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- By Lawrence A. Herzog
atiiral disasters challenge us to rethink
our lifestyles. They remind us of the
boundless power of the earth, the heav-

ens, the wind and rain. They renew our con-

nection to the ecological cycles of this planet.

We live mostly cocooned from nature. Our
autombbiles cushion us from the spaces we
pass tHrough as we zoom from one part of the
regiom fo another. Our homes block out na-
ture. Inside them we make a beeline for our
machifies — television, DVD, Palm Pilot, MP3
player, computer — and blast off into channel
surfing, cyberspace utopia. The natural world
outside disappears, We take it for granted.

Reactions of many San Diegans to the Octo-
ber fitéstorm exposes some of the contradic-
tions in what writer Mike Davis has called “stu-
pid litbanization that conspired to create the
ingredients for one of the most perfect
firestorms in California history.”

Election data will show that most residents
of Sc;jpps Ranch voted for the recall of the gov-
ernof, dnd (again quoting Davis) “against the
oppression of an out-ofcontrol public sector.”
The biggest supporters of Proposition 13 and
every.ofher attempt to downsize government
havébeen upper middle class suburbanites in
Southérn California. And yét, on the day the
Crest fire roared down the canyons toward the
bastions of suburban sprawl in east and north
coungithese same citizens were screaming

for tote helicopters, more firefighting planes, )

more fire engines. Suddenly, it was trendy to
have more government. -

In Alpine, during the second day of the fires,
awoman calls alocal radio talk show scream-
ing that “it is criminal” that her electricity is out
and her'water pressure is low. This same
woman also wants less povernment intervern-
tion and less taxes. But she expects that fire-
fighter§ and utility workers will be there imme-
diately when she needs them.

Talk about having it both ways, With huge
budget deficits driven by 25 years of voting out
new taxes, how can anyone expect California
to provide the colossal fire protection it now ap-
pears will be needed to protect millions of in-
lafifesidents from the inevitable Santa Ana
fires that come each fall? .

‘Pne irate resident near Ramona told this
newspaper “Screw the tree huggers. Theyrea
binchiof city people telling us what we cando
with the land we pay taxes on.” ’

fMe,rp.p to this gentleman: read a history book.
Paying taxes does not actually give you the right
toido anything you want with your property. If
- youldok at the last century of decision-making
« . - .inldnld¥ise, environmentat and propertylawin

- .- this tolintry, you will see that the courts have

- . . -soughiffo provide a balance between the private

- .property rights of individuals and the rights of
- * the publicinterest. “Public interest” is loosely
- “définied as the larger health and welfare of the
massgf people who live in a region.

f a landowner wants to build a nuclear power
plant orrhis/herland, state and-local govern-
ments today might consider the “public inter-
est” — public health dangers from radiation

: dzgmageito residents — to be a greater concern

i

than the private right to profit from the plant,

- cause we have an environmental legal infra-

They want to exist apart from
’ : B

Heérzog fs professor of city planning in the Schoa of
Public Administration and Urban Studies at San
Diego 5tate University. He has served on the
Mayor's Citizen Advisary Committee to the City of
Villages praject, and is a board member of Citizens
Coordinate for Century I,

. Amore innocent example: if the value ofa
historic landmark to the larger populationof
people living in a region is greater than the
profita property owner could reap by turning

be preservedinitsoriginalform. .. i

The legal debates over the pisblicinterest -
are oiten quite complex; thisiswhy the’ . S
process of land and environmental regulation

causes of cancer in the United Statesis .+
unchecked contamination of soils, air, food in
our culture, Millions of people have died over .
the Iast five decades because we did not have
laws in place that regulated waste disposal, air

pollution or water contamination. It took that -
long for the public interest to be redefined -+
across the land. Today, we are healthier be-

structure in place to prevent these destructive

One of the fallacies of exurbaii
residents is that they want fo'
enjoy the benefits of proximity:
to the city without taking "
responsibility for being patt of
its social area of influence.

the public interest.

sources of contamination, e
The private right to build at the ouieredges
of cities, in the backcountry and in exurban *
spaces is not-constitutionally guaranteed in all
regions of America. For example, on the East *#
Coast or in the South and Midwest, the federal
government restricts urban developmentin *
floodplains, because it would not be in the pub-~
licinterest to endanger the lives of hundreds of
thousands of people in river valleys during
massive winter rains. e R
Itis reasonable to argue, therefore, that the
arid hills and canyons of Southern California’s
backcountry may represent a fire-dangef zbne
and should not be developed with sprawling
cul-de-sac suburbs. Very simply, this kind of d

velopment impedes small-scale burning of' “33#

brush and cliaparral, as homeowners resistthe *
pollution of controlled burns, and public offi- -
cials worry about the costs of liability, = ¢
To put this in Jand use and property law **
terms, the danger of magsive fires may be a:
greater threat to the public interest than the pri
vate rightto blanket the backcountry with more
Scripps Ranches or San Diego Country Estat
This simple notion of public interest has ¥
been forgotten in the recent debates in the 48
termath of the worst fire disaster in San Diego’
and California history. One would think that -

&

Wil g A

L) LR

tional centersintheruralcounty, .- | .
“In the words of our “tree hugger” critic from

Ramona: “There are people like me whodon'’t

like city life. I say leave people alone, let thern

. It's one thing to reject city life and go live in

*“the wilderness of Alaska, It’s another to live in

Ramona, a place'that falls solidly inside the ur-
" banized region of San Diego. One of the fallac-

joy the benefits of proximity to the city without
taking responsibility for being part of its social

“tolive somewhere, and I'm not going to live like
bunch of animals in the high-rises downtown.”
“Welcome to the anti-urbanism of the 21st

3 ;icentqryAmeﬁcdn suburb.

: There are alternatives to building land-de-
ouring, unsustainable places like San Diego
Country Estates. The term “sustainable” as
*used here means that the land not only sus-
‘tains its immediate occupants, but functions
*wellin the regional eycle of environmental and
ousingneeds, v ... . - - ]
‘Suburbanites are quick to trash concepts
€ “smart growth” or “City of Villages” with-
‘out exploring the variety of development mod-
“elstheyembody. .- wrw i 0
“Writers have long lamented the suburban
hisession with the self and its contribution to
epression, social problems and dwindling ci-
vility in America. Gated subdivisions and es-
‘tate living run counter to spirit of the public in-
terest. Their residents want to escape from the

living in downtown high rises”) without accept-
ing thatthey are just reinventing a different
rsion of city living. Itis just one model, and it
y not be the best solution for all situations.
America is based on democracy and choice.
If the only living alternatives we offer are ei-
ther high-density high-rises or low-density
suburbs, we aré in big trouble, But, in fact,
there is a huge untapped range of possibilities
that lies in between these extremes —moder-
ate density, diyersified mixed-use “villages”

and small single-family attached homes, with
Open space, ¢anyons and a real town center to
valk to, Examples include the Uptown District
in Hillcrest, sections of Mission Valley and the
Otay Lakes development in South County.
Creating nodes of well-designed, slightly
her density homes around existing rural

able housing and preserves more open space
and fire-prone backcountry, which can be left
nature and more easily controlled with regu-

.« lated burns. It also ¢reates more sustainable

concentrations of humanity that can be linked
with alternative transit. e
“This scenario may be San Diego’s besthet
ortherestofthiscentury.  +. .. = .
In medicine, we now know that the best way

fight canceris iiot merely by throwi

the loss of more than 2,400 homes and 375,000 -« money at treatment options once people get

acres of natural landscape in San Diego County

would cause people to reconsider the mistakes -

of East Coast-style suburban densitiesin a fire-
prone, semi-arid place like Southern California.
But many observers are quick to defend
their suburban lifestyle, with little thought to o
the larger public interest it may threaten. They
express outrage atthe idea of buildingat
higher densities in existing towns, both back
in the urbanized core, as well as in the tradi-

=

the disease. We know that we fight cancer by
i‘changing our lifestyle — stop smoking, cut

own on carcinogenic foods, stop polluting our
drinking water and ourair. .~ - -

+-coftent to build up massive armies of fire trucks

and tanker planes waiting for the next fire to
~come? Or are we going to rethink the way we

. *.build our city in the places where it touches the

dry rural natural landscape thatis prone to fires?
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;Tive their life without government intervention,”
thatlandmark into a resort, the propertywill .~ :

_-ies of exurban residents is that they want to en-
often takes decades to evolve. One of the main 3

¥

area ofinfluence. They want to existapartfrom
.«the public interest, o :
"..- The Ramona resident’s response: “We have

percelved ills of the city (“the bunch of animals -

composed of varied townhouse configurations,’

centers also makes sense. It provides afford-
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