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1. INTRODUCTION  

1.1. Atlanta Metro Growth  

In April 2007 the US Census Bureau announced that metro Atlanta was the fastest 

growing region in the country, having added more residents between 2000 and 2006 than 

any other metro; approximately 890,000 new tax paying Atlantans
1
. Of course, babies are 

still being born, but the major population growth in Atlanta is due to people migrating 

here from other parts of the country. What brings them here is the relatively low cost of 

living, notably housing prices, good job prospects and nice weather. Those guiding 

Atlanta have a lot to be proud of, having turned around a once economically depressed, 

crime ridden and rapidly depopulating city. Atlanta has grown in geography as well; from 

65 miles north to south in 1990 to 110 miles in 2006
2
.  The Atlanta Regional Commission 

has predicted that by 2030 nearly one million jobs will have been added to the cityôs 

economy fueling an influx of 2 million new residents within the same time frame
3
.  

While this rapid population growth demonstrates Atlantaôs popularity and 

economic viability, absorbing the 2 million people the city is expecting over a span of 20 

years is a difficult task. We must ask ourselves if this region can handle such a violent 

growth spurt.  After all, populations of over 5 million people have needs and it will be up 

to our city to meet them. 

1.2. Carrying Capacity 

In the 1970ôs scientist coined the term carrying capacity as ñthe number of 

individuals who can be supported in a given area within natural resource limits, without 

                                                 
1
 http://www.planetizen.com/node/23539 

2
 http://www.planetizen.com/node/23539 

3
 http://www.atlantaregional.com/arc/html/ 

http://www.planetizen.com/node/23539
http://www.planetizen.com/node/23539
http://www.atlantaregional.com/arc/html/
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degrading the natural social, cultural and economic environment for present and future 

generations.ò
4
  The principals of carrying capacity refer to all organisms, including 

humans. Among the most important principals is that carrying capacity is not fixed; it 

will shrink when the pressures that follow population increase becomes too much of a 

strain on the resources of the ecosystem. This would seem a doomsday prophecy for a 

boomtown like Atlanta, but the good news is that there are ways of expanding the cityôs 

carrying capacity to accommodate the growth that it is bracing for. 

To some extent coming up with a number for how many people Atlanta can 

support is only the expertôs best guess. Unfortunately, Atlanta does not have an 

approximated carrying capacity limit. However, it is not hard to imagine that we would 

fast approach the limit with the additional population we are expecting. To that end, 

knowing what effects carrying capacity and making adjustments to those variables may 

go a long way towards sustainable growth. 

Carrying capacity is affected by the use of resources; land, water and air some of 

the most important among them.  An increase in population predicts without question an 

increase in human activity which will require their use.  Therefore, it follows that if each 

person reduces the effect they have on the areas resources more people could use them 

without depleting them.  Individually, people can decide to drive more fuel efficient cars, 

use low flow toilets and recycle.  However, those who would guide the long term growth 

of Atlanta as a whole have a large role to play and are poised to make the biggest impact 

in expanding the regions carrying capacity. 

                                                 
4
 http://www.gdrc.org/uem/footprints/carrying-capacity.html 

http://www.gdrc.org/uem/footprints/carrying-capacity.html
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1.3. What Can We Do? 

To sustain the population surge while encouraging the use of fewer resources, this 

city will need to grow in a different manner than has been its historical precedent.  Since 

the 1950ôs, Atlanta has been decentralizing, partly owing to jobs leaving the city core, 

and partly in pursuit of the American dream which included a suburban lifestyle.  

Cheaper land in far flung counties allowed more people to afford a single family home on 

a large lot, while interstate highways ensured that jobs far from home could be reached 

with relative ease. In recent years, we have begun to see the effects of this trend.  The 

once plentiful and therefore affordable land is now gone leaving in its wake increased 

housing costs which price out huge segments of the population.  This suburban scenario 

has also increased vehicles miles traveled, traffic, air pollution, the expense of expanding 

infrastructure as well as decreasing our ability to retain precious commodities like water.  

Carrying capacity is by no means a new concept. In 1976, Sanibel, Florida 

instituted a master plan that would control for population growth
5
. The impetus for doing 

so was threefold. City officials and residents alike were primarily concerned with 

hurricane evacuation and being able to get everyone over the 2 lane causeway to the 

mainland in time, the fragile island ecosystem and its stewardship and over burdened 

infrastructure. They began with identifying ecological zones and made recommendations 

for appropriate land use, intensity and standards. Based on this, they threw out their 

existing development guidelines that would have allowed 30,000 residential units and 

settled on 7,800 units to house a population they felt would be sustainable in the long run.   

                                                 
5
 http://www.planning.org/newsreleases/2006/ftp12190610.htm 

http://www.planning.org/newsreleases/2006/ftp12190610.htm
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Carrying capacity is not theoretical. There is an actual limit on growth beyond 

which we should not go for fear of our well being. It is with that in mind that we should 

explore a way of implementing our own carrying capacity study to begin to realize our 

growth boundaries.  

In the 1980ôs the Florida Keys were designated an ñarea of critical state concernò 

due to their ñvaluable natural, environmental, historical, and economic resources that 

required thoughtful management.ò The state ordered the county they sit in to create a 

carrying capacity analysis model also known as CCAM. This model may act as a form 

around which Atlanta might build its own. The CCAM generates information based on 6 

modules covering human activity, as well as the marine and terrestrial ecosystems.  The 

Socioeconomic module acts as input for all the modules because it encompasses 

population estimates. The fiscal module produces indicators of fiscal impact while the 

human infrastructure module deals specifically with traffic considerations. The integrated 

water module produces data on storm water, waste water and common pollutants while 

the terrestrial module produces indicators on environmental impact. The sixth is the 

marine module; unfortunately, the Florida team found it to be too flawed to be useful.
6
  

CCAM has begun the work of organizing and mining the information planners 

would need to come to decide on a carrying capacity for their regions. This is no small 

task, and as those involved with CCAMôs creation admit, there are some flaws in this 

model. However, it does provide a more complete analysis of information that traditional 

urban management usually considers.  Atlanta should take the opportunity to use the 

                                                 
6
 http://books.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=10316&page=55 

http://books.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=10316&page=55
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knowledge of plans like CCAM which have had the benefit of time to clarify their pros 

and cons and continue to build on them. 

Armed with an idea of how much room we have expand, Atlanta now needs to 

look to new tools for growth, ones that control consumption while accommodating the 

needs of our new residents.  Smart Growth, a burgeoning planning framework created to 

meet just such goals, has as of late been embraced by city planners as a method for 

combating sprawl and the pressures it puts on resources. Having recognized that the 

sprawling suburban model of the last 50 years will never sustain rising populations for 

years to come, we must look to smart growth principals to guide our decisions on how we 

shape our built environment.   

1.4. Making an Impact 

 Water, transportation and development are major touchstones of growth. We feel 

the effects of their depletion acutely because they are integral to the function of our 

everyday lives. When we canôt afford a decent place to live, when we burn expensive fuel 

sitting in traffic or when a draught forces us into water rationing we are faced with the 

approaching limit of Atlantaôs carrying capacity. However, within the water, 

transportation and housing growth factors we have an opportunity to make policy 

changes that would enable that limit to expand while improving our quality of life.  

Increasing awareness of resources depletion, changing demographics and trends 

that are pointing people back to the cities are beginning to turn the minds of the polis at 

large, who have come to embrace the kind of developments that are created by the 

implementation of these innovative policies. Smart growth is selling and as long as it is 
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financially viable it will continue to create sustainable projects that improve our built 

environment and expand our carrying capacity. 

 

2. WATER RESOURCES 

2.1. Defining Water Resource Boundaries 

 Atlanta has become more aware that it is naturally prone to drought conditions.  

While Atlanta has grown significantly over the past 20 years, the areaôs shrinking water 

resources are less a result of poor planning than the result of building a city in a drought 

prone region.  Not ignoring the fact that Atlanta could do much in the realm of 

conservation, Atlantaôs geography should not be ignored as a factor in the current drought 

conditions.  The City of Atlanta emerged as a central transportation hub because of its 

ideal geographic location below the Appalachian Mountains, and because of its location 

at the intersection of several ridges, its streams are affected by prolonged drought. 

 This raises a key question for the carrying capacity of Atlanta as it pertains to 

water resources: how do we define water resource boundaries?  Because of technology, 

we can now pump water to anywhere and from anywhere in the country.  An example 

from Africa clearly illustrates the question at hand.  A portion in central Africa, which 

makes up 18% of land on the continent, contains 49% of Africaôs water resources while 

northern Africa, which contains a similar land size, only has 1.2% of the continentôs 

water resources.
7
  Does this mean that Atlanta should continue to allow more growth, 

while it appears that it has exhausted its water resources, or should Atlanta continue 

                                                 
7
 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations www.fao.org  

http://www.fao.org/
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pursuing alternate sources of water?  We would argue that Atlanta desperately needs to 

evaluate its carrying capacity as it relates to water resources. 

2.2. Current Water Use 

 The average water use in developed nations is drastically different than that of 

developing nations.  This can be evidenced in a study on carrying capacity conducted by 

Cornell University on how many people the Earth can reasonably support.  In the study 

ecologists found that if we use the standards of developed nations, the Earth can only 

hold 2 billion people, while if everyone was more conservative in their consumption 

resources that up to 12 billion people could inhabit the planet.
8
  Western countries 

consume water at a significantly larger rate than those of developing nations. 

 Because developed nations consume so much water, serious measures need to be 

implemented in order to maintain their water resource carrying capacity and as Atlanta 

has evidenced, there is a limit to how many people our current water resources can 

support.  The United States not only needs to implement methods in which to reduce 

water consumption but every metropolitan area should have a water planning district in 

which to gauge the carrying capacity of the areaôs water resources. 

2.3. Current Planning for Water Resources 

 Currently the Atlanta regionôs water resources are governed by the Metropolitan 

North Georgia Water Planning District.  Created in 2001 by the General Assembly, the 

water planning district was created in order to coordinate intergovernmental coordination 

on water issues as well as creating water resource policy and plans.  While this planning 

district has been beneficial in gathering all the players to the table in order to create 

                                                 
8
 Carrying Capacity Revisited, The International Society for Ecological Economics and Island Press, 1994. 
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various water resource plans, the water district has not focused on the issue of carrying 

capacity.  The Water Supply and Water Conservation Management Plan does not discuss 

how many people our current resources can provide for but rather offers reservoir 

expansion plans and mentions the need for more reservoirs.   

 The topic of carrying capacity can be very political.  This was evidenced this past 

year as the U.S. Army Corps Engineers sought to limit the amount of water that Atlanta 

received through Lake Lanier.  While some argued that Atlanta should have had more 

control over the lake, the Army Corps knew that if Atlanta continued to drain the lake 

that there was the chance of endangering mussels and sturgeon down river in Florida.  

This is a true case involving carrying capacity; without limitations, set forth by the Army 

Corps, endangered species may have been affected by Atlantaôs consumption of more 

water.  To be more effective, the Metropolitan North Georgia Water District needs the 

ability to have more actual control over the use of our water resources. 

 In a round about way the State of Georgia has been implementing some carrying 

capacity policies as it pertains to water resources.  The Georgia Environmental Protection 

Agency places limits on how much every town may withdrawal and in order to surpass 

that amount a municipality must seek permission to withdrawal more water.  Many 

coastal cities in Georgia found themselves at the mercy of the Georgia EPA as they 

sought to increase their water consumption via deep wells.  Because of the salt water 

intrusion that can occur in coastal communities, the EPA banned several municipalities 

from withdrawing any more ground water and as a result the municipalities had to seek 

other means in which to obtain water.  Many municipalities began either buying water 
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from other communities that had yet to surpass their water withdrawal limit or 

withdrawing their water from lakes and rivers. 

2.4. Alternative Policies 

 One of the most significant improvements in water resource carrying capacity that 

could be made would be to consolidate water planning to one governmental agency.  As 

it now currently stands, the responsibility of water planning is shared between water 

planning districts, the Georgia Environmental Protection Agency, metropolitan planning 

organizations (MPOs), and the individual municipalities.  There is not enough centralized 

power in order to make significant strides in implementing policies for water resource 

carrying capacity that are needed in the Atlanta area.  Preferably MPOs like the Atlanta 

Regional Commission could have the authority to limit local governments from issuing 

building permits if the MPO found that the area lacked sufficient water resources.   

 

3. TRANSPORTATION 

3.1. How Does Transportation Affect Carrying Capacity? 

Transportation and its infrastructure system have an impact on carrying capacity.  

There are various forms of transportation including vehicular, rail, aviation, water and 

non-motorized methods.  Each of these methods impacts carrying capacity in a variety of 

ways.  For example, both vehicular and rail transportation change the character of the 

land with the construction of roads and rail road tracks. Also, vehicle or motorized 

transportation burn gasoline or coal which release CO2 into the atmosphere. With regards 
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to air quality, data from the EPA shows that between 1970 and 1999, motor vehicles have 

the greatest impact in carbon monoxide emissions compared to other source measured.
9
   

Figure 3.1 

 

 
 

National Transportation Statistics from 2000, show that highway transport is 

growing at a fairly steady rate. This increase will impact the environment, congestion and 

thus, carrying capacity of an area. Figure 3.2 also shows that the value of highway 

transportation has well surpassed that of other methods.
10

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
9
 Federal Highway Administration. http://isddc.dot.gov/OLPFiles/FHWA/013504.pdf 

10
 Ibid 

http://isddc.dot.gov/OLPFiles/FHWA/013504.pdf
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Figure 3.2 

 

 
 

Water transportation affects marine life, in addition to releasing CO2 and carbon 

monoxide into the atmosphere.  Non-motorized transportation methods have the least 

impact on the environment and therefore a low effect on carrying capacity. Sometimes 

paths are provided to ensure the safety of the pedestrian or cyclist which can impact the 

land; however the change in the landscape is minimal and there is no CO2 released into 

the air, except during its construction.   

As a society, carrying capacity is most affected by vehicular transportation.  This 

is because construction of roads promotes housing and business development, increased 
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rural transportation and connectivity.  However, development and congestion 

management is only possible when carrying capacity limits are not yet reached.   

The concept of the Traffic Environmental Carrying Capacity (TECC), were 

developed by Sheng, Lie and Xu in 1997 in order to calculate the transportation carrying 

capacity of a local. A study by Li Xiaoyan and Shi Zhongke defines Lie and Xuôs 

concept of TECC as, ñthe maximum scale of the traffic development within the 

restrictions of the traffic environment in the specific phases and in specific areas, and 

wherein the function and the structure of the traffic system will not change for the 

worse.ò
11

 This study by Xiaoyan and Zhongke create four additional formulas in order to 

help measure carrying capacity. The first formula, TERCC (Traffic Environmental 

Resource Carrying Capacity) takes into consideration the natural resources consumed by 

construction of the system, production operation and maintenance of the facilities as they 

are related to the ecological footprint. The second formula, TEPCC (Traffic 

Environmental Pollution Carrying Capacity) is measured by the minimum weighted 

values of various effects and externalities of the urban transportation system. The third 

formula, TEMCC (Traffic Environmental Mentality Carrying Capacity) is measured by 

the minimum weights of sociological factors. The last formula, TEEC (Transportation 

Environmental Economy Carrying Capacity), is theoretically a measure of all the relative 

weights of all three previously listed formulas.
12

   

 

 

                                                 
11

 Xiaoyan aƴŘ ½ƘƻƴƎƪŜ όнллтύ ά/ŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ aƻŘŜƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦Ǌōŀƴ ¢ǊŀŦŦƛŎ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ /ŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ /ŀǇŀŎƛǘȅέ 
From the International Conference on Transportation Engineering  (ICTE 2007) pp.4044-4047 
12

 Ibid 



Group 5 

Page 13 of 48 

 

Table 3.1 

Formula 1 

LCC Land Carrying Capacity    

+       

ECC Energy Carrying Capacity    

+       

MCC Mineral Carrying Capacity     

TERCC Traffic Environmental Resource Carrying Capacity 

        

Formula 2 

APC Air Pollution Carrying Capacity    

+       

NPC Noise Pollution Carrying Capacity   

+       

VPC Vibration Carrying Capacity     

TEPCC Traffic Environmental Pollution Carrying Capacity 

        

Formula 3 

PCC Passenger Mentality Carrying Capacity   

+       

RCC Residential Mentality Carrying Capacity   

TEMCC Traffic Environmental Mentality Carrying Capacity 

        

Formula 4 

TERCC       

+       

TEPCC       

+       

TEMCC           

TEECC Traffic Environmental Economy Carrying Capacity 

            

 

This formula is notable in that these authors have calculated a method in order to 

determine the maximum carrying capacity of an area.  The authors do not mention policy 

or political implications of their research. Because of the varying levels of carrying 

capacity among regions it may be beneficial to permit local or regional governments to 

determine the specifics for each formula. Because this formula exists in the transportation 

context, it may suggest it is possible to estimate carrying capacity of an area by other 
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factors such as housing and retail development or other types of infrastructure such as 

utilities and waste management.  

In regards to the Metro Atlanta area, if the Atlanta Regional Commission or 

another local or regional entity could take the lead on defining the measurements for this 

formula, growth could be projected and limits of future growth could be set. This 

suggests limits on any type of new development. If these measurements are taken and 

limits are considered, the governing bodies can have significant control over new 

development.    

3.2. History of Transportation 

Of the various transportation methods that exist today, few have such an impact 

on the local carrying capacity as vehicular transportation and its infrastructure. In the 

1930ôs the Bureau of Public Roads began development of the current federal interstate 

system.  The Federal Highway Act (FHWA) of 1956 changed the way Americans use the 

transportation infrastructure system in order to improve their quality of life at that time.  

The construction of the interstate highway system provided mobility, defense and 

economic benefits; it enabled people to move away from the city and enjoy rural living. 

The interstate freeways contribute American values; short travel time and minimal 

congestion but do not contribute to other values such as pedestrian friendly sidewalks and 

easy access to local amenities.
13

  

It is important to mention some of the other methods of transportation because 

although they do not have as much of a direct impact on the local carrying capacity, other 

methods have a more direct impact of on the carrying capacity of the earth itself.  Air 

                                                 
13

 National Resource Defense Council. http://www.nrdc.org/ 

http://www.nrdc.org/
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transportation may be the most relevant to the carrying capacity of the earthôs system.  

Because fuel emissions are not regulated by any airline industry, planes continue to fly 

without considering air quality.   

Rail transportation was used in Germany as early as the 1500s, constructed of 

wood rails and animal drawn carriages.  The steam engine and other modern railroad 

transportation used today originated in the 1800s. Rail transportation is not only used as a 

long distance travel method; urban trains can also be used as mass transit so that people 

can maneuver between home and work without getting into their car.   

Water transportation is one of the oldest forms of transportation that still exists 

today.  Traditionally, boats had little impact on the environment and carrying capacity. 

Today, boat transport permits life on islands without construction of bridges or other 

higher impact methods of transportation.  Boat transportation can reduce the use of cars, 

which have more of a direct impact of the area. Also, because of the size of water 

transportation, there is currently not much concern for congestion and accidents when 

considering boats as transportation. Motorized boat transportation has an impact on the 

environment and marine life. However, the impact is much less dramatic than the 

construction of bridges in order to facilitate the flow of cars from the island to the 

mainland.  Seattle, Washington has a very sophisticated water transportation system that 

provides movement from a handful of islands off the Puget Sound into various locations 

in downtown Seattle. According to Figure 3.1, water transportation for freight transport 

has decreased since 1960.   
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3.3. Current State of Affairs 

According to 1999 data, US residents spend about 18% of their budget on 

transportation needs.
14

   

Figure 3.3 

 

 
 

Most Americans use their personal vehicle to travel to work. In 2000, 76.3% of 

respondents in the American Community Survey data source traveled to work alone.
15

   

Figure 3.4 

 

 

                                                 
14

Federal Highway Administration.  http://isddc.dot.gov/OLPFiles/FHWA/013504.pdf 
15

 Ibid 

http://isddc.dot.gov/OLPFiles/FHWA/013504.pdf
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As of 2006, Georgia has a total of 102,118.32 miles comprised of 18,065.69 state 

highway miles and 84,052.63 county road system miles. The transportation infrastructure 

in Georgia will only continue to grow as the population of Georgia increases.  

Figure 3.5 

 

  
Source: Georgia Department of Transportation 

 

The Georgia Department of Transportation (GDOT), the state agency that has 

authority over both state and local road systems in Georgia promotes a majority of 

vehicular transportation programs including passenger and commuter rail. The 

organization also has an emphasis on non-motorized transportation and special projects 

such as bike/pedestrian programs although the focus is minimal compared to the 

motorized transportation programs.  

Because population growth is projected to reach almost 7 million in the region by 

2030, long range plans are necessary if the metro area expects to successfully capture this 

growth and provide a high quality of life for new residents as well as old. Connect 

Atlanta is a group comprised of a variety of governmental agencies in order to create a 

comprehensive transportation plan (CTP) for the Metro Atlanta area.  The CTP is 

supported by the City of Atlanta, ARC, GRTA, MARTA, Transit Planning Board and 

Georgia Department of Transportation.  Working collaboratively these groups will strive 
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to insure mobility, continued economic growth, achieve desired quality of life for 

residents and visitors and to ensure efficient, effective and affordable transportation.
16

  

Each organization has a plan that will work toward the CTP.  For example, the 

Envision 6 long range plan created by the ARC attempts to address concerns of residents 

in the region.  Concerns and interests include congestion, bottlenecks, truck station, 

accessibility to transit, accessibility for persons with disabilities, growth impacts, transit 

options, project implementation and environmental concerns.   

3.4. Projected Transportation 

The Envision 6 long rang plan addresses these concerns and issues of residents 

from 2008 to 2013. The plan addresses managed lanes such as occupancy restrictions and 

tolling at eight different freeway corridors and providing freeway upgrades at five of the 

regions worst areas subject to bottlenecking.  On a smaller scale, the ARC plans to 

implement several street widening projects along surface streets to provide bicycle lanes 

and pedestrian space.  In addition to the infrastructure changes, the ARC plans to 

implement new transit options such as the beltline, rapid bus transit, Peachtree Streetcar 

and expansion of the GRTA Xpress system.  Envision 6 also encourages bicycling, living 

and walk-ability by supporting Transportation Demand Management (TDM) programs.  

TDMs provide both education and incentives for additional commuter options and the 

Livable Centers Initiative (LCI) which attempts to develop sustainable centers with 

accessibility and mobility.
17

    

                                                 
16

 Connect Atlanta. http://www .connectatlantaplan.com/ 
17

 Atlanta Regional Commission. http://www.atlantaregional.com/arc/documents/TIP_Fact_Sheet-
2007_Draft.pdf 

http://www.connectatlantaplan.com/
http://www.atlantaregional.com/arc/documents/TIP_Fact_Sheet-2007_Draft.pdf
http://www.atlantaregional.com/arc/documents/TIP_Fact_Sheet-2007_Draft.pdf
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The ARC promotes HOV lanes that are intended to improve congestion and 

mobility along the state and local transportation systems.  HOV lanes are high capacity 

lanes designed for public transit or car-pooling vehicles.  HOV lanes are thought to be a 

viable option however, they are only beneficial if they are used to capacity meaning they 

are actually used by public transit or car-poolers.  If not, they are transferred to an extra 

lane in the existing road system, defeating the goal of reducing congestion.   

3.5. Alternative Policies 

The Smart Growth Network promotes alternative policies for more sustainable 

development. This organization provides educational materials, best practices guidelines, 

public awareness and strategies for development.  The network addresses issues such as 

transportation, housing, design, environment, health and quality of life issues.  Regarding 

transportation policies and strategies, the Smart Growth Network promotes policies that 

encourage the use of bicycles, walking and road improvements. The National Resources 

Defense Council (NRDC) is an environmental action group that attempts to influence 

policy decisions and create educational and resource tools in order to help the 

environment. Regarding transportation and smart growth policies, the NRDC 

recommends increasing density, creating regional accessibility, improving transit service 

and quality by increasing frequency of public transportation or reducing the walking 

distance between transit stops and homes or businesses, increasing connectivity by 

allowing direct travel between destinations, creating mixed use areas and promote multi-

modalism which includes alternative transportation such as walking or biking.
18

  

 

                                                 
18

National Resource Defense Council.  http://www.nrdc.org/ 

http://www.nrdc.org/
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4. DEVELOPMENT  

4.1. Introduction 

The story of metro Atlanta has been a success story since the 1990s.  The city is 

unique because it has an enormous amount of open and affordable space for growth; a 

result of there being no natural boundaries to restrict growth as in many other American 

cities.   During the 1980s, and the 1990s in particular, Atlanta grew to become one of the 

largest cities in America by using this space to attract development.  While this story has 

been a success in terms of growth, we know as city planners that growth is not always 

good.  Unplanned or poorly managed growth can often lead to adverse environmental, 

social, and economic impacts.  This section of the report focuses on development in 

metro Atlanta.  Points to be considered include how Atlantaôs recent patterns of 

development have affected the environment and quality of life for residents, how much 

Atlanta is projected to grow in the future, what will happen if Atlanta attempts to 

incorporate this growth using historical patterns of development, and ways that Atlanta 

can use new patterns of development to sustainably absorb growth.   

Of particular focus in this section is how patterns of development affect land use 

and air quality in the metro Area.  Land use and air quality are the two most significant 

ways that Atlantaôs carrying capacity is affected by growth and development.  

Specifically, low-density development radiating further away from the Atlanta downtown 

quickly engulfs greenfields surrounding the city.  Infrastructure investments in schools, 

roads, sewers, water systems, and public safety forces are required to make these newly 

developed areas suitable for development.  At the same time, areas closer to the city of 

Atlanta that already have much of this infrastructure on the ground are losing valuable 
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returns on past city investments, not to mention the effects that depopulation and a 

declining tax base have on the remaining residents.  Additionally, developments in the 

suburbs of the city are car-oriented and decentralized, causing their new residents to 

increase the number and distance of their car trips.  This increased reliance on cars has 

and will contribute to an already serious air quality problem in the Atlanta metro area.   

4.2. Recent Patterns of Development 

In the past three decades, the vast majority of Atlantaôs development has occurred 

outside of the downtown core.  The map below shows where growth has occurred in the 

past 7 years in the Atlanta metro area.  As in the past, growth is still occurring on the 

outskirts of the metro area. 

Figure 4.1.  Total Population Changes in Atlanta, 2000-2007 

 

 
Source: ARC Population and Housing Report 2007, p.3, 

http://www.atlantaregional.com/arc/documents/pah2007.pdf 

 

 

 


