Almere in the Netherlands, near
Amsterdam, attracts a range of
residents seeking suburban living.
It is designed as a series of villages
interspersed with extensive green
space and waterways.
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As the development and planning
industry in the United States
grapples with today’s challenges
of sprawl, congestion, climate
change, aging infrastructure,
energy prices, and a downturn felt
across the industry, lessons can be
learned from three longstanding
master-planned communities.
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A NUMBER OF PLANNING and development
ideas were pioneered back in the 1960s and
1970s when suburban development was more
broadly accepted—before much of today’s sub-
urban backlash had bubbled up. Some of
these include designing with the existing land-
scape in mind in order to preserve resources
and enhance value, as well as creating self-
sufficient suburbs with housing, shopping, em-
ployment, and amenities. As a result, many of
these ideas have become the standard, while
others—like the debate over culs-de-sac ver-
sus a more interconnected grid of residential
streets, as well as congestion and sprawl in
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general—continue to evolve, as is evidenced by
movements such as the new urbanism.

These longstanding communities include
Columbia, Maryland, outside of the city of Bal-
timore; the Woodlands in Houston, Texas; and
Almere in the Netherlands, near Amsterdam.
Columbia, for example, set a new agenda for
social, racial, and economic integration in a
suburban setting. The Woodlands set the bar
for landscape design and sensitivity to the
environment. And Almere, like many Euro-
pean examples of suburban development that
Americans look to for inspiration, set a stan-
dard in terms of transportation and afford-
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able housing. These three communities, as
well as many others that came into being in
the 1960s and 1970s, hold lessons for newer
large communities, with regard to urban de-
sign, marketing/branding, diversity, amenities,
town centers, transportation, and the role of
communities in their greater regions.

Columbia, the Woodlands, and Almere are
all large-scale developments by any of today’s
measures. Columbia and the Woodlands,
for example, have just under 100,000 resi-
dents—although the Woodlands is expected
to grow to around 120,000. Almere is larger,
already with more than 180,000
residents—and could grow to
350,000. All three established
developments have substantial
employment, retail development,
and entertainment, recreation,
and educational opportunities
that make them regional draws.

Marketing and Branding.
There are, of course, differences
in the marketing and branding of
Columbia, the Woodlands, and
Almere. At Columbia, the de-
veloper sought to create an in-
tegrated community to serve
housing, retail, social events, em-
ployment, and educational needs
of a cross section of the popula-
tion, and to do so in a bucolic
suburban setting.

Columbia maintains a sense
of community not just by brand-
ing and marketing, but also
by having a strong homeown-
ers association. Each homeowner pays $0.75
per $1,000 of the home’s assessed value to
the Columbia Association. The owner of a
$500,000 (€313,400) home pays $375 (€235)
per year, for example, which goes toward the
maintenance and operation of parks, trails,
tot lots, recreation centers, and activities and
events for all.

The Woodlands, too, has cultivated a
strong sense of community, but has a much
more dominant ecological theme. Its plan em-
phasizes the value created by preserving and
enhancing the natural beauty of the site, par-
ticularly the water and trees. The Woodlands
was able not only to brand its theme around
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nature, but also to provide the right housing
mix for the market over time.

Almere is, in many ways, a modemn, well-
connected alternative to older established
Dutch cities such as Amsterdam and Utrecht.
Its architecture, particularly in its town center,
emphasizes the modem, and its branding and
marketing reflect this. Almere has attracted a
range of residents seeking suburban living, in-
cluding a high percentage of immigrants. It has
also attracted more than 30 foreign companies
that have opened offices there, including seven
companies this past year.

A strong marketing and sales effort is
needed to keep a strong pace of develop-
ment. For a time in the late 1960s, Columbia
achieved 2,000 sales per year, which had not

been seen before. The Woodlands has fluctu-
ated over time, but in recent years has been
among the top-selling, master-planned commu-
nities in the United States, according to Robert
Charles Lesser & Co., a real estate advisory
firm. Almere has maintained a growth rate of
2,000 to 3,000 new housing units per year.
Planning and Design. Limited available
land is a major constraint in land use planning
in the Netherlands. In fact, Almere is an exam-
ple of one of four large polders—new land cre-
ated by building dikes and draining or pump-
ing out water—created in the 20th century to
accommodate growth. Almere is designed as
a series of villages with a town center inter-
spersed with extensive green space and water-
ways; in this respect, it is like a number of



American communities. It also has less than
one-quarter of the density of the major Dutch
cities of Amsterdam, the Hague, Rotterdam,
and Utrecht. However, because of considerable
planning involvement by both national and lo-
cal government, transportation options and af-
fordable housing are more easily available than
in most American communities.

Rail service in Almere began in 1986 when
the community was just ten years old. Today,
the city is well connected to the national rail
system. Most residences and offices are less
than 400 meters (1,312 ft, roughly one-quarter
mile) from a transit stop of some kind. An ex-
tensive network of on- and off-street bike
lanes makes Almere as bicycle friendly as
other urban areas in the Netherlands. Roughly
30 percent of all trips in the Netherlands are
made by bicycle.

By contrast, transit service is substantially
more limited at the Woodlands and Columbia,
and although both have extensive bike trails,
they are more recreation focused than transpor-
tation oriented to and from homes, shopping,
and employment. The parks and trail system are
major amenities in all three communities.

Almere has a highly aggressive affordable
housing policy compared with large master-

planned communities in the United States.
More than 30 percent of all homes in Alm-
ere are affordable, as defined by households
earning less than €27,000 ($43,076) annually
and with monthly rents that do not exceed
€520 ($830), as of 2007. Of those affordable
homes, called “social housing,” two-thirds are
rented and one-third is owned. Nearly all af-
fordable rental housing in Almere is owned by
three local housing corporations.

Ann Forsyth, professor of city and regional
planning at Comell University in Ithaca, New
York, has studied suburban development exten-
sively, and wrote the book Reforming Suburbia
(published by the University of Califomia Press
in 2005), which is an in-depth analysis of the
planned communities of Irvine, Columbia, and
the Woodlands. She is also familiar with Dutch
planning and with the city of Almere, and notes
that she appreciates the level of public sector in-
volvement and the results it achieves. “| like [its]
comprehensiveness,” says Forsyth, referring to
the scale of transportation planning and the pro-
vision of affordable housing.

Like Almere, the Woodlands was cre-
ated with water in mind, and is perhaps best
known for its landscape architecture, de-
signed by lan McHarg, who established the

Most residences and
offices in Almere are
less than 400 meters
(or roughly one-quarter
mile) from a transit
stop of some kind. An
extensive network of
on- and off-street bike
lanes makes Almere

as bicycle friendly as
other urban areas in the
Netherlands. Its town
center, which includes
residences, offices,
retail, entertainment,
and civic uses, also
includes an array of
buildings by leading
European architects.
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landscape architecture program at the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania. A heavy emphasis was
placed on preserving landscapes and living in
harmony with the natural setting.

Water is everywhere in the Woodlands de-
velopment, which uses a natural drainage sys-
tem of ditches, streams, wetlands, and lakes
for mitigating runoff. The natural system saved
substantially on the cost of storm sewer con-
struction. The Woodlands also sets an aes-
thetic standard for roads and commercial de-
velopment. Arterial roadways are lined thickly
with trees and undergrowth, so that drivers
typically cannot see across medians or into
commercial development. As a result, there
is none of the visual blight of typical commer-
cial strips.

Like Almere and the Woodlands, Colum-
bia is laid out in distinct villages with a town
center, but it takes the concept further. Each
village contains a village center with a gro-
cer and other retail and community uses, and
it serves several neighborhoods. Each neigh-
borhood contains a center with a park, an ele-
mentary school, and a convenience store.

Because of demographic shifts and
changes in market forces, some of the schools
and grocery stores have closed in Columbia
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over the years. However, the supply and de-
mand for shopping and community amenities
have remained in markedly better balance than
has occurred in countless communities across
the United States that overzone, and therefore,
overbuild, commercial space. Columbia has
very little vacant or deteriorating commercial
space. Furthermore, the range of services pro-
vided in each village and neighborhood is note-
worthy, enhancing the social fabric of the entire
community.

Although Columbia is laid out on a system of
winding roads and culs-de-sac, its idea of small
self-sustaining villages and no commercial strip
development has been adopted by the new ur-
banists, albeit in a much different layout.

Town/Regional Centers. “The Woodlands
is beginning to function as a regional center
for the north Houston metro area,” says urban
historian Joel Kotkin, referring to the Wood-
lands’ town center and the regional draw it
has become as it matures. Like the Wood-
lands, Almere, and Columbia have town cen-
ters offering retail, employment, and civic uses
that have become regional attractions.

Both Columbia and the Woodlands have tra-
ditional interior malls, but the Woodlands also
has a recently opened pedestrian-friendly retail
center that is more akin to a lifestyle center.

By contrast, Almere has a town center
known for its striking architecture, which sets
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itself apart from all others. The master plan for
the Almere town center, designed by architect
Rem Koolhaas and his firm, the Office of Met-
ropolitan Architecture (OMA) based in Rotter-
dam, contains a variety of uses such as resi-
dences, offices, retail, entertainment, and civic
uses, but also includes an array of buildings
by leading European architects.

The Woodlands has become a regional
draw due to the public open space along the
Woodlands Waterway, a canal running through
its town center. Flanked by walkways on both
sides and served by a shuttle boat, the water-
way has attracted substantial development to
its banks, including offices, residences, a ho-
tel, and a pavilion for live performances.

Although Columbia has a town square with
public space flanked by restaurants, a hotel, and
offices, it is cut off from the regional mall by a
large roadway. As a result, the town square suf-
fers somewhat from lack of connectivity.

Lessons Learned/Lasting Solutions. “We
lead regional lives,” explains Peter Calthorpe,
president of Calthorpe Associates in Berkeley,
California, noting that despite the best inten-
tions of developers to provide retail, employ-
ment, and civic uses in master planned com-
munities, the reality of today’s world is that
people operate on a much larger scale. Kotkin
agrees, and has long promoted his belief that
the suburbs should be an “archipelago of vil-

Columbia, Maryland, outside of the city of
Baltimore, is laid out in distinct villages with a
town center. In addition, each village contains
a village center with a grocer and other retail
and community uses, which serves several
neighborhoods.

lages” within a larger metropolitan area, or,
in effect, town centers like those found at the
Woodlands or Columbia.

Calthorpe notes that, as a result, a regional
network of strong village centers connected
by transit is important. “Is it walkable, is it di-
verse, and is it built at a human scale?” he
asks, noting that many master-planned com-
munities today lack these criteria that in his
mind are the fundamental building blocks of
good urbanism. “The solutions entail alterna-
tives to the car and building denser,” he says.
He notes that many new urbanism commu-
nities have achieved some of this, but main-
tains there is much to do.

Ann Forsyth concludes in her 2005 study
that for all the planning and design that went
into Columbia and the Woodlands, while cer-
tainly resonating within the industry and
among buyers and renters, have not actually
resulted in fewer miles traveled or, necessarily,
in a measurable reduction of sprawl.

Planners and developers look to places
like Almere in the Netherlands for inspiration,
often returning home and wondering why the
United States lacks the marriage of good tran-
sit planning and inspired urban and subur-
ban design. It would be too simplistic to look
to the Dutch and other European countries as
holding all the lessons in planning and devel-
opment. Forsyth reminds us that Almere is in
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A lot has to be said for the vision and
level of risk it takes to create large commu-
nities that require decades to complete. The
developers of Columbia and the Woodlands,
Jim Rouse and George Mitchell, respectively,
had very strong visions for what they wanted
their communities to be. The social vision at
Columbia holds true today, in the physical de-
sign and association, and the community has
aged well, providing a variety of services for
the diverse population living there.

“The vision thing matters,” is Kotkin’s
opinion. As Garvin noted, the Woodlands, in
particular, has been able over time to carry
out its vision of developing within and em-
bracing its natural setting, in addition to deliv-
ering the housing product and amenities that
resonate in the market. “They took a great as-
set and did something with it,” says Kotkin.

Columbia, too, provides a lesson in mas-
ter planning for the appropriate level of ame-
nities, and has been mostly successful at not

The Woodlands in Houston, Texas, has a strong
ecological theme and emphasizes the value created

by preserving and enhancing the natural beauty of the
site. A pedestrian-friendly retail center recently opened
and the canal running through the town center has

attracted office development, reside

overbuilding, particularly retail space, at the

neighborhood, village, and town center levels.
One lingering problem is, of course, traf-

fic congestion and sprawl. Whereas communi-

pavilion for live perform

a different system, meaning that the level of

government involvement with planning, trans-

portation, affordable housing, and public fi-
nancing create different opportunities and
outcomes, making direct comparisons diffi-
cult. Architect Alex Garvin agrees, but none-
theless is staunch in his opinion on the mat-
ter. “I'd say the Dutch are way ahead,” he
says. Kotkin is more measured. “There are
positives and negatives in both countries.”
True, Almere is evidence that strong pub-
lic commitment to nonautomobile traffic pays
dividends. Early investments in bus, rail, and
bicycle infrastructure have resulted in sub-

stantially higher rates of transit and biking
compared with comparable developments in
the United States.

“One thing we should take to heart is the
ease with which you can go bankrupt,” says
Garvin. Indeed, whereas master-planned com-
munities in Europe and America hold many
lessons on how and how not to develop, he
reminds us of just how many moving parts
and intangibles there are in development,
and how much more exposed large master-
planned communities are to market cycles,
particularly those communities trying to break
new ground.

SAM NEWBERG

ties like Columbia and the Woodlands provide
a better aesthetic experience for comparable
suburbs, they do not measurably reduce traffic
congestion or sprawl. The levels of affordable
housing, transit usage, and biking in Almere
certainly provide an instructive model, as that
community has achieved these levels while still
offering distinct neighborhoods, a town center,
and plenty of open space and amenities. The
smart growth, new urbanism, and green devel-
opment movements have been grappling with
these continuing issues, as is evidenced by the
creation of LEED for Neighborhood Develop-
ment, for example.

The imperative is still to look to mature exam-
ples in both Europe and the United States. Alm-
ere, Columbia, and the Woodlands hold valuable
lessons for the development community today.
There remains much to leam, and it will take a
greater level of maturity with newer projects be-
fore the development community will know what
lessons apply to future development. UL

SAM NEWBERG is an urbanist, a writer, a consul-
tant, and the founder of Joe Urban, Inc., based in
Minneapolis, Minnesota.
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