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Eric A. Morris over at Freakonomics is challenging readers to debunk fashionable
stereotypes (often promoted by the jealous folks from the Bay Area) about Los Angeles and
sprawl. On Monday, he made clear what planning folks have known for a long time: LA is
actually quite a dense city.

But be careful how you ask your questions. The stereotype Morris listed was “Los Angeles
has developed in a low-density, sprawling pattern.”

As we lawyers would say: “Objection. Compound question.” Los Angeles is high-density, but
it also sprawls, creating formidable land use and transportation problems.

As you can see, Morris’ other stereotypes have some of the same problems, although his
answers will be worth reading. They are plagued with compound assertions as well as
vagueness:

1. Angelenos spend more time stuck in traffic than any other drivers in the
nation.2. Los Angeles’s mass-transit system is underdeveloped and inadequate.

3. Thanks to the great distances between far-flung destinations, and perhaps to
Angelenos’ famed “love affair” with the car, Angelenos drive considerably more
miles than most Americans.

4. Los Angeles’s air is choked with smog.

5. Los Angeles is dominated by an overbuilt freeway system that promotes
autodependence.

 

Here are my answers, most of which focus on the ambiguity:

1) Probably not true, but misleading. Atlanta’s traffic might well be worse, and other cities
that did not build roads as much as us might spend more time stuck in traffic. But it’s
misleading because if it’s not true, it hardly suggests that traffic isn’t a problem here — just
not the worst in the country. That’s a low bar.

2) Not true, but misleading. Los Angeles has the most developed bus system in the country:
the MTA runs literally hundreds of buses every day, and that doesn’t include other bus
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systems, such as Santa Monica, Culver City, and Foothill transit. But that’s not the point.
The question is whether public transit is adequate to the needs of potential riders. The
subway doesn’t go anywhere, and the bus service will get less reliable as funding cuts kick
in (thanks to the faux moderates in Congress and transit-hating Larry Summers). Moreover,
for middle-class riders, bus service is inconvenient, which really is the touchstone.

3) Not true. Rural drivers might drive more, and those in newer, and more far-flung exurbs
probably drive more. The weasel word here is “Angelenos”: who counts? What about
someone who lives in the region, but not in the city? If you’re stuck on the 405, it doesn’t
really matter to you if the cars around you are from Santa Clarita or Palmdale.

4) True, but void for vagueness. I don’t know what it means to be “choked” with “smog.”
The air in Los Angeles is far, far better than it used to be, in large part due to Clean Air Act
mandates. Moreover, most people think “smog” means particulates, but in EPA parlance, it
means ozone: I don’t know which one Morris is using. But the south coast air basin remains
the only one nationally that consistently receives “extreme nonattainment” status. Houston,
San Joaquin, and other air basins are catching, up, tough: perhaps they have gone as
extreme as LA. That’s a kind of X Games I don’t want to win.

5) Not true, but misleading. It’s hard to say that LA’s freeway system is “overbuilt” when the
city hasn’t built a new freeway in decades. And as Scott Bottles demonstrates in his
wonderful book Los Angeles and the Automobile, the city as auto dependent long before the
freeways came in. That said, the freeways certainly assisted in promoting the idea that we
could build our way out of traffic, and they are constructed in such a way as to make rail
lines down the middle of them virtually impossible.

I’m looking forward to see how Morris answers the questions, and in a lot of ways, he is
asking the right ones. But let’s make them more precise!
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