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Urban Patterns

Chapter Outline

Introduction Urban geography is more than the distribution of settlements worldwide, as covered in Chapter 12. This chapter examines the structure of cities and why people live where they do.

Key Issue 1: Why Do Services Cluster Downtown?

The central business district (CBD) is the core of the city where many services cluster. Services are attracted to the CBD because of its accessibility. The CBD is usually near the original site of settlement. The CBDs of older cities are often situated along a body of water.

Public Services in CBDs Public services typically located in a CBD include city hall, courts, county and state agencies, and libraries. Public services are located in the CBD to facilitate access for people living in all parts of town. Sports facilities and convention centers are found in the CBD and attract many suburbanites and out-of-towners. Cities place these facilities in the CBD because they hope to stimulate business for downtown restaurants, bars, and hotels.

Business Services in CBDs People in business services such as advertising, banking, journalism, and law depend on proximity for professional colleagues. Even with the diffusion of modern communications, many professionals still exchange information with colleagues primarily through face-to-face contact. A central location also helps businesses that employ workers from a variety of neighborhoods. 

Consumer Services in CBDs Retail services were once important to the CBD but are now less so. Retailers with a high range and threshold traditionally preferred a CBD location in order to be accessible to many people. Many large retail stores have moved to the suburbs. Changing shopping habits and residential habits have reduced the importance of retail services in the CBD. 

Specialized retailers and those serving downtown workers still remain in the CBD. Retailers selling office supplies, computers, and clothing or offering shoe repair, rapid photocopying, or dry cleaning are actually expanding in the CBD. The number of downtown office workers has increased and downtown offices are now requiring more services. The total volume of sales in downtown areas has been stable, but the pattern of demand has changed. 

Activities Excluded from CBDs In the past, inner-city factories and retail establishments relied on waterfront CBDs that were once lined with piers for cargo ships to load and unload and unload and warehouses to store goods. Port facilities have moved to more modern facilities downstream. Port cities have transformed their waterfronts from industry to recreational activities. Derelict warehouses and rotting piers have been replaced with new offices, shops, parks, and museums. 

Many people used to live downtown. Many people were pulled to suburbs that offered larger homes with private yards and modern schools. They were pushed from CBDs by high rents that businesses and retail services were willing to pay and by dirt, crime, congestion, and poverty that they experienced by living downtown. Downtown living has become attractive recently to people without school-age children. People without school-age children are attracted to the entertainment, restaurants, museums, and nightlife that is clustered downtown.

Competition for Land in the CBD The CBD features high land costs because of the demand for the most accessible space in the city. A vast underground network exists beneath most CBDs. The typical “underground city” includes garages, loading docks for deliveries to offices and shops, electric and telephone wires, and pipes for water and sewer service. Subway trains run beneath the streets of large CBS. 

Skyscrapers develop to maximize the floor space in the highest-demand areas. Downtown skyscrapers give a city one of its most distinctive images and unifying symbols. The first high-rises caused great inconvenience to neighboring structures because they blocked light and air movements. Most North American and European cities enacted zoning ordinances early in the twentieth century in part to control the location and height of skyscrapers.   

CBDs outside North America Outside of North America, CBDs are less likely to be dominated by commercial services. They instead feature religious or historical structures and parks. CBDs outside of North America are also more likely to have residents. However, the 24-hour supermarket is rare outside of a North American CBD because of shopkeeper preferences, government regulations, and long-time shopping habits. Many CBDs outside of North America ban motor vehicles from busy shopping streets. 

Key Issue 2: Where Are People Distributed Within Urban Areas?

Concentric Zone Model The concentric zone model was the first model to explain the distribution of different social groups within urban areas. According to the concentric zone model, a city grows outward from a central area in a series of concentric rings, like growth rings of a tree. The precise size and width of the rings vary from one city to another, but the same basic types of rings appear in the same order. 

Sector Model In the sector model, the city develops in a series of sectors, not rings. Certain areas of the city are more attractive for various activities, originally because of an environmental or even by mere chance. Once a district with high-class housing is established, the most expensive new housing is built on the outer edge of that district, farther out from the center. The best housing is therefore found in a corridor extending from downtown to the outer edge of the city. To some extent the sector model is a refinement of the concentric zone model rather than a radical restatement.

Multiple Nuclei Model According to the multiple nuclei model, a city is a complex structure that includes more than one center around which activities revolve. Examples of these nodes include a port, a neighborhood business center, a university, an airport, and a park. The multiple nuclei theory states that some activities are attracted to particular nodes, whereas others try to avoid them. Heavy industry and high-class housing rarely exist in the same neighborhood. 

Geographic Application of the Models Effective use of the models depends on the availability of data at the scale of individual neighborhoods. Urban areas in the United States are divided into census tracts that each contain approximately 5,000 residents and correspond, where possible, to neighborhood boundaries. Each decade the U.S. Bureau of the Census publishes data summarizing the characteristics of the residents and housing in each tract. Social scientists can compare the distribution of characteristics and create an overall picture of where various types of people tend to live. This kind of study is known as social area analysis.

Applying the Models in Europe European cities display different patterns from North American cities. Poor residents live in the outskirts and wealthy residents live closer to the core. Wealthy people are attracted by the opportunity to occupy elegant residences in carefully restored, beautiful old buildings. Most of the newer housing built in the suburbs is high-rise apartment buildings for low-income people or people who have immigrated from Africa and Asia. European officials encourage the construction of high-density suburbs to help preserve the countryside from development and to avoid inefficient sprawl. This type of suburban development in European countries has created social problems. 

Applying the Models in Developing Countries Cities in Latin American feature sectors extending from the CBD where rich live with services and amenities. Wealthy and middle-class residents avoid living near sectors of “disamenity,” which are land uses that may be noisy or polluting or cater to low-income residents. Cities in developing countries are unable to house the rapidly growing number of poor residents. Because of the housing shortage, a large percentage of poor immigrants to urban areas in developing countries live in squatter settlements. Squatter settlements have few services because neither the city or residents can afford them. The settlements generally lack schools, paved roads, telephones, and sewers.  

Stages of Cities in Developing Countries European colonial policies left a heavy mark on cities in developing countries. Few cities existed in Africa, Asia, and Latin America before the Europeans established colonies. Most people lived in rural settlements. When Europeans gained control of area they expanded existing cities to provide colonial services, such as administration, military command, and international trade, as well as housing for Europeans who settled the colony. Existing native towns were either left to one side or demolished. All Spanish cities in Latin America were built according to the Laws of the Indies. The laws explicitly outlined how colonial cities were to be constructed. The French laid out the cities in their colonies differently than the Spanish. 

Key Issue 3: Why Are Urban Areas Expanding?

The Peripheral Model According to the peripheral model, an urban area consists of an inner city surrounded by large suburban residential and business areas tied together by a beltway or ring road. Around the beltway are nodes of consumer and business services called edge cities. The edge cities originated as suburban residences for people who worked in the central cities and then shopping malls were built near the residents. Many edge cities now contain manufacturing centers and office parks. 

Defining Urban Settlements The term city defines an urban settlement that has been legally incorporated into an independent, self-governing unit. A city has locally elected officials, the ability to raise taxes, and the responsibility for providing essential services. The official city’s legal boundary rarely represents the limits of the city as defined by dense development. 

An urban area is the central city plus its contiguous suburbs with high population densities. The census recognizes two types of urban areas: an urbanized area is an urban area with at least 50,000 inhabitants and an urban cluster is an urban area with between 2,500 and 50,000 inhabitants. Most data in the United States are collected for cities, counties, and other local government units, but urbanized areas do not correspond to government boundaries. 

The U.S. Bureau of the Census has created a method of measuring the functional area of a city, known as the metropolitan statistical area (MSA). An MSA is composed of any county with a central city of greater than 50,000 people and any adjacent counties with a large percentage of work commuters to the central city’s county. The census has also designated smaller urban areas as micropolitan statistical areas.  A micropolitan statistical area is an urbanized area of between 10,000 and 50,000 inhabitants. 

All the metropolitan and micropolitan statistical areas merged together are known as core based statistical areas. When you combine a micropolitan or metropolitan area together with another micropolitan or metropolitan area it is known as combined statistical areas (CSAs). The remaining micropolitan and metropolitan areas that are not parts of any CSAs are known as primary census statistical areas (PCSAs). 

Overlapping Metropolitan Areas In the northeastern United States, large metropolitan areas are so close together that they now form one continuous urban complex, extending north of Boston to south of Washington, D.C., this region is known as Megalopolis. Other continuous urban complexes exist in the United States—the southern Great Lakes between Chicago and Milwaukee on the west and Pittsburgh on the east, and southern California from Los Angeles to Tijuana. 

Local Government Fragmentation Because MSAs in the United States are composed of many independent suburbs and central cities as well as counties, local governments are fragmented and less able to deal with regional problems. Most U.S. metropolitan areas have a council of government, which is a cooperative agency consisting of representatives of the various local governments in the region. The council of government may be empowered to do some overall planning for the area that local governments cannot logically do. 

Annexation The process of legally adding land area to a city is annexation. Normally, land can be annexed to a city only if a majority of the residents in the affected area vote in favor of the annexation. Peripheral residents generally desired annexation in the nineteenth century because the city offered better services, such as water supply, sewage disposal, trash pickup, paved streets, public transportation, and police and fire protection. Today, cities are less likely to annex peripheral land because residents prefer to organize their own services rather than pay the city taxes for them. 

Density Gradient North American cities once followed a density gradient where density decreased consistently with increasing distance from the city center. Suburbanization has flattened the density gradient as more and more people have moved out of the city center and suburbs have become uniformly dense. 

The Costs of Suburban Sprawl The U.S. suburbs are characterized by sprawl, which is a progressive spread of development over the landscape. The U.S. suburbs sprawl across the landscape because of a desire for single-family housing surrounded by private land. The benefits of this lifestyle choice are balanced by the costs of sprawl, which include tax burden from increased infrastructure costs, the destruction of prime agricultural land, reduced access to recreation, and higher energy costs. European cities restrict the availability of land for new development to preserve the greenbelts, which are rings of open green space surrounding cities. Some U.S. cities have pursued smart growth laws to limit sprawl. 

Residential Segregation Zoning ordinances in the early decades of the twentieth century encourages spatial segregation. They prevented the mixing of land uses within the same district. Single-family houses, apartments, industry, and commerce were kept apart because the location of one activity near another was considered unhealthy and inefficient. Legal devices, such as requiring each house to sit on a large lot and the prohibition of apartments, prevent low-income families from living in many suburbs. Fences are built around some housing areas, and visitors must check in at a gatehouse to enter. 

Suburbanization of Businesses The suburbs created segregated land uses, with residential areas separate from retail and manufacturing activities, with the consequence of requiring automobile ownership for all trips. Retailing has been increasingly concentrated in planned suburban shopping malls. Corner shops have been replaced by supermarkets in small shopping centers. Generous parking lots surround stores. Malls have become centers for activities in suburban areas that lack other types of community facilities. 

Offices that do not require face-to-face contact are increasingly moving to suburbs, where rents are lower than in the CBD. For some workers suburban office locations can pose hardships. Secretaries, custodians, and other lower-status office workers may not have cars and public transportation may not serve the site. Factories and warehouses have migrated to suburbia for more space, cheaper land, and better truck access. Suburban locations facilitate truck shipments by providing good access to main highways and no central city traffic congestion. 

Motor Vehicles Suburbanization is made possible by high levels of automobile ownership and now requires most U.S. residents to drive daily to work and other trips. Population growth has led to traffic congestion and inefficient use of land for roads and parking. An average city allocates about one-fourth of its land to roads and parking lots. Demand to use congested roads is being reduced in a number of ways. Different countries are using different methods to reduce traffic near the CBD.

The Car of the Future Carmakers are scrambling to bring alternative-fuel vehicles to the market. The Department of Energy forecasts that around one-half of all new vehicles sold in the United States in 2020 will be powered by an alternative to conventional gas engine. Alternative technologies include diesel, biofuel, hybrid, electric, and hydrogen. Alternative-fuel vehicles reduce pollution and conserve petroleum resources.

Public Transportation The intense concentration of people in the CBD during working hours strains transportation systems because a large number of people must reach a small area of land at the same time in the morning and disperse at the same time in the afternoon. Rush hour is the four consecutive 15-minute periods that have the heaviest traffic. Public transit is better suited than motor vehicles to moving large numbers of people because each transit traveler takes up far less space. In the United States public transit service in minimal or nonresistant in many cities. The minimal level of public transit service in most U.S. cities means that low-income people may not be able to reach places of employment. Rapid transit (subways or fixed light-rail) is increasing in some U.S. cities. 

European cities have well-developed public transit systems and continue to invest more than the United States. Public transportation in the United States is caught in a vicious circle because fares do not cover operating costs. As patronage declines and expenses rise, the fares are increased, which drives away passengers and leads to service reductions and still higher fares. Public expenditures to subsidize construction and operating costs have increased, but the United States does not fully recognize that public transportation is a vital utility deserving of a large subsidy.

Key Issue 4: Why Do Cities Face Challenges?

The Process of Deterioration Large houses built by wealthy families in the nineteenth century are subdivided by absentee landlords into smaller dwellings for low-income families. This process of subdivision of houses by successive waves of lower-income people is known as filtering. Landlords stop maintaining houses when the rent they collect becomes less than the maintenance cost. The building will soon deteriorate and grows unfit for occupancy. The owner at this point may abandon the property because the rents that can be collected are less than the cost of taxes and upkeep. Some banks engage in redlining—drawing lines on a map to identify areas in which they will refuse to loan money. 

Many substandard inner-city houses have been demolished and replaced with public housing. A housing authority, established by the local government, manages the buildings, and the federal government pays the cost of construction and maintenance, repair, and management that are not covered by rent. The U.S. government has stopped funding construction of new public housing. Because of poor conditions, high-rise public housing projects have been demolished in many U.S. cities. 

Gentrification Middle-class people sometimes move back to inner-city neighborhoods and improve the quality of housing in a process called gentrification. Because renovating an old inner-city house can be nearly as expensive as buying a new one in the suburbs, cities encourage the process by providing low-cost loans and tax breaks. Many people with lower incomes are forced to move out of the gentrified neighborhoods because the rents in the area suddenly become too high for them. 

Underclass Inner-city residents are frequently referred to as permanent underclass because they are trapped in an unending cycle of economic and social problems. The future is especially bleak for the underclass because they are increasingly unable to compete for jobs. Inner-city residents lack the technical skills needed for most jobs because fewer than half complete high school. In the past, people with limited education could become factory workers or filing clerks, but today these jobs require skills in computers and electronics. The remaining low-skilled jobs, such as custodial and fast-food jobs, are increasingly in the distant suburbs. Some of the underclass are homeless. 

Culture of Poverty Unwed mothers give birth to three-fourths of the babies in U.S. inner-city neighborhoods. Single mothers may be forced to choose between working to generate income and staying home to take care of children. Government officials provide very little incentives for the father to live with the mother and children. Some inner-city residents turn to drugs, and gangs form in inner-city neighborhoods to control the lucrative drug distribution. 

Suburban Stress As portions of the inner city are transformed into vibrant communities for higher-income people, inner suburbs become home to lower-income people displaced from gentrifying urban neighborhoods. Thus, the inner suburbs are unable to generate revenue to provide for the needs of a poorer population. In cities where gentrification is especially strong, ethnic patterns are being altered. 

The Eroding Tax Base Lower-income residents require public services but can pay very little of the taxes necessary to support those services. Central cities face a growing gap between the cost of needed services in inner-city neighborhoods and the availability of funds to pay for them. Inner-city fiscal problems used to be alleviated by increasing contributions from the federal government. When adjusted for inflation, federal aid to U.S. cities has declined by two-thirds since the 1980s.

Impact of the Recession One of the principle causes of the severe recession that began in 2008 was the collapse of the housing market in the inner city. In the years leading up to the recent recession, financial institutions sharply increased the number of loans to low-income inner city households buying their first homes. In the first year of the recession, 10 percent of all Americans with mortgages were behind on their mortgage payments or were already in foreclosure. In many cases, the amount of the mortgage exceeded the value of the house once prices had fallen. 

Reviving Consumer Services in the CBD Some retailing is thriving in CBDs if it combined with leisure activities. People are willing to make a special trip to a specific destination downtown for unusual shops in dramatic settings. Some CBDs have also restored their food markets, with individual stalls operated by different merchants. They may have a high range because they attract customers who willingly travel far to find more exotic or higher-quality products.     
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