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What is density?





ÅA measure of the number of people per some defined 
space. For example, 20 people per square acre or 1000 
people per square mile. 

ÅThe term it self is simple a report of this relationship. 

ÅA normative standard of density have been suggested 
(Newman and Kenworthy for example set the threshold 
density for making mass transit, biking, and walking 
viable at approximately 12 persons per acre or 8 to 9 
dwelling units per acre) 

ÅBut is density really value neutral?

What is density? 



ñI appreciated our conversation. It was helpful to me as I 
try to walk the line between neighborhood/housing 
preservation and growth. Both are important values to 
me, and I have a lot to learn. I know we need to and will 
grow as a city. I want to do it in a way that preserves the 
qualities that we all value in Seattle: strong 
neighborhoods, affordable housing, healthy small 
business, a place for working families, racial/ethnic 
diversity, safe streets, healthy environment, etc. I see 
density in and of itself as value neutral, i.e. it can be 
positive or negative in its impact on our city.Itôs how 
we grow and increase in density that is critical. I want to 
see what works and how to get there.ò

Seattle City Council Candidate



ÅWhen we say density we mean more 

people in a smaller space.

ÅUsually not used as a value neutral term.

ÅAlso talked about as the opposite of 

sprawl. 

ÅDensity=Good and Sprawl=Bad

ÅIs that view justified?

What is density? 



Density and climate change  

From: Comparing High and Low Residential Density: Life-Cycle Analysis of Energy Use and Greenhouse Gas Emissions, JOURNAL OF 

URBAN PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT © ASCE / MARCH 2006



Density and health  
From: Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report Recommendations and Reports July 24, 2009 / Vol. 58 / No. RR-7



Density and energy efficiency
From: Reid Ewing and Fang Rong HOUSING POLICY DEBATE VOLUME 19 ISSUE 1 © 2008 

The average household would be expected to consume 17.9 million fewer BTUs of primary energy annually, about 

20 percent less, living in a compact county. Homes in sprawling communities also tend to be larger. 



Density and transportation

Sprawl ñimplies an increase of 1,200 miles driven per year (4.8%) and 65 more 

gallons of fuel used per household (5.5%)ò 

From:David Brownstone Thomas F. Golob, The Impact of Residential Density on Vehicle Usage 

and Energy Consumption,  September 26, 2008 Journal of Urban Economics 



Density can help the fish?



Density and surface water

Findings of the Partnership of Puget Sound

ñmore consistent implementation and smarter policies related to land 
use . . . Critical to our ability to protect resources will be encouraging 
density in urban areas, protecting rural working lands, and avoiding 
sprawl.ò

Ebbert, J.C., Embrey, S.S., Black, R.W., Tesoriero, A.J., and Haggland A.L., 2000, Water Quality in the Puget Sound Basin, Washington and British 

Columbia, 1996ï98: U.S. Geological Survey Circular 1216, 31 p., on-line at http://pubs.water.usgs.gov/circ1216/
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ñThe growth is not in high-density urban cities but rather in suburban and 

exurban areas. You have only to drive around places like greater Pierce, 

Snohomish, and Thurston Counties to see how expansive and extensive the 

growth has been, despite Seattle's efforts to "curb" sprawl by soaking growth 

with greater density. As these cities grow, the seem to generate adjacent 

sprawl as well, despite (or perhaps because of) the Growth Management Act.ñ

Knute Berger, ñThe Mossbackò

Crosscut, August 26th

ÅGrowth in the central city is density, growth 

anywhere else is sprawl. 

ÅThere is growth happening outside the city in 

suburbs. 

ÅTherefore growth management policies can 

ñcauseò sprawl. 

Lesser Seattle 



The response to the ñno growthò instinct  

Growth is going to happen. 

State and local government can plan and shape 

that growth. 

Science tells us that compact communities 

(density) are more sustainable than sprawl. 

Therefore development to accommodate growth 

should follow the basic principles of smart 

growth.

The terms urban, suburban and rural lose their 

meaningðits either smart or it isnôt. 

http://www.smartgrowth.org/about/principles/default.asp
http://www.smartgrowth.org/about/principles/default.asp
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