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The Hubris of Central Planners

Forbes was once a reliable opponent of central plan-
ning, but last week it published an article arguing that 

rebuilding the economy after the pandemic should only 
take place through the gatekeepers of central planners who 
know what is best for society. The author, a self-proclaimed 
futurist named Chunka Mui, has written what he thinks 
is a “perfect” plan for 2050, and sees the pandemic as an 
opportunity to impose that plan on the world.

Mui observes that many costs are declining, includ-
ing the costs of computing, communications, energy, and 
transportation. “Zero cost, however, does not necessarily 
lead to good outcomes,” he warns. “Too cheap transpor-
tation, for example, can worsen sprawl, congestion and 
pollution.”

That, of course, raised a red flag for me. Transportation 
cannot be “too cheap” and the downsides he claims are all 
imaginary. So-called sprawl has produced many benefits 
including giving Americans some of the best housing in 
the world. Low-density development is the cure to, not the 
cause of, congestion. Cheap transportation can help re-
duce poverty and is getting more pollution-free every year.

The Bandon Disaster

Bandon before the fire.

The hubris of planners such as Mui, who think they not 
only know what is best for everyone else today but—by 
virtue of calling themselves “futurists”—know what will 
be best for everyone decades from now, reminded me of 

a plan written for a small town in Oregon more than 80 
years ago. I’ve written about this plan before but it bears 
repeating today as the world struggles out of a partly 
self-inflicted crisis.

In 1936, Bandon was a community on the southern 
Oregon Coast whose 1,500 residents made their livings 
from logging, cranberry farming, fishing, and tourism. 
Named after a similar coastal town in Ireland, Bandon’s 
scenic vistas had been made more colorful by the impor-
tation of furze, “the yellow flower of the Irish landscape.” 
More commonly known in Oregon as gorse, the plant is 
also highly flammable.

On September 26, a fire that had probably been 
started by loggers burning waste escaped into the gorse 
and raced to the town. To make matters worse, many of 
Bandon’s water pipes were made from hollow logs and as 
these burned firefighters had no water to dowse the flames. 
Where they had water, firefighters’ hoses burned and the 
firetruck tires melted into the pavement.

Bandon after the fire.

Within a few hours, 97 percent of Bandon’s build-
ings had turned to ash, leaving little more than a few brick 
chimneys. Ten people died, and the rest were left homeless 
and, in many cases, without a means to earn an income.

The State Plan for Bandon
The fire took place in the middle of the New Deal and 
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planning was all the rage. Oregon had a State Planning 
Board that viewed this disaster as a great opportunity to 
demonstrate the benefits of sound land-use planning. To 
give planners maximum flexibility, the board convinced 
80 percent of the property owners in the city to put their 
land in a property pool. Landowners were given temporary 
building permits to replace homes and businesses during 
the emergency, with the understanding that they would 
have to be rebuilt when the plan was completed.

The board then gave Harry Freeman, a Portland plan-
ning consultant, a free hand to plan a completely new 
town. After the plan was approved, former landowners 
would be allotted properties of comparable worth to the 
ones they had put into the pool.

In March, 1937, Freeman presented his plan to the 
town. Freeman said that the previous arrangement of 
homes and businesses was “uneconomic” because they 
were so “scattered” across the landscape. In other words, 
the town’s density was too low because people didn’t build 
on adjacent lots but often left many lots vacant between 
homes. The planner considered it “obvious” that such 
“haphazard development” imposed higher costs “than in a 
reasonably compact, well-designed community.”

Freeman’s plan: Green is open space, yellow residential, red industrial, 
and blue retail/commercial/government. The solid red line is Highway 
101. Prior to the fire, homes were scattered in many of the open spaces, 
while the cross-hatched area shows the pre-fire business & industrial 
district. 

Accordingly, Freeman’s plan called for a much more 
compact development with 450 homes located inside of a 
greenbelt. Most lots were 60 by 125 feet or about a sixth of 
an acre. For people who wanted gardens or small livestock, 
Freeman envisioned as many as 100 more “garden homes” 
located on half-acre or larger lots outside of the greenbelt. 
The new town would be about twice as dense as the old.

The plan called for many other changes as well. In 
1936, the town’s business district was located along the 
Coquille River, reflecting the town’s history as a major 
port. Freeman moved commercial businesses a mile south, 
while leaving industrial businesses on the river. The former 
commercial area would be turned into a residential area. 
All buildings in the business district were to be built to a 
similar architectural style.

By 1936, Bandon was connected to the rest of the 

state by U.S. Highway 101, which went through town 
on ordinary city streets. The highway intersected at least 
seventeen streets in its journey through Bandon. Freeman 
proposed to turn 101 into what he called a “traffic ‘free-
way’ through the city,” with only six exits to other streets. 
To maintain the beauty of this freeway, no private land 
would front on the highway.

In another effort to preserve scenic beauty, all water-
front property would be left in the public domain. While 
about 50 lots would be across a street from ocean- or 
river-front parks, Freeman’s drawings show most of their 
views would be obscured by rows of trees planted in front 
of every major street.

Freeman was just as certain about his plan for little 
Bandon as Mui is about his “future perfect” plan for the 
entire world. “The greatest danger ahead in the rebuild-
ing of Bandon is in possible deviation from the town 
plan,” Freeman immodestly claimed. “No leeway should 
be granted any individual to allow a variance or approve 
any change, minor or otherwise, from the plan. Likewise, 
no non-technical group should be allowed to decide upon 
changes affecting the town plan.” Freeman recommended 
that only a technical advisory board, including Bandon’s 
mayor but dominated by planners and architects, should 
have the power to change the plan.

Planners today pay more lip service to public involve-
ment, but privately believe that members of the public 
should accept the dictates of planners. As reported by 
Howell Baum in Two Centuries of American Planning, a 
national survey of planners in the 1980s found that most 
believed that the average member of the public is not qual-
ified to participate in planning.

Bandon today as seen by Google Earth. The red line marks the approx-
imate outline of the previous map. The area that Freeman proposed be 
the commercial center of town is dedicated to schools. Many businesses 
remained in the original commercial area on the Coquille River water-
front, while others line highway 101. Homes spread out at a low density 
of about 1,200 people per square mile. The green spaces are all still there, 
but many of them are called “backyards.” 

Bandon is 250 miles from Freeman’s home in Port-
land and was a much more time-consuming trip in 1936 
than it is today. I haven’t found any evidence that Freeman 
had ever been to Bandon when he started working on this 
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plan. Instead, he considered this merely an abstract exer-
cise in “rational planning” and viewed Bandon residents 
and landowners as little more than potential obstacles to 
the implementation of his plan. 

When Freeman presented this plan o the public, the 
local newspaper urged everyone to “forget any selfish aims 
he might have and work together for the common good.” 
In a report submitted to the state in November, 1937, 
Freeman claimed that 300 Bandon property owners unan-
imously approved the plan at the March, 1937, meeting.

Yet the plan was never implemented. Though Free-
man worked fast to produce a plan in less than six months, 
builders worked faster and many homes and businesses 
had been rebuilt within a month of the fire. Building per-
mits were supposed to be for only one year, yet many of 
those buildings remain today. This includes Bandon’s city 
hall, which was used as such for thirty years and has now 
been turned into the museum where I found a copy of 
Freeman’s report.

Apparently, local enthusiasm for the plan waned by 
mid-summer, 1937, as people realized that implementing 
the plan would require the destruction of many buildings, 
effectively doubling the cost of reconstruction. The city 
also realized that it did not have the resources to do its 
share in building Freeman’s community centers and other 
public facilities.

Today, some Bandon old timers lament the town’s 
failure to build a model city. Bandon’s unofficial historian, 
Dow Beckham, wrote that if the plan had been followed, 
“city planners would likely have journeyed to the area to 
take pictures and notes of how the job was accomplished.” 
But even without the plan, “today’s Bandon is unique and 
has a special appeal to tourists and retirees. Who knows 
whether well-drawn plans would have been better?”

Problems with the Plan

In fact, it is clear that Freeman’s plan would have been 
much worse than the Bandon that exists today. First, Free-
man did not expect the town’s numbers to grow, so he 
planned for a stagnant population. Today’s population of 
3,100 is more than twice as great as that of 1937, and 
nearly all of the new people would have been pushed out-
side of the plan’s greenbelt, effectively forcing the kind of 
leapfrog development that Freeman wanted to prevent.

Second, the idea of turning 101 into a freeway, with 
no private businesses fronting on the road, would have lost 
Bandon an enormous amount of its tourist business. Most 
people would have driven through and never seen the 
town. In 1937, tourism was a distant fourth after timber, 
agriculture, and fishing, but today it is the city’s leading 
industry. Without tourism, Bandon today would probably 
not even support the 1,500 people who lived in it in 1936 
(making Freeman’s first error a self-fulfilling prophecy).

Third, Freeman’s plan to separate the commercial and 
industrial parts of town, which were adjacent to one an-
other in 1936, ignores important synergies between these 
two areas. The increased cost of moving between the two 
would have imposed even higher barriers to the fishing 
and timber industries that are barely hanging on today.

Fourth, the plan to make all waterfront land public 
would have destroyed an important attraction to poten-
tial residents of Bandon. Today, ocean-front lots are worth 
twice as much as ocean-view lots and ten times as much as 
ordinary lots. River-front lots are worth nearly as much as 
ocean-front lots. Taxes on these lots provide an important 
revenue source for the city. It is not likely that ocean-front 
landowners would have been satisfied with the land allot-
ted to them by planners from the property pool.

This Bandon neighborhood includes about two dozen homes, ten of which front on the ocean. None would have been allowed by the Freeman plan.

At least eight of the approximately one dozen homes in this photo would have been forbidden by the Freeman plan. Yet it is hard to argue that any of these houses 
seriously impact the scenic qualities of Bandon Beach.



Homes and rental properties on these lots provide an 
enormous amount of pleasure for their residents and vis-
itors without imposing much of a cost on others because 
so much of Oregon’s ocean-front land is publicly owned. 
In 1936, almost 25 percent of Bandon’s ocean-front land 
was already publicly owned. Four miles of ocean-front 
land north of Bandon and at least a dozen miles south 
are in public ownership. More than 70 percent of ocean-
front property in Oregon as a whole is publicly owned, 
and much of the private land is farms, so less than 10 per-
cent of ocean-front land has been developed with homes 
or businesses.

More important, all of Oregon’s beaches are publicly 
owned. From the mouth of the Coquille River in Bandon, 
beachgoers can hike 7 miles to the New River. This riv-
er can be crossed at low tide, giving access to another 15 
miles of beach walking to the Sixes River. 

Finally, Freeman’s basic premise—that it is “ineffi-
cient” and wasteful to not force people to build on adja-
cent lots—has not been proven by time. Despite the high-
er population, Bandon’s population density today is lower 
than it was in 1936. Numerous lots and blocks remain 
vacant as most people choose to live near the water or in 
splendid isolation from everyone else. While Bandon has 
suffered from declines in fish and timber supplies, there is 
no indication that it has suffered from low densities. In-
deed, higher densities might have made it unattractive to 
people who wanted to get away from crowded urban areas.

The idea of getting private landowners to pool their 
property and let planners decide how it should be used 
must have seemed awesome in 1936. Today it feels faintly 
communistic. Unfortunately, planners in Oregon today 
have even more power over private land even without 
property pools and they use that power with the same fu-
turist vision as Mui’s: to try to prevent sprawl and cheap 
travel. 

Oregon’s Planning Disaster
Oregon’s land-use planning system today is based on the 
fundamental notion that planners know better than land-
owners how their lands should be used. Every major city 
has an urban-growth boundary and all urban areas encom-
pass less than 1.5 percent of the state. 

In nearly all of the rural land, landowners may build 
a house on their own land only if they own at least 80 
acres, actually farm it, and (depending on soil productiv-
ity) actually earned $40,000 to $80,000 a year in two of 
the last three years. Inside the boundaries, much of land 
is zoned using minimum-density zoning meaning that, if 
someone’s house burns down, they are often not allowed 
to rebuild it and must replace it with an apartment.

Many of the planners’ ideas about how land should be 
used are so different from what the public wants that they 
are unmarketable. Planners respond by subsidizing the de-
velopment they want. In 2001, Metro, Portland’s regional 
planning agency, bought 7.4 acres of land for $2.3 million. 
By 2019, the land was estimated to be worth $6.4 mil-
lion provided developers could build on it to meet market 
demand. Instead, Metro sold the property for $1,000 on 
the condition that the developer that purchased it would 
build what the planners wanted rather than what the mar-
ket wanted.

As measured by planners’ own goals, Oregon plans 
have failed miserably. One of those goals is to provide “an 
adequate supply of housing,” yet supply has failed to keep 
up with demand so that Oregon median home prices are 
4.4 times median family incomes, compared with just 2.6 
times median incomes in Texas, a state that is growing 
much faster than Oregon. Another goal is to increase tran-
sit ridership and reduce driving, yet Portland-area transit 
ridership has declined in every year since 2014 and transit 
trips per capita have been declining since at least 2004, 
while driving has grown at least as fast as the region’s pop-
ulation.

There is a fundamental disconnect between how plan-
ners view the world and how the world really works. Pro-
viding adequate housing is more important than curbing 
urban sprawl. Getting people to work efficiently is more 
important than getting people out of their cars. Due to this 
disconnect, planners should have less say, not more say, in 
how the nation and world recover from the economic di-
saster resulting from quarantines and the pandemic.

Randal O’Toole, the Antiplanner, is a land-use and trans-
portation policy analysts and author of The Best-Laid Plans: 
How Government Planning Undermines Your Quality of 
Life, Your Pocketbook, and Your Future. 
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