that encouraged local governments in the
Hartford region to negotiate an affordable housing
compact that established affordable housing goals
for each community.

Each of these models has both strengths and weak-
nesses. For example, the New Jersey program defines
the number of affordable units needed in each com-
munity based on a complex formula that takes into
account a wide array of community characteristics, but
requires a team of employees to calculate.
Massachusetts’ program uses a much simpler formula
to decide whether a community has met its affordable
housing obligation, but the uniform requirement does
not take into account the breadth of factors the New
Jersey program does.

Other methods to expand the supply of affordable
housing in economically stable communities include a
state multifamily housing tax credit and a “moving to
opportunity” program that assists low-income families
relocating to low-poverty communities. Programs like
these can help reduce housing segregation and
increase opportunities for very low-income people.

An expedient way of introducing affordable housing
to areas that lack such housing is building develop-
ments that are heterogeneous in terms of income.
These mixed-income communities are less likely to
elicit NIMBY reactions from communities and local
governments and tend to make zoning approvals more
politically feasible.42

Moreover, mixed-income communities create a
number of economic and social benefits that make
them attractive.43 Because they also enable higher-
quality housing with smaller amounts of public sub-
sidy, they make affordable housing more viable, and,
thus, can be important in getting additional afford-
able units built. In addition, mixed-income commu-
nities help alleviate the social ills associated with
concentrated poverty by offering role-modeling to
children of poor families and job-networking oppor-
tunities for adults.

Although mixed-income communities can also
present unique managing and marketing challenges to
developers,44 these communities could be an effective
way to address the skewed regional distribution of
affordable housing in the Atlanta region.
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As in most places, the fragmented nature of local gov-
ernment in greater Atlanta has discouraged coordinat-
ed strategies for dealing with regional problems. That
is unfortunate, because many of the challenges are
simply too large for any one local government to
address alone.

Effective, efficient regional efforts strike a balance
by allowing local control over issues best addressed by
local governments, while promoting cooperation on
larger issues affecting the entire region, such as high-
way and sewer investments, affordable housing, tran-
sit, land-use planning, air and water quality and eco-
nomic development.

Intergovernmental cooperation in the Atlanta area
can be improved both by strengthening existing
regional bodies and by creating incentives for commu-
nities to cooperate on planning efforts and service pro-
vision.

Strengthen regional institutions
The Atlanta region already has two important regional
bodies, the Atlanta Regional Commission (ARC) and
the Georgia Regional Transportation Authority (GRTA).
GRTA has fairly broad powers to improve transporta-
tion in the region, including the ability to finance proj-
ects that alleviate air pollution, to approve land trans-
portation plans and to operate transit systems. ARC
oversees a variety of regional activities, including land-
use, water supply and transportation planning,
employment services and regional data analysis. In
addition, ARC serves as the region’s metropolitan plan-
ning organization, a body empowered by the federal
government to make planning and funding decisions
for the region’s transportation systems.

These organizations have many accomplishments
to their credit, but their powers to enact significant
regional reforms are still limited. Armed with greater
powers, they could make more headway on a whole
host of regional issues, such as land-use planning,
housing and redevelopment efforts, and the protection
of farmland and other open spaces. Greater powers
should be accompanied by reforms making these
organizations directly accountable to constituents.45 

In addition, these bodies must be appropriately
scaled. While the legislation that created GRTA allows it
to expand its jurisdiction to new counties if they
exceed certain air quality measures, ARC’s boundaries
have remained static as the region has grown consider-

ably. The agency serves only 10 counties within a met-
ropolitan area that, based on its housing and labor
markets, now covers 20 counties. For ARC to become a
more effective regional body, its jurisdiction should be
expanded to cover the entire metropolitan area.

If not crafted carefully, regional efforts like these can
potentially dilute the political power of minority and
other underrepresented communities.46 To avoid such
an undemocratic outcome, elements of local and
regional governance should be balanced very carefully
to ensure fair representation for all communities.
Specific institutional arrangements to achieve such a
balance have already been suggested by numerous
scholars.47

It is also important to remember that local and
regional governance are not mutually exclusive.
Indeed, examples of fruitful cooperation in Atlanta
demonstrate that local and regional entities can suc-
cessfully reinforce each other in dealing with regional
problems. One example is the cooperation between
the Atlanta Neighborhood Development Partnership,
Inc. (ANDP)—a local advocacy group—and the Atlanta
Regional Commission. Thanks to efforts by ANDP, ARC
made the distribution of regional transportation funds
to local governments contingent on their accommoda-
tion of mixed-income housing developments.

Encourage municipal cooperation
There are many opportunities for local governments to
participate in alliances and joint planning activities
without changes in regional governance structures. In
Pennsylvania, for example, “smart growth” legislation
passed in 2000 authorizes local governments to work
together to plan and to implement plans, and provides
several tools to help, including transfer of development
rights and tax-base sharing programs. It also authoriz-
es state agencies to provide funding priority to these
cooperative efforts.48

Montgomery County, Ohio, home to Dayton and 29
other localities, has established a program to share
some of the benefits of new economic development.49

The ED/GE program provides both a countywide fund-
ing pool for economic development projects and a
“government equity” fund that shares a portion of
growth in municipal property-and income-tax rev-
enues. Although small in scale, the voluntary program
is a mechanism for local governments to share the
benefits and the responsibilities of economic develop-
ment and growth.

There are also examples of communities banding
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together around shared interests. The First Suburbs
Consortium—an organization of older suburbs in sev-
eral Ohio metropolitan areas—has undertaken a vari-
ety of activities to improve their health, including lob-
bying for changes to state laws that currently empha-
size building new infrastructure instead of maintaining
existing facilities. They also established a low-interest
home-improvement loan program for residents of
member communities.50

Organize and Mobilize

Meaningful regional reform will not occur by releasing
a report. Nor will it will be achieved simply by the
goodwill of politicians. Real change will require a
broad coalition of elected officials who are motivated
by political self-interest and the social and fiscal health
of the communities they represent.

But there are communities where opponents—wav-
ing the banner of local control—are sure to resist
reform. In these places, reformers can help counter
resistance by mobilizing support from the religious
community and civil-rights, environmental, labor and
business organizations—groups that can appeal to
both self-interest and ideals. 

Such changes will offer relief to all communities. For
cities, they mean enhanced opportunities for
redevelopment and for the poor. For fiscally stressed
suburbs, they mean stability, community renewal,
lower taxes and better services. For developing bed-
room communities, they offer sufficient spending on
schools and clean air and water. Affluent suburban
communities also stand to gain from regional efforts
that preserve open space and reduce traffic congestion.
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