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John DeStefano’s Plan for

Smart Growth
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Connecticut needs to aggressively combat the sprawl that puts more congestion on our roads, ploughs under open space, strangles our economic vitality and threatens the quality-of-life and character of our cities and towns.

Smart Growth must be a comprehensive strategy, not the window dressing offered by the current administration, which only plans to hire a total of two new state employees in a renamed office and add a steering committee.  John DeStefano has announced transportation, farm, environmental and property tax plans that all have strong Smart Growth components.  

Expand Connecticut’s commitment to mass transit and getting freight off the roads

· Invest in commuter rail – support Metro-North, and start New Haven-Hartford-Springfield service immediately, and along I-84 in the near future

· Make investments in the port and rail infrastructure necessary to move more freight off our roads

· Take a “Fix-It First” approach to roads, but make necessary road improvements

· Get serious about Bradley Airport with a bi-state Airport and Development Authority and public transportation connections

· Reform ConnDOT and move oversight of mass transit and ports to new agencies
Preserve our working farms

· Promote Connecticut Grown produce

· Work with farmers to craft a real set of supports for agriculture
Reform the Property Tax System
· Increase basic education support consistent with levels found in other states

· Provide 50% of education funding for every community

· Compensate communities appropriately for hosting non-taxpaying uses

· Link these funding changes to local and regional Smart Growth measures

These Smart Growth measures include:

· Reform and strengthen the Regional Planning Organizations

· Create targeted growth areas, and put state dollars behind them
· Encourage private development in targeted growth areas

· Put projects to a regional vote
· Coordinate government
· Take action that will promote intermunicipal cooperation
· Generate information essential for making informed and effective decisions
· Promote land use education for local officials and the general public
SMART GROWTH PLAN
Connecticut is unequalled in the beauty and character of our cities and towns, but these very features that give Connecticut such a high quality-of-life are threatened by sprawl.  

Over the past generation, 850% more land has been developed than Connecticut has grown in population.  The Hartford Courant recently reported that Connecticut loses 18 acres of open space per day.  What that means is that the towns people move into are losing the character that made them such an attractive place to live, as farms, fields and forests are turned into strip malls, parking lots and subdivisions.  It means that as Connecticut’s population spreads out, people are spending more time in their cars and less time at the dinner table.  In just the past decade, total vehicle miles traveled increased by 17%.  This sprawl means that established areas of development have lost out, with people and businesses moving to greenfields on the periphery.

A significant reason for these trends are state policies that encourage sprawl.  Development plans that are not coordinated between levels of government and among different government agencies ensure “dumb” growth.  The Rowland and Rell Administrations have consistently refused to engage in any “build-out analysis” or undertake a “cost of sprawl” study to determine how much the state is subsidizing and incentivizing sprawl.  And Connecticut’s over-reliance on the property tax has created tremendous pressure in towns to seek to plough under open space to tax-generating development.

John DeStefano has been one of the most articulate voices advocating Smart Growth in Connecticut.  As chair of the Blue Ribbon Commission on Property Tax Burdens and Smart Growth Incentives in 2003, he brought together large towns and small, business leaders and labor, and representatives of the state to support a unanimous report outlining a comprehensive blueprint for Smart Growth.  DeStefano took the issue to community, business and media leaders across the state, raising awareness.  Soon after, DeStefano was the convening founder of 1000 Friends of Connecticut to take the momentum of several Smart Growth reports and education efforts and create the type of on-going advocacy organization that has been successful in other states.
Governor Rell’s plan consists of hiring two people in a vastly understaffed sub-division of the Office of Policy and Management (OPM), and changing the name on the door.  The Secretary of OPM would designate an existing employee as the “State Responsible Growth Coordinator” who would bring together the heads of all agencies that deal with land use.  Coordinating across these agencies is a good idea, but a “steering council” without any authority to enforce this coordination except a low-level OPM staffer, nothing will change.

By its nature, Smart Growth cannot exist in isolation of other policies, such as transportation, economic development, the environment and – most importantly – the property tax.  John DeStefano’s Smart Growth Plan cannot be viewed separately from his transportation policy, farms initiative, environmental protection proposal, and property tax reform plan.  Governor Rell has called property tax reform a “false cry” and has offered no proposal to deal with this central issue.

SPECIFIC PROPOSALS

Many of the components needed to bring Smart Growth to Connecticut have been laid out in previously announced plans.  They include:
1. Property Tax Relief for Connecticut’s Families

DeStefano’s plan for property tax relief is in two steps.  The first is immediate relief for seniors by freezing their property taxes, a $1,000 rebate to homeowners, and the repeal of the tax on manufacturing equipment.  The second step is broad reform of the entire property tax system.  In order for it to be successful and widely embraced, broad-based reform will need to follow significant changes in state policy and organization.  As he is proposing the immediate relief measures, John DeStefano will be proposing pro-growth initiatives including his universal health care plan, and measures to improve state policy on transportation and energy.  At the same time, he will be working to achieve real, significant savings in the cost of government through: 

· consolidation and reorganization, 

· toughening up and reworking how bonding is distributed, and 

· controlling cost drivers such as health care costs.

When the pro-growth initiatives and cost savings measures are underway, it will be possible to undertake comprehensive property tax reform.  This reform must:

· Increase the “foundation grant” of the Education Cost Sharing Grant to increase basic state education support consistent with levels found in other states.
· Provide a minimum amount of funding for every community, even wealthier suburbs, because reform should not pit one type of community against another and property taxes are too high in all of Connecticut’s communities.  A goal of 50% of education costs
 for every community should be reached as quickly as possible.
· Compensate communities appropriately for hosting non-taxpaying uses.  This policy means fully funding the existing Payment In Lieu Of Taxes (PILOTs).
· Implement transparency and cost-containment mechanisms in local governments to ensure that this tax shift away from property taxes is not just a hidden tax increase.
· Provide relief for small businesses including a $10,000 credit on their corporate income tax credit for property taxes paid.

And, critically:

· Encompass Smart Growth principles.  These principles are elaborated on below.
2. Transportation Plan
DeStefano proposes a significant expansion of the state’s commitment to mass transit and fixed-path alternatives to freight transport.  Currently, mass transit is obsolete, under-funded and inconvenient. Despite the fact that the economy of southwestern Connecticut is heavily dependent on the ability of people to get to and from New York City, train and bus service in that part of the state has been the stepchild of the state’s transportation network. Rail cars are outdated and uncomfortable, the tracks need upgrading, the stations have too few parking spaces and only 2 percent of all freight is carried by rail. Train service is practically nonexistent in the rest of the state and buses are vastly underutilized. That’s inexcusable in a state that is the third most densely populated.  In addition, 98% of freight in the state is carried by trucks, causing congestion and air pollution.  Almost no support is currently provided to grow Connecticut’s three deep-water ports, and some state actions have actually reduced land for these ports.  The Rell approach of accepting the status quo is a catastrophe, representing bad environmental, economic and transportation policy all in one.

As governor, DeStefano would: 

· Immediately invest in commuter rail service between New Haven and Springfield, as recommended by the Transportation Strategy Board (TSB). The New Haven to Springfield corridor is home to 2 million people and ranks among the top 25 metro regions in the nation. Affordable passenger rail service must be inaugurated. The rail would provide 30-minute head-ways and operate 14 one-way trips per weekday. The following stations would be included: Union Station (New Haven), State Street (New Haven), Wallingford, Meriden, Berlin, Union Station (Hartford), Windsor, Windsor Locks (with bus connection to Bradley Airport) and Springfield, MA. The service is designed to be reliable and Amtrak train schedules and fares would be adjusted to be compatible with Metro North. In addition, Connecticut should make commuter rail along I-84 a reality in the next 5-10 years. 

· Improve freight rail access to Connecticut. Rail options for freight should be expanded using Connecticut’s north-south connections to the CSX facilities in Massachusetts. DeStefano also believes Connecticut must work with New York State to re-establish rail freight movement across the Hudson River and New York Harbor.

· Complete the bus-way from New Britain to Hartford, which has been talked about for years but has languished due to a lack of leadership. 

· Expand Metro-North’s capacity.  A minimum of 4,200 seats (40 coaches) must be added to the Metro-North fleet. Inter-modal hubs in Bridgeport, Stamford and New Haven should be expanded and the parking capacity in Bridgeport and New Haven should be increased by 400 and 900 spaces, respectively. The platforms at 14 Metro-North stations should be lengthened to accommodate longer trains and improvements must be made to the stations in Clinton, Guilford and Branford.

· Fix-it first and sensible road improvements.  Recognize that roads are still the most used means of transportation, and improvements will be necessary.  This means widening I-95 from Branford to the Rhode Island border, making operational improvements on I-95 to expedite the flow of traffic, extending Rt. 11 from Salem to I-95, improving the Rt. 8/I-84 interchange in Waterbury, widening I-84 from Waterbury to Danbury, extending Rt. 7 in the Norwalk area, and widening the Rt. 2 bridge over the Thames River

· Get serious about Bradley Airport.  Create a bi-state Connecticut-Massachusetts Airport and Development Authority. It would aggressively manage the airport and market Connecticut and western Massachusetts.  Also, express bus service should be immediately started to link the airport with inter-modal hubs in Hartford, New Haven and Bridgeport, and with the train station in Windsor Locks. These routes should ultimately be served by new commuter rail.

· Separate these vital functions out from ConnDOT.  Connecticut’s rail, mass transit and ports cannot be run as part of ConnDOT.  ConnDOT has shown again and again that it has neither the inclination nor the capacity to effectively and efficiently run mass transit.  We need a separate agency – as is the practice in almost every other state with a commuter rail system – that will not neglect mass transit.  A Port Authority of Connecticut should be created that is capable of supporting all three ports with financial resources, expanded bonding capacity, planning assistance, and marketing capacity.

It will be important to put all options on the table for funding these priorities.  Funding decisions cannot be made in a vacuum.  The public must be convinced that whatever cost they are asked to bare is well worth it for the return they will receive in enhanced quality-of-life and a more vibrant economy.

3. Farmland Protection

DeStefano has announced a series of initiatives to preserve working farms.  Farms are an integral part of Connecticut’s identity, but we are losing them at a troubling pace.  For instance, in 1990 Connecticut had 367 farms and 8 milk processing plants.  Today, Connecticut only has 165 farms and 5 milk processing plants.  A similar trend is occurring for other types of farms and orchards.

DeStefano will promote Connecticut grown produce by continuing the measures he has taken as Mayor of New Haven to promote awareness and access to Connecticut Grown, and by listening to farmers and crafting a real set of supports for their industry.
SMART GROWTH PROPOSALS IN DETAIL

Property tax reform is necessary in and of itself, but it also provides a tremendous opening to address integrally related issues relating to Smart Growth.  A principle reason discouraging communities from developing in smart ways that would otherwise be very popular is the need to raise ever increasing revenue through the property tax.  If the state steps in an addresses Connecticut’s over-reliance on the property tax, then towns should be willing and expected to agree to a series of Smart Growth principles in exchange.  Elaborating and expanding on the Smart Growth proposals in the property tax and other plans, Connecticut should:
a. Reform and strengthen the Regional Planning Organizations.

Planning that doesn’t stop at town boundaries makes sense, but attempts to do so from the Capitol will lose the connection with what local residents want to see in their communities.  Local RPOs (Regional Planning Organizations) and COGs (Councils of Government) have started to build a successful track record in some areas – notably in transportation, where they have real influence on how dollars are spent – but they need to be strengthened.  RPO’s will be asked to develop and agree on Regional Plans for housing, economic development and transportation.  These plans will help direct government investment and will be tied to the State Plan of Conservation and Development.  These organizations will be run through direct participation by town chief elected officials (the COG model), to ensure that voters know who to hold accountable.

b. Create targeted growth areas, and put state dollars behind them.
Towns working together in their RPOs should designate “preferred growth areas” in Regional Plans of Conservation and Development that will likely cut across municipal boundaries and should be consistent with the state’s Plan of Conservation and Development.  These preferred growth areas should correspond with areas of existing development and transportation corridors.  Redevelopment and in-fill development should be encouraged, but smart locations for greenfield development must also be a part of these areas.  In order to receive the property tax relief and as part of the Regional Plans of Conservation and Development, cities and towns will incorporate certain smart growth goals into each municipal set of land use regulations.
The state must make these designations meaningful by prioritizing state funding for them.  Discretionary bonding funds (existing programs like the Urban Act should be eliminated), DECD and other development dollars, CHFA and other housing funds all should only be dispersed consistent with the plans for targeted growth areas coming out of the RPOs.

c. Encourage private development in targeted growth areas

As part of these targeted growth areas, land-use patterns that concentrate development in responsible areas should be encouraged.  This means that in greenfield developments, clustered development should be promoted to set aside protected tracts of open space, and denser development should be encouraged in the targeted growth areas.  Density should be particularly encouraged as part of transit-oriented development.  As a pre-requisite to receiving property tax relief funds, communities must agree to sped-up approval processes for development in these areas.  All state required approvals (environmental, etc) should be similarly expedited.  The state should work with RPOs and municipalities to effectively and intelligently craft financial incentives to encourage the cluster development, density bonuses, mixed-use development and other positive development where it is deemed appropriate.
d. Put projects to a regional vote.  

Currently, state government makes decisions about projects of regional benefit behind closed doors which saddles taxpayers with billions in state debt service.  Connecticut has the highest debt-per-capita in the nation by some measures, which costs taxpayers almost $2 billion a year.  Instead of unaccountable decisions that have dire long-term costs, projects with a regional benefit like sports stadiums and convention centers should be decided upon by the region.  In many other states, projects such as these are put to referendum where voters can decide whether to create a funding mechanism (such as a sales tax surcharge) to pay for them as part of Regional Asset Districts.  If politicians are afraid of the voters, chances are that the project wasn’t worth it to begin with.
e. Coordinate government.  

Today, there is no meaningful coordination among the multitude of state agencies.  Often, decisions of one agency will work at cross-purposes to the goals of another.  John DeStefano will stream-line state government and introduce Smart Growth principles throughout.  A common application for state grants, a unified budget for all development projects and funds, and other initiatives to cut through the independent silos of government are necessary.  While every state is different, Massachusetts’ coordination provides a thoughtful example of how government can be re-organized to be pro-growth and Smart Growth oriented.  Ultimately, someone directly answerable to Governor DeStefano will set down common development goals and have broad oversight authority to see they are met – not a powerless staffer in an under-funded sub-division of OPM.
f. Promote intermunicipal cooperation.

There have been proposals discussed and sometimes enacted to promote intermunicipal cooperation, but none have had enough state support to make them attractive to municipalities.  Municipal revenue sharing for development projects that are done in a cooperative manner in site location and infrastructure support makes sense, but will not happen unless the state catalyzes this cooperation with fiscal incentives.
g. Generate information essential for making informed and effective decisions. 

There are three information-gathering initiatives that need to be undertaken right away.  Create a layered Geographic Information System (“GIS”) database identifying existing urban, suburban, rural areas, as well as infrastructure, brownfields, and natural resources. Conduct a statewide build-out analysis under current land use regulatory format. Conduct a statewide evaluation of public costs associated with sprawl.  It is absolutely essential that the state, RPOs and towns have the information they need to make informed decisions about how they will grow.
h. Land use education. 

Provide training for tax policy and land use decision-makers at the state, regional, and municipal levels concerning the benefits of Smart Growth measures.  Municipalities have appointed or elected boards with citizens from many backgrounds that make land use decisions.  These citizens could often benefit from training to help them make the complicated decisions that will result in the types of communities that they envision.   Connecticut should also provide youth-orientated programs promoting the need for Smart Growth measures to ensure the sustainability of our communities.

� Defined by the existing Minimum Education Requirement (MER) formula.
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