
Creation Care for Urban Regions

for discussion

Devil’s Dictionary: Creation Care: A term used by evangelicals who care about our
stewardship over the earth God created for us, but not used by secularists who do not frame the
issue properly and call themselves environmentalists. Secularists are uninformed about and afraid
of “religion” and can’t tell the difference between progressive evangelicals using science, and
ideologues and sectarians, who command the attention of an even more benighted mass media. 

We need to reframe from multi-syllabic, colorless “environmental sustainability” to poetic,
transformational “creation care.” Words matter. Part of paradigm change is better framing of
paradigm change, not presenting policies in terms of what is important for the change agent, but
from the view of the audience. 

This discussion paper is concerned with new ideas for sustainability of urban regions, and
how to get from here to there. It is therefor concerned with paradigm change, which includes
framing, the words we use to persuade others. Advocates for urban sustainability tend to have a
piece of the elephant, not the whole of sustainability, and often frame policies in non-persuasive
ways. Creation care is a way of framing paradigm change as an aspect of paradigm change itself. 

The current American urban system of subsidized auto use, land dispersion, unsustainable
planetary degradation, population growth, and low productivity consumption is not sustainable. It
is very complex, but does not feel complex because we are used to dealing with it one piece at a
time, and we know unconsciously how each piece fits into the rest. Sustainability or creation care
is equally complex, and, since it is new, it feels complex. It also involves integration of many
systems and requires changing of many paradigms,

The following is an outline of ideas, not a polished essay.

Transportation Pricing Reform
Dual purpose: improve market outcomes for the whole economy and increase economic

freedom in terms of consumer choice. Cars in the US are massively subsidized in many ways, both
monetary and non-monetized. The major categories of subsidy, or indirect cost, are 
1. Environmental externalities
2. Congestion delay
3. Parking
4. Local government
5. Federal and state government
6. Zoning regulation
7. Market imperfections
8. Fossil Energy
9. Resources
10. Land use
11. Social



12. Economic
These subsidies and reforms tailored for each are discussed elsewhere. My paper, Pricing

Reforms: Paying Directly for Driving, provides a brief introduction (18 pages). 

Whole economy
The whole economy includes values not monetized in market exchanges and assumes that

money flows do not measure welfare. Those premises put analysis in outer space along with
poetry, with no where to go for quantification. To get started, whole economy analysis has to
make heroic assumptions, but also argues that money economists make heroic assumptions they
are generally unwilling to admit or examine. Oddly enough, the money economy is a good place
to start, and work on nature services, pollution costs, and cost-benefit have often found
interesting ways to quantify pieces of the whole economy. Similarly, the Genuine Progress
Indicator applied puts and takes to GDP to estimate welfare. 

Micro-economic analysis and business accounting use an elegant system of income
statements, assets and liabilities, and changes in financial position, but I’ve not seen this system
applied to GDP thinking, let alone asset values based on value judgments about welfare in the
whole economy. 

In fact, value judgements, hidden in GDP thinking, make the enterprise of whole economy
analysis questionable. There should be at least two versions of the whole economy reflecting
differences in values. For example, those who value biodiversity and wilderness would give it
much more weight than those who don’t. Nevertheless, science must be respected, whether as
party pooper or designated driver. Climate skeptics and creationists cannot be part of the debate.
Ideology can inform values, but not perceptions of reality. Research by Dan Kahan and others
finds that for some personalities, ideological commitment funnels thinking into highly selective use
of facts and non-facts to support their point of view, with intelligence tending to make the
distortions more severe. We do not yet know the social and physiological bases for this kind of
thinking. Science does not have to be perfect to be the best referee. 

The whole economy continues decline while the money economy continues to rise.
Sustainability requires growth without growth: there is no reason the monetary economy cannot
continue to grow in ways that grow the whole economy, while other things are stable or decline.
It is not a question of reducing consumption, but changing consumption to be sustainable. It is not
a question of the money economy vs. the environment, but of integrating the two. It is not a
question of choosing between human needs and the environment, but of saving the environment
that supports humanity. 

Life in general on earth is not threatened, just the quality of human life, with some tipping
points already past costing many lives and economic losses, and looming, unknown tipping points
of reduced carrying capacity. Understanding the whole economy requires quantifying into
monetary equivalents environmental and social values. The non-monetary economy needs to be
added into macro-economic models in order to quantify how much and how fast we have
degraded the planet, to estimate price changes to monetize currently non-monetized values, and to
test elasticities of alternative systems to replace fossil-based, waste-based, and other systems that
cost more than they benefit. 

Quantification involves balancing two values. One is a value on nature with minimal
human impacts–biodiversity, wilderness. The other is a value on the human economy, the goods
and services of public and private sectors. The value on nature requires regulation and education



rather than pricing, while the human economy needs pricing as well as regulation and education. 

Forbidden topics for urban planning:
1. status of women policies
2. zoning as immigration control
3. growth without growth: productivity growth in advanced democracies with stable and aging
populations and restrictive immigration 
4. exporting growth and sustainability instead of importing people
5. costs of car subsidies and benefits of reform

Status of women
Urban planners take a restrictive approach to urban planning, locking themselves in a

straight jacket of population projections and turning a blind eye to social equity for women.
Equity is part of a mantra more than substantive. 

Social equity for women focuses on lower income women, educating them, providing
health services including family planning, and legal protections against abuse. Improving the status
of women raises their quality of life, increases economic productivity, and stabilizes population.
The economy can grow without population growth, as is happening in Japan and Europe.

Zoning as immigration control
Zoning can restrict housing supply enough to act more effectively than the Border Patrol.

This is not necessarily a bad thing, but we need to be honest about it. A locality should be able to
achieve sustainability, so long as it does not beggar its neighbors by externalizing costs. There are
three requirements: 1) Have housing for workers equal to the number of local jobs plus transit-
accessed jobs within 40 minutes; don’t externalize housing costs. 2) Provide housing for the
population growth the locality is creating based on a normal age distribution. 3) Provide
affordable housing for low wage workers in the locality and for a fair share of housing for high-
need populations. Localities should not be required to provide housing for needs created by other
jurisdictions. 

Growth without growth
Sustainability in advanced democracies with stable and aging populations requires local

productivity growth and restrictive immigration to grow the whole economy with a stable
population. Western Europe and Japan are far ahead in this effort.  

Bay Area advocates of sustainability, like in other metros have little understanding of how
it works, and support unsustainable policies. ABAG projections of population growth have never
led to efforts to reduce it, Bay Area jobs growth has led to efforts to expand housing to reduce in-
commuting from outside the region, rather than to exporting jobs to where the houses are. The
attitude is more is always better and there is no criteria for figuring out how much is enough. For
example, Greenbelt Alliance is supporting conference on “Building a Jobs-Rich Region” without
the slightest consideration of status of women productivity issues and how to provide social
equity without promoting population growth. 

Yet there are ways to grow economically while improving sustainability, based on whole
economy concepts. Some examples include locavore food systems, non-fossil energy efficiency
and energy supply technologies, waste reduction, and closed-loop manufacturing systems. Reform



should focus on the most unsustainable problems, e.g., fossil use, water, biodiversity, and
hazardous chemicals.

Exporting growth
Sustainability is helped by a stable population and even, in some cases, a reduced

population. No places can  benefit from increased population, but also all places would benefit
from improved productivity, especially by those now less productive, the less educated and poor. 

Nations and metros historically import labor during periods of growth, with varying
degrees of problems of assimilation largely determined by cultural differences, and usually not
severe until there is an economic downturn. Basing growth on labor immigration is not sustainable
unless the receiving and donating areas have stable populations, in which case migration just
moves people around without population growth. 

Sustainability requires exporting growth and sustainability instead of importing people. A
developed sustainable area tends to be attractive to impoverished labor desperate to survive and
to be attractive to the importing area to get cheap labor. Instead, the wealthier areas need to help
the poor areas solve their problems similarly to how they did it: nation building (development of
core security, justice, and economic institutions through corruption reduction, education and
training), extensive services providing for basic health, including family planning, general
education and status of women policies, diffusion of sustainable technologies especially for food
and water, and investment in key technologies with comparative advantage in the global economy.

Costs of car subsidies and benefits of reform
Urban planners are very much aware of the negative effects of car dependency and to

some extent of subsidies. They understand pricing reforms and occasionally talk about them,
usually followed by a shrug of the shoulders about political feasability. They do not, however,
take the time to quantify specific costs for specific victims, nor do they quantify benefits for them
from reform. They, like most middle class carists, see pricing reforms as a cost and as having
regressive impacts, and ignore benefits from funds and incentives created by pricing reforms. They
do not think about policies for public involvement and gradual implementation. In general, urban
planners are really bad at economics, are ignorant about the market place and pro formas, and are
far too distrustful of developers making money. They like affordable housing without knowledge
of how excessive regulation drives up the cost, and they like inclusionary requirements for
affordable housing, without being aware how much it suppresses the supply of new housing for
the middle class. To the extent they have heard of it, they think Prevailing Wage means the
prevailing wage. They assume bundling despite the environmental injustice involved. 


	Creation Care for Urban Regions

