
URBAN GROWTH BOUNDARY
- Better Development -



What is an Urban Growth Boundary

An urban growth boundary (UGB) is a planning tool for cities and towns that identifies the extent of where we 
locate our homes, schools, and businesses. It puts a limit on how far out the city can expand.

Different cities may call these boundaries by different names, such as “urban limit lines” or simply “growth 
boundaries,” but they serve the same purpose of stopping sprawl development and encouraging sustainable 
growth practices

A UGB separates an urban area from its surrounding greenbelt of natural and agricultural lands, and helps 
encourage compact, walkable development, especially near transit. 

UGBs are set for significant periods of time—typically 20 years or more

http://www.greenbelt.org/blog/what-is-sprawl-development/




What is sprawl?

Sprawl is the outward expansion of low-density housing units, where 
residents must travel even short distances using an automobile, 
because of the remoteness of residential areas

Sprawl is often characterized as consisting of low-
density development. The exact definition of "low density" is arguable, 
but a common example is that of single family homes on large lots. 
Buildings usually have fewer stories and are spaced farther apart, 
separated by lawns, landscaping, roads or parking lots.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Population_density
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Land_development
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Single-family_home
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lawn
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Landscaping
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Road
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parking_lot


History of the Urban Growth Boundary

Opposition to unregulated urban growth and ribbon development began to 
grow towards the end of the 19th century in England. The campaign 
group Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) was formed in 1926 and 
exerted environmentalist pressure. 

Implementation of the notion dated from Herbert Morrison's 1934 
leadership of the London County Council. It was first formally proposed by 
the Greater London Regional Planning Committee in 1935, "to provide a 
reserve supply of public open spaces and of recreational areas and to 
establish a green belt or girdle of open space".

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Urban_sprawl
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ribbon_development
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Campaign_to_Protect_Rural_England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herbert_Morrison
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/London_County_Council


History of the UGB in the United States

In the United States, the first urban growth boundary was established 
in 1958, around the city of Lexington, Kentucky. Lexington's population 
was expanding, and city leaders were concerned about the survival of 
the surrounding horse farms closely tied to the city's cultural identity. 

The first statewide urban growth boundary policy was implemented 
in Oregon, under then governor Tom McCall, as part of the state's 
land-use planning program in the early 1970s. Tom McCall and his 
allies convinced the Oregon Legislature in 1973 to adopt the nation's 
first set of statewide land use planning laws.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lexington,_Kentucky
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oregon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tom_McCall


Why Do We Need Urban Growth Boundaries

By focusing growth inside existing towns and cities, a UGB reduces 
driving and greenhouse gas emissions; saves money on water, sewer, 
parks, and roads; protects the environment;  and allows for many types 
of housing across the income spectrum. And it costs taxpayers nothing.



Sprawl causes more traffic

Building or expanding roads to serve new or existing sprawl only 
increases congestion through “induced demand.”



Sprawl is harmful to our health

People living in less walkable communities have a 50% higher rate of 
diabetes as compared to the most walkable communities.

Thirty-five percent of people in walkable neighborhoods are 
overweight, compared with 60% in sprawl neighborhoods.

Another study found there was a positive correlation between the 
degree of sprawl and the amount of traffic and pedestrian fatalities in 
the largest 101 U.S. metropolitan areas



Sprawl residents pay more for public services 

Sprawl requires more expensive public services than smart growth.
One study found that a fire station in a low-density neighborhood 
serves one-quarter of households at four times the cost of an 
otherwise identical fire station in a more compact neighborhood.
Similarly, the costs of municipal services also rise as sprawl increases. 
Denser communities pay less to provide infrastructure and services 
including water, roads, solid waste, libraries, parks and recreation, 
governance, and more.
A city’s annual average household cost for public services is $1,416 in 
high-density areas, and up to $3,462 in sprawling areas. 



Sprawl uses more water

As lot sizes increase, water consumption increases largely due to the 
increased irrigation needs.

A 2015 report from Energy Innovation and Calthorpe Associates found 
annual per-capita water use almost doubled from 25,000 gallons in 
“urban” development to 44,000 gallons in “standard” development.



UGBs promote economic prosperity

Compact and contiguous development increases the ease of access to 
local businesses. Smart growth can lead to increased productivity and 
business activity, where people live within walking distance of more 
businesses, parks, and services. By reducing transportation costs, 
residents are more likely to purchase locally produced goods, which 
increases regional employment and productivity.



UGBs protect our natural values 

The open space and agricultural lands next to our cities provide a vast 
range of ecosystem services. Water filtration, water storage and runoff, 
clean air, pollination, carbon capture, recreation, and natural beauty 
are just some of the services that our open space provides. Without 
our natural and agricultural lands, we would have to cover the costs for 
providing these services. 
For example, if the City of New York did not protect its watershed and 
drinking water supplies, it would have to pay $6 billion to $10 billion in 
water filtration plant capital costs and more than $300 million per year 
in operations.



Industry and Policy Thinking on UGBs

“I think that the building industry has been incredibly resilient at 
resisting change,” says Chris Leinberger, a land-use strategist who is 
also a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution. “It’s somewhat akin to 
carriage makers not wanting to shift to making cars.”

It’s not just urban planners who think developers should be thinking 
more sustainably. The United Nations, in 1992, got 178 countries 
(including the U.S.) to sign onto Agenda 21, pledging to promote 
sustainable development…

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&nr=23&type=400


Examples of UGBs around the World

• Chapel Hill, NC
• Lexington, KY
• Boulder, Co
• Missoula, Montana
• Bozeman, Montana
• All Municipalities in Oregon
• All Municipalities in Washington
• All Municipalities in Tennessee
• South Africa

• Albania
• Melbourne, Australia
• Toronto, Canada
• Vancouver, Canada
• China (Nationally as of Nov. 2019)
• Hong Kong
• Rennes, France
• Auckland, New Zealand
• Romania



Affordable Housing

As housing prices escalate, some are quick to blame smart growth and UGBs, and 
say that expanding our cities into open space and agricultural lands will solve our 
affordable housing crisis. The evidence doesn’t support this view; rather, multiple 
studies show that sprawl is far more expensive than smart growth. A 2015 study 
found that sprawl costs America over $1 trillion, and can increase per-capita land 
consumption by up to 80% and car use by up to 60%.

Higher-density development, however, is actually less expensive than sprawl 
development. For example, providing transportation and public services is much 
less costly in a compact city than in a spread out one. Compact development also 
supports the local economy by improving accessibility to local businesses.

Market demand, not land constraints, is the primary determinant of housing prices. 
The strength of the housing market is the single most importance influence on 
housing prices whether growth management programs are present or not.

http://www.greenbelt.org/blog/what-is-sprawl-development/








Davidson’s Comprehensive Plan 2020

• Natural Assets & Conservation: Davidson will lead and aid efforts to 
promote open space connectivity, conservation, environmental 
protection, and agriculture-related endeavors | Pgs. 35-40, 85

• Growth Management: Davidson will intentionally steward 
conservation and growth efforts to promote its small-town character 
and sense of place through well-developed tools and practices | Pgs. 
35-39, 46- 55, 83, 98, 201



• https://www.orangecountync.gov/DocumentCenter/View/5618/JPA-
Anniversary-PP---TA-Final-NOT-Scrolling-101618?bidId=

https://www.orangecountync.gov/DocumentCenter/View/5618/JPA-Anniversary-PP---TA-Final-NOT-Scrolling-101618?bidId=




Portland, Oregon

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=avNmiHnSXns

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=avNmiHnSXns
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