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By Roger K. Lewis, Washington Post Columnist
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Future Growth Likely to Transcend Tabletop Solutions
There's good news and bad news concerning growth in the Washington area.
The good news: This is one of America's strongest and most stable regions economically, a globally important metropolis of nearly 6
million people blessed with high-quality jobs, an educated citizenry, diverse communities, great universities and fabulous cultural and
natural amenities.
Predictions are that people will continue to want to live and work here. According to forecasts, the region's population is expected to
increase by 2 million between now and 2030, generating a need for more than 830,000 new housing units. During that same time, 1.6
million more jobs will be generated.
But this all could be bad news, too.
Where will 2 million more people, hundreds of thousands of new dwellings and 1.6 million new jobs be located?
In 2020, will people struggle to drive to work, to school, to shopping and to recreation? Will infrastructure and public services be
adequate? Will the environment get trashed?
To consider the implications of growth, more than 300 people were invited early this month to spend the better part of a day inside
the Ronald Reagan Building to play a game called "Reality Check."
Sponsored by the Urban Land Institute, the Smart Growth Alliance and Fannie Mae, with support from numerous other
organizations and individuals, Reality Check was billed as "a one-day participatory exercise that will kick off a long-range planning
process designed to help leaders envision alternative growth scenarios."
Sponsors identified four Reality Check objectives: promote region-wide awareness of anticipated growth; recognize points of view of
different stakeholders; allocate projected housing and employment growth in the region based on consensus values and principles, and
on economic, demographic and environmental realities; and lay the foundation for steps aimed at assuring "high-quality" growth.
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Players were asked to think big, keep an open mind, be bold, examine alternatives, make trade-offs and accept compromise.
Seated around 30 large tables,
map but without jurisdictional
professional planners, real
executives and civic leaders
At each table was a collection of
-- the same quantity and mix at
people, homes and jobs
2030.

each covered by the same regional
boundaries, were public officials,
estate developers, business
from different parts of the region.
white, yellow and blue Lego blocks
each table -- representing the
expected to appear from now to

A facilitator at each table
had to negotiate, agree on and
principles. Then they had to
presumably in accordance with

explained the rules. The players
write down a set of guiding
place every Lego block on the map,
the guiding principles at their table.

Principles differed little among
between jobs and housing;
near public transportation
optimize use of existing and
affordable housing
and promote mixed-use

the 30 tables: achieve balance
locate new housing as well as jobs
corridors and transit stops;
upgraded infrastructure; ensure
opportunities; preserve open space;
development.

Nevertheless, by the time the game ended, there were measurable differences in Lego block distribution from table to table. Some
players placed a high percentage of blocks inside the Beltway while others located most of them outside. The District received many
blocks at some tables and relatively little at others. Density patterns varied considerably, with strategies ranging from dispersal
throughout the urbanized region to concentration at existing or emerging urban nodes.
Many players advocated shifting a substantial amount of growth east into Anacostia, Prince George's County and beyond, because to
date most growth has been north, west and south of the city.

File: Macintosh HD:Users:jay:Documents:Promos folder:Slabbert TV Publish:La Plata and Nicholas Slabbert:DBED and Nicholas, La Pla#957A0:R.Lewis
RealityCheckDCFeb05.doc

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A35576-2005Feb18.html

And all 30 teams attempted to preserve significant amounts of the region's suburban and exurban landscape while safeguarding
already protected open space.
Did Reality Check accomplish its goals?
It was a challenge just to have 300 very busy people from the District, Maryland and Virginia -- among them D.C. Mayor Anthony
A. Williams, Montgomery County Executive Douglas Duncan and Fairfax Board of Supervisors Chairman Gerald E. Connolly -show up in the same room at the same time.
The game required talking openly not only about regional problems and opportunities, but also about local ones.
Thus the most significant achievement was getting 300 people from different jurisdictions, all with different viewpoints and expertise,
and some with considerable skepticism, to stake out a position yet buy into a set of shared regional planning principles, at least when
playing the game.
What happens after Reality Check? How real is it?
Washington Post staff writer Peter Whoriskey reported that Fairfax County's Connolly thought Reality Check participants "checked
reality at the door."
The Lego blocks stacked atop the 30 maps looked like a three-dimensional, vertical bar chart or like aggregations of skyscrapers. The
arrays at some tables brought to mind Frank Lloyd Wright's proposed mile-high building.
In fact, the game inevitably yields a highly abstract vision representing very general land use and transportation ideals. What it does
not produce is a regional plan or a visual image of the future. And it doesn't necessarily lead to new and actionable public policies.
This is what Vision Planning is all about.
Regrettably, the Washington metropolitan region is likely to remain politically fragmented and traffic-choked. Affordable urban and
suburban housing will become less available, resulting in ever more low-density development on exurban land. The forces creating
sprawl are unlikely to abate.
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The probable reality is that, despite the wisdom the game's players showed, all of us will return home and attend to our own back
yards while trying to keep others out of them. Those 2 million new residents and 1.6 million jobs will just have to land in someone
else's neighborhood.
Roger K. Lewis is a practicing architect and a professor of architecture at the University of Maryland.
© 2005 The Washington Post Company

These last two depressing paragraphs are descriptive of what has
happened thus far, but La Plata and its intensive Vision Planning is an
example of what must be done to achieve a better future.
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