
My recent column on California’s run-
away housing prices provoked yelps of
indignation from the special interests that
have done much to make
homeownership less affordable in the
Golden State’s major housing markets
than anywhere else in the country.
    "Please give even any example of an
’excessive fee’ on any development
project," challenges one letter-writer, a
no-growth environmentalist, who’s also
a member of San Diego’s Planning
Commission.
    "I really hate to wish anyone bad luck,
but maybe the only way the media will
get it right is to experience substandard
construction that the homebuilder re-
fuses to repair," chides another
letterwriter, defending the avalanche of
lawsuits California homebuilders have
faced.
    These letter-writers, and others who
think like them, just don’t get it. They
refuse to accept that development fees
and lawsuits contribute to higher home
prices in California. They fail to ac-
knowledge that land restrictions and
regulations and the lengthy
buildingapproval process in much of
California dampens growth in the state’s
housing supply.
    The irony is that the special interests
who drive up the cost of housing in the
nation’s most populous state, who make

the dream of home-ownership that
much more unattainable for the state’s
property-less, profess themselves to be
acting for the commonwealth. It’s not
that they don’t want to increase the sup-
ply of housing, they say. It’s not that they
don’t want home prices to be afford-
able to the point that a family earning
the median income can afford the me-
dian-priced single-family home. It’s not
that they want to sock it to
homebuilders.
    They just want to prevent urban
"sprawl." They want to protect the en-
vironment. They want to preserve the
"quality of life" that Californians enjoy.
    And it is under such pretexts that they
promote public policy that discourages
homebuilding, such as a ballot measure
that appears next month before voters
in Santee, Calif.
    It is sponsored by a local outfit that
calls itself Save Wild Santee. But most
of the money backing so-called Propo-
sition X comes from the Center  for
Biological Diversity , the anti-ranching,
antimining, anti-homebuilding environ-
mental group based in Tucson, Ariz.
    Though the center  is a relatively small
outfit, its obstructionist tactics get big
results. Its founder, Kieran Suckling,
once boasted, "It’s an incredible amount
of work, but with an honest judge you
shut down a billion-dollar development
in a heartbeat."
    Usually anti-growth groups invoke
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the Endangered Species Act or some
other environmental law to block a tar-
geted development. But in Santee, the
proponents of Proposition X are, of all
things, playing the military card. They
claim that nearby Marine Corps Air
Station Miramar faces "an imminent
threat from urban sprawl." As if the
enviros are really concerned about a
military base.
    Of course, what the enviros do not
tell the public is that, if their no-growth
measure is approved, several thousand
acres of developable land will be ef-
fectively taken out of circulation and
some 1,300 to 1,800 homes will not
be built.
    That may be just fine for Santee’s
propertied class, who saw the median
price of a single-family resale home in-
crease an eye-popping 26 percent last
year, but what about their children?
What about their children’s children?
They will be priced out of the commu-
nity in which their parents and grand-
parents lived because of passage of a
measure like Proposition X.
    The special interests, like Save Wild
Santee, like the Center  for Biological
Diversity , pretend that their antigrowth
activism has no macroeconomic con-
sequence, has no effect on home prices.
But they are dead wrong. And an en-
tire body of research proves it.
    Indeed, a 10 percent reduction in the
supply of available land in a community
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adds as much as 30 percent to the pur-
chase price of new homes, according
to a 1986 study published by the Jour-
nal of the American Planning Associa-
tion. And development fees account for
an average of 10 percent of the median
price of a new single-family home, ac-
cording to a 2001 study of 89 Califor-
nia cities and counties by researchers
at the University of California
Berkeley’s Institute of Urban and Re-
gional Development.
    Those fees amount to as much as
$60,000 per housing unit. And while
nogrowth types may not consider such
development fees "excessive," the re-
searchers at Cal Berkeley thought them
"extremely high."
    A 1996 survey by Lusk Center  Re-
search Institute found that four of five
California builders of multifamily hous-
ing — condominiums and town houses
— had been hit with construction-de-
fect litigation, a cottage industry for the
state’s rapacious trial lawyers.
    Litigation costs drove up insurance
premiums for California builders by a
whopping 149 percent, on average,
which, of course, they passed along to
new homebuyers.
    A 1980 study by the Bay Area Coun-
cil found that delays in building approvals
add as much as 21 percent to the sale
price of a new home. More recently, a
1997 text on land use and planning law,
authored by Daniel Curtin, estimated
that the time needed to gain approval
for a project in California had more than
doubled over a 20-year span.
    Thirty percent here. Twenty-one per-
cent there. Pretty soon, you are talking
extremely high-cost housing. And that’s
precisely what no-growth advocacy has
wrought in California.


