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A HUMAN PERSPECTIVE Richard Baron is a real estate developer who
tried to address the related problems of urban sprawl and inadequate
low-income housing. In 1996, he began building Murphy Park, an afford-
able and attractive housing complex in mid-town St. Louis, Missouri.
The development has more than 400 units and contains both apart-
ments and townhouses. It has plenty of green space, art and day-care
centers, and an elementary school. More than half of Murphy Park’s
units are reserved for people with low income. Baron’s solution—to
bring the attractive features of suburban living to the city—is one of
many that are being applied to the problem of urban sprawl.

Growth Without a Plan
Those Americans and Canadians who can afford it often choose to work
in a city but live in its suburbs. They are usually attracted by new, upscale
housing, better public services, and open space. As suburbs become more
numerous, metropolitan areas become larger and more
difficult to manage. (See chart to the right.)

URBAN SPRAWL Poorly planned development that
spreads a city’s population over a wider and wider
geographical area is called urban sprawl. As outlying
areas become more populated, the land between
them and the city fills in as well. 

In the United States and Canada, urban sprawl is
becoming a matter of increasing concern. From 1970
to 2000, people who worked in U.S. cities moved far-
ther and farther from urban centers. The population
density of cities in the United States decreased by
more than 20 percent as people in cities moved to
suburbs and outlying areas. About 30,000 square
miles of rural lands were gobbled up by housing
developments. For example, the population of the
city of Chicago decreased during this period from 
3.4 million people to 2.8 million. But the Chicago 
metropolitan area grew from about 7.0 million per-
sons to 7.3 million. 

Canada is less populated than the United States but
faces similar problems. In the 1990s, more than 75 per-
cent of all Canadians lived in urban areas.

Urban Sprawl
How can urban sprawl be controlled?

Main Ideas
• Many metropolitan areas in

the United States and Canada

have sprawled, or spread out,

farther and farther.

• Cities are focusing on smart-

growth solutions to urban

sprawl. 

Places & Terms
urban sprawl

infrastructure

smart growth

sustainable community

Growth of U.S. Metropolitan Areas

SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau
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SKILLBUILDER: Interpreting Graphs
ANALYZING DATA During what time period did the

largest increase in metropolitan growth occur?

MAKING GENERALIZATIONS What has happened to

metropolitan growth since 1980?
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CAUSES OF URBAN SPRAWL Sprawl occurs in metropolitan areas that
allow unrestricted growth or that have no plans to contain it. Other fac-
tors include the widespread use of automobiles and the building of
expressways. Autos and relatively cheap gasoline enable Americans to
drive many miles to and from their jobs. Despite clogged highways and
long commutes, Americans prefer their cars to mass transit. Expressways
provide the means for continued reliance on the automobile.

Yet, despite sprawl, there are many reasons why Americans have
moved to suburbs. Some people want open spaces or better schools
and housing. Still others want to try to recapture the sense of commu-
nity they experienced while growing up. They want their children to
know their neighbors and have a backyard in which to play. Only
recently have urban planners started to design big-city neighborhoods
to give a sense of community, hoping to slow the flight to the suburbs.

Urban Sprawl’s Negative Impact 
Urban sprawl has a negative impact on the quality of life in many ways.
As suburbs grow, more commuter traffic strains the infrastructure.
Infrastructure consists of the basic facilities, services, and machinery
needed for a community to function. For example, roads and bridges
need maintenance. More cars on the road for more time adds to air pol-
lution, too. Also, sources of water, such as rivers or underground
aquifers (layers of water-holding rock or soil), become depleted.

Urban sprawl also has other costs. The cost of providing streets, util-
ities, and other public facilities to suburban communities is often at
least 25 per cent higher than for high-density residences in a city. Urban
sprawl also separates classes of people. When those in upper-income
brackets choose to live in outlying areas, lower-income residents often
become isolated in inner-city areas. 

Seeing Patterns
What problems 

has the automobile

caused?

PLACE Las Vegas,

Nevada, is a perfect

example of urban

sprawl. In the 1970s

(left), it was a small

city. In the 1990s

(right), it became the

fastest growing city in

the country.

What are some of the
differences between
the photos of Las
Vegas above?
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Solutions to Sprawl
More and more cities are developing plans for smart growth, which is the
efficient use and conservation of land and other resources. Most often
this involves encouraging development close to or inside the limits of
existing cities. Good public transportation systems help to make smart
growth possible by cutting down on auto traffic. 

PORTLAND’S GROWTH BOUNDARY In 1979, the city of Portland,
Oregon, drew a line around itself to create an urban growth boundary.
Building was allowed inside the boundary. The surrounding green
space was off limits to developers. This decision caused controversy but
has paid off. Portland has contained urban sprawl.

VANCOUVER’S PLAN FOR SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES Since
1961, Vancouver, British Columbia, has seen the population of its met-
ropolitan area double. The growth of outlying suburbs often took place
at the expense of forests, farms, and flood plains. In 1995, the Greater
Vancouver Regional Board adopted a plan to manage growth. It
involved turning suburbs into sustainable communities, that is, com-
munities where residents could live and work. The same solution was
applied to Vancouver’s downtown area, where about 40 percent of its
residents now walk to work. This has cut down on commuting.

GRASSROOTS OPPOSITION In some metropolitan areas, citizens have
banded together to offer their own solutions to urban sprawl. For exam-
ple, citizens in Durham, North Carolina, opposed additional commercial
development along a congested area of a nearby interstate highway. They
formed CAUSE—Citizens Against Urban Sprawl Everywhere. The organ-
ization is working against sprawl through education and political activism.

In this section, you read about the challenge of urban sprawl. In the
Case Study that follows, you will learn about challenges increasingly
diverse societies bring to the United States and Canada.

Places & Terms
Identify and explain the

following places and

terms.

• urban sprawl

• infrastructure

• smart growth

• sustainable

community

Taking Notes 
HUMAN-ENVIRONMENT
INTERACTION Review the notes

you took for this section.

• What are some of the causes 

of urban sprawl?

• What are some of the effects 

of urban sprawl?

Main Ideas 
a. What happens when

metropolitan areas spread

farther and farther out?

b. What are some of the

ways cities are dealing

with urban sprawl?

c. What are some of the

ways citizens are dealing

with urban sprawl?

Geographic Thinking
Drawing Conclusions
What would happen to the

environment if urban sprawl

were not controlled? Think
about:

• the negative effects of

urban sprawl

• the quality of life in the

United States and Canada

EXPLORING LOCAL GEOGRAPHY Pair with another student and choose a metropolitan area

in the United States or Canada to research. Then prepare a report on the condition of urban

sprawl in that area and present your report to the class. Discuss the effects of urban sprawl

and what steps, if any, are being taken to control the sprawl.

Making
Comparisons

How were the 

urban growth

actions of Portland

and Vancouver

similar?

Causes Effects

Issue 2:
Urban Sprawl
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