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Is Atlanta Done With Sprawl?
By Angie Schmitt Oct 7, 2013 1 COMMENT

Centennial Park in Atlanta is an example of the kind of walkable regional destination that is
driving the region's economic growth, according to a new study. Image: George Washington
University School of Business

he sprawling-est city in the Southeast — Atlanta — is entering a whole new phase,
according to a new report from Christopher Leinberger at the George Washington
University School of Business.

Since 2009, the bulk of for-profit development in the region has been located in walkable
regional destinations that account for just 1 percent of region’s land area. These walkable
centers — “WalkUPs,” Leinberger calls them, for “walkable urban places” — snagged a
whopping 60 percent of the new profit-making development that has occurred in Atlanta
after the real estate bust.

“This research has found that sprawl in metro Atlanta is approaching an end,” writes
Leinberger. “Despite Atlanta’s reputation as a sprawling, auto-oriented region, the
metropolitan area has already begun adjusting to the walkable urban trend on the ground in
a surprisingly rapid manner.” 
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Retail rents are 144 percent higher
in walkable regional destinations
in the Atlanta region. Photo:
George Washington University
School of Business

Leinberger acknowledges that most of the region remains drivable sprawl — and those areas
will likely continue to be relatively stable and prosperous. But there is no longer any pent-up
demand for those kinds of places. The untapped market is for walkable places with major
civic or cultural amenities — the kinds of places that are “regionally significant.” And
developers are responding to that.

In Atlanta’s “WalkUPs,” for example, office rents are 30 percent higher than the region as a
whole, the study found. Retail in these areas rents at a 144 percent premium. Meanwhile,
rental housing in WalkUPs fetches 12 percent higher rents, while for-sale housing was
selling at a 161 percent higher price per square foot in walkable destinations.

There are only 27 of these “WalkUPs” in the Atlanta region,
places like downtown Decatur — a walkable, inner-ring suburb
— or the campus of Emory University, according to Leinberger.
But there are also nine emerging WalkUPs: places that were
developed for cars but are making a conscious transition to
become walkable places. So while the good news is that the
Atlanta real estate sector seems to be responding to changing
consumer preferences, the bad news is that these areas
combined account for only about 0.88 percent of the region’s
land area.

Nevertheless, Leinberger estimates that most of the economic
growth that occurs in metro Atlanta in the coming years will
take place in these centers. These areas already host 19 percent
of the region’s jobs and roughly 27 percent of knowledge
industry positions.

But poor investment in transit is holding the Atlanta region back, Leinberger says. Only 59
percent of WalkUPs in the Atlanta region are served by its rail transit system, MARTA,
compared with 88 percent in the DC region.

DC’s Metro rail system is about 2.5 times the size of Atlanta’s, despite the fact that they were
the same size in the 1980s. As a result, MARTA has a reputation for serving mostly poor
people, while DC’s Metro ridership is a much better reflection of the total population. That is
part of the reason why office rents in DC fetch a much higher premium when they are in
WalkUPs that are transit accessible  — 75 percent — compared with Atlanta’s 30 percent.
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Walkable Development Is on the Rise in Michigan
By Tanya Snyder | Jun 24, 2015

As the cradle of the car industry, Michigan built out its cities and suburbs exclusively for the automobile

after WWII with a fervor that few other states could match. Today the pendulum of public preference is

Nevertheless, the bulk of new development in Atlanta’s existing and emerging WalkUPs — 85
percent — went to locations served by rail transit.

To ensure economic success, the Atlanta region should increase its emphasis on developing
walkable, bikeable, transit-friendly areas, Leinberger writes.

“Walkable urban development calls for dramatically different approaches to urban design
and planning, regulation, financing and construction,” he says.
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swinging back toward walkability, but much of Michigan’s housing stock is stuck in the old model. Just 8

percent of homes in […]

The Regions With the Most Potential to Build New Walkable Development
By Angie Schmitt | Jun 17, 2014

To get the economy humming again, America’s metro regions need to build more walkable places,

according to a new report from a coalition of real estate developers. The report from LOCUS [PDF], a

group of developers and real estate investors who specialize in building walkable projects, examines

which regions are seeing the fastest growth in walkable urban […]

Study: Upward Mobility Much Higher in Regions With Less Sprawl
By Angie Schmitt | Jan 28, 2016

Living in a sprawling area, like Atlanta, or a compact one, like Boston, doesn’t just affect how you get

around. A new study published in the Journal of Landscape and Urban Planning suggests it may also have

a significant impact on your chances to escape poverty. The study by Reid Ewing at the University of Utah

compared upward […]

Atlanta’s Big Turnaround in Walkable Development
By Brad Aaron | Jun 25, 2015

A new report that quantifies development in walkable urban places (“WalkUPs”) has good news for

Atlanta. Darin at ATL Urbanist reports: A full 50 percent of new properties developed in the Atlanta

region from 2009-2014 happened in walkable urban places, which is not only a higher amount than

what’s happening in the other regions as charted […]

Leinberger: Infrastructure Bank the Right Prescription for Ailing Economy
By Angie Schmitt | Sep 9, 2010

Between the punditry and horse race tracking that pass for modern reporting, we haven’t seen much

thoughtful analysis of what effects President Obama’s $50 billion infrastructure plan might have on the

anemic economy. While specifics of the proposal are still forthcoming, land use expert Christopher

Leinberger of the Brookings Institution says a national infrastructure bank […]
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Walkable Areas Swiping Residents From Suburbs
By Aaron Short | Jul 9, 2019

"Walkable" neighborhoods are booming — and reclaiming residents and businesses from the suburbs.
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