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Study Area

Figure 4-1: Metropolitan Washington, DC
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Regional Permitting Activity
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Myths and Realities

Myth Environmental review increases permitting time, creates 
delays, and adds significantly and excessively to housing costs.

Reality. All regulations add something to housing costs. Building 
codes protecting public safety adds costs.

Regulations have little impact on housing prices relative to market 
forces and other policies (fiscal, infrastructure, etc.).  

Environmental regulations probably have a smaller influence on 
housing costs that zoning, subdivision rules, building codes, 
impact fees, and the like. 

In the Washington, D.C., area, the cost of environmental 
compliance per unit was less than 1 percent of the unit sales 
price. 

HUD research by NAHB shows that density, lot size, setbacks, and
improvement standards add an estimated 4 to 5 percent to 
housing costs on average.



Myths and Realities

Myth The impact of the environmental regulatory process 
on housing costs has increased during the past three 
decades.

Reality. The impact on housing costs that arise from 
environmental regulations has not changed much in thirty 
years—and might have gone down—despite the fact that the 
number and rigor of environmental regulations have 
increased between the latter third of the twentieth century 
and into the twenty-first



Myths and Realities

Myth The permitting time for residential subdivisions has 
increased significantly since the 1970s.

Reality. Between 1976 and 2002, the average permitting 
time for residential subdivisions increased by only two 
months (from 15 to 17 months). 

Whether any of this increase is attributable to environmental 
regulations cannot be determined. 

The modest increase in permitting time comes despite 
reasonably expansion of government review at all levels and 
the expanding abilities of citizens to delay permitting. 



Truths

Truth. As regulations of all kinds and especially environmental regulations have 
increased  so has the rigor of development review for environmental effects. That 
housing costs have not risen associated with this is a testament to: 

Technology making professionals more efficient and environmental improvements 
less costly over time.

Efficiency of technical analysis conducted principally by experts representing 
developers.

Developers have more knowledge about development impacts on the environment 
than in the 1970s, and are better able to anticipate and address them. 

Due diligence of anticipated development process is more rigorous. 
Land-purchase contracts include price reductions for mitigation and exactions.
Trusted environmental experts cut through NIMBYism.
Environmental regulations add the very kind of process certainty that developers 

need. 
Technology and the expanding environmental consultant profession have likely 

reduced costs associated with environmentally related improvement and 
investigations. 



Next Steps

Catalog the nature of particular environmental concerns in specific areas
Identify and specify, through descriptions, drawings/diagrams, and other

means, the appropriate range of development responses to each of the 
environmental concerns. 

Frame the regulatory review process needed to address each concern, 
including the extent to which discretion in addressing each area of concern 
may be needed even if the design solution posed in the second step is posed 
by the developer, and determining the reasonable time needed to provide 
reasonable public review. 

Determine where multiple environmental concerns may be addressed by the 
same review function, discipline, and group of design solutions.

Characterize an overarching administrative process that implements the 
above four elements in a reasonably efficient manner that provides 
discretion for unusual or complex cases. 

Facilitate further streamlining of processes possibly through stronger 
federal involvement, such as incentives for states and localities to meet 
federal guidelines of approval time-limits. 


