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OPINION 

Resistance to development 

stands in way of prosperity 
 

Joe Mathews 

Dec. 23, 2018, Updated: Dec. 23, 2018 10:21 a.m. 

Read the full story at LINK: https://www.sfchronicle.com/ 

 

 

FROM…  

Followed by an article by Planetizen… 

LINK: https://www.planetizen.com/news/2018/12/102149-critiquing-notion-

neighborhood-character 

 

Critiquing the Notion of Neighborhood 

Character 

Zócalo Public Square Editor Joe Mathews takes aim at the phrase, “We want to 
protect the character of the community," calling it a lousy argument in normal 

times and verging on "treasonous" due to climate change and California's housing 

crisis. 

December 27, 2018, 9:00 AM PST 

By Irvin Dawid 
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"The expressed desire to defend community character is a staple of California 

conversations," writes Mathews. 

It’s routinely aimed at developers, planners or anyone with a big, transformational 
vision. But in a state struggling to keep up with changes in housing, economy and 

environment, there may be no more damaging set of words. 

Planetizen has no tag for "community character," but has 22 posts tagged 

"neighborhood character." What's intriguing about Mathews' column is his 

observation that "protecting community character" is used by a wide array of 

interests. 

The defense is most often, but not exclusively, expressed by homeowners and their 

groups to oppose housing projects that add unwanted density, even if not in their 

own single-family neighborhoods, as New York Times "Upshot" columnist Emily 

Badger reported last January (via Planetizen, "The Rise of the NIMBY Movement, 

and How Homeowners Came to Own the Whole Neighborhood"): 

Common among these opposition campaigns is a conviction "that owning a parcel 

of land gives them a right to shape the world beyond its boundaries," according to 

Badger, who traces the roots of the idea that the influence of property owners 

should reach well beyond the property line. 

It is also "used by poor people protesting gentrification that might bring richer 

people to their neighborhoods," observes Mathews, although he doesn't provide 

examples. 

The proposed residential building moratorium in the gentrifying Mission District of 

San Francisco in 2015 comes to mind, meant to prevent displacement in the largely 

Latino neighborhood. Many residents want the moratorium campaign extended to 

bikeshare stations, which have "recently become a source of scorn from anti-

gentrification advocates." 

Mathews doesn't take on historical and cultural applications of protecting 

neighborhood character, although it's difficult to think why he would make them an 

exception. 
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Beyond housing 

"As bad as today’s housing crisis is, it pales in comparison to the dangers that the 

community protection racket poses for California’s future," adds Mathews. 

The threat of climate change, in particular, will require transformation in how and 

where we live, which by definition will change community character. And the state 

needs to invest on an enormous scale in transit so that we drive less and burn 

fewer fossil fuels. No responsible community in California should stay the same in 

such a time. 

Proposition 13 

For 40 years now, since the passage of Proposition 13, California has prioritized 

community stability — holding down property taxes to benefit existing 

homeowners and businesses — at the expense of schools, health care, business 

development and local services. It’s time for that era to end. 

But that will require that we stop singing the praises of community character and 

start realizing that it’s really the anthem of California’s religion of obstruction. 

Mathews began his passionate column by asking readers to adopt a New Year's 

resolution: "[F]or the good of your state, the best thing you could do is swear off 

this phrase: 'We want to protect the character of the community,'" and ends with: 

And if your fellow Californians still persist in claiming they want to “protect the 
character of our community,” please feel free to start questioning their character. 

FULL STORY: Resistance to development stands in way of prosperity 

Planetizen LINK: https://www.planetizen.com/news/2018/12/102149-critiquing-notion-neighborhood-

character 

 

From CT.org… 
Community and neighborhood character have a place in public and private policy. Using 

preservation of character as a mask to hide and perpetuate bad social and economic conditions 

is a perversion of a good idea. The San Francisco Chronicle and Planetizen articles are fair 

warning; beware of insincere motives. Hopefully persons of character will build neighborhoods 

with character. 
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