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Our love affair with big things

By Lawrence A. Herzog

wm, resident Bush's trip to

) Brazil last week renewed

¥ attention to our national
energy crisis. Brazil is a
world leader in alternative
biofuel technology. Back
in January, in his State of the Union
address, Bush surprised some of his

. Critics by mentioning the reduction of

" gasoline consumption as a goal of his
administration.

Cheaper alternative fuels, however,
only touch the surface of our crisis.
A darker shadow looms over the na-
tion.

Qur cities are overweight. We have
developed the world’s largest appe-
tite for giant homes, more land, more
‘possessions, bigger vehicles, ware-
tiouse-sized stores and more malls,

alli stuffed into the most bloated
sprawhng amoeba-like urban regions
on the planet.

- Over the last 30 years, our con-
sumption of space has ballooned out
of proportion and beyond our ability
to sustain it. We are truly living large.
We no longer reside in “cities”; we
live in “megaregions” whose scale be-
gets a lifestyle that sucks billions of
gallons of petroleum and natural gas
out of planet Earth.

Consider just a few of our supersiz-

ing trends:

HOMES
~ The average size of a new single-
family home in the United States
has doubled since the 1950s — from
1,100:square feet to 2,340 square feet.
But’ ‘ditln’t family size grow during
that fjei{tod? No. Families have actu-
-ally gotten smaller. During the baby
boom (f9505—19705) houeehold size
was 3.7 members per household; to-
dayitis2.6. |
Despite rising: housmg costs, devel-
opers around the country report that
Amgricans want even bigger homes.
In Texas, new suburban. homes. aver-
aged a whopping 5,000 square feet
a decade ago; but some local build-

nado and other neighborhoods in the
San Diego region.

Paul Krox, former dean of the
School of Architecture at Virginia
Tech University, calls the: endless
suburbs of oversized homes “Vulgar-
ia.” “I dare say, this is not a landscape
of homes,” he notes, “but of funeral
homes. They're on that scale.”

Of course, giant houses on large
lots mean more building at the
fringes of our existing suburbs and

" beyond, and even greater fuel expen-

ditures for “megacommuters.” Just
ask residents of Temecula heading
south on Interstate 15 every day at
5:30 a.m.

Families with two or three children
must ask themselves: Do we really
need so many thousand square feet?
Even with innovations in heating and
cooling systems, and the use of i insu-
lation, studies show that giant homes
tax our nation’s energy supplies.

CARS .
President Bush’s interest in the
cost and supply of fuel misses a larg-
er problem: the size’ (and weight) of
our cars. We are driving larger and
larger vehicles. In 1985, only 2 per-

_ cent of new vehicles were in the SUV

category; 15 years later, one in four
new vehicles purchased were SUVs.
A staggering 50 percent of all U.S.
private vehicles owned are now.in the
“light truck” (SUVs, p;ckups, rmm—
vaus) category..

Even in.the midst; of ewdence of
dwindling « petmlemn supplies and

escalatingprices, automalkiers repoct-

edly:believe U.S:consumersistill want
SUVs. -Honda, for example is- com-
mitted to the production of big vehi-

cles “We've become -a.nation; of truck .

A nauoh of- Lruck buyers is- riot
susta.mable. The. Iederally ma.ndated
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buildup, and thus along with other
greenhouse gases, a direct cause of
global warming. The average car will
emit 50 tons of COz over its lifetime;
‘the average SUV produces twice that
amount. The Ford.Excursion gener-
ates an estimated 134 tons of CO2
over its shelf life.
~~iinfortunately;rany~Anrericans
consider it a badge of honor to own
a gargantuan home or drive an over-
_sized truck or SUV. Automakers play
into these American fantasies by giv-
ing Tight trucks names “Range Rov-
er,f’ “Rgm " “Yukon " “Expedmon,

gence of “big-box” retailers (Home
Depot, Target, Wal-Mart, etc.) and
more recently, the introduction of
the “megacenter”. or “supercenter”
that combine big-box, warehouse-
style consumption with daily product
needs (groceries, pharmacies, etc.).
Big-box stores, at modified sizes,
are certainly worth having .for the
cost savings they bring to consumers.
But, like ;anyurban design configura-
tion; when the scale of a retail cen-
ter grows too large, it distorts urban
space, destroys neighborhood scale,
pedestrian places and makes people
more addicted to oversized cars, driv-

ers report that clients are now de-
manding residences as big as 12,000
square feet.

Even in inner cities, the trend has
been to tear down old homes and re-

_ place them with out-of-scale abodes

three or four times the original size.
We have seen this in downtown Coro-

Herzog is professor of city planning at San
Diego State University. His most recent

- hook is “Return to the Center:-Culture, Pub-

lic Space and City-Building in A Global Era"
(2006). Herzog was a member of the Citi-
zen's Advisory Board that adopted the City
of Villages strategy for San Diego. He can be
reached at laherzog@mail.sdsu.edu.

SUVs are not required to follow these
stringent rules: they have been classi-
fied as “light trucks” since the 1970s
(when most trucks were used mainly
for farm and commercial work).

Light trucks are not actually very
light, and many are flat-out gas guz-
zlers. While the industry touts aver-
age mileages of about 17 mpg, the
fact is many trucks and SUVs are ex-
tremely inefficient, with city averages
between 10 and 12 miles per gallon.

The massive Ford Excursion, test-’

driven by Harper’s magazine in 2001,

was clocked at 3.7 miles per gallon'
Automobile consumption is one of

the major sources of carbon dioxide

ness, when, in fact, these vehicles,
are mostly crowding the streets (and
parking lots) of our cities.

MALLS
Not surprisingly, we are also super-
sizing the places where we buy our

consumer goods. In 1980, the Unit-.

ed States had 5 square feet of retail
space per person; today the average
is 20 square feet per person.
Shopping malls Have been around
since the 1960s, but they have contin-
ued to grow in sizé, and take on new
and more bloated forms. Most nota-
bly, the last decade saw the emer-

ing on freeways, and 11vmg in feature-
less suburbs.

Scientists tell us that energy con-
servation is best achieved when we
preserve small scale, unique “bio-
regions.” For cities, this. means we
need to be careful not to allow mall
builders and developers. to simply
cover the Earth with generic mega-
centers. Indeed, as one expert on
smart growth recently said: “People
love what's inside Superstores. They
just hate what's on the outside.”

Superstores or “Sprawl Marts” (as
some critics call them), are not only
oversized, they are ugly, one-story
warehouses with no windows or roof
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lines, nor any attempt to create
tecture.

The city of San Diego re«
stood up to the negative eife
megacenters by voting to bar

.Mart and other superstores |

than 90,000 square feet from

more than 10,000 square feet o
area for the sale of groceries. Rc
blasted by real estate consulta
a pre-labor move, this decisior
in fact, help San Diego preser
neighborhoods, exactly as envis
in the much heralded “City of "
es” master plan for 21st centur
Diego. (Mayor Jerry Sanders .
ently isn’t committed to the “
preservation” principal unde
his own City of Villages plan. H
licly announced his opposition

City Council megacenter vote s
after it passed.)

The good news is we don’t n:
wait for elected officials to sol
energy crisis. We have the po
rethink our consumer habits ar
values, as we begin to understa:
implications of living large.

America’s democracy was
around the idea of balancing o
vate rights against that which v
lectively know we must protect
“public interest.”

Energy policy lies within the
of each of us. We can begin b
fronting the trade-off betwee
selfish individual desires (for
sized cars or homes) and the «
tive good that beckons us to co
choices: drive smaller vehicles,
and promote pedestrian-scalec
munities, preserve older neig
hoods closer to the urban cor
shop at medium-sized malls.

It’s time to slim down our
This, as Al Gore wisely put it, n

n “inconvenient truth,” but it
we can no longer ignore. )



