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The Growth Management Act and How it Changed Planning in Spokane 

Part Three: The Ongoing Discussion 

Jessica Ryan / 21 July 2010 

 

The matter of managing growth raises all sorts of conversation. This concluding piece will look 

at the historic and ongoing debate surrounding Growth Management, both within Spokane and 

beyond. 

In 1993, a new alternative weekly newspaper called the Pacific Northwest Inlander asked the 

question: “Growth Management: Boon or Bust?” Some people insisted that Spokane needed as 

much growth as it could get. People feared that growth management would punish Spokane for 

mistakes made in Seattle. Other stories reported on the plight of longtime farmers who had 

become overrun with suburbanite neighbors. 

People often feared that growth management equated to slow-growth or no-growth (this is 

sometimes referred to as growth control).  It was felt by some that Spokane was actually 

suffering from a lack of growth.  City Planner Charlie Dotson indicated to the Spokane Chronicle 

that growth management was not intended to stop or slow growth, but simply to give us tools 

to manage it. 

 “City Planner sees Potential for Growth Problems”, Spokane Chronicle, Mar 28, 1990 

 “Some Spokane-lovers Don’t Love Growth”, Spokane Chronicle, January 4, 1990:  

Citizen groups within Washington State continue to support and/or question the GMA: 

a) FutureWise is a statewide public interest group in favor of growth management: 

“The Growth Management Act requires communities to periodically conduct these major 

updates. The plans serve as important roadmaps in determining the long-term health of 

communities, rural areas and natural lands. We're also involved with local fights to 

prevent growth management laws from being weakened.”  

 

b) The Citizen’s Alliance for Property Rights has adopted its Policy 9 to address their 

concerns about the intention of the GMA: 

“In an incredibly cynical move, local politicians and governmental agencies are not only 

http://news.google.com/newspapers?id=au4iAAAAIBAJ&sjid=_PkDAAAAIBAJ&dq=growth%20management&pg=5497%2C4075629
http://news.google.com/newspapers?id=O7gSAAAAIBAJ&sjid=7_kDAAAAIBAJ&dq=growth%20management%20act&pg=4173%2C291753
http://futurewise.org/
http://www.proprights.org/
http://www.proprights.org/chapter_defaults/policy9.php
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refusing to accept their role in the current situation, but have been deliberately shifting 

the cost of environmental mitigation to a small number of rural property owners. Those 

property owners are effectively being punished with restrictions and fines for preserving 

their land, topsoil and habitat. At the same time, urban development and governments 

continue to be rewarded for so completely destroying the environmental value of their 

land.” 

On a nation-wide level, growth management has been questioned and considered.  Housing 
affordability is just one issue where the impact of growth management has been questioned or 
lauded. 

a)  Big Burdens from Growth Management  is a study by Randal O'Toole regarding 
housing affordability.  His findings indicate that average housing costs in states with 
GMAs significantly outweigh average income.  He indicates that growth 
management leads to a limited housing supply. Towards fixing the housing 
affordability problem, he advises that all growth management acts should be 
immediately repealed.  O’Toole contends that sprawl is not a real problem, noting 
that only 3% of available land in America has been developed, and that most people 
do not enjoy living in areas of high density.  He also considers that rural property 
owners have lost the right to develop their property without compensation. 

b) The Link Between Growth Management and Housing Affordability: the Academic 
Evidence is a study prepared for the Brookings Institute on Urban and Metropolitan 
Policy.  This study identifies that market demand is the primary factor behind 
housing prices, rather than land constraints.  It is noted that both traditional 
methods and newer growth management programs can increase the cost of 
housing: 

i) Traditional zoning and growth control limits where affordable housing can be 
located, often driving the cost of housing through minimum size requirements.  
Access to transportation and infrastructure may also be limited. 

ii) If Growth Management programs are crafted to include a mix of housing types, 
and access to infrastructure and transportation, housing costs may increase; 
however, this may be offset by lower transportation and energy costs. 

The notion of how growth should happen will change from person to person. As we learn from 

this small sample of the many points of view, we see that some see growth management as an 

environmentally responsible strategy.  Others disagree that cities can be sustainable.  Some will 

disregard the significance of environmental and lifestyle costs that are historically associated 

with uncoordinated development, and still more will remain apathetic to any sort of regulated 

planning.  It is important to remember that planning policy affects everyone in some way, from 

the basis of the individual to the entire population – and that the long-term effects of growth 

management strategies may not be known for years.  

http://www.cato.org/pub_display.php?pub_id=9701
http://smartgrowthamerica.org/growthmang.pdf
http://smartgrowthamerica.org/growthmang.pdf

