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Abstract 

 

Towards a Megaregional Future: 

Prologue, Progress, and Potential Applications 

 

William John Fleming III, M.S.C.R.P. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisors:  Talia M. McCray and Frederick R. Steiner 

 

In the spring of 2004, a synergistic team of professors, practitioners, and graduate 

students coalesced in a graduate planning studio at the University of Pennsylvania (Penn) 

with the greatest of ambitions: to craft a “Plan for America,” through the year 2050. Their 

work led to a megaregional revival, weaving the work of Jean Gottman, old regionalists 

like Benton MacKaye, and New Regionalists like Peter Calthrope into a new perspective 

on regional planning. In the brief period that followed, a flurry of megaregional research 

was produced by scholars at Penn, Georgia Tech, the University of Texas at Austin, the 

Regional Plan Association, and the Lincoln Institute for Land Policy. But nearly a decade 

into this megaregional revival, old questions about the concept continue to simmer while 

many new questions emerge, which begs the question: what exactly has this flurry of 

megaregional research settled? How exactly are megaregions defined and delineated? Do 

they even have fixed boundaries? Assuming a consensus emerged on how to define and 

delineate the space, how could such a large and unwieldy scale be governed? Are 

megaregions functional economic units or merely a product of poorly regulated sprawl 
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development over vast expanses? If they are indeed functional units, how are they 

interacting or competing with one another for growth, development, and finite public 

resources? The answers to these questions have been, well, elusive. This thesis begins to 

remedy this glaring gap in the literature by conducting semi-structured interviews with 

the key informants credited with leading the conception and evolution of megaregional 

thought in the U.S. With their aid, this thesis begins to contextualize the provenance, the 

evolution, the barriers to progress, and the potential future trajectories of the 

megaregional construct. One of these potential future trajectories – megaregional 

economic development – is explored between the nation’s only physically linked pair of 

megaregions: the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. In the final chapter of this thesis, 

recommendations drawn from these analyses are made for the research, the pedagogy, 

and the practice of planning for megaregions. Together, this triptych of recommendations 

outlines a path towards a megaregional future. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Most of the nation’s population growth [between 2000 and 2050] and an even 
larger share of its economic expansion will occur in ten or more emerging 
megaregions (Yaro 2005). 
 
The sooner the U.S. recognizes that is has evolved into a nation of twenty-some 
very densely settled economic engines, the better able it will be to sustain long-
term economic development (Lang and Nelson 2011). 
 
Spatial development at the megaregion level presents a strategy for confronting 
the economic, environmental, and demographic forces of regional growth that 
cross the boundaries of individual political…entities  (Steiner 2011). 

In 2008, for the first time in recorded history, the majority of the planet’s 

population lived in cities. By the year 2050, nearly two-thirds of Americans are projected 

to live in urban centers (Yaro 2005). As the nation’s population migrates towards the 

urban regions of America, the 21st century appears poised to become the “century of the 

city” (Pierce and Johnson 2008) on a global scale, and the U.S. is no exception to this 

trend. The implications for this (re)inhabitation of the city could not be direr. Water 

resources will become increasingly stressed and denuded while under-built infrastructural 

systems will need to be reconsidered in entirely new, innovative configurations. 

Meanwhile, the American promise of social mobility – in many ways a product of access 

to quality education and high-wage employment – will become more and more difficult 

to fulfill. Complicating matters is what Rybczynski has called the “makeshift 

metropolis,” a term which can be thought of in this context as a description of the 

fractious, often ad-hoc nature of highly localized planning in the U.S.  In the face of the 

seemingly intractable challenges, then, how might one hope to plan for and accommodate 

the massive (re)inhabitation of American cities? If the authors above are to be believed, 

that hope rests on a renewed interest in regionalism and more specifically, the concept of 

the megaregion. 
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In furtherance of this megaregional promise, this thesis addresses four key 

questions related to this emerging concept and its potential applications in the planning 

profession: (1) how and why did the concept of megaregions emerge in the U.S.?; (2) 

how has the concept evolved since its initial emergence?; (3) how will the megaregional 

construct be applied to planning research and practice?; and  (4) how exactly are 

megaregions – the new economic units of the global economy (Florida 2008; Ross 

2009b) competing with one another? To begin unraveling the complexities these 

questions imbue, this thesis contains six additional chapters, each of which addresses a 

unique aspect of this suite of questions.  

Chapter two, entitled “Megaregional Antecedents,” explores the foundational 

work that catalyzed the field. Jean Gottman, a French geographer and author the 

concept’s seminal text Megalopolis, provided a valuable analytical framework for 

exploring megaregional planning issues. Though academic interest in Gottman’s work 

has intensified in recent years, the findings within Megalopolis were largely disregarded 

by planners in the mid- to late-20th century. How and why this megaregional amnesia 

came about is one of the chapter’s critical points. The second chapter of this thesis also 

reviews the work of the European Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP), a 

continental-scale planning effort led by the European Union (EU).  

Building on these foundational elements, chapter three reviews the work of four 

related, but decidedly distinct bodies of literature within the realm of megaregions. 

Entitled “Megaregional Ancillaries,” this chapter identifies complimentary threads of 

research in cultural geography, spatial economics, New Regionalism, and urban 

economics. While some of these fields engage the concept more directly than others, each 

of these four fields align to elucidate the evolutionary, rather than revolutionary, 
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development of the megaregion construct. This is important not only for contextualizing 

the concept, but also for charting an appropriate course for a megaregional future. 

In chapter four, which is entitled “Contemporary Planning with Megaregions,” the 

primary progenitors of the concept are reviewed. These authors include Bob Yaro and 

Petra Todorovich of the Regional Plan Association (RPA), Armando Carbonell of the 

Lincoln Institute for Land Policy (LILP), Fritz Steiner of the University of Texas at 

Austin (UT-Austin), Catherine Ross of Georgia Tech and the Center for Quality Growth 

and Regional  Development (CQGRD), Robert Lang of the Brookings Institution’s 

Mountain West program and the University of Nevada at Las Vegas (UNLV), and 

Richard Florida of the University of Toronto and The Atlantic Cities. A relative 

newcomer to the megaregional scene, Richard Weller’s captivating work across the 

Australian continent is also briefly discussed in the concluding section of chapter four. 

Within chapters two, three, and four, an extensive review of the literature 

pertaining to megaregions is presented. The gap identified within this triumvirate of 

megaregional writings provides the framework for chapters five and six, which address 

the research design and findings of this thesis, respectively. Chapter five defines the 

research methods that are employed by this thesis, including semi-structured interviews 

with key informants on the provenance, evolution, and future trajectories of the 

megaregional planning and a metro-by-metro analysis of secondary economic data to 

discern patterns of integration between the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. The results of 

analyzing the key informant-interview data and secondary economic data are then 

presented in chapter six, which is entitled “Findings: The Context, Status, and Future of 

Megaregions.” Chapter seven punctuates this thesis by synthesizing chapters two through 

six into a series of pedagogical, research, policy, and practice-oriented recommendations 

for fulfilling the promise of a megaregional America. 
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 Several key findings arise and are discussed in detail within chapters six and 

seven. First, the key informants identified data limitations, gaps in federal and state 

policy frameworks, and the prevalence of anti-government, anti-intellectual sentiment as 

they greatest impediments to advancing the megaregional concept. These key informants 

went on to posit that the future applications for megaregional planning should include 

resiliency, climate change adaptation, and economic development amongst several other 

issues.  Finally, the concluding section of chapter six confirms a number of 

preconceptions about the economic structure and strength of the Texas Triangle and Gulf 

Coast while providing some new insight into the role Houston plays as the physical and 

functional link between the megaregional pair.  

Chapter seven’s recommendations – a blend of research, pedagogy, and policy – 

outlines a strategy for ameliorating these barriers, fulfilling the megaregional future 

outlined by the key informants, and interrogating issues of megaregional competition. 

Arriving at these recommendations, however, first requires an exploration of the 

foundational components of the megaregional construct. Chapter two engages with these 

megaregional antecedents, focusing on the work of Jean Gottman and the ESDP. This 

pair of megaregional antecedents begins to unravel a simple truth about the field: it is far 

more evolutionary than revolutionary. 
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Chapter 2: Megaregional Antecedents 

Contemporary efforts to delineate and plan with megaregions began in 2004 as a 

critical mass of graduate students and faculty members the University of Pennsylvania 

gathered to ponder the nation’s growth through the year 2050. But the field’s provenance 

stretches well beyond 2004, owing much of its framework to a pair of publications: Jean 

Gottman’s Megalopolis and the European Union’s (EU) European Spatial Development 

Perspective (ESDP). Gottman, a French geographer who spent the better part of his 

career focused on the dynamics of urbanization along the eastern seaboard of the United 

States. For a variety of reasons, his work, though somewhat revolutionary in scope and 

scale, faded from the collective consciousness of planning in the years following its 

publication. Conversely, the EU’s ESDP has grown from a relatively obscure research 

endeavor into a powerful tool for shaping development and investment across the entirety 

of the European continent. Adopted some thirty-odd years after Gottman’s ephemeral 

publication, the ESDP drew heavily from his work and has been an equal partner in 

persuading American planners to adopt a megaregional perspective. This chapter outlines 

the influence of both Gottman and the ESDP on the formulation of megaregional 

planning in the United States. 

2.1 THE CURIOUS CASE OF JEAN GOTTMAN 

This particular type of region is new, but is the result of age-old processes…the 
name applied to it should, therefore, be new as a place but old as a symbol of the 
long tradition of human aspirations and endeavor underlying the situations and 
problems now found here: Megalopolis (Gottman 1957, 3). 

By establishing the uniqueness of eastern seaboard of the United States as a 

phenomenon unto itself, Gottman accomplished two distinct feats: (1) he provided a 

framework for planning and analysis at a supra- or megaregional scale that would later be 

inspire a new generation of planners half a century later; and (2) he tempered the 
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potential short-term impact of his work for his primary audience: policy-makers. The 

former feat would provide the foundation for a new line of planning research and 

practice, inspiring leaders from academia, government, and the non-profit research 

sectors to address the issues wrought by rapid and weakly regulated urbanization at a new 

scale. This was enabled in large part by innovations in Geographic Information Systems 

(GIS) and other spatially-oriented technologies. His latter feat, however, relegated 

Megalopolis to relative obscurity during Gottman’s lifetime. This was due, in large part, 

to his focus on a singular region, which winnowed his potential audience to planners and 

policy-makers in a relatively small corner of the nation. 

This chapter aims to review the key ideas from Jean Gottman’s Megalopolis as 

well as highlight the commonalities and divergences between his work and that of the 

contemporary megaregionalists. In the successes and shortcomings of his work, Gottman 

provides three key lessons for the current generation of regional planners: (1) pursue 

phenomena and issues through a more geographically inclusive lens; (2) identify specific 

policy reforms or funding streams to pursue the issues identified; and (3) acknowledge 

the limited impact that such a comprehensive compendium can have. In other words, 

studies of greater depth and narrower breadth may provide a more direct line to desired 

reforms. 

Tracing Megalopolis 

Megalopolis reads, in many ways, as a manifesto; an anti-establishment approach 

to the enterprise of regional planning and policy development. Gottman (1957, 10) 

disdainfully describes the establishment approach by writing that “most regional studies 

stay on the safer and more superficial grounds of statistical description and functional 

classifications”; something Megalopolis in no way emulates. In staking out a different 
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path for his work, he notes that “a mere compilation of data would probably be of service 

to some people, but it could hardly help those who need further insight into and 

understanding of the basic problems of the [affected] area” (Gottman 1957, 11). 

Megalopolis, therefore, employs a far more nuanced and dynamic view of the region than 

any prior study had attempted. 

Gottman’s approach and the notion of Megalopolis as a functional region are 

axiomatic alongside one another. Weaving together more than two hundred and fifty 

illustrations on topics ranging from comparative settlement patterns, to trends in 

international trade and exports, to the flow of information and freight, Gottman presents 

an exhaustive and utterly comprehensive accounting of the forces shaping Megalopolis. 

He delineates four dynamic forces that have integrated what Mumford called “the vast 

urbanoid wasteland” of the Northeast into a singular, cogent geographic unit: (1) the 

dynamics of urbanization, (2) a revolution in land use, (3) the act of earning a living, and 

(4) an allusion to the role of regional culture, known as “neighbors in megalopolis” 

(Gottman 1957, 13-33). Without a peer to Megalopolis in the United States during the 

mid-20th century, Gottman’s investigation of the Northeast as a unique phenomenon was 

necessarily myopic, particularly when juxtaposed with the vast geographic expanse not 

addressed in his compendium.  

A myriad of research – some twenty years’ worth – is then presented on the 

region’s various systems and degrees of interaction. Gottman also outlines the 

Northeast’s strategic location along the Atlantic Coast as a significant if not 

determinative factor in the region’s “unparalleled supremacy in politics, economics, and 

cultural activities” (Gottman 1957, 3). But this notion of strategic locational advantage 

raises important questions that disciples of his work have begun to examine: Will 

Megalopolis maintain this locational advantage in the increasingly mobile environment of 
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the 21st century? If not, what geographic characteristics will be advantageous in an 

environment less dependent on physical proximity? What role will the Sun Belt’s 

favorable climate play in its future growth? How will changes in temperature, 

precipitation, and storm intensity from global climate change impact these various 

locales? Though this paper does not attempt to answer these particular questions, they 

have become central concerns for contemporary megaregionalists. 

 

 

Figure 2.1: Gottman’s Analysis of Race in Megalopolis (1957). 
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Gottman’s Influence on the Contemporary Megaregionalists: Commonalities 

As one of the progenitors of contemporary megaregionalism, one could rightly 

assume that Gottman’s work aligns closely in scope with the current body of research. 

Many of the same relationships – rapid population growth’s impact on sensitive 

landscapes, settlement patterns and the implications for infrastructure investment, and the 

dramatic shifts in land use at the megaregional scale – that intrigued Gottman have 

similarly inspired today’s regional planners to think at this expansive scale. Gottman’s 

advocacy for flexibility in the delineation of Megalopolis (1957, 5-7) also mirrors the 

ideology of contemporary megaregional planning. This reinforces the notion that 

relationships and issues drive should drive future research and practice rather than 

another poorly constructed political boundary. It seems unlikely that the megapolitanist 

side of the megaregional spectrum would agree with this, however. 

Finally, Gottman focused quite intently on the latent relationships of Megalopolis, 

a lens that has been adopted wholesale by contemporary megaregional planning. Latent 

relationships can take many forms, but in Megalopolis they are grounded in the pursuit of 

research beyond the realm of simply “summing up the abundant data available from the 

Census” (Gottman 1957, 10). The utilization of flexible boundaries, system-scaled 

interrogations of inter-dependency, and a focus on the ecological implications of 

anthropomorphic actions at the megaregional scale defined Gottman’s work, and these 

facts of Megalopolis have become his legacy to field of regional planning.  

Gottman’s Influence on the Contemporary Megaregionalists: Divergences 

Despite Gottman’s significant influence on the current generation of 

megaregional research, a number of the strategies employed within Megalopolis have 

been discarded. Though the demand for single-region studies like Gottman’s is beginning 

to grow, the majority of this generation’s work has focused on national or international-
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scale research into megaregional phenomena. The Regional Plan Association (RPA) and 

the Lincoln Institute of Land Policy (LILP) have occasionally collaborated on single-

region studies – especially in the Northeast – but the majority of their work has been 

national in scale, with topics ranging from basic delineation to High-Speed Rail (HSR) 

demand modeling. This speaks primarily to the current cohort’s recognition of the 

shortcomings in the political and policy arenas of Megalopolis. By focusing their work, at 

least initially, on the phenomenon of megaregions across the entire nation, the RPA and 

LILP have managed to garner far more political support for planning at this scale than 

Gottman ever could. Though there is certainly academic and professional merit to the 

national study of megaregions, they recognized the political opportunity that could be 

presented by a more geographically inclusive effort as well. Also, there mere fact that 

Gottman was French cannot be discounted as a contributing factor in the dismissal of his 

work. 

Megalopolis also fails to deliver any specific policy reforms or interventions that 

could address the issues identified within the compendium. This varies considerably from 

each of the prominent contemporary megaregionalists, all of whom have proposed 

reforms as integral components of their work, including a new Census-defined unit of 

measurement, a European Union-style Structural Investment Fund for distressed 

megaregions, and the formulation of “Super-MPOs” to facilitate planning at the 

megaregional scale (Lang and Neslon, 2011; Todorovich, 2009; Lang and Dhavale, 

2005). The absence of such recommendations in Gottman’s work is surprising, given the 

composition of his intended audience (policy-makers) and helps to explain why his 

writing vanished from the collective conscious of those engaged in regional policy 

immediately after publication. 
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2.2 THE EUROPEAN UNION’S FRUIT BOWL 

I need a quote here from either bob yaro, Armando carbonell, or petra todorovich 
from our interview sessions. It should be about their experience with EU spatial 
development or Peter Hall (Gottman 1957, 3). 

The process of establishing planning protocols at the continental scale provides a 

seductive, if somewhat unrealistic, framework for American planners operating at the 

megaregional scale. Contemporary researchers within the field have identified three 

significant components of this process with applicability in the United States: (1) the role 

a research project executed by RECLUS played in convincing policy-makers to pursue 

spatial planning across the EU; (2) the resulting European Spatial Development 

Persepctive (1999) publication’s role in shaping EU policy for struggling regions; and (3) 

the role that competitiveness played in galvanizing support for such a massive planning 

endeavor.  

Grapes, A Blue Banana, and the Heart of Europe 

 Throughout the process of developing the EU’s spatial development perspective, 

two nations played outsized roles in the progress, or occasional lack thereof. France, the 

nation to which the ESDP traces back its provenance, was the continent’s most ardent 

supporter of the program. The RECLUS team that presented the need for such a program 

within the EU was comprised exclusively of French research scientists, led by the famous 

French geographer Roger Burnet, and grounded at least in part by the French planning 

tradition of amenagement du territoire (Faludi 2009, 19-21). Germany, frustrated by the 

EU’s overt efforts at containing the continent’s economic powerhouse, played the role of 

foil during the development of the ESDP (Faludi 2009, 23). 

 The Blue Banana emerged as a result of the original RECLUS research project, 

which was fortuitously completed within months of the fall of the Berlin Wall. In 1989, 

the European continent’s prospects for something resembling unity became more than 
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unbridled optimism for the first time in a half-century (Faludi 2009, 27). The scope of the 

project was somewhat limited: to identify France’s role in the European economy and 

identify strategies for bolstering their position. What the researchers found, however, was 

the the “dorsale” or backbone of the continent’s economic productivity was only 

tangentially connected to France and managed to bypass Paris entirely.  

 

 

Figure 2.2: Megaregional Configureations Identified by the ESDP (Gloerson 2008). 
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 This highlighted a disconcerting, yet-to-be-confronted reality for French Minister 

Francois Chereque tasked with guiding the nation’s development program: Paris and the 

entirety of France were in danger of being bypassed in the post-Cold War age. Chereque, 

incidentally, is also credited with naming the dorsale as the Blue Banana, when he 

remarked in late 1989 on the odd shape and blue hue of the region when entering the 

conference room in Paris where Brunet’s team was preparing to present the findings of 

their study. In addition to the oddly colored fruit, Burnet’s team drew heavily from 

Gottman, displaying images of his work throughout the presentation and mimicking a 

number of his analyses in central Europe (Faludi 2009, 26-29). 

The cities of London, Amsterdam, Munich, and Milan (along with many more in-

between) were positioned to further distance themselves from the rest of the EU as the 

Blue Banana gained population and productivity, measured in this case as the share of 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Leaders within France recognized that, in addition to 

their perilous economic position, they were not able to swiftly respond to the challenges 

before them. With a highly centralized government and a concentration of power within 

Paris, decades of neglect had left the nation relatively poor outside of its capital city 

(Faludi 2009, 23-24). French leaders, in concert with Brunet’s research team, resolved to 

strengthen their political position within the EU and implement the ESDP through the 

lens of investing in regions, like France, being left behind by the Blue Banana. 

“P” is for Pentagon 

 As the EU coalesced around the concept of planning at the continental scale, the 

ESDP took hold and eventually became their official policy in 1999. Their first point of 

order, likely at the urging of the French, was to recast the Blue Banana as the Pentagon. 

This five-city constellation included London, Paris, Milan, Munich, and Hamburg and 

became the first (and still only) “global economic integration zone” within the EU. This 
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coincided with a proposed, though never realized, “20-40-50” policy that would favor 

certain types of infrastructure and workforce development incentives within the zones 

(Faludi 2009, 27).  

 Although most of the ESDP’s proposals met similar fates as the 20-40-50 

program, three important guidelines have defined its progress over the past decade: (1) 

the EU is and should remain a polycentric network of cities with strong partnerships 

between urban and rural areas; (2) there must be a parity of access to infrastructure and 

knowledge to address the unevenness of otherwise unchecked development patterns; and 

(3) EU member nations must be stewards of the natural and cultural heritage of their 

continent as development pressures build up. The ESDP’s aims, policies, and objectives 

for realizing these goals are robust, though the majority of their power comes from both 

the charter members of the EU’s willingness to cooperate and the ability to coerce 

potential new members into ceding some oversight for entry into the Euro Zone. 

 Since its inception in 1999, the ESDP has undergone a number of shifts, some 

significant and others less so, including the oscillation of names for the global economic 

integration zone from Blue Banana in 1989, to the Bunch of Grapes in 1991, to the Heart 

of Europe in 1996, and eventually the Pentagon in 1999 (Faludi 2009, 29). Perhaps the 

most significant shift, though, deals with the focus of their work. Originally constituted 

with the aim of bolstering the Banana’s competitiveness, continental parity soon became 

the priority and the current leaders of the ESDP now view their role outside of this 

existing global economic integration zone. Instead, they are focused on crafting 

guidelines and policy tools to generate new zones outside of the Pentagon, including the 

emerging “Centrope” stretching from the Baltic Sea through Poland and into Slovakia 

and Hungary (Faludi 2009, 30-31). This desire to bolster the competitiveness of 
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struggling regions in the EU provides one of the many lessons American researchers have 

gleaned from their European counterparts. 

ESDP’s Influence on Contemporary Megaregionalists: Commonalities 

 It is useful again to consider the commonalities between the ESDP and 

contemporary megaregionalists through the lens of megapolitans and megaregions. Given 

their prior research with the EU and strong relationship with Sir Peter Hall and many of 

those credited with creating the ESDP, it is unsurprising that the story of the Blue Banana 

and this continental approach to spatial development is one of the key inspirations for 

Yaro, Carbonell, and the other planners within the megaregional camp. In many cases, 

even the early nomenclature utilized by American researchers is the same: global 

gateways, spatial development perspective, and productivity as a measure of GDP (Yaro 

2005). The vast majority of Yaro’s first report on the subject – “Global Gateway 

Regions” – is dedicated to contemplating these relationships and issues from the 

American perspective. 

ESDP’s Influence on Contemporary Megaregionalists: Divergences 

 Despite the influential role that the ESDP played in formulating an American 

approach to planning for megaregions, there are more points of divergence than overlap 

between the two.  First, and perhaps most importantly, the European perspective is much 

more ambitious as it currently exists than anything the political moment of America can 

produce. This is evidenced by the almost-boilerplate acknowledgment by megaregional 

researchers in the United States that few, if any, of their recommended policy reforms are 

likely to garner widespread support in Congress (Steiner 2011; Yaro 2005). This may, 

however, indicate a bit of strategy on the part of the Americans, who have acknowledged 

(at least in semi-public settings) their desire to craft a “stealth national plan” akin to the 

ESDP in the face of prolonged political intransigence. 
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 American researchers have also made a concerted effort to capture a geographic 

majority of the nation in their analyses, creating a platform for eventual political 

coalitions to coalesce around the concept. Finally, unlike the EU – which has generally 

abstained from “naming names” in terms of their emerging megaregions – American 

researchers and even high-level policy officials have openly embraced the geography, 

however fuzzy, of the United States’ megaregions. This is evidenced in publications from 

the RPA, LILP, and even the U.S. Department of Transportation. 

2.3 FOUNDATIONS FOR INQUIRY 

These foundational units of megaregionalism – the Jean Gottman’s Megalopolis 

and the EU’s ESDP – imbue several lessons for planners currently working at the 

regional or supra-regional scale. Chief among these is the necessity of developing a 

construct that contains the political constituencies to at least offer it the possibility of 

viability in the eyes of federal policy-makers. Gottman’s myopic focus on the Northeast – 

though it is worth noting that he called for a series of similar studies across the U.S. in the 

preface of Megalopolis – ultimately doomed his construct by limiting the concept’s 

potential pool of support. Contemporary megaregionalists have taken this lesson to heart 

and, as chapter four outlines, they have developed a construct that is national in scope at 

least in part to generate a greater groundswell of support than Gottman was able to 

garner. 

As promising as the work generated by the EU’s ESDP may appear, aspirations 

for a similar approach in the U.S. should be tempered. Attitudes towards planning and 

collectivism could not be more disparate than those of the EU and U.S. The federal 

government of the U.S. is unlikely to adopt anything as explicit or daring as the ESDP, 

but this does not mean the EU’s example should be discarded. Rather, certain pieces – 
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like the EU’s Structural Fund for bypassed regions, trans-border rail planning between 

nations, and multi-jurisdictional coordination – should be explored for the more 

incremental approach typical of American policy-making. 

This chapter drew from the work of Gottman and the EU to unpack the foundation 

upon which contemporary megaregionalism was built. But as chapter three demonstrates, 

a number of parallel, ancillary fields have also contributed to the discourse on 

regionalism and megaregional planning. When taken in concert with the lessons of the 

megaregional antecedents, these ancillary bodies of literature demonstrate that the 

contemporary field of megaregions is far more evolutionary than revolutionary. 
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Chapter 3: Ancillary Threads of Megaregionalism 

Chapter two reviewed the historical threads of megaregionalism proffered by Jean 

Gottman and the EU’s ESDP. This section, Megaregional Ancillaries, elucidates the 

complimentary, though decidedly distinct, threads of research that have helped to inform 

contemporary researchers and practitioners of regionalism. Included in this section are 

the fields of Cultural Geography, Spatial Economics, the New Regionalism, and Urban 

Economics. Authors like Joel Garreau, Paul Krugman, John Wheeler, and Edward 

Glaeser dominate this section of the literature review, each of whom contributes a 

valuable perspective to the discourse on megaregions. Often referenced in scant detail 

within other studies of the concept of megaregions, this section offers a more detailed 

description of their respective work and its influence on scholars at the RPA, LILP, 

Brookings, and across the United States. 

3.1 THE CULTURAL GEOGRAPHY OF MEGAREGIONS 

Every North American knows a place like that, a place where, on your way back 
from your wanderings, surroundings stop feeling threatening, confusing, or 
strange (Garreau 1981, 13). 

In each contemporary conception of the term megaregion, Cultural Geography 

plays a prominent role in crafting a method for delineation. In the Gulf Coast, cultural 

cohesiveness is identified as one of the most significant organizing elements across its 

vast collection of bayous, oil fields, and small ports. A trio of authors – Joel Garreau, 

former Secretary of the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Henry 

Cisneros, and John Austin – discuss the role that cultural differentiation can play in the 

way the perception and act of planning for the various places that comprise a region. 

Garreau’s The Nine Nations of North America provides a description of the various 

idiosyncrasies delineating “Dixie” from “The Foundry” through a journalistic lens. 
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Cisneros builds upon this work by exploring the role that the HUD can play in fostering 

“people-regionalism” in addition to “things-regionalism.” Finally, Austin and his 

colleagues at the Brookings Institution outline a novel framework for a federal-state 

growth compact in the Midwest that is premised upon the cultural and economic 

commonalities of the megaregion. Each elucidates key insight to the role that cultural 

geography can play within the field of megaregions. 

The Cultural Geography of an Imperialistic Republic 

 
Texans have long been taught to think of their homeland as an empire, and to use 
that word as something more than just a grandiose name for a large area…it 
implies not only a relative size, but a history of conquest, expansion, and 
dominion over a varied realm…not only an outward movement of people, but the 
thrust of a self-confident, aggressive people driven by a strong sense of 
superiority and destiny (Meinig 1969, 7). 

A pair of cultural geographers – Donald Meinig and Wilbur Zelinksy – began 

exploring the role of regional character and distinction in one of the nation’s most 

individualistic place: Texas. Meinig focused primarily on Texas while Zelinksy’s 

research was often national in scope. The work explored in this chapter by Meinig and 

Zelinksy was produced in 1960s and 1970s, shortly after Gottman’s Megalopolis was 

published and well before any of the contemporary megaregionalists began their work. 

Both, however, were already implicitly working at the megaregion scale. 

 Zelinksy begins his exploration with four quintessentially American themes: the 

notion rugged individualism, the inexorable quest for upward mobility and change, the 

mechanistic view of the world especially with regard to nature, and the constant pursuit 

of messianic perfection (1973, 41-63). Rugged individualism is described as “the heroic 

self-image of the long, self-reliant, upward striving individual…liberated from the 

shackles of tradition and authority” (Zelinsky 1973, 41), a description so emblematic of 
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Texas that one might expect to find it in the halls of the State Capitol or within the pages 

of the Texas Constitution. Innate restlessness and the belief that the world can be 

constantly improved or changed are equated to Zelinsky’s themes of upward mobility and 

a mechanistic worldview. The final theme, messianic perfectionism, is akin to the oft-

cited notion of American Exceptionalism, a term that has won – or at least prolonged – 

more political campaigns that one should care to count. He goes on to apply these themes 

generally across the nation, producing a map of America’s cultural regions, which 

captures megaregions like the Texas Triangle, Sun Corridor, Southern California, and the 

Midwest. Zelinsky, discussing Meinig’s work in Texas, goes on to describe how these 

four themes defined the various boundaries circumscribing the map below. 

 

 

Figure 3.1: The Cultural Regions of America (Zelinsky 1973). 
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Focusing exclusively on Texas, Meinig provides insight into how the historical 

migration patterns to and through the state, the various racial tensions that have persisted 

since the land was settled, and the imperialistic vision of the state’s founders have shaped 

the various cultural regions of the state. It is worth noting that, as a part of another 

project, Meinig performed a similarly in-depth analysis of cultural regions in Utah. 

Meinig organizes Imperial Texas into six chapters that range in focus from the state’s 

Spanish settlers, to the expansionary vision of Sam Houston and his colleagues, to the 

eventual differentiation of the fragmented cultural landscape that comprises 

contemporary Texas. Describing the opportunistic nature of Texas’ founders, Meinig 

recounts the state’s efforts to expand into New Mexico during the opening years of the 

Civil War and their persistent quarrels with Mexico during the early 1800s. Charting the 

various periods and locations of migration into Texas, Meinig identifies three periods of 

settlement within the state from other regions of the U.S.: the pioneers who moved to 

Texas from the northeast and the Ohio River Valley; the second stream of in-migrants, 

most of whom came from the Carolinas, Tennessee, Virginia, and Arkansas; and the final 

stream of settlers who came from the swamplands of Louisiana, Mississippi, and 

Alabama (Meinig 1969, 44). He also identifies the stream of German settlers as a 

potential fourth migratory stream into Texas.  

 Meinig then attends to the business of how and when the cultural cleavages within 

Texas occurred. Due to the state’s reliance on large, rapid developments in the North and 

East, four broad regions began to emerge in the 1860s. Houston and Galveston, the only 

true pair of proximate major cities at the time, helped to anchor the Gulf Coast region of 

the state while San Antonio emerged as the largest city of South Texas. The two 

remaining regions – North Texas and the West – were without major cities at the time  
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Figure 3.2: Social Migrations into Texas According to Meinig (1969). 
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and defined primarily by the provenance of their early settlers. By the 1960s, the state’s 

rapid growth and accumulation of wealth – especially in its burgeoning metropolises – 

led Meinig to identify nine distinct regions of Texas. Influenced by the decision to move 

the state’s capital to Austin, the consolidation of the state’s German population in the Hill 

Country, and growing divide between rural and urban Texas, Meinig’s map begins to 

resemble the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast megaregions identified some forty years 

later by scholars at the University of Pennsylvania. 

 What Zelinsky and Meinig help to elucidate is the notion that megaregional 

thought is more evolutionary than revolutionary. Both cite Gottman’s work in the 

Northeast when discussing the need for studies of cultural geography at the state and 

regional scales. Zelinsky and Meinig also implicitly identify many of the same 

megaregions to “emerge” in the early-2000s. Perhaps most importantly, they make a 

compelling case for exploring the cultural cohesions and cleavages that persist at this 

expansive scale. Areas like the Gulf Coast, for example, may struggle to find an identity 

in economic or infrastructural terms, but there is great potential for defining the region’s 

extents by the patterns of cultural cohesion within these southern states. 
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Figure 3.3:  The Cultural Regions of Texas (Meinig 1969). 
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The Nine Nations of America: Cultural “Chunks” 

 
I do find that dividing the continent into more comprehensible chunks helps put 
imponderables like energy, inflation, unemployment, and water policy into 
perspective (Garreau 1981, xv). 

An exhaustive accounting of the quirks, demographic cleavages, and historical 

trends of the continent’s nine distinct nations, Garreau’s text is among the first 

explorations of supra-regional delineation in the United States based upon cultural 

identity. Absent the rigor one might expect from a sociological, cultural geographical, or 

political science-approach to defining the cultural regions of the nation, Garreau remarks 

that “these nations look different, feel different, and sound different from each other, 

and…some are clearly separated by mountains deserts, and rivers. Others are separated 

by architecture, music, language, and ways to earn a living” (Garreau 1981, 1-2). His 

guttural reading of the nation’s regional identities is derived from his experience as a 

journalist and futurist-epistemology. The central premise of The Nine Nations is that 

these regions, defined by the various categories listed above, are more constructive to 

examine than the often arbitrary political distinctions of state, county, or municipality. 

His nine nations consist of New England, The Foundry, Dixie, The Breadbasket, 

The Islands, Mexamerica, Ecotopia, The Empty Quarter, and Quebec, some of which are 

more intuitive than others. The nation of New England includes all or parts of Maine, 

New Hampshire, Vermont, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, and Connecticut, with Boston 

identified as its true capital. Garreau identifies New England’s prowess within the 

knowledge economy and its political cohesion as its greatest assets (Garreau 1981, 14-

16). He describes The Foundry as a region in persistent decline since the nation’s 

manufacturing collapse began in the 1970s. Though this may have been true at the time, 

it contains many cities that are now amongst the nation’s most robust, including New 

York, Milwaukee, Chicago, Indianapolis, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Philadelphia, and 
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Toronto, with Detroit demarcated as its capital. The nations of Ecotopia, The Empty 

Quarter, Quebec, and the Islands – along with all the other nations – can be seen in 

[figure]. Those with the greatest application to this project however are Mexamerica, the 

Breadbasket, and Dixie, all of which occupy some slice of either the Texas Triangle, Gulf 

Coast, or both. 

 

 

Figure 3.4 The Nine Nations of America (Garreau 1981). 

 

Mexamerica straddles the borderlands of Mexico and the United States, stretching 

from Los Angeles Basin of Southern California to the Rio Grande Valley of Texas. It 
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includes all or part of San Antonio, Austin, and Houston, three of the Texas Triangle’s 

primary cities. It provides one of the most plausible nations within Garreau’s book. Many 

of the perpetual cultural tensions between older, white, and conservative populations and 

their growing neighbors of Hispanic origin can be found throughout Mexamerica 

(Garreau 1981, 137-138). More than thirty years after its publication, the tensions 

identified by Garreau have precipitated a conservative backlash – some might argue the 

final power grab for a generation – in states like Arizona and Texas, where anti-

immigration laws and gerrymandered political jurisdictions have resulted in fierce 

protests and lengthy court battles. 

Much of the South – at least as it is defined by political scientists – is captured by 

the nation of Dixie. It shares Houston with Mexamerica and occupies nearly all of the 

eastern edge of the Texas Triangle. It also subsumes the vast majority of the Gulf Coast. 

Garreau’s prescient account of the nation begins by acknowledging that “what you see in 

Dixie is great change – social, emotional, even architectural. Change so amazing to 

Southerners that sometimes it seems all they can do is marvel over the recent past” 

(Garreau 1981, 138). In many ways, Dixie has been and will continue to be a nation of 

extremes: the rise of Houston and Dallas has produced “obnoxiously arrogant capitals of 

glass, steel and money” while its eastern edge that envelopes the Gulf Coast is comprised 

of “Delta poverty so grueling that it is tough to imagine how it could get worse. Yet the 

seemingly impossible is occurring: Tallahatchie County is suffering from a decline in 

manufacturing” (Garreau 1981, 138-145). 

The final nation to inform contemporary conceptions of the Texas Triangle and 

Gulf Coast is what Garreau terms The Breadbasket. Comprised of the nation’s 

agricultural heart, this nation stretches from the northern extents of Minnesota and the 

Dakotas southward to the Dallas-Fort Worth Metroplex, terminating at the fringe of 
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Central Texas’s Hill Country. It is a region defined in large part by its occupants’ 

relationship with the land, most of which is agrarian in nature (Garreau 1981, 152). It is a 

region at risk of being left behind by the Triangle and Gulf Coast as their residents move 

from rural hinterlands to urban centers. It is also a nation at risk of devastation as more 

frequent and intense storm events ravage farmland along the coastline and throughout the 

Midwest.  

In conclusion, it is important to distinguish how Garreau’s work relates to that of 

contemporary megaregionalists by identifying a few points of convergence and 

divergence. His disdain for strict adherence to political boundaries squares nicely with 

megaregionalists like Yaro, Carbonell, and Seltzer. Garreau’s emphasis on the power of 

cultural cohesion to define a functional region is also present, especially in the early 

publications of 2004 and 2005, in much of the research generated by megaregionalists 

and megapolitanists. 

But Garreau and his megaregional colleagues part ways here. The Nine Nations of 

North America has little if any intention influencing public policy or potential 

applications for planning. These are common themes throughout the current body of 

megaregional literature and elucidate a key distinction between Garreau (who is more 

descriptive) and the megaregionalists (who are much more normative). Garreau (1981) 

does point to the historical quality – or lack thereof – of each nation’s rapid growth, 

which has major implications for the patterns and character of future development across 

the Sunbelt. Garreau (1981) fails, however, to address this or any other pending trend 

directly. This is unsurprising, given his experience as a journalist, but his descriptive 

approach to the nation’s functional regions is an important contribution to the field of 

megaregions. 
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Cultural Geography in the Federal Government: People, Place, and Henry Cisneros 
 

The inescapable oneness of each city-state covers a breathtaking range: 
environmental protection, economic protection, workforce preparedness, health 
care, social services, advanced scientific research, philanthropy – success or 
failure on any one of these fronts ricochets among all the communities of a 
metropolitan region (Cisneros 1996, 42). 

The decision of then-HUD Secretary Henry Cisneros – a native of San Antonio 

and the Texas Triangle – to publish the passage above demonstrates the ability of 

regional policy to permeate the mainstream of the federal government. After all, if 

regionalism can become a part of the federal government’s policy agenda, it has likely 

already garnered support in all other conceivable arenas. Cisneros also makes a few key 

distinctions about the administration of regional policy that are important to the 

contemporary field of megaregions. Chief among these is the differentiation between 

people-regionalism and things-regionalism, which is simply his attempt at explaining the 

difference between a place-based approach to planning and a human capital/social 

services approach to the field (Cisneros 1996, 42-45). This is a distinction that is largely 

absent from the current body of megaregional literature, mostly due to its omission of 

human capital and service-oriented planning from the discourse. Cisneros’s introduction 

of these termini within the regionalism spectrum presents interesting possibilities for 

future practice and research, but is not a focus of this paper. 

Cisneros also omits an oft-cited rationale for planning at the regional or 

megaregional scale: the planning and provision of transportation infrastructure. Given his 

position at HUD and the lack of influence or interaction with transportation policy during 

the Clinton Administration, this is not a particularly surprising omission. It does, 

however, underscore a key point of divergence between Cisneros and contemporary 

megaregional planners: the primacy of service-provision over physical planning. His 
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focus on the human capital side of regionalism is touched on in greater detail by a team 

of researchers focusing on the Midwest and the cultural legacy of its manufacturing 

industry. 

Culture as Catalyst: The Manufacturing Legacy of the Midwest 
 

The moment is ripe for regional leaders to forge a compact with the federal 
government around a series of policy innovations that will put the [Midwest] 
region on sure ground in the new economy…they fall broadly into four initiatives: 
education, economic development, social mobility, and infrastructure investment 
(Austin and Affolter-Caine 2006, 5). 

Although the Brookings Institution works extensively within the various 

frameworks of regionalism, Austin’s “Vital Center” is one of the think-tank’s few 

publications to deal with the concept of megaregions directly. The report provides an 

innovative, partially spatial, and primarily policy-driven approach to rejuvenating the 

sputtering Midwest that builds on Cisneros’s depiction of people and place-based 

regionalism (Austin and Affoter-Caine 2006, 7-11). Whatever momentum existed for 

such an effort at the time of publication, however, has dissipated in the wave of the Great 

Recession. 

The Vital Center outlines an extensive strategy for rejuvenating the Midwest, but 

the core focus of each individual initiative – education, economic development, social 

mobility, and infrastructure – provides the most generalizable lessons for planning at the 

megaregional scale. To bolster the Midwest’s educational attainment, Austin proposes 

“cultivating the region’s human capital through STEM [Science, Technology, 

Engineering, and Math] investments, creating a Great Lakes common marketplace for 

higher education and employment credentialing, and a agreeing upon uniform ‘passport’ 

for entry to their system of higher education” (Austin and Affolter-Caine 2006, 5-6). 

Capitalizing on an emergent Research and Development sector while “forging a Great 
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Lakes’ energy independence compact and creating a Midwest-wide venture capital fund 

for governors and private actors to target investments” comprise the economic 

development component of their recommendations, though it is unclear how realistic 

some of these proposals are (Austin and Affolter-Caine 2006, 13). The final set of 

recommendations – centered on social mobility and infrastructure – are more amorphous, 

calling for “remaking the social compact by reforming pension funds” and “reinvesting in 

cities,” though it is, again, unclear what this really means and how politically feasible it 

may be (Austin and Affolter-Caine 2006, 15). The absence of specificity is indicative of 

the Midwest’s perilous position. Declining tax receipts and growing demand for 

additional services and infrastructure are not simple problems to parse, and the Vital 

Center makes no specific attempts to do so. 

Despite the lack specificity, the Vital Center does have some interesting 

applications to the field of megaregional planning in America. Federal-state compacts as 

proposed in this report appear are framed as a new or at least rare phenomenon, but cities 

already forge similar compacts with various levels of government. Memorandums of 

Understanding are required in a number of federal urban policy initiatives and could 

provide a foundation for extending such a partnership to the scale of a state or set of 

states. Austin’s report is also valuable insofar as it combine the physical and human 

capital components of regionalism into a singular, cogent planning document. Most 

research and practice at the megaregional scale has focused on the place-based 

component of a region, and this exploration of both prongs is likely to have applications 

in other megaregions beyond the Midwest or Great Lakes. 

3.2 SPATIAL STRUCTURE AND MEGAREGIONS 

The short answer is that most economists do not deal with the question of how the 
economy organizes its use of space. But when they do, they generally turn to a 
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class of models pioneered in the early 19th century by Von Thunen (Fujita et al. 
1999, 15). 

 A landmark text within its field, The Spatial Economy by Masahisa Fujita, Paul 

Krugman, and Anthony Venables interrogates the validity of a number of spatial 

modeling techniques, particularly as they relate to patterns and the spatial distribution of 

growth across metropolitan and multi-state regions. It begins with a relatively simple 

premise: that most existing models are products of a bygone era, built upon assumptions 

that are no longer reasonable or can be easily dismantled through emerging softwares, 

and that the once intractable components of this process – endogenous conditions and 

longitudinal growth dynamics – have become far easier to understand. It explores –in 

excruciating detail – the difference between the expected and unexpected unevenness of 

population density and economic growth, with a lengthy review of the evolution of 

economic thought towards the explanatory power of variables like soil, climate, and 

natural resources (Fujita et al. 1999, 21-29). Before moving on to the authors’ proposed 

approach to modeling spatial economics, they dismantle their predecessors’ attempts to 

model economic space under a set of tenuous assumptions. The authors conclude their 

review by identifying the Dixit and Stiglitz models of monopolistic competition as the 

unifying thread for “good” spatial modeling dating circa 1970. Their proposal for 

modernizing this typology of spatial modeling comprises the fourth wave of spatial 

economic thought (Fujita et al. 1999, 27-31). 

Though it is voluminous and technocratic in nature, The Spatial Economy does 

provide some intriguing lessons for planners operating at the megaregional scale. Fujita, 

Krugman, and Venables share the perspective of Yaro and Carbonell in approaching 

large regions as more than mere products of growth; they view supra-regional space as an 

opportunistic scale for policy-makers to tackle the forces of growth and urbanization at 
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their true scale (Fujitaet al. 1999). The authors also provide a model with the ability to 

consider multiple forces across multiple regions, which has been cited – though rarely 

demonstrated – as an impetus for megaregional planning (Yaro 2005; Florida 2008b; 

Ross 2009b). But in the end the approach of Fujita and his colleagues is too obtuse and 

far more tool-based than the work of megaregionalists. 

 

 

Figure 3.5: Convergence of Economic Theories into the Field of Spatial Economics. 

 

3.3 THE NEW REGIONALISM, ECONOMIC GEOGRAPHY, AND MEGAREGIONS 

New Regionalism assumes that not only is it in the economic self-interest of local 
governments operating in metropolitan regions to overcome their divsions, but 
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also that the economic imperative will compel them to do so, despite the political 
constraints that have prevented their cohesion in the past (Frisken 2001, 468). 

Megaregional planning’s place within the larger context of regionalism is not 

exactly clear, though many of its leaders ascribe to something resembling New 

Regionalism. As the New Regionalism emerged in the late 20th and early 21st centuries, it 

provided a launching pad for the revival of megaregional planning. Parallel to this 

development, the New Economic Geography (NEG) also gathered momentum, inspiring 

contemporary authors to enter the field as well through texts like The World is Flat 

(Friedman 2005). This section provides a brief review of both the New Regionalism and 

the NEG, concluding with a discussion of the commonalities and divergent threads 

between each of these fields and contemporary megaregionalism. 

The New Regionalism: Governance without Borders 
 

Only state governments have the legal powers to change many of the laws that 
impede inter-municipal collaboration, create new units of local government...or 
even consider regional problems (Frisken 2001, 474). 

 With partial roots in the Congress for the New Urbanism, the New Regionalism 

presents the fifth and most recent wave of regional theory, preceded by public choice or 

“free-market” regionalism in the 1980s, the neo-Marxist and social movement-focused 

regional geography of the 1960s, regional science and its obsession with quantitative 

analysis from the 1940s to early 1970s, and the ecological regionalism of the early 20th 

century that focused on overcrowding and what Buell would later call “environmental 

unconscious” (Buell 2001, 86; Wheeler 2002, 269). Wheeler describes the New 

Regionalism’s foci as normative and activist in nature, far more physical-planning-

focused than its predecessors, and somewhat akin to Rusk’s conception of the elastic city 

(Wheeler 2002, 270). In other words, this fifth wave of regional theory acknowledges that 

the scope of planning must change as the issues being addressed change. The New 
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Regionalism, therefore, calls for flexible boundaries and a commitment to regional 

governance in lieu of new governmental structure (Wheeler 2002, 271-273). 

 This is an important distinction between the New Regionalism and previous 

iterations of the theory. While prior conceptions often materialized in tension with the 

forces of urbanization and density, the New Regionalism simply aims to extend the scope 

of planning and “right-size” the process with the issues at hand. New Regionalists such as 

Peter Calthorpe and John Fregonese have applied this theory to contemporary planning in 

Salt Lake City, Portland, Chicago, and Austin, with the primary issues varying from 

congestion and transit-oriented development to the ramifications of rapid growth and 

scenario-based planning (Calthorpe 2003).  

 

 

Figure 3.6: Development Suitability Map Created for Envision Utah (Calthorpe and 

Fulton 2003). 
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 Although the jury is still out on the efficacy of the New Regionalism in practice – 

most plans made under its auspices are just beginning their implementation phases – it 

does promote a series of principles relevant to any contemporary planning exercise: 

cooperate with one’s neighbors, address the negative externalities of growth produced by 

the nation’s fractious metropolitan system, and pool fiscal resources appropriately 

between the core of cities and their hinterlands (Frisken 2001, 474). Many of these have 

been adopted within President Obama’s “Partnership for Sustainable Communities” 

initiative, which aligns similarly-focused programs and policies within the USDOT, 

HUD, and EPA into a singular, collaborative effort. TIGER grants from the USDOT, 

Sustainable Communities Initiative grants from HUD, and Urban Waters grants from the 

EPA are among the many programs operating within this federal partnership. With a 

handful of important distinctions, this approach is closely aligned with the position of 

contemporary megaregional planning. 

The New Economic Geography: Spatial Disparities in a Global Economy 

The NEG emerged alongside globalization as a field of study driven by the 

economic shifts precipitated by the influx of labor and capital’s hyper-mobility 

(Friedman 2005). Though the field is quite robust and diverse as a whole, a pair of 

researchers has produced work aligned with – and occasionally in response to – the 

emergence of megaregional planning: Edward Feser and Geoffrey Hewings. Their work 

has focused primarily on economies that are “hollowing out” which describes the process 

eroding production of goods in urban over time as manufacturing shifts to the exurban 

fringe, leaving regional economies with a vacuous core of economic activity (Hewings et 

al. 1998; Hewings and Feser 2007, 37). This field emerged in response to Japan’s lost 

decade, which resulted from a decline in sectoral interaction while the nation’s core 
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economic functions became less interdependent and less proximate to one another 

(Hewings et al. 1998). 

Feser and Hewings’ work focuses on the dynamics of regional economies as they 

mature and that as this process takes place, the deepening of interactions between various 

industrial sectors slows in an entropic manner. In other words, the relationship between 

maturation and interaction is logistic, with a slow accumulation at the onset, followed by 

a period of rapid expansion, and punctuated by a plateau (Feser et al. 2005; Feser et al. 

2007; Hewings and Feser 2007, 219). This also implies a gradual complication of the 

network of economic interdependencies, which, over time, facilitates the development of 

niche industries and reinforces the power of economics of scale and scope (Hewings and 

Feser 2007, 221). From these findings, two key conclusions are drawn: (1) the result of 

hollowing out means that while intra-regional interdependence is weakening, 

interregional interdependency is expected to grow. This could have profound 

implications for infrastructure development and bolster the case for megaregional 

planning in the short-term; and (2) the traditional conceptions of agglomeration 

economies may be unraveling. The term proximate has become relative, with multi-state 

groupings assuming the scale held by metropolitan region just a couple of decades ago 

(Hewings et al. 1998). These findings are of particular importance to the work of 

contemporary megaregionalists, as they reinforce the notion that the scale of the 

relationship should determine the size and scope of the region being studied. 
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Figure 3.7: The Value Chain of Automobile Production in the U.S. (Feser and 

Hewings 2009). 

Implications for Megaregional Planning 

 Feser and Hewings present a number of intriguing findings and concepts for 

planning at the megaregional scale. They identify a series of economic trends that 

provide, at least in part, the rationale for planning at a supra-regional scale to 

appropriately address the scale of interdependency in the NEG. In later work, Feser also 
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identified the structure and location of twenty-six distinct value chains in the United 

States, employed a local indicator of spatial association to geographically delineate the 

various industry components of these value chains, and built upon Porter’s earlier work 

on industry clusters through supra-regional analysis (Feser et al. 2007; Hewings and 

Feser 2007; Porter 2003). Megaregionalists at the RPA have actually commissioned work 

from both Feser and Hewings in recent years as a part of their annual Healdsburg 

Seminar. 

 Contributions to megaregional planning from the New Regionalism include its 

soft-planning, or governance philosophy, and the notion of issue-based delineation. 

Though debate on the saliency of both soft planning and soft delineation, they hold 

particular promise for projects at the watershed scale. They are also the most politically 

feasible, given the unlikelihood of forming new regional governments in a comparatively 

obdurate nation like the United States. 

3.4 URBAN ECONOMICS AND THE MEGA-CITY 

 In this final section of chapter three the work of a pair of researchers within the 

field of urban economics is discussed: Edward Glaeser and Saskia Sassen. Glaeser’s 

focus on the regionalization of urban phenomena like industry clusters and agglomeration 

provides an important thread for the field of megaregions. He explores the role that 

decentralization has played in strengthening regional networks and even provides specific 

references to both the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. Sassen, a prolific writer on the 

emergence and power of global mega-cities, punctuates this section by postulating a 

nexus between urban economies and agglomeration forces. She also argues for planning 

at this “mega” scale by providing a new model of outsourcing that integrates city centers, 

suburbs, and their hinterlands. 
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Glaeser and the Expanding Scale of “Urban” 

 As employment and population have decentralized from urban cores to the exurbs 

and hinterlands of metropolitan regions, the primacy of cities as the preferred unit of 

analysis has been overtaken by the region (Glaeser 2007, 11). This has been particularly 

true in the southern states, where land use controls are generally weak and the specter of 

ameliorative regulation is non-existent (Nelson 2004). Across a variety of metrics – 

including wage dynamics, population growth, innovation, payroll as a share of gross 

regional product (GRP), and many others – developed by Glaeser and his team at 

Harvard, these southern states “underperform” their counterparts to the east, west, and 

north (Glaeser 2007, 22-27). This includes both the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast as 

defined by the RPA. 

 Two findings from Glaeser’s study provide insight for planners operating at the 

megaregion scale. The first is that there is no relationship between initial income for 

workers and population growth, which means that the decentralization of population has 

not sorted residents into the most economically productive places (Glaeser 2007, 12). 

Alhough earnings are higher in some instances, this finding is not universal and is 

certainly not significant enough to overcome ballooning expenses for transportation, 

service provision, and the additional expenses that comprise the tradeoffs between urban 

and exurban living. The results are particularly dire in the Gulf Coast, which 

underperforms the rest of the nation in every metric tracked by Glaeser’s team (Glaeser 

2007, 16). 

 Because a portion of this work was applied to the RPA’s working definition of 

megaregions, the second key finding relates specifically to the economic structure and 

performance of the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. Glaeser, using two-digit standard 

industry classification (SIC) codes, identifies the Triangle’s key industries as 
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manufacturing and energy and the Gulf Coast’s as manufacturing and health care 

(Glaeser 2007, 27). Though this is interesting and a useful foundation for discussion, it 

lacks the necessary level of nuance for understanding the dyanmics of each region. It also 

involves an antiquated industry classification system in lieu of the newer, NAICS system 

that comprises much of Glaeser’s analysis. This deficiency in detail is true for much the 

report – and, some have argued, Glaeser’s work in general. Noting the role that 

permissive land use regulation has played in driving down the cost of housing in each 

megaregion, Glaeser concludes by saying 

 
While homeowners may be effective in controlling a small local zoning 
board…they will be much less effective in pushing a county government that also 
has an interest in attracting employers (to grow their tax base). For this reason, 
larger governmental entities – such as those that dominate in the emerging 
megaregions – have usually been more supportive of permitting (Glaeser 2007, 
47). 

Mega-cities and Megaregions 

 Sasken’s work focuses on the diminishing role of agglomeration on the highest-

value and technology-driven economic sectors across the globe. She begins by noting, 

“globalized firms with considerable digitization within their production processes…have 

fewer agglomeration advantages as currently defined” (Sasken 2007, 61). This is due to 

the growth in scale of what constitutes a functional region and does not necessarily mean 

that agglomeration has become less prevalent; rather it is simply occurring at a larger 

scale than previously thought (Sasken 2007, 62-65). Such a shift is important for 

megaregional planners, as the totality of such an expansive geography often contains 

dense cities, diverse resources, and varying levels of talent and network connections that 

have not historically been considered part of a unified area. 
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 Attempting to apply her work to the RPA-defined megaregions, Sasken begins to 

argue that this scale is appropriate for interrogating the geographies where agglomeration 

economics and urban economies coexist. In these settings, central cities capitalize on the 

advantages of density and location efficiency while their suburbs and hinterlands become 

the new global centers of outsourcing for industries outside of the knowledge economy 

(Sasken 2007, 63). She also alludes to the need to plan for megaregions, rather than 

merely acknowledge their existence, if a race to the bottom in terms of economic 

development is to be averted (Sasken 2007, 67). This, Sasken argues, would allow 

planners and designers to both maximize the economic value of land while bolstering the 

social infrastructure of cities and their functional regions. Sasken’s position begins to 

integrate the governance approach of the New Regionalism, the cultural cohesion 

outlined by Garreau, and the study of spatial economic ordering described by Fujita and 

Krugman at the megaregional scale. It does not, however, provide a discussion on the 

ecological value of land or the economic returns afforded by conservation. 

3.5 BRAIDING THE DISPARATE THREADS OF MEGAREGIONALISM 

The four fields – cultural geography, spatial economics, New Regionalism, and 

urban economics – reviewed in this chapter provide valuable insight into the myriad of 

disciplines that have contributed, intentionally or unintentionally, to the contemporary 

conception of megaregions. Clearly Meinig, Zelinksy, Garreau, and the cultural 

geography colleagues began unraveling the megaregional thread shortly after Gottman’s 

Megalopolis was published. Meinig and Zelinksy managed to identify, albeit with 

different names, the megaregions of Cascadia, Southern California, the Texas Triangle, 

and the Northeast in the 1960s and 1970s.  
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Economists interrogating the spatial structure of large regions have also managed 

to unpack a number of relationships at the metropolitan level that are of significant 

interest to contemporary megaregionalists. Complex economic exchanges, supply chain 

and logistical relationships, and social migratory patterns all become tractable at the 

metropolitan level after Fujita, Krugman, and their colleagues at Princeton began 

constructing new modeling techniques in the late 1990s. This coincided with the work of 

New Regionalists like Peter Calthorpe, John Fregonese, and many others on regional 

planning projects in Salt Lake City, Phoenix, Portland, and Central Texas. The field of 

urban economics soon followed suit, producing new concepts like industry clusters, 

industry complexes, and mega-cities, all of which have greatly informed the 

contemporary discourse on megaregions. 

As the field of megaregions continues to evolve, practitioners and researchers 

would be wise to revisit the ancillaries and antecedents reviewed in chapters two and 

three of this thesis. Looking back rarely impedes one’s ability to move forward. It merely 

serves to direct one’s energy in the appropriate direction. 
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Chapter 4: Contemporary Planning with Megaregions 

In 2004, the field of megaregions began to emerge. Pulling at the threads of 

cultural geography, urban economics, spatial economics, and the New Regionalism, a 

team of teachers and students at the University of Pennsylvania (Penn) developed what 

they hoped would become the American answer to the ESDP. Though this has yet to 

transpire, an expansion of megaregional research has occurred within planning and has 

begun to influence allied disciplines. This section reviews the literature produced by the 

field’s leading authors: Bob Yaro, Petra Todorovich, Armando Carbonell, Fritz Steiner, 

Catherine Ross, Robert Lang, and Richard Florida. Richard Weller, Penn’s newly 

appointed Landscape Architecture chair, is discussed briefly in the concluding section of 

this chapter.  

4.1 THE YARO THREAD 

The megaregion presents a new opportunity for cooperation between cities and 
regions in the United States. As metropolitan regions grow together, many 
diseconomies have emerged…The megaregion model is based upon the idea that 
if the cities in these colliding regions work together, they can create a new urban 
form that will increase economic opportunity and global competitiveness for each 
city and the nation as a whole (Yaro 2005, 21). 

Along with Armando Carbonell, Jonathan Barnett, and a cadre of graduate 

students at Penn, Bob Yaro helped usher in the contemporary era of planning with 

megaregions in the spring of 2004. His work on the subject has been quite diverse, with 

issues under investigation including High-Speed Rail (HSR), conservation, and 

megaregional economic development strategies for distressed industrial landscapes. Yaro 

also helped expand the circle of megaregional discourse from the original cohort at Penn 

to include colleagues at Georgia Tech, the University of Texas at Austin, the Volpe 

Center within the USDOT, and several others. Yaro and his colleagues at the RPA have 
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charted the frontier of megaregional planning in the 21st century, and if one is to garner 

insight into the field’s future, it is useful to recount the recent past. 

Dropping the Hyphen: From Global Gateways to Megaregions 

 
Most of the nation’s rapid population growth, and an even larger share of its 
economic expansion, is expected to occur in eight emerging Mega-Regions: large 
inter-connected or “networked” metropolitan areas, each of them spreading over 
thousands of square miles and located in every region of the country (Yaro 2005, 
19). 

 

 

Figure 4.1: Emerging Megaregions Identified in the 2004 Penn Graduate Planning 

Sudio (Yaro 2005). 

 

Penn’s 2004 graduate planning studio, entitled “Plan for America” led Yaro and 

his colleagues to produce Global Gateway Regions, a foundational document in the field 

of megaregions. It identifies seven key trends as the forces that will frame development 

in the third American Century: (1) threats to competitiveness, taken almost verbatim from 

work done by the ESDP; (2) uneven and inequitable growth patterns; (3) explosive and 
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poorly managed population growth, especially in the Sunbelt; (4) the near-complete build 

out of suburban America; (5) the majority of metropolitan infrastructure being pushed 

past its capacity; (6) the impact on public health from environmental degradation; and (7) 

and the emergence of global gateways or Mega-Regions, which at this point still included 

the hyphen (Yaro 2005, 4-13). In this initial report, Yaro’s studio team identifies eight 

emerging megaregions: Cascadia, Northern California, Southern California, a 

combination of the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast, the Piedmont Atlantic, Florida, and 

the Northeast (Yaro 2005, 18). Many other areas were delineated, but they were not given 

the same designation in this foundational publication. 

From this work, Yaro attempts to build the case for an American equivalent to the 

ESDP. He calls on planners to adopt the “megaregion perspective,” which seeks to 

promote relationships between existing metropolitan areas, support sustainability and 

long-term vitality, streamline transportation and land use planning, build new 

infrastructure systems to accommodate larger flows of people and goods, foster stronger 

and more diverse economies, re-establish upward social mobility, and encourage cost-

savings through coordination at a new scale (Yaro 2005, 20-24). Yaro’s American Spatial 

Development Perspective provides a strong framework for the body of research 

subsequently produced by his colleagues at Penn and the RPA.  

As the field narrowed its focus to applications with HSR prior to the 2008 

presidential election, Yaro’s call for “relationships between existing metropolitan areas” 

and “building new infrastructure systems” attained a level of primacy in the work 

produced from 2006 through 2010. With the help of RPA’s Petra Todorovich and the 

Lincoln Institute for Land Policy (LILP), Yaro and his colleagues launched their 

“America 2050” initiative in 2005 as the first and (still) only research center dedicated to 

megaregional inquiry. The charter for this center was “America 2050: A Prospectus” 
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report that focused on delineating what had grown from the original eight to eleven 

megaregions (with the additions of the Front Range, Arizona Sun Corridor, and a split 

between the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast) (Todorovich 2006). This prospectus went on 

to outline America 2050’s research agenda and was tailored towards executives at large 

foundations and other potential funding partners interested in commissioning research at 

this scale. Retrospectively, it becomes clear that this document outlined four thematic 

areas that would guide the work of megaregionalists at the RPA and beyond: (1) HSR, (2) 

large landscape conservation, (3) economic development strategies, and (4) other forms 

of infrastructure, especially those related to energy distribution and water resource 

management. 

 

 

Figure 4.2 America 2050’s Map of the U.S. Megaregions (Todorovich 2006). 
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Hope, Change, and High-Speed Rail 

Although a flurry of pre-2008 work on HSR from the RPA helped to shape the 

Obama Administration’s “Vision for High-Speed Rail” plan, their most rigorous and 

influential work came in 2011 as a precursor of the Federal Rail Administration’s 

“National Rail Plan” (FRA 2011). Entitled “High-Speed Rail in America”, this co-edited 

volume profiled the nation’s emerging megaregions through a variety of socio-economic 

and transit-related lenses before embarking on a ridership demand study at the 

megaregional scale to rank order corridors across the country (Todorovich and Hagler 

2011). 

 

 

Figure 4.3: America 2050’s Proposed Passenger Rail Network (Todorovich and 

Hagler 2011). 
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Criteria for Scoring HSR Corridors 

Primary  Factors (Weighted 3x) 
Regional Population RP 
Employment CBD (2mi) ECBD 

Secondary Factors (Weighted 2x) 
Transit Connectivity to Employment TCE 
Transit Connectivity to Population TCP 
City Population (10mi) CP 
City Employment (10 Mi) CE 
Regional Population Growth RPGF) 
Regional Air Market (RAM)

Tertiary Factors (Weighted 1x) 
Commuter Rail Connectivity to Population CRP 
Corridor Traffic Congestion CTC 
Share of Financial Workers SF 
Share of Workers in Tourism ST 

Table 4.1: Criteria for Scoring HSR Corridors, adapted from the RPA’s High-Speed 

Rail in America” report (Todorovich and Hagler 2011). 

 

The report begins by grouping megaregions according to proximity and function, 

defined in this instance as the exchange of commuters through existing air, vehicular, and 

rail-based mediums. Seven groupings are proposed, including the (1) Northeast, (2) Great 

Lakes, (3) all of California and the Arizona Sun Corridor (termed Southwest here), (4) 

Texas and the Gulf Coast, (5) Piedmont Atlantic, (6) Cascadia, and (7) a combination of 

the Front Range and Intermountain West (Todorovich and Hagler 2011, 3-20). A series 

of metrics [need a table to show primary, secondary, and tertiary variables] were then 

generated, evaluated, and applied to each existing rail corridor – which were stratified 

into three categories according to length – within the seven aforementioned regions. 

Results from this study demonstrated that the western and eastern extents of the Texas 
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Triangle comprise the most viable HSR rail corridors within both megaregions included 

in the Texas-Gulf Coast grouping (Todorovich and Hagler 2011). 

 

 

Figure 4.4: Regional Air Markets in the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast (Todorovich 

and Hagler 2011). 

 

Released after the 2010 Republican electoral wave, the report highlights a number 

of corridors – particularly in the Midwest and Florida – that were initially funded through 

the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), only to see newly elected 

Governors in Wisconsin, Florida, Ohio, and New Jersey to return the money in the name 

of fiscal conservatism. This political intransigence coupled with a stagnant national 

economy has tempered excitement within the planning community for transformative 

investments in HSR. This report, it seems, may have missed its political window by mere 
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months for much of the U.S. Other regions – including California, portions of Texas, and 

the Acela Corridor in the Northeast – have become the beneficiaries of HSR politics. 

Funding for planning and implementation has been reapportioned to rail lines between 

San Francisco and Los Angeles, between New York and Washington, D.C., and between 

Dallas-Fort Worth and Houston. 

Landscape Conservation and a Partnership with the National Park Service 

A first-of-its-kind examination of megaregion-scale conservation efforts across 

the Northeast, the RPA-commissioned Landscapes report catalogues a suite of incredibly 

diverse conservation efforts from the public and non-profit institutions operating in the 

area. Funded through a three-year, $400,000 grant from the Doris Duke Charitable 

Foundation, Landscapes is divided into six substantive chapters: (1) defining large 

landscapes and outlining the challenges for conservation efforts at the megaregional 

scale; (2) the Northeast’s place within the larger context of conservation; (3) an inventory 

of ongoing conservation efforts in the Northeast; (6) establishing and meeting 

conservation priorities in the Northeast; (5) strategies for addressing the aforementioned 

conservation challenges across the Northeast; and (6) recommendations for improving the 

practice of conservation (Pirani 2012, 2-3). Chapters five and six are the only two with a 

scope beyond the Northeast. Though Todorovich is credited in this chapter for the 

publication – rightly so, as she is listed as the editor by the RPA – much of this effort was 

led by Rob Pirani, the RPA’s Director of Environmental Programs. 

Unless one includes the work of Gifford Pinchot and his immediate successors in 

the establishment and growth of the U.S. Forestry Service, this report constitutes the only 

comprehensive inventory and assessment of conservation practices at the megaregional 

scale in the United States. The authors include analysis of federal conservation policies 
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and the impact on the region’s conservation efforts, land use patterns, and regulatory 

frameworks across the Northeast; the longevity of ongoing efforts in the area; and the  

 

Figure 4.5: Landscape Conservation Initiatives in the Northeast (Pirani 2012). 

 

success of various established governance structures across the entirety of the large 

landscape (Pirani, 10-14). There is also a lengthy discussion on the ecological dynamics 

of the Northeast and looming threats to the system’s health from climate change, 
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continued population growth, and the infrastructure that will be necessary to 

accommodate it. Perhaps learning from the missed opportunity of the aforementioned 

HSR report, Landscapes concludes by examining the success rate of conservation-related 

referenda across the Northeast, finding that the vast majority have enjoyed public support 

over the past decade (Pirani 2012).  

Patterns of Distress: Economic Development at the Megaregional Scale  

Produced during what has become an annual seminar for megaregional thought 

leaders in Healdsburg, California, New Strategies for Regional Economic Development 

explores the “other” regions of the United States. These areas are generally those that 

were not included in one of the eleven RPA-identified megaregions. The report begins by 

outlining a method for delineating underperforming regions, goes on to propose a 

national reinvestment strategy akin to the EU’s Structural Fund grant program, and 

concludes with the RPA’s familiar call for an American Spatial Development Perspective 

(Todorovich and Hagler 2009, 3-7). This work is significant because it represents the first 

widely published effort from the RPA and its partners to expand the focus of their 

megaregional work outside of the eleven emerging units identified in America 2050: A 

Prospectus. Prior efforts at a 2005 meeting in Cambridge hosted by the LILIP, the 

Madrid Conference in 2007, and the Rockefeller’s 2008 Bellagio Conference addressed 

similar issues, but in a far less visible fashion. It indicates that, perhaps, Yaro and his 

colleagues have gleaned a valuable lesson from the sputtering reception given to 

Gottman’s Megalopolis: for their work to be meaningful, something resembling a viable 

political coalition must emerge to champion their recommendations, and for this to 

happen, geographic inclusivity is integral. 
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Figure 4.6: Underperforming Regions Identified by America 2050 (Todorovich and 

Hagler 2009). 

 

Todorovich and Hagler’s method for delineating underperforming regions 

involves a county-level assessment of population change, employment change, and wage 

change from 1970 to 2006 as well as the average wage in each county for the year 2006. 

This generated a performance index, and those counties ranked in the bottom third of at 

least three of these variables were considered underperforming (Todorvich and Hagler 

2009, 8-10). As the RPA’s “Underperforming Regions” map shows, this analysis 

identified much of the Midwest, Great Lakes, and Mississippi River Delta as 

underperforming. Smaller pockets of distress also appear in Appalachia, the “Black Belt” 

of the Southern States, and various enclaves within the Northeast and Mountain West. 
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When taken in sum with the counties included in America’s emerging megaregions, the 

overwhelming majority of the nation can find itself on one of these RPA-produced maps. 

The editors conclude this report by outlining a series of ameliorative strategies to 

attempt for these regions what the ESDP has sought to do for struggling regions outside 

of their own emerging megaregion, the Pentagon. Because of the editors’ reliance on the 

EU for precedent, most of the report’s recommendations are drawn directly from existing 

programs within the Eurozone. This includes a “common agricultural policy,” which 

supports value-added food production in the struggling agrarian regions, an American 

version of the EU’s Structural Fund for investing in the infrastructure and economic 

development within bypassed regions, and for a reconfiguration of agricultural subsidies 

away from large commodity-producing farms and into small family farms that grow 

higher-value products (Todorovich and Hagler 2009, 13-18). The authors go on to call for 

a second iteration of rural electrification that modernizes the power distribution and 

generation infrastructure in rural America, a proposal they argue could be leveraged at a 

larger scale through public-private partnerships. This is important, as it aligns Yaro and 

the RPA with a relatively small cohort of planners and policy-makers who, at the time, 

were beginning their push for a National Infrastructure Bank that mirrored many of these 

proposals. The key difference is that it would be proposed for both urban and rural 

regions rather than one or the other. 

Energy Demand, Water Consumption, and the Promise of Megaregions  

 Released in 2010 amidst a national debate over creating a new tool for 

infrastructure investment, the RPA’s An Infrastructure Vision for 21st Century America 

provides a systematic analysis of the nation’s infrastructure deficiencies alongside the 

implications of adding nearly one hundred million new residents by the year 2050 to an 
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already overburdened system (Todorovich 2010). Trends in oil consumption, declining 

fuel production, and dwindling competitiveness as a result of denuded infrastructure 

systems are presented as the impetus for action and borrow heavily from the syntax of the 

ESDP. The report goes on to outline the challenges that the nation’s denuded 

infrastructure will face as climate change, energy security, and widening income 

inequality complicate the issue of how to move goods, people, and resources to, from,  

and within the nation’s megaregions (Todorovich 2010, 6). Before presenting a series of 

recommendations, the report also cites the nation’s history of planning at the 

megaregional scale, including the Jefferson-Gallatin plan of 1808 and the Roosevelt plan 

of 1908 (Todorovich 2010, 7-9). This section of An Infrastructure Vision for 21st Century 

America draws heavily from Robert Fishman’s paper 1808-1908-2008: National 

Planning in America produced for the 2008 Bellagio Conference. 

 By stratifying the infrastructure network into three components – water, 

energy/climate, and transportation – Todorovich provides a framework for federal 

planning and policy development at the megaregional scale. Step one, the report argues 

requires at least a guiding vision, if not an explicit plan for the nation’s infrastructure 

investments (Todorovich 2010, 12-13). This would provide a platform for multi-state 

partnerships, federal-state compacts, and the possibility of linking with performance 

metrics to demonstrate the economic impact of upgrading the nation’s ailing 

infrastructure network. Finally, the report calls on the federal government to institute 

efficiency standards – including the Corporate Average Fuel Efficiency standards that 

have since been enacted – in an effort to reduce the rising demand for oil and other fossil 

fuels. This proposal is intended to slow the increase in demand that is expected from the 

nation’s rapid population growth by 2050. 
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4.2  CARBONELL AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF LARGE LANDSCAPE CONSERVATION 

Megaregions are like cheese. Some are solid and dry like cheddar, others are like 
Swiss with big holes in them, and some are still in the fermentation stage 
(Armando Carbonell in Todorovich 2007). 

As the chair of the LILP’s Department of Planning and Urban Form, Armando 

Carbonell has shaped the field of regionalism by directing a sizable stream of research 

resources to the topic’s development, something that has produced a considerable body of 

work at the megaregional scale. In addition to his collaborative work on the subject 

through the LILP, Carbonell also partnered with Yaro for the 2004 Penn Studio and was a 

charter member of the RPA’s America 2050 initiative. Although he has contributed to a 

sizable volume of megaregional work through a variety of research paternerships, this 

chapter focuses on a text he co-edited with Ethan Seltzer of Portland State entitled 

Regional Planning in America: Practice and Prospect.  

(Re)Defining the Region 

 The essential text for contemporary regionalists, Regional Planning in America 

includes chapters from the leading regional minds – including Fritz Steiner, Gerrit-Jan 

Knaap, John Fregonese, Tim Beatley, and Bob Yaro – and is bookended by co-written 

chapters from Carbonell and Seltzer. They begin by grappling with the evolution of 

regionalism, the tradeoffs between the governance-focused efforts of the New 

Regionalism and its more heavy-handed corollaries, and the various methods for 

delineating a region. Carbonell and Seltzer’s concluding chapter charts a course for the 

future of regional planning, namely the political constraints of multi-jurisdictional plan-

making and the strategies for ameliorating this barrier through the establishment of a 

regional ethic. In-between, their contemporaries address a number regional issues, 

including ecology, growth management, and high-speed rail. 
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 Chapter one begins with the mildly pessimistic realization that “we may live in 

regions, but we plan and govern through jurisdictions” (Carbonell and Seltzer 2011, 2). 

Before contextualizing the field of regional planning through a discussion of its prior 

iterations, the authors provide a series of criteria that one should consider when first 

defining a region. This process, they argue, involves a series of dynamic relationships 

that include ecological or biophysical features and systems, economic and political 

conditions, and socio-cultural traditions (Carbonell and Seltzer 2011, 5). Once this 

produces a valid region, one must then consider this area’s proper role within the broader 

context. Failure to do this can result in regional planning that is a “zero-sum game boxed 

in by old animosities and contests” (Carbonell and Seltzer 2011, 5). This two-pronged 

approach – properly defining and then contextualizing a region – is the only process by 

which regional planning in America can motivate the citizens and decision-makers in the 

respective locals to act on behalf of the larger territory (Carbonell and Seltzer 2011, 5-6). 

 Once the proper method for delineation is established, the authors recount the 

field’s evolution from the Regional Planning Association of America to the New 

Regionalism. The latter receives the most attention, which is likely due to its prevalence 

amongst contemporary regional planners, particularly the contributing authors to the 

book. It does, however, provide a useful discussion of the opportunities and constraints 

inherent in this approach to regional planning. Their primary criticism is the New 

Regionalism’s insistence on governance or “soft-planning”, which they argue is a poor 

tool for achieving most of regionalism’s goals (Carbonell and Seltzer 2011, 10). It is 

likely a marked improvement on the status quo, but its ceiling is rather low. 

 Building on the contributions of Steiner, Knaap, Yaro, and others, the final 

chapter attempts to chart a course for regional planning in the 21st century. They begin by 

acknowledging the public’s skepticism towards planning at this scale, writing that 
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“regional planning practice…has long been held up as a fundamental threat to local 

control and home rule and, in more rhetorical ways, to democracy itself” (Carbonell and 

Seltzer 2011, 269). Efforts at this scale tend to focus on low-hanging fruit – usually the 

simple act of coordination – while disregarding the more challenging tasks of 

comprehensive planning, managing growth, what it means to be sustainable as a region, 

and how to build resilient communities. While these may appear in the aspirational 

components of a regional plan, they are rarely suited for action at this scale (Carbonell 

and Seltzer 2011, 269-279). To deal with these seemingly intractable issues, the authors 

suggest a starting point of three themes: define the region, organize it into Garreau-like 

“comprehensible chunks,” and determine how to sustain it. They conclude by offering a 

call for the establishment of a regional ethic, which calls on humans to adopt a golden 

rule of sorts with nature. Drawing from Leopold, they say such “a thing is right when it 

tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong 

when it tends otherwise” (Carbonell and Seltzer 2011, 271).  

4.3  STEINER’S PLAN FOR A VULNERABLE PLANET 

Spatial development at the megaregion level presents a strategy for confronting 
the economic, environmental, and demographic forces of regional growth that 
cross the boundaries of individual political or economic entities (Steiner 2011, 
147). 

One of Ian McHarg’s most prolific protégés, Steiner was an early entrant to the 

field of megaregions. As the Dean of the University of Texas School of Architecture 

(UTSOA), he became engaged in the topic through the RPA’ America 2050 initiative and 

would go on to co-author two reports through the UTSOA’s Center for Sustainable 

Development (CSD), both of which focus on the Texas Triangle. He also dedicated a 

chapter within his most recent book, Design for a Vulnerable Planet, to the topic and 

recent regional planning efforts within Central Texas. This chapter provides a brief 
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discussion of each of these contributions, focusing first on the CSD reports and 

concluding with his chapter on the subject in Design for a Vulnerable Planet. 

The Mythology and Methodology of the Texas Triangle 

 In 2007, a team of researchers at the UTSOA published the first comprehensive 

study focused exclusively on the Texas Triangle entitled “Connecting the Texas Triangle: 

Economic Integration and Transportation Coordination” (Zhang, Steiner, and Butler 

2007). The report begins by reinforcing the RPA’s delineation methods, calling on 

researchers to define megaregions by their “political, biophysical, ecological, or 

economic boundaries” (Zhang, Steiner, and Butler 2007, 2). By focusing on the 

complementarities and integrations between the Triangle’s five largest metropolitan 

areas, the report goes on to delineate sixty-six counties they believe comprise the 

Triangle, to explore the flow of goods within the megaregion, to recount the historical 

process and pace of urbanization within it, to inventory the economic structure of each 

metropolitan region, and to discuss the various policy levers available at the 

megaregional scale in Texas to produce good development. The authors conclude by 

postulating on the future of regional planning in a state wrought with governmental 

skepticism in general and planning specifically. 

Historical and economic analysis of San Antonio, Austin, Fort Worth, Dallas, and 

Houston comprise the majority of the report, though a few topics are examined through a 

megaregion-wide lens. Metro-to-metro comparisons include the use of location quotient 

to identify each city’s dominant industries, analysis of the top flight pairs to delineate an 

alternative and larger scale commuter-shed, and county-to-county goods flows (Zhang, 

Steiner, and Butler 2007, 10-11). These categories of analysis help to produce a much 

more refined definition of the Texas Triangle, which includes only sixty-six counties in 
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lieu of the more than one hundred outlined by the RPA. The report then examines a series 

of relationships independent of the metropolitan regions, including eco-regions, 

watersheds, and a series of proposed transportation initiatives within the state (Zhang, 

Steiner, and Butler 2007, 12-14). The findings are valuable to those working within the 

Texas Triangle and illuminating to those who may have forgotten the slate of ambitious 

infrastructure projects being floated throughout the state prior to the Republican electoral 

wave of 2010. Most, but not all of the projects investigated in “Connecting the Texas 

Triangle” have vanished from the political consciousness of the state in just a few short 

years. Efforts to link Dallas-Fort Worth and Houston via HSR have continued and even 

intensified since the report’s publication in 2007. 

 

 

Figure 4.7: Goods Flows Across the Texas Triangle (Zhang, Steiner, and Butler 

2007). 
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 In its concluding pages, the report projects ridership for rail, bus, automobile, and 

HSR from 2000 through 2050 in the Texas Triangle through a combination of the 

income-mobility correlation, travel time regularity, and travel spending regularity 

(Zhang, Steiner, and Butler 2007, 15). The authors also identify the Triangle as unique 

within the universe of megaregions due to its single-state composition, which could – but 

currently does not – provide jurisdictional advantages to planning at an anomalous scale. 

A series of opportunities and constraints punctuate the report, including the ongoing 

efforts of Envision Central Texas (ECT) and its parallel organizations in North Texas and 

Houston. They conclude, however, that poor coordination between planning entities at 

the regional scale, the absence of planning power for counties, a dearth of funding for 

transportation projects, and a poor existing network of inter-city rail will provide ongoing 

challenges for planning at the scale of the Texas Triangle. 

 The trio of researchers became a quartet – adding Sara Hammerschmidt – for a 

2009 update to the original CSD Triangle report that expanded on a number of elements, 

including travel behavior, economic structure, and historical patterns of urbanization. 

They also provide an extended discussion of delineation methods for megaregions, the 

potential of ECT-like organizations to galvanize planning efforts at this scale, and a brief 

analysis of the issue of income inequality between the urban and rural counties of the 

Triangle (Butler et al. 2009, 2-5). Crafted as the city of Austin’s new comprehensive plan 

was garnering momentum, the authors attempted to glean lessons from “Imagine Austin” 

to generate a series of recommendations for other cities within the triangle to follow: (1) 

generate preferred growth scenarios at the scale of a metropolitan region; (2) invest in 

infrastructure between the major cities; (3) and build a coalition of support for HSR 

within the Texas legislature (Butler et al. 2009, 6-7). They conclude by recounting the 

successes and limitations of the ECT planning process and urging other regional leaders 
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in the Dallas-Fort Worth and Houston to attempt similar efforts. Whether as a result of 

this report and ECT’s efforts or not, their call has been partially answered: Dallas-Fort 

Worth and Houston, through their respective COGs, have initiated regional planning 

processes. 

Framing the Future of Megaregional Planning 

With the benefit of time for reflection, Steiner explores the concept in greater 

detail within Design for a Vulnerable Planet. He begins by offering a strategy for 

delineation that shifts according to the issue being addressed, which could range broadly 

from economic, to environmental, to demographic in nature (Steiner 2011, 147). This 

chapter goes on to explore the challenges facing planners at the megaregional scale, the 

various and often complex conceptions of what constitutes a region, provide a status 

check of sorts on the field’s progress since 2004, and propose a series of future 

trajectories that the field should consider.  

On the subject of delineation, determining whether the issue or suite of issues is 

political, biophysical, ecological, socio-cultural, or economic in nature should dictate the 

boundaries and scope of the planning effort (Steiner 2011, 149). Political regions are 

often the most comprehensible to the public, and can vary from the city or county to the 

less-utilized regulatory regions, such as the EPA’s regions or the U.S court system’s 

districts. When an issue arises as a result of the interaction between people and nature, it 

tends to be biophysical in nature and can include watersheds or geologic formations, 

which rarely follow political boundaries. Related, but still distinct, are the ecological 

regions, which can be delineated through the mapping of physical features like 

topography and aspect in addition to the biotic and abiotic populations present. Though 

they are rarely, if ever utilized in planning efforts, the socio-cultural region can be 
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defined loosely as an area where one or more distinctive traits provide a basis for the 

residents’ identities and iconography. This is similar, though certainly not identical to the 

vernacular regions described by Wilbur Zelinsky as places representing the spatial 

perceptions of the indigenous people. As to Central Texas or the Texas Triangle’s place 

in this typology of regions, Steiner posits that it 
 
is defined not so much by its internal cultural character as by the great cities near 
its corners. If we see it as a great triangle whose sides are the traffic ways uniting 
the metropolitan areas of its three points…we may…take this triangle to be the 
core area of Texas in the usual sense of that term; the seat of political and 
economic power (Steiner 2011, 150). 

Planners operating at the megaregional scale, particularly in Texas, will be both 

challenged by and spurred into action by three trends. The first such trend involves the 

effect consumption will have on the land, water, and other natural resources within the 

Texas Triangle (Steiner 2011, 149). As one of the fastest growing megaregions and one 

of the least dense, the pressures from development will continue to simultaneously thwart 

and necessitate new approaches to regional and supra-regional planning. As this growing 

population diversifies, new challenges will emerge as to how to education, employ, and 

provide services for a population of Texans that will look much different in 2050 than it 

did in 2010. Finally, Steiner posits that the challenge of mobility will continue to vex 

regional planning efforts, particularly as the demand for goods within the North 

American Free Trade Agreement corridor increases and an already congested system 

exceeds its capacity (Steiner 2011, 150-151).  

He concludes by asking a question that is central to this report: has anything new 

been offered by the concept of megaregions? It has, at a minimum Steiner argues, 

coalesced with the explosion of planning-related technological innovation to reveal more 

phenomena at larger scales. This should enable planners to develop more descriptive 
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theories about economic and ecological systems, including the processes, patterns, and 

networks that emerge from and simultaneously impact settlement patterns and land use at 

a megaregional scale (Steiner 2011, 153). The advent of mega- or big-data should also 

enable planners in the fields of transportation, demography, land use, and ecology to 

produce new analytical theories aligned with complexity theory, which suggests orderly 

patterns can be discerned from otherwise chaotic conditions (Steiner 2011, 154). These 

theoretical developments can also help contribute to new normative theories about the 

concept of resilience and renewal after disaster. As planners in the Northeast are 

discovering in the wake of Superstorm Sandy, the megaregional scale might help 

researchers understand why one community recovers more quickly than another from 

such a catastrophic event. He concludes by remarking on the opportunity that 

megaregions can provide for advancing regenerative and sustainable approaches to 

planning by incorporating energy and raw materials processing into the process and 

distributing their economic, ecological, and equity-based trade-offs over broader, yet still 

manageable areas (Steiner 2011, 155). 

4.4 ALL ROADS LEAD TO ATLANTA: ROSS AND THE PIEDMONT ATLANTIC 

Megaregions are geographic areas that will contain two-thirds of the nation’s 
population by 2050. They can be understood as networks of metropolitan centers 
and their surround areas, connected by existing environmental, economic, 
cultural, and infrastructure relationships (Ross 2008, 1). 

 Entering the megaregional arena in 2008, Catherine Ross and her team of 

researchers at Georgia Tech’s Center for Quality Growth and Regional Development 

(CQGRD) have focused on two realms within the field: (1) delineating the functional 

structure of megaregions and (2) exploring the relationship between goods movements 

and planning for megaregions. Though their work began in 2007 at the Bellagio 

Conference, Ross and her CQGRD colleagues published their first report on megaregions 
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in 2008 as part of a USDOT-commissioned literature review, continued in 2009 and 2010 

with the proffering of a new method for delineating the geographic extents of the nation’s 

megaregions and the first academic text on the subject, and evolved into a freight-focused 

line of megaregional inquiry through work commissioned by the Volpe Center for 

Transportation Research. This section reviews each phase within the body of Ross’s 

megaregional research and concludes a brief discussion of her place within the larger 

community of planners working at this scale. 

Reviewing the Threads of Megaregional Inquiry 

 As part of the USDOT’s initial foray into the field of megaregions, Ross compiled 

an exhaustive literature review of the field’s evolution that combined more direct links 

like regionalism and transportation planning with more disparate ones like spatial 

economics. The report frames the need for planning at the megaregional scale by noting 

that “it could lead to more efficient public investments…and increased global economic 

competitiveness” (Ross 2008, 2).  The familiar themes of the scale mismatch between 

typical planning efforts and the problems they are intended to address appear throughout 

the introductory pages of the report. Spatial and unconfined by the arbitrary political 

boundaries restricting planning efforts, Ross argues that attempts to engage with these 

large-scale functional relationships are doomed to failure without a mechanism for 

tackling them at the scale of their occurrence (Ross 2008, 8-11). Clearly borrowing from 

the ESDP and Yaro’s earlier work, the issues of economic development, water resource 

conservation, and large-scale transportation planning are identified as the primary 

beneficiaries of such an approach (Ross 2008, 4). Climate change and greenhouse gas 

reduction plans are discussed as well, particularly as they relate to transportation 

emissions. Despite dedicating an entire chapter to the functional space of megaregions, 
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less than a paragraph is dedicated to discussing the field of spatial economics – from 

which Ross borrows heavily in later models of the concept – and even less on its leading 

progenitors: Fujita and Krugman. 

 The report then begins to explore the nexus between megaregional planning and 

freight flows, with a lengthy discussion on congestion, high-priority corridors, and the 

capabilities of the variety of modes of freight transport (Ross 2008, 26-30).  Defining 

megaregions through the lens of freight flows is then proposed, with two criteria 

identified: essentialist and relational. The former is a more traditional method in which 

relationships between places are stratified hierarchically according to their activities, 

proximity, and contiguity, usually through factor analysis. The latter emphasizes is 

utilized more often in spatial economics to delineate the space of interactions, to which 

proximity is given little or no weight (Ross 2008, 38-43). This description provides the 

framework for the eventual national system of megaregions proposed by Ross in 2009, 

which is covered in the next section of this report. 

 The literature review concludes with a discussion of regional planning efforts in 

the United States, beginning with the oft-cited examples of the Tennessee Valley 

Authority and Appalachian Regional Commission (Ross 2008, 48). From this, a number 

of key findings are identified regarding the composition and authority of such entities. 

Chief among these is the realization that providing MPOs, COGs, or other regional 

commissions with geographically equal, rather than population-based representation is 

tantamount to planned obsolescence, as the urban community that stands to benefit from 

– and provide the most tax base for – regional planning cannot overcome a suburban-

rural voting bloc that is, at times, extremely more conservative. This leads to poor 

investment decisions for new corridors, infrastructure planning, and multi-modal transit 

system building (Ross 2008, 49). What is not covered, however, is the political necessity 
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of assembling these regional organizations in a way that favors the suburban and rural 

interests of an area. If congressionally enacted, these interests are necessary in order to 

garner the two hundred and eighteen votes needed for passage in the House. When left to 

a state, particularly the southern states that are still rural in character is exceedingly 

conservative, this composition is a requirement for any governor or state legislator 

seeking to empower regional planning. 

The Core and the Periphery: Delineating the Functional Space of Megaregions 

 Unconvinced rather loose methods for megaregional delineation presented by the 

RPA, LILP, and others to this point, Ross and her team at the CQGRD built upon the 

essential-relational dichotomy presented in 2008 to craft their own definition for the 

phenomenon. Submitted as part of a panel discussion the at American Collegiate Schools 

of Planning Conference in 2009, her chief criticisms centers on her predecessors’ focus 

on intuition, descriptive statistics, and “simple” GIS mapping in their own methods of 

delineation (Ross 2009a, 3-4). The paper goes on to explore the various possibilities for 

defining the function and structure of megaregions, proposing one such method and 

illustrating the results when applied nationally, and establishing a set of criteria for 

policy-makers to consider when working at this scale.  

 Markov chains, multivariate analysis, and density functions are all posited as 

potential methods for delineating the boundaries of a megaregion. The ability to capture 

non-spatial proximity and the structure of interaction are cited as a virtue of the Markov 

chain method (Ross 2009a, 6-8). Multivariate analysis is refined to the methods of factor 

analysis and cluster analysis, each of which can delineate a hierarchy of relationships 

across megaregional space (Ross 200a9, 8). Finally, density functions are extolled for 

their ability to delineate a core, city, peripheral towns, and satellite cities (Ross 2009a, 9). 
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 In constructing a new method for delineation, Ross relies on a pair of theorectical 

frameworks that trace their provenance to geography: (1) uniform and functional regions 

and (2) the essentialist-relational dichotomy. Distinguishing between the initial pairing, 

Ross notes that uniform regions have homogeneity in characteristics such as history, 

culture, environment, and industry while functional regions have a high degree of social 

and economic exchange (Ross 2009a, 10-12). Functional regions relate closely to both 

essentialist and relational approaches to delineation, which tend to focus on different 

components or scopes within the same system (Ross 2009a, 12-13). Merging the 

complimentary approaches, she argues, allows one to divide the region into several 

hierarchical zones: the urban core and its various areas of influence, each of which are 

tethered together by a similar set of relationships (Ross 2009a, 15). 

 This approach produces three stages within a region that are of interest to policy-

makers, including metropolitan regions, functional regions, and megaregions. The former 

are comprised of a core area and its corresponding areas of influence, and can be singular 

or grouped together depending on proximity and function, akin to the methods employed 

by Meinig and Zelinsky. Functional regions are comprised of the clusters of metropolitan 

regions and groupings of these can produce a megaregion, though the method of 

delineation for the latter is less clear (Ross 2009a, 14-15). Ross’s analysis produces 

eleven megaregions, which differ significantly from the work of the RPA, LILP, and 

others. A handful of similarly delineated megaregions emerge – including The Texas 

Triangle, Cascadia, and the Piedmont Atlantic – although they tend to include much more 

land area in Ross’s model. But a number of the megaregions produced by her analysis are 

either completely new or unrecognizable beside her peers’ conceptions, including the 

whole of California, Central Plains, DC-Virginia, and portions of Arizona, Utah, and 
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Colorado (Ross 2009a, 16-18). All told, Ross’s method captures thirty percent of the 

nation’s land and seventy-six percent of its population and employment. 

 

 

Figure 4.8: American Megaregions as Identified by Ross and the CQGRD (2009a). 

 

Ross’s paper concludes by proposing two conditions for delineation, which 

should occur periodically and potentially annually. First, at least two metropolitan 

regions within a functional region must be present and contiguous. If this is not the case, 

the second condition is that the core counties of these metropolitan regions must be 

connected by interstate highways along contiguous MSAs or non-MSA counties of which 

at least two sides are bordered by one of the corresponding metropolitan regions (Ross 

2009a, 17). Ross’s method appears to have been informed quite substantially by the work 
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of Robert Lang and Dawn Dhavale’s 2005 report on megapolitan areas for the Brookings 

Institution. 

Expanding the Field: Megaregions in Academia and the Promise of Freight 

 Two additional publications – the 2009 book Megaregions: Planning for Global 

Competitiveness and a 2012 report on freight at the megaregional scale for the Volpe 

Center – round out the body of work contributed by Ross to the megaregional discourse. 

Megaregions is a co-edited volume in which Ross and her CQGRD colleagues frame the 

concept, discuss its potential freight applications, and then invite some of the profession’s 

leading researchers – including Tridib Banerjee, Susan Fainstein, and Robert Lang – to 

explore a variety of potential new applications. These include growth management 

strategies, addressing the issue of equity and affordable housing, and data collection by 

the federal government, among others. Ross’s exploration of the freight-megaregion 

nexus builds on her previous work in delineation, freight flow analysis, and lessons from 

the international arena by outlining a series of recommendations for regional institutions 

capable of planning at the megaregional scale in the United States. 

 Much of her first chapter in Megaregions is revised and refined from Ross’s 2008 

literature review for the USDOT. The chapter includes a more in-depth analysis of port 

capacity and trade exchanges between the major metropolitan areas of the RPA-defined 

megaregions (Ross 2009b). Much of the discussion centers on the role of freight in 

shaping planning efforts at the megaregional scale, which allows Ross to explore a more 

nuanced approach to her delineation method, which varies slightly in Megaregions from 

its original from in the ACSP paper. A significant portion of this extended international 

review involves the EU’s Nomenclature of Territorial Units, which is responsible for 

designating administrative units in each member state for the purpose of assigning 
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specific data gathering responsibilities (Ross 2009b). The third chapter recaps the main 

findings presented by her collaborators throughout the text. 

 

 

Figure 4.9: Methods of Megaregional Delineation Proposed by Ross (2009b). 

 

 Ross also focuses on the mobility aspect of megaregional planning, though her 

conception of the term mobility is tied almost exclusively to freight movements. Freight 

flow analysis and commodity flow patterns provide the pith of the analysis, which 

highlights areas of congestion and capacity (Ross 2010). Various types of rail transit are 

discussed, with freight movement receiving more attention than HSR. After broadly 

discussing the implications for freight and HSR, the chapter goes on to focus on the 
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potential applications for freight planning at the megaregional scale within the Piedmont 

Atlantic megaregion. 

 Her most recent work on the subject was published in 2012 through the Volpe 

Center and explores the potential for freight planning at the megaregional scale through a 

variety of multi-jurisdictional planning structures. It expands Ross’s initial literature 

review for the USDOT in 2008 regarding the evolution of regional planning institutions. 

The report concludes with a series of recommendations, including the need for flexibility 

in the delineation of megaregions to ensure the problem being addressed is “right-sized” 

(Ross 2012). This would allow institutions within a megaregion to come together 

formally or informally to address the specific issue initially, while providing a platform 

for expanded coordination over time and, potentially, some semblance of strategic 

planning at this scale (Ross 2012). Ross concludes the report by noting that institutions 

with formal roles and responsibilities were more effective in establishing joint priorities, 

engaging stakeholders, and implementing initiatives at the megaregional scale than their 

informal peers (Ross 2012). Further study is needed to clarify and refine the suite of 

variables identified by Ross as most effective in catalyzing megaregional planning 

efforts. 

4.5 MEGAPOLITANISM RISING 

The sooner the US recognizes it has evolved into a nation of 20-some very 
densely settled economic engines, the better able it will be to sustain long-term 
economic development (Lang and Nelson 2011, xxxvi). 

 A geographer by training and a confessed census-wonk, Robert Lang and his 

ever-shuffling team of researchers have led the incrementalist, pragmatic wing of the 

megaregional community since 2004. From the mid-1990s until 2004, stints at the Fannie 

Mae Foundation, Virginia Tech, USA Today, Arizona State University, and the 

Brookings Institution helped shaped Lang’s view of the construct. Less enamored with 
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the prospect of addressing multiple systems at their varying scales of interaction, Lang 

has instead focused on the census-based definition for economic integration: commuter-

shed patterns. This has helped to shape his research on megapolitan areas and clusters, a 

unit he believes could be a valuable compliment to the existing micropolitan and 

metropolitan statistical areas. Alongside Chris Nelson as researchers at the Virginia Tech 

Metropolitan Institute, Lang began pulling at this research thread before the Brookings 

Institution tapped the duo to lead an expansion effort in the Mountain West and further 

develop the concept. This section reviews Lang and his colleague’s evolving conception 

of megapolitan areas and megapolitan clusters and illustrates a few of the latent tensions 

amongst the megaregional community that are discussed in further detail within chapter 

six. 

From Corridors to Core-Based Statistical Areas 

 After serving as the lead consultant for USA Today on their census research 

project in 2000 and 2001, Lang continued exploring the trends he uncovered as a 

researcher at the Virginia Tech Metropolitan Institute. He soon discovered much like 

Yaro, Carbonell, and others, that the nation was organizing itself into supra-regional 

areas, each with their own unique set of relationships, strengths, and weaknesses (Lang 

and Dhavale, 2005). Focusing first on highway corridors, Lang identified ten sprawling 

megapolitan areas including the I-35 Corridor, Peninsula, Valley of the Sun, and many 

others previously identified by the RPA (Lang and Dhavale, 2005). Their exploration of 

highway corridors as an organizing element was unique, but by the time Lang and Nelson 

were asked to contribute to Ross’s Megaregions text, these corridors were no longer a 

prominent component of his model. 



 75

 Lang and Nelson’s chapter in Megaregions focused on the “space of flows,” 

measured in his conception of the megapolitan concept as a combination of transportation 

systems and business networks (Lang and Nelson 2009, 112). Combining commuting 

patterns, goods movement, business linkages, cultural commonalities, and the physical 

environment, megapolitan areas are defined by Lang and Nelson as a combination of at 

least two existing metropolitan areas that will have more than five million residents by 

the year 2040, includes micropolitan areas and their interstitial hinterlands, occupies a  

 

 

Figure 4.10: American Megapolitans as Identified by Lang and Dhavale (2005). 

 

similar physical environment, and is linked through large transportation infrastructure of 

180 miles or less (Lang and Nelson 2009, 113). By utilizing counties as an organizing 

unit within this typology, data can be captured and analyzed within the existing system 

developed by the Census Bureau. In this model, megapolitan areas would become 
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overlays to the existing system of classification and would not seek to replace 

metropolitan, micropolitan, or any other statistically relevant geographic unit (Lang and 

Nelson 2009, 114). Using this system of analysis, twenty megapolitan areas are derived, 

which are loosely affiliated with the RPA-defined megaregions (Lang and Nelson 2009, 

118). The chapter goes on to provide data on GRP before concluding that further research 

into the topic is needed to determine its saliency for the public policy arena (Lang and 

Nelson 2009, 119-123).   

 

 

Figure 4.11: American Megapolitans as Identified by Lang and Nelson (2011). 
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The Megapolitan Statistical Area 

 While Ross’s text provided a broad overview of megaregions, Lang and Nelson’s 

Megapolitan America is the first comprehensive exploration of the concept through a 

singular theoretical lens that is applied to the entire nation. After exploring their 

corollaries in the EU, the authors note that megapolitan areas have a similar potential to 

their micropolitan counterparts which, once officially recognized influence government 

agencies and private industries alike (Lang and Nelson 2011, xxxi). Lang and Nelson go 

on to provide a far more specific delineation method than their chapter in Megaregions 

provided, which states that megapolitan areas are composed of three criteria: (1) at least 

one metropolitan area with a projected population of two million or more by the year 

2040; (2) this area is connected via commuting pattners to at least one metropolitan with 

a projected population of two hundred-fifty thousand or more by the year 2040; and (3) 

there are no more than one hundred-eight miles between the core metropolitan areas and 

their smaller cities (Lang and Nelson 2011, 4). The authors also introduce a new concept, 

the megapolitan cluster, which can be defined by two criteria: (1) a series of megapolitan 

areas connected by commuting, trucking, or commuter airline flows with no more than 

three times the distance used to define the area between the anchor metropolitan areas; 

and (2) all of the areas within the cluster have similar climate, terrain, culture, economic 

structure, and socio-political orientations (Lang and Nelson 2011, 4-5). Applying these 

criteria to the nation, the authors produced ten megapolitan clusters and twenty-three 

distinct megapolitan areas. 

 Their concept of clusters can be distinguished from the megaregional construct by 

noting their focus on discrete and rigid geographic boundaries that are organized 

according to economic interactions as opposed to the relationship-driven approach of the 

megaregionalists (Lang and Nelson 2011, 10). The need for a middle-ground 
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conceptualization of America’s economic geography that is supra-regional but less than 

the RPA’s “broad-brush multi-state regions” is cited as the rationale for the concept of 

megapolitan clusters (Lang and Nelson 2011, 11). They also preface their analysis by 

criticizing the soft governance approach advocated for by New Regionalists and the RPA, 

saying “it may be a viable strategy, but the results will vary widely…perhaps the most 

important criterion for success will be the extent to which these regions are organic” 

(Lang and Nelson 2011, 14), a statement aligned closely with the field of bio-

regionalism. This introductory chapter to Megapolitan America also dismantles the 

arguments from Yaro, Ross, and others to look to the EU for guidance, stating “there is 

not European-style central government that can make regions do right and essentially eat 

their planning spinach” (Lang and Nelson 2011, 17).  

 Before moving into their megapolitan-by-megapolitan analysis, the authors also 

frame their work through the lens of policy development and application. By creating a 

megapolitan area within the existing Census Bureau framework, incentives for regional 

planning could be tied formula funding, which would require most MPOs and COGs to 

coordinate at a larger scale (Lang and Nelson 2011, 19). It would also provide a myriad 

of professions with a greater understanding of a series of dynamic spatial relationships by 

aggregating data at this scale (Lang and Nelson 2011, 20). Each of these are antithetical 

to the soft governance approach advocated for by the megaregionalists, and though they 

are less politically feasible in this particular environment, they would likely provide 

drastically better results. 

 Lang and Nelson then profile each of the ten megapolitan clusters, discussing 

their economic, socio-political, and transportation-related characteristics. They conclude 

be reiterating the need for a megapolitan statistical area in the census, the linking of 

federal aid to these new geographies, and the potential a “super-MPO” could have in 
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advancing good planning practice across the nation. It is a lengthy and technocratic – 

though still digest-able – examination of their conception of America’s emerging 

megapolitan areas. 

4.6 FLORIDA’S LUMINESCENCE 

When people talk about economic competitiveness, the focus tends to be on 
nation states. In the 1980s, many were obsessed with the rise of Japan. Today, our 
gaze has shifted to the phenomenal growth of Brazil, Russia, India, and China. 
But this focus on nations is off the mark. The real driving force of the world 
economy is a new and incredibly powerful economic unit: the mega-region 
(Florida 2008). 

 An urban theorist better known for his work with the “creative class,” Richard 

Florida waded into the megaregional waters in 2008. Unsatisfied with the national-only 

focus and utilization of units of government (counties) in lieu of functional space, he and 

a team of researchers at the University of Toronto examined a variety of new factors for 

the field in a report entitled “The Rise of the Mega-Region.” The report identifies forty 

global megaregions and provides estimates for their respective GDP and various levels of 

scientific and technological innovation. Many of these findings, however, were roundly 

questioned and likely contributed to Florida’s shift away from academically focused 

pursuits through the University of Toronto and towards more contemporary outlets like 

The Atlantic Cities. As Editor for The Atlantic Cities, Florida has contributed to at least 

twenty-nine feature articles on megaregions through this news outlet. 

Global Light Emissions and the Relationship Between Proximity and Function 

 Florida begins by critiquing the existing megaregional models as overly contrived 

and delimited by their adherence to existing jurisdictional boundaries. If functional 

relationships are the driving force behind megaregional inquiry, he argues, then surely 

functional space in lieu of political boundaries should delineate the geography of these 



 80

emerging units (Florida 2008, 2-4). He proposes, instead, to utilize global nighttime light 

emissions data to define a global set of megaregions in combination with population 

information and estimates of national GDP. This should allow one to not only delineate 

the functional space but also to estimate the economic productivity, population growth, 

and innovation within each megaregion (Florida 2008, 5). Reiterating his call for shifting 

focus from nation states to megaregions, Florida says that these integrated sets of cities 

and their hinterlands have overtaken their predecessors in terms of comprehending 

economic integration and functionality (Florida 2008, 7). He is also careful to parse large 

but poor mega-cities – like Calcutta or Delhi – from their more productive and functional 

counterparts, saying “immense human aggregations that either do not or cannot look to 

the global economy for solutions” do not measure up to his delineation of global 

megaregions (Florida 2008, 9).  

 His framework for delineation involves identifying contiguous or near-contiguous 

lighted areas as seen from space at night, which can be considered a “good enough” 

proxy for economic integration in lieu of more rigorous but ultimately less fruitful 

methods of analysis (Florida 2008, 10). This produces forty distinct megaregions, with 

amorphous borders traced directly from the light emissions data by Florida and his team. 

These forty units, he estimates, produce around $100 billion in GDP, based on a measure 

he created called “light-based regional product” (Florida 2008, 10-12). This is roughly 

equivalent to the GDP of the forty largest nations in the world. 

 As one might imagine from a relatively small cohort of extraordinarily 

accomplished and formidable academic minds, Florida’s efforts were not particularly 

well received by others intrigued by the field of megaregions. Methodologically, light 

emissions and simple proximity were derided as a proxy for functionality in his 2008 

report. His omission of political boundaries also drew their ire, as it lacked any 
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conceivable path forward in the policy arena without some jurisdictional basis. Although 

he continues to work at the metropolitan scale through the University of Toronto and his 

post as Editor of The Atlantic Cities, he has largely disappeared from the megaregion 

community since his 2008 article was published. 

 

Figure 4.12: Figure Grounds of Eight of the Forty Global Megaregions Delineated by 

Florida (Weller 2013) 
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4.7 GENERATIVE MEGAREGIONAL INQUIRY 

In less than a decade, the researchers reviewed in this chapter have produced an 

impressive body of literature on the emerging concept of megaregions in the U.S. 

National-scale studies as well as megaregion-specific projects have captured the attention 

of the planning profession and federal policy-makers. Though there are important 

distinctions between the megapolitan construct and the megaregion construct, they can be 

considered components of the same universe. 

As the contemporary concept approaches its decennial, it is also important to note 

that new entrants to the field are beginning to gain traction. Richard Weller, the 

Australian Landscape Architect and newly-minted chair of Penn’s Landscape 

Architecture Department, recently published Made in Australia: The Future of Australian 

Cities with Julian Bolleter, a beautifully articulated vision for a megaregional Australia. 

Weller weaves urban design, landscape architecture, and regional planning into a 

compendium of analysis and future growth scenarios at the continental scale. It provides 

a compelling framework for others aiming to make the case for megaregional planning in 

their own respective territories. 

Despite all of this progress, the field of megaregions still offers many more 

questions than it does answers. Chapter five, which focuses on the research design of this 

thesis, outlines a number of these questions as they relate to if and how the field has 

evolved since 2004. A regional, often green thread has traversed the field of planning for 

more than a century, with Gifford Pinchot’s penchant for forestry, Lewis Mumford’s 

peri-urban regionalism, Ian McHarg’s ecological regionalism, and the current generation 

of megaregionalists boasting more commonalities than differences. Taken alongside 

chapters five and six, this chapter begins to unravel this thread in the hopes of extending 

it further into the future. 
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Chapter 5: Research Design 

This triptych of megaregional theory – antecedents, ancillaries, and 

contemporaries – generates three distinct problems statements that inform the research 

design proposed in this chapter and the findings presented in chapter six. The first 

problem elucidated is that, as one might expect from a field as nascent as megaregions, 

there are limited number of researchers investigating a limited number of issues and 

relationships. Work on the topic by the contemporaries centered on the topics of HSR 

and, to a less extent, large landscape conservation. A second problem stems from the 

relatively small number of researchers working on the topic of megaregions. In their 

fervent efforts to unpack the inherent complexities of planning at such an expansive 

scale, there has been little in the way of reflection on the evolution or future trajectories 

of the field. As the field begins to expand and diversify its disciplinary base, 

understanding precisely how and why the concept of megaregions has evolved will be 

critical to contemplating its future applications. Finally, if megaregions are indeed the 

new scale of global economic competition (Florida 2008; Ross 2009b; Lang and Nelson 

2011), it stands to reason that they must be competing against one another for public and 

private investments, highly-skilled workers, and innovation. As the only physically 

linked pair of megaregions (via Houston), the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast provide an 

ideal pairing for testing this notion of inter-megaregional relationships. 

5.1 LITERATURE GAPS 

Megaregions are like cheese. Some are solid and dry like cheddar, others are like 
Swiss with big holes in them, and some are still in the fermentation stage 
(Carbonell 2007).  

Jean Gottman’s Megalopolis (1957) represented the first systematic inquiry into a 

new scale of spatial and functional analysis that was both sub-national and supra-regional 
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in nature. Selecting the Northeast Corridor as his case study – a logical decision given the 

maturity of its development relative to the rest of the nation in the mid-20th century – 

Gottman’s analysis was intended to provide a framework for similar studies across the 

nation. However, his work failed to resonate with either his colleagues (geographers) or 

policy-makers and was gradually overlooked. But as interest in regionalism was renewed 

during the 1990s, derivatives of Gottman’s work began to emerge in a variety of forms. 

Economists framed their work within the framework of global cities (Sasken 2009), New 

Urbanists apart from Duany built upon Rusk’s conception of the elastic city in a 

relationship-driven approached aptly termed the “New Regionalism” (Wheeler 2002), 

and geographers – particularly in the United Kingdom – couched their iterations of 

Gottman’s work as the city-region concept (Scott 1996). A number of innovative supra-

regional planning efforts grew out of this work, including Envision Utah, Blueprint 

Sacramento, Envision Central Texas, and New York’s “Third Regional Plan.” 

As technological advancements allowed planners and policy-makers to better 

model the complex relationships interrogated by New Regionalism, the scale of inquiry 

began to grow beyond the standard metropolitan region. In response to the post-Cold War 

growth, the European Union launched a continent-wide spatial development program 

endowed with the power to regulate and coordinating infrastructure investments, identify 

internationally-integrated economic zones, and to manage growth around sensitive, multi-

nation ecological systems. Their work caught the attention of a pair of American 

planners, Armando Carbonell and Bob Yaro, who were the newly minted leaders of the 

LILIP’s Urban Planning Department and the RPA, respectively. In the spring of 2004, as 

Yaro, Carbonell, and Jonathan Barnett were challenging students in a graduate planning 

studio at Penn to envision the nation in 2050, the EU’s influence became manifest in a 

series of amorphous, loosely-defined “mega” regions on the students’ map. This would 
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result in a report entitled “Global Gateway Regions: America’s Third Century Strategy” 

that revived Gottman’s decades-old concept as a national planning tool for the 21st 

century (Yaro 2005). 

In the brief period since this megaregional revival, a small but productive cadre of 

researchers have produced a robust volume of literature laying out a series of distinct 

notions about how to define, utilize, and govern the megaregion (Yaro 2005; Lang and 

Dhavale 2005; Florida 2008; Ross 2009b; Steiner 2009; Todorovich and Hagler 2009). 

Under Yaro’s leadership and with help from Carbonell’s LILP, the RPA launched its 

“America 2050” initiative in 2006 that continues to serve as a forum for thought leaders 

in the realm of megaregions to convene, collaborate, and advocate for policy reforms at 

this expansive scale. This has also given rise to the emerging field of large landscape 

conservation, driven primarily by the LILP in the form of doctoral research fellowships, 

the establishment of a practitioner’s network, and multi-author publications like Regional 

Planning in America: Practice and Prospect.  

Other researchers have laid claim to a series of niche issues presenting clear 

opportunities for state and federal policy intervention at the megaregional scale. 

Catherine Ross of Georgia Tech has led efforts to develop transportation policy at this 

scale and now chairs a working group for the USDOT that focuses on addressing freight 

networks at the megaregion scale. Combining this emerging concept with his work on the 

Creative Class, Richard Florida leads a team of researchers at the University of Toronto 

exploring a diverse array of economic relationships throughout the U.S. at scales ranging 

from metropolitan to megaregional. Robert Lang has laid claim to the demographic 

implications of megaregional growth, focusing his efforts towards establishing a 

megapolitan statistical area with the U.S. Census Bureau. Finnally, Fritz Steiner and his 



 86

colleagues at UT-Austin have directed their efforts towards unpacking the myriad of 

issues impacting the Texas Triangle. 

But what exactly has this flurry of research settled? How exactly are megaregions 

defined and delineated? Do they even have fixed boundaries? Assuming a consensus 

emerged on how to define and delineate the space, how could such a large and unwieldy 

scale be governed? Are megaregions functional economic units or merely a product of 

poorly regulated sprawl development over vast expanses? If they are indeed functional 

units, how are they interacting or competing with one another for growth, development, 

and finite public resources? The answers to these questions have been, well, elusive. The 

USDOT has drawn heavily from the RPA’s megaregional work, which is showcased 

prominently in the once-promising National Rail Plan (LaHood 2010) and the U.S. 

Census Bureau is in the early stages of considering Lang’s megapolitan area proposal. 

But as resources dwindle and the reverberations of the 2010 election continue to limit 

progress at the federal level, the appetite for such ambitious planning efforts has declined. 

Familiar themes of governmental distrust and antipathy towards planning have 

resurfaced, thwarting the field’s progress. 

The lack of consensus, fiscal constraints, and a dearth of political space to pursue 

action at the megaregional scale has forced old questions to simmer as new ones emerge: 

What functions are captured at this scale? How are individual megaregions engaging in 

economic competition amongst one another? In other words, as megaregions compete, 

what is the nature of this competition? How do these relationships manifest themselves in 

spatial and human capital terms? What policy levers are missing to enable planning at 

this scale? Answers to these questions have rarely been sought and remain elusive. 

If megaregions are indeed the new scale of global economic competition, it stands 

to reason that they must be competing with one another and that, at the very least, there 
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are economic relationships between them that merit greater understanding. The EU has 

begun to broach this subject by delineating “global economic integration zones” which 

are, ostensibly, the megaregions of Western Europe. This has allowed the EU to employ 

multi-nation spatial planning resources into critical infrastructure corridors, developing 

industries, and sensitive ecological systems. Much of the same is now occurring in China 

as the nation urbanizes and fully enters the global economy. This strategic, megaregion-

scale investment by the EU and China is taking place at a time when leaders in the United 

States are refusing to accept public resources for much-needed rail infrastructure and 

renewing historical antipathies towards government and regulation. To compete 

effectively with such ambitious development programs, a more thorough understanding 

of  inter-megaregional dynamics is needed if support can be galvanized at such an 

unwieldy scale. With Houston serving as the only physical link between any two 

megaregions within the United States, it presents an example for initiating the discourse 

on inter-megaregional dynamics between the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. 

5.2 RESEARCH GOALS AND QUESTIONS 

There are three primary goals of this thesis. The first is to provide the first 

comprehensive evaluation of the provenance, progress, barriers, and future trajectories of 

the field of megaregional planning. As indicated in the literature review, this is a 

significant gap in the field and a timely exercise as the field approaches its first decade in 

the contemporary era. The second goal is to provide planners and policy-makers 

operating within the Texas Triangle and/or Gulf Coast with a descriptive statistical 

assessment of the broad socio-economic and industry-driven variables traversing the 

borders between each of these megaregions. While some work on this has been done 

within the Texas Triangle, very little has been completed within the Gulf Coast and none  
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Interview Guide for Key Informants 

 Preamble (more for my own clarity): These semi-structured interviews with a 
collection of experts in the nascent field of megaregions should provide important 
context to the key events that have shaped the contemporary discourse around this 
phenomenon.  Conducting these interviews should elucidate: (1) how the term or 
notion of megaregions entered the experts’ disciplinary lexicon and how the term has 
evolved since then; (2) significant and as-of-yet unanswered questions about the field 
including potential causes and sources of amelioration (i.e., data limitations) for such 
gaps; and (3) where the field is heading and how it will get there.  Each section will 
include a detailed preface in order to provide the respondent with ample context for 
the purpose of the interview’s three components.  Those sections and sample 
questions are below. 
 
Section 1: Arriving at the Megaregional Conclusion 
 

 Preface: Though terms like “megalopolis”, “city-region”, and “world city” have 
permeated the planning lexicon for at least half a century, the term – and postulated 
function – of megaregions is decidedly different.  The prior terms tend to describe a 
geographic unit, while the latter implies a more thorough interrogation of complex 
functions and interactions.  This section should provide important contextual 
information from the respondents about their work leading up to their adoption of 
megaregions as a viable concept, what has changed in their mind about the concept 
since they began working with it, and where they envision the field’s trajectory 
leading in the near future.  Sample question will include, but not be limited to: 

o When and how were you convinced that megaregions were a viable 
concept? 

o Why megaregions and not just regionalism? 
o What about the concept has evolved or changed in your mind since then? 

 
Section 2: Lingering Questions 
 

 Preface: Though the notion of megaregions poses an intriguing and perhaps more 
accurate lens within which to interactions influenced by planning, it does not easily 
conform to the geographic lens utilized by the federal government, particularly in 
terms of data collection and governance hierarchies.  This seems to be a significant 
barrier to advancing the field’s progress, and this section should provide insight into 
why certain gaps in the megaregional literature exist, particularly as they relate to 
inter-megaregional integration.  Sample questions will include, but not be limited to: 

 

Table 5.1: Self-Developed Interview Guide for Key Informant Discussions. 
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o What research questions or projects have you considered pursuing, but have 

been unable to?  What barriers caused you to reconsider? 
o Have you focused more on national studies of all the US megaregions or on a 

single one?  Why? 
o What kinds of data might help you resolve some of these barriers? 

 
Section 3: Innovative Research Methods for Megaregions 

 Preface: A relatively small pool of researchers, practitioners, and academics have 
become engaged in megaregions, but the concept has yet to permeate the mainstream 
of planning thought (a status usually acknowledged with capitalization, like The New 
Urbanism).  This section should provide insight into where the field is heading and 
how it will get there.  Sample questions will include, but not be limited to: 

o  What topics – energy, transportation, housing, etc. – do you plan to address at 
the megaregional scale and why? 

o What economic variables – RDP, employment numbers, location quotient, etc. 
– would deem important to interdependence between the megaregions? 

o What other interactions or relationships could be investigated at the 
megaregion scale? 

o What else should I know about megaregions that I haven’t asked you about? 
 

Table 5.1: Self-Developed Interview Guide for Key Informant Discussions. 

 

has broached the intersection of the megaregional pair. The final goal is to begin 

identifying the pedagogical and policy-driven reforms necessary to transform the 

megaregional issues in the United States from intractable to amenable. 

These goals will be pursued by answering a series of research questions. Table [] 

provides the questions aimed at addressing goal number one, which deals exclusively 

with the provenance and evolution of the megaregional concept. Goal two can be 

unraveled by asking: what are the dominant industries within the Texas Triangle and Gulf 

Coast? How has this composition changed over time? Have the shifts within each 

megaregion been commensurate or disproportionate? Table [] provides a detailed 

accounting of the various industry clusters and complexes comprising the economic base 
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of each megaregion. However, due to data comparability issues, these specific industries 

are not investigated in this thesis. Instead, the broader economic categories of the U.S. 

Census - shown in Table [] – are utilized in their place. This means that this thesis will 

not be able to fully address goal two, but it does provide a much-needed foundation for 

future explorations of inter-megaregional economic relationships. The third and final goal 

will be addressed through a synthesis of these questions and presented in chapter seven. 

5.3 RESEARCH METHODS 

 This thesis employs a mixed-methods approach to the aforementioned research 

questions and goals which are performed in two sequential phases. First, semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with five key informants (listed in Table []) to deduce the 

provenance, progress, and future trajectories of planning for megaregions. These 

interviews have been transcribed, coded, and analyzed using HYPERresearch Software. 

The codes utilized are shown in Table 5.3.  

 
Interviewee Professional Affiliation(s) 
Robert (Bob) Yaro Regional Plan Association (RPA); PENN 
Armando Carbonell Lincoln Institute of Land Policy 
Ethan Seltzer Portland State University 
Petra Todorovich RPA; Amtrak 
Robert (Rob) Lang University of Nevada @ Las Vegas; Brookings Institution 

Table 5.2: Listing of Key Informants and their Professional Affiliations. 

 

 For this phase, a purposive sampling strategy was utilized to ensure that 

participants in this study possessed the proper expertise and level of influence over the 

field of megaregions Three likely participants – Richard Florida, Catherine Ross, and 

Fritz Steiner – are not included in this study. Professors Florida and Ross were unable to 
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participate due to scheduling conflicts and Professor Steiner served as an adviser to this 

thesis and was thus able to contribute his expertise in a myriad of other ways. Interviews 

were divided into three components – portals of entry into the field of megaregions, 

lingering questions and perceptions of progress within the field, and the anticipated 

trajectory of megaregions as the concept continues to evolve. Interview duration ranged 

from thirty-eight minutes to seventy-five, with a mean of fifty-one minutes. 

 The second phase of analysis employs a descriptive statistical analysis and GIS-

mapping of nine socio-economic and industry-driven variables to develop a foundational 

understanding of the broad economic trends permeating the Gulf Coast and Texas 

Triangle’s boundaries. The initial intent of this analysis was to develop a predictive or 

explanatory model of the various degrees of economic integration between the pair of 

megaregions. However, due to limits in the release of data and comparability issues 

between various geographic regions this was not possible. Other, braver souls should 

proceed with caution on similar issues. 

 MSAs were utilized as the units of analysis in this phase of the study. There are 

twenty-five MSAs in all between the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast, and each is listed in 

Table [] according to their megaregonal memebership. Datasets were all three-year 

American Community Survey (ACS) samples, drawn from SF1, SF2, SF4, and S701 

forms in 2005, 2007, 2009, and 2011. This time period was important to capture, as it 

included pre- and post-Katrina economic trends along the Gulf Coast. All datasets were 

cleaned and compiled in Microsoft Excel and descriptive statistics were calculated 

utilizing ‘R,’ an open-sourced statistical modeling software program. For the final 

component of this phase, each MSA was compared along each individual variable to the 

mean of all twenty-five MSAs. They were then assigned an over-performing, under-
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performing, or baseline value in order to gauge the MSAs’ performance on an individual 

and aggregated basis. 

 

Code Meaning 
ALTI Alternative Infrastructure 
AMER America 2050 
AREG Already Interested in Regionalism 
CENS Already Interested in the Census 
CLIM Climate Change 
CMEC Commuter Exchange Data 
COCA Common Cause 
DATA Data Gap 
DELI Delineation 
ECDV Economic Development 
ENGY Energy Plannin 
ENLL Environment and Large Landscapes 
ESDP The EU's ESDP 
ETHI Regional Ethic 
FEDI Federal Interest 
GOOD Goods Movement 
GOVN Governance 
GRIN Green Infrastructure 
GULF Gulf Coast 
HALL Peter Hall 
LINO Little or Nothing 
LLCO Large Landscape Conservation 
MINF More Work with Infrastructure 
NAME Discussions over the Construct's Name 
NATL National Interest 
NDEF Need to Define/Delineate 
NGOV Anti-Govenrment 
NONE No Barriers/Issues 
NOPE Megaregions Not Related to Regionalism 
OTHR Other People Working with Megaregions 
PENN Penn's 2004 Studio 
PLCY Policy Gaps 
 
Table 5.3:    Codes Applied to Interview Transcripts in HYPERresearch. 
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POLI Policy Interventions 
ROCK Rockefeller Conference in 2005 
TECH Technological Innovation 
TOOL New Tools at the Megaregion Scale 
TRAN Transportation Planning 
UCLR Unclear 
YESI Yes, Megaregions are Clearly Related to Regionalism 
YESR Yes, Megaregions are Tangentially Related to Regionalism 

Table 5.3: Codes applied to Interview Transcripts in HYPERresearch. 

 

5.4 VALIDITY, TRADEOFFS, AND RELIABILITY 

In terms of the validity of the interview analyses, HYPERresearch was utilized to 

limit opportunities for bias and to aid in quantifying areas of thematic saturation. Each 

transcript was reviewed three times in conjunction with the original audio recordings to 

maximize accuracy before coding began in HYPERresearch. Each transcript was then 

given an initial set of codes to help develop a master code manual, which is shown in 

Table []. Each transcript was then reviewed two additional times to maximize the 

accuracy of this coding. However, the transcriptions and coding were both accomplished 

manually, and the risk of bias persists whenever this occurs. 

The second phase of this thesis utilized secondary datasets retrieved from the U.S. 

Census at the MSA-level. Because each dataset was sampled, there are issues of 

reliability for this thesis, as the stratification of sample populations from year-to-year 

were neither disclosed nor necessarily comparable. Also, each ACS dataset was collected 

over a three-year interval, which may have impacted the crests and troughs of variability 

from observation-to-observation.  

It should be noted, however, that the aforementioned issues are present in most 

studies of this nature. Interview data will always contain inherent biases and, outside of  
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Metropolitan Region Megaregion Membership 
Alexandria, LA Metro Area Gulf Coast 
Austin-Round Rock, TX Metro Area Texas Triangle 
Baton Rouge, LA Metro Area Gulf Coast 
Beaumont-Port Arthur, TX Metro Area Gulf Coast + Texas Triangle 
Brownsville-Harlingen, TX Metro Area Gulf Coast 
College Station-Bryan, TX Metro Area Texas Triangle 
Corpus Christi, TX Metro Area Gulf Coast 
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX Metro Area Texas Triangle 
Gulfport-Biloxi, MS Metro Area Gulf Coast 
Houma-Bayou Cane-Thibodaux, LA Metro Area Gulf Coast 
Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown, TX Metro Area Gulf Coast + Texas Triangle 
Killeen-Temple-Fort Hood, TX Metro Area Texas Triangle 
Lafayette, LA Metro Area Gulf Coast 
Lake Charles, LA Metro Area Gulf Coast 
Longview, TX Metro Area Texas Triangle 
McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX Metro Area Gulf Coast 
Mobile, AL Metro Area Gulf Coast 
New Orleans-Metairie-Kenner, LA Metro Area Gulf Coast 
Pascagoula, MS Metro Area Gulf Coast 
Pensacola-Ferry Pass-Brent, FL Metro Area Gulf Coast 
San Antonio, TX Metro Area Texas Triangle 
Sherman-Denison, TX Metro Area Texas Triangle 
Texarkana, TX-Texarkana, AR Metro Area Texas Triangle 
Tyler, TX Metro Area Texas Triangle 
Waco, TX Metro Area Texas Triangle 

Table 5.4: The Twenty-Five MSAs of the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. 

 

“training” voice-recognition software over a period of months, HYPERresearch offers the 

best toolkit for mitigating bias. Additionally, most secondary datasets will contain issues 

of reliability and comparability as collection and reporting practices shift frequently 

within the U.S. Census and other statistical bureaus. This study is limited to a descriptive 
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statistical analysis, and thus many of the risks involved with projecting these types of 

datasets into the future are not present. 

5.5 WORKING HYPOTHESES AND CONTRIBUTIONS 

Respondents already working at the regional scale are expected to have a stronger 

interest in the field of megaregions. It is also expected that respondents will specify the 

fields of transportation, large landscape conservation, and climate change adaptation as 

the trajectories of the field. In economic terms, this thesis should affirm the ethereal 

assumption that the Texas Triangle is a higher-performing megaregion than the Gulf 

Coast. The validity of the Gulf Coast as an economically cogent megaregion should also 

be affirmed by this work, though it is much more likely that the cultural linkages of the 

region will continue to be the strongest bond within this coastal landscape. 

This thesis provides the first systematic accounting the provenance, evolution, and 

future trajectories of the field of megaregions. Such an account is of particular value to 

regional planners, federal policy-makers, and academic programs interested in training 

their students to work at this scale. The proceeding economic analysis should also 

provide a valuable foundational-step in understanding the relationships between the 

Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. It should also contribute to the discourse on the validity 

of the Gulf Coast as a megaregion. 

Chapter six presents the findings of these dual analyses, focusing first on the 

provenance, progress, and future trajectories of megaregional planning. Gaps in 

secondary data analysis, policy frameworks, and anti-intellectual sentiments were 

identified as the chief barriers to the field’s progress while resiliency, climate change 

adaptation, and economic development were amongst the potential future applications of 

the construct. The final section of chapter six presents the findings from the economic 
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analysis of the Gulf Coast and Texas Triangle. In this section MSAs from each 

megaregion are compared against one another and against a megaregional baseline. 
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Chapter 6: Findings:  The Context, Status, and Future of Megaregions 

The other part about all of this – whether intentional or unintentional – is that you 
are essentially identifying a limited number of places where we think the majority 
of the nation’s growth is going to occur. That means a majority of the nation, at 
least geographically, will have to ask “what’s in it for us” (Seltzer 2012). 

Drawn from five key informant interviews with the leading progenitors of the 

megaregion concept, more than forty distinct themes were identified to aid in 

contextualizing the field’s formulation, bring clarity to its progress and evolutionary 

process, and postulating on the likeliest trajectories as the field continues to mature. 

Reinforcing the “Megaregional Antecedents” and “Contemporary Planning with 

Megaregions” chapters of this thesis, the key informants identified four “gateway” 

themes that precipitated their entry into the field of megaregions: (1) the ESDP; (2) a pre-

existing affinity for regionalism; (3) prior work and familiarity with the U.S. Census 

Bureau; and (4) the 2004 Penn Graduate Planning Studio, “Plan for America.” As the 

field began to materialize, they also identified an ongoing discussion over the 

nomenclature and application of megaregions, megapolitans, and megapolitan clusters. 

After contextualizing the field’s provenance, the key respondents then revealed 

five broad themes depicting the evolution of the field since 2004. The first such theme, 

that little or nothing has changed, appeared in each interview. Respondents, however, 

were then quick to acknowledge other areas of progress, including: (1) the notion of 

delineation, both in terms of how to define megaregional extents and a more 

philosophical discussion on whether or not elucidating these boundaries is important; (2) 

unexpected synergies between the field and large landscape conservation planning; and 

(3) the possibilities proffered by leveraging the scale to develop a new typology of 

regional ethic. Despite these themes of progress, respondents were equally quick to  
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Figure 6.1: A Megaregional Timeline: Gottman to Weller. 
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identify a series of barriers inhibiting the field’s maturation, including: (1) a lack of 

synthesis for the abundant datasets provided by the U.S. Census Bureau, Bureau of 

Economic Analysis, Bureau of Labor Statistics, and many other statistical agencies; (2) 

the rise of the Tea Party and anti-government sentiment in certain areas of the country; 

(3) various gaps in federal and state policies that prevent or discourage planning at the 

megaregional scale; and (4) the lack of a national agenda for infrastructure, transportation 

systems, or regional planning. 

To punctuate their interviews, respondents were then asked to posit on the future 

of megaregional planning. With striking uniformity, each key informant discussed 

potential applications in the practice of planning for resiliency and climate change 

adaptation as well as economic development at the megaregional scale. Other themes 

identified by the respondents included the further development of large landscape 

conservation practice, augmented transportation and infrastructure planning, and the 

elusiveness of governance structures at the megaregional scale. 

After presenting the results of these key informant interviews, this chapter 

concludes with a preliminary analysis of the economic commonalities and divergences 

between the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast megaregions. Based on gaps identified in the 

literature review and new information gleaned from the interview portion of this study, a 

metro-by-metro descriptive statistical analysis of these proximate megaregions was 

conducted and revealed three key trends: (1) findings from the RPA distinguishing 

between the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast were mostly appropriate, though the 

legitimacy of the Gulf Coast as a stand-alone unit requires further analysis; (2) if the 

economic fates of two areas are indeed intertwined, they are moving in divergent 

directions with growth being funneled into the Texas Triangle; and (3) the health of the 

Gulf Coast, in most economic terms, has yet to rebound from its post-Katrina recession.  
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6.1 CONTEXTUALIZING THE CONCEPT OF MEGAREGIONS 

As we initially started to define the megaregion, it was not just the metropolitan 
or urban component; it was really a reading of the natural systems over this very 
large extent that was included more than just the urban areas. So picturing the 
scene of the megaregion now, it is a pretty big blob; it contains lots of wilderness 
and cultural lands…and is pretty much in keeping with a kind of ecological view 
of the…world (Carbonell 2012).  

Contextualizing the circumstances, perspectives, and events that led to the 

formulation of the field of megaregions has received surprisingly little attention from 

planning scholars. Armando Carbonell and Bob Yaro each provided a brief accounting of 

their experiences leading the 2004 Penn Graduate Planning Studio (Lang and Nelson 

2011; Yaro 2005), but little else has been investigated. When asked to describe how and 

why they began to work at the megaregion scale, respondents identified four thematic 

gateways, including experience with the ESDP and pre-existing affinities for regional 

planning. They also cited a long-standing discussion on the field’s nomenclature as one 

of the primary instruments for shaping the initial spatial and functional conceptions of the 

megaregion. This chapter presents the findings from these interviews as they relate to the 

provenance of contemporary megaregionalism, including excerpts from each 

conversation. 

American Megaregionalism and the Role of the ESDP  

Each respondent made a reference to the significance of the ESDP in formulating 

the field of megaregions at least once. This theme received seven total mentions – the 

eighth most among all forty thematic areas – within all interviews combined. The ESDP 

was the third most-referenced thematic area within this section, trailing only the Census 

(which was mentioned repeatedly by one respondent and scarcely by all others) and the 

2004 Penn Graduate Studio. Yaro coupled the work of regional planners on the ESDP 
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with the disparate projections for growth between Europe and the U.S. when describing 

his entry into the field of megaregions, saying  
 

A couple of things were going on in Europe at that time. One was the ESDP…led 
by a group of regional planners that were looking at a continental scale to the 
issues of transportation, environment, economy, and other systems that needed to 
be strengthened. Interestingly, they never called it a European plan or anything 
else that might have scared people away…The other thing was the striking 
contrast in the US Census Bureau in the late 1990s that came out with forecasts 
for population growth suggesting we could get 130-140 million new residents by 
mid-century. When I was in Europe learning that they were facing, in some cases, 
dramatic reductions in population, particularly southern Europe and places like 
Italy and Greece…The contrast to me was just striking…that the Europeans were 
looking at what to do with strategies for metropolitan development, countryside 
management…and rural villages…being abandoned because of outmigration to 
cities…and here we were talking about a forty percent increase in the population 
in the United States and absolutely no thought being given to what to do about it, 
how to accommodate it, how to create capacity for it, and how to allow for it in a 
productive way (Yaro 2013). 

Carbonell largely concurred with this sentiment, but he also cited a connection between 

the ESDP’s formulation and the 2004 Penn Graduate Studio that brought regional 

planners from the EU, students and faculty from Penn, and Sir Peter Hall together for a 

collaborative exploration of planning for the nation. Carbonell recounted those 

circumstances by saying 
 
There was a brief moment – which was also kind of an accident – when we 
brought the students to London after months of futile attempts to convince a 
number of experts from Europe…to come to Philadelphia and meet with the 
students to expose them to some of the ideas of spatial planning coming out of the 
ESDP and China. Finally, Peter Hall, who I had been in discussions with over 
this, said “well look, I have access to this foundation in London. Why don’t you 
just bring the students and professors here, and we can have the European 
planners meet us here? It won’t cost any more and it should work out for 
everybody.” It was in Peter Hall’s conference room that we started playing with 
the map – and he had more than a little influence on this concept (Carbonell 
2012).  
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 What became clear is that the respondents who cited the ESDP as a heavy 

influence on their entry into megaregional planning learned a series of key lessons from 

their European counterparts. Chief among these was the necessity to develop this 

emerging theory in the confines of academia before inserting the notion of megaregions 

into messy public policy development process. Because the initial intent of the Penn 

Graduate Studio was to plan for the nation, this would become a recurring theme in the 

body of megaregional literature produced by the RPA and LILIP. The impetus for 

planning at this continental scale also became much clearer as American planners 

recognized the need to keep pace with their colleagues in Europe and Asia, many of 

whom were already working at this scale. This was exacerbated by the disparate 

projections for growth between Europe and the U.S. Borrowing the notion and 

terminology of “competitiveness” from the Europeans, Yaro and Carbonell began to 

frame this emerging scale of planning as a necessity within the global economy. 

American Megaregionalism and the Significance of Penn’s 2004 Studio  

 As the recipient of the most attention or credit for the formulation of the 

megaregion concept, it would be easy to assume that all that should be said has been 

about the significance of Penn’s 2004 Graduate Studio “Plan for America.” However, 

each respondent mentioned the studio’s significance to their entry into the field and many 

provided new insights about the course that merit inclusion in this report. Only three 

thematic areas – invocation of work done by colleagues, economic development, and 

developing a name for the concept – received more attention than this studio from the 

forty thematic areas identified overall. In recounting the initial process behind developing 

the studio, Yaro said that 
 
It was pretty clear there was something like this going on in Europe and Asia that 
we needed to learn from…I started working on it in 1997, 1998 and it just took 
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me a little while to get around to it…I have a day job here running an 
organization, fundraising, and all the other things that go along with it. Our focus 
has always been on the New York region and not as much on the national scale or 
on these other places. But nobody else was looking at this type of spatial 
development, so we went ahead with it…The idea for the Plan for America Studio 
was to look at the long range development trends, infrastructure needs, and smart 
growth trends emerging across our country (Yaro 2013). 

Yaro’s perception of laggardness from policy-makers in the U.S. clearly appears to have 

been a significant factor in crafting the boldly purposed studio, Plan for America. He also 

noted that, if not for the events of September 11th, the course would likely have come to 

fruition in 2002 instead. The business of rebuilding Manhattan, understandably, pushed 

the course’s development aside for a few years. 

 But both Yaro and Carbonell – the studio’s nucleus of leadership along with 

Jonathan Barnett –spent significantly more time describing the valuable products of the 

course rather than the process of organizing it. Recalling the shocking unevenness of 

growth in the U.S. that the studio’s early work highlighted, Carbonell said 
 

One key thing in this discovery was doing some long-range projections of 
population growth and decline across the country, and it became clear that there 
was a very big difference depending upon where you were. We had some obvious 
areas that would continue to experience very rapid growth, some areas of more 
modest growth – like the Northeast – and places of decline that would present 
some serious challenges in terms of planning for the future (Carbonell 2012). 

Both were eager to credit their students with bringing attention to these issues. Yaro, in 

his self-deprecating fashion, described the quality of work that their students produced in 

the course by saying 
 
A combination of some brilliant work by the students and faculty and my bad 
vision – I’m very far-sighted – is where the credit belongs. I looked at these maps 
of growth trends which are basically dots representing 100,000 people on a map – 
which at a distance start to cluster within the megaregions – and they were like 
constellations of dots that began to appear in ten or eleven places across the 
country (Yaro 2013).  



 104

Yaro goes on to note that it became clear relatively quickly during this mapping exercise 

that, given the size of these spatial units, HSR would become an integral component of 

planning at the megaregional scale. Air travel at this scale, he said, would be inefficient 

and most were too large to be easily traversed by an automobile. He also singles out a 

student from the course, Lee Farmer who now works with the Global Cities Institute at 

AECOM, for her contributions saying that 
 
We started mapping these things, and the first serious map of megaregions came 
out of this studio. It was actually put together by a student named Lee Farmer, 
whose dad happens to be Paul Farmer and so the final presentation of this thing 
included Alfonso Vegara, who was head of the European Planning Institute; 
Vincent Goodstadt, who was head of the Glasgow Regional Planning Institute; 
and Paul, who was CEO of the APA and came both because his daughter was in 
the course and he was very interested in what we were doing (Yaro 2013). 

Both Yaro and Carbonell conclude by noting the various typologies within the 

universe of megaregions that began to emerge during this studio. In California and the 

Northeast, megaregions were becoming spatially contiguous while those in Texas, the 

Gulf Coast, and parts of the Piedmont Atlantic were more akin to constellations of cities 

and regions, with large open and undeveloped land areas between the major metropolitan 

areas (Carbonell 2012; Yaro 2013). Though not quite aligned with the old debates of 

monocentricity and polycenctricity in cities, their conversations did harken back to the 

same notions of dominance vs. parity in these various configurations. 

Megapolitan Areas and the Role of the Census Bureau  

One of the least-cited yet, arguably, most important components of the field’s 

development stems from the work of many of its progenitors with the U.S. Census 

Bureau. Though this theme received considerable attention in the aggregated analysis of 

all interview transcripts – tied with the Penn Studio for the fourth-most amongst the forty 

thematic areas – nine of these mentions came from a single respondent: Robert Lang. 
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Given his extensive experience with the Census Bureau and academic training in the 

structure and function of large regions, this is unsurprising. Beginning in the early 1990s, 

as the concept of micropolitan areas was in its infancy, Lang began working with the 

Census Bureau on behalf of an oddly composed rural coalition that included local farmers 

and Applebee’s.  By the late 1990s and onto the year 2000, Lang became familiar with 

then-Vice President Al Gore’s policy staffers who were quietly working on the possible 

codification of a megapolitan statistical area.  Lang’s experience with the Census was 

punctuated through his work for USA Today, as their lead consultant on the results of the 

2000 decennial census. When asked to describe how this experience led him to the field 

of megaregions, Lang noted that 
 
It came from a specific interest in large-scale metropolitan growth patterns… 
being involved with the Census as an outside consultant…with Bill Fry from 
Brookings where we had to defend the combined statistical area to keep the Bush 
Administration from eliminating it…So mine was less from the European 
example of the Blue Banana or any of the other configurations there, and far more 
based on a specific technical knowledge about the Census’s effort to understand 
the total breadth at which economic exchange occurs (Lang 2012). 

 But Lang also alludes to the outsized role that his early work with the Census 

Bureau played in his approach to megaregions and, more aptly in his case, megapolitans. 

After describing his introduction to the oddly amalgamated consortium of interests 

lobbying for the creation of a micropolitan statistical area in the mid-1990s, Lang notes 

that 
 
I really became engaged with some of these folks…as Director of Metropolitan 
Research at the Fannie Mae Foundation…So I engaged the Census in 1998 
because they were beginning their big push for the 2000 Census, which was going 
to be pretty ambitious; a serious long-form with the first questions in the AHS on 
gated communities and all these other things that would allow us to finally 
capture where America really is right now. So they said to me, “for the first time 
we are considering a three-tiered system instead of just metros, and we’d like to 
drop one down to the micro and add one on top, which would be the megas.” 
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They wanted to have micros at 10,000 in the core, metros in the 50,000 plus 
range, and a million plus in the megas. I thought this was great; those are rational 
tiers and finally we’re going to have the census – instead of just drawing these 
dumbass maps about what is urban space – give you a real sense of central place 
theory (Lang 2012). 

Some fifteen years after these discussions were brought to Lang, the Census Bureau, the 

micropolitan areas are a codified component of their work while the megapolitan 

statistical area continues to drift through the ether. Precisely how this came to be was not 

discussed. However, Lang does appropriate the blame for this particular failing on the 

results of the 2000 Presidential Election, noting that 
 
This was Gore’s staff that was actively engaged with the Census Bureau, and they 
were really smart about it. But he lost the election and Bush’s staff came in and 
said to hell with the mega, that’s too much…This is how they later won the 2004 
election, by working the micropolitan areas in places like Ohio, if you’re Karl 
Rove (Lang 2012). 

But this electoral setback did not deter Lang’s work with megapolitan areas. He partnered 

with Chris Nelson, both of whom were on Virginia Tech’s planning faculty and located at 

their Metropolitan Institute in Alexandria, Virginia. Through his work with Nelson, Lang 

was able to develop the concept into a powerful predictive tool for development trends. 

He described this process by saying 
 
I kept working at USA Today and they put this concept into the paper in July of 
2005…Business 2.0 saw the piece and when we told them there was real stuff 
behind this – real estate projections, including square footage demand for 
housing, retail, and commercial for the entire nation – we got this big, bold fold 
out feature...I remember seeing people in airports years after the issue came out 
with the issue unfolded in their laps (Lang 2012). 

It was around this time that other researchers – namely Yaro and Carbonell – 

began publishing work on megaregions. Though their interests and concepts were 

certainly related, Lang described these early iterations from each side as a dialogue on the 
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spatial versus functional aspects of supra-regional planning. He was also quick to point 

out the epistemological differences between the megaregionalists and him by saying that  
 
I was far more of a geographer in a kind of way…Because even my doctorate was 
on this, the spatial structure of large regions. So I’ve always been in this area, it 
was a natural area for me honestly because I was deeply read into the 
Census…that world is almost impenetrable and has its own little priorities…but 
what they won’t do is project geography, it is not their business. So the concept 
we worked on was very specifically tied to an extrapolation of a reasonable 
estimate of commuter sheds (Lang 2012). 

This is significant for those seeking to understand the varying approaches, 

methodologically or otherwise, to these competing conceptions of supra-regional 

planning: Lang built the megapolitan construct primarily from his prior experience 

working within the framework of the Census. Conversely, Yaro and Carbonell derived 

much of their megaregional construct from their normative approach to planning and 

their exposure to the EU’s ESDP. Lang both differentiates between the two and justifies 

his approach by saying 
 
This was a U.S. Census-driven effort and the reason is if you’re going to change 
public policy, if you’re going to shape the next round of transportation 
reauthorization, you just have to say instead of the planning unit being the metro – 
which is what ISTEA legislation did in 1991 under Bush I – you could say it’s the 
CSA and by that you would lift the whole planning unit to a much larger scale. 
It’s only one line in one piece of legislation and you’re there, so I was building 
towards that. My point was, let’s get this embedded in the way the U.S. 
conceptualizes space by paralleling the Census’s efforts, and then later having an 
inclusion of the CSA as the planning unit so that you get the focus on large scale 
rail connections, on big infrastructure, big environmental impact, big economic 
exchange (Lang 2012). 

The variance in goals and gateways into the field helps to distinguish between the 

constructs of megaregion and megapolitan. As Lang went on to say, the megaregion is 

the more speculative unit. It is inherently more difficult to work with, if only because 

those planning at the megaregional scale tend to be less concerned with uniformity in 
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boundaries, process, or governance structure in its current state. Megapolitans on the 

other hand are essentially a codification of existing jurisdictional boundaries when 

projected into the future using growth extrapolations from the discipline of demography. 

It is a much more tangible scale and concept and much more incremental in terms of 

impact when compared to the megaregion. 

Rooted in Regionalism 

Holding a pre-existing affinity for regionalism received eight mentions from three 

of the respondents and served as a significant gateway into the field of megeregions for 

these interviewees. When coupled with other regionally related themes from the 

interviews, the number of mentions grows to thirteen. The respondents generally 

concurred that megaregions were a logical outgrowth of regionalism and that it would be 

inappropriate to think of them as separate streams of thought. Certainly there have been 

new constructs and frameworks offered by the megaregion, but the field is less 

revolutionary than evolutionary. Carbonell described how his roots in regionalism, and 

specifically The New Regionalism, informed his approach during the Penn Studio by 

saying 
 
As we were scoping this…it occurred to us that a plan for the country was maybe 
something the nation wasn’t exactly ready for, but that the process of planning for 
the country over a long period of time was something that ought to happen. So if 
anything, we changed it from a plan as in the act of planning to the possibility of 
thinking of the country in terms of some type of sub-units (Carbonell 2012). 

Seltzer, more tethered to the notions of regional ethic and common-cause-action at the 

regional scale, entered the field through the lens of bio-regionalism. As a former student 

of Ian McHarg’s, this is unsurprising. He described his initial approach by saying 
 
I’ve been interested in regions and regionalism for a long time, and a lot of that 
interest is anchored in the notion that place is an important concept and that 
context really matters…from the standpoint of regions and place and bio-regions, 
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Cascadia is something that I’ve been interested in for a very long time…So as a 
consequence, when they wanted to make a connection with somebody here in 
Cascadia it was a natural fit, because they were essentially concerned with a set of 
relationships that I was already working on (Seltzer 2012). 

The long-term collaboration on regional planning amongst this relatively small cohort of 

megaregionalists was one of the most striking findings from this portion of the 

interviews. A relatively small cohort of similarly interested regional planners scattered 

across the nation, these respondents have worked together on and off for the better part of 

three decades. This is elucidated by Seltzer, who remarked that “this has been a long-

standing conversation about regionalism, regional planning, and regional practice that 

goes back a long way, decades even” (Seltzer 2012). 

 Reflecting on the outsized influence of the ESDP on his work, Yaro described his 

gateway into the field of megaregions by noting that 
 
I got interested in this idea of national physical planning, an infrastructure plan if 
you will, back in the late 1990s, and did some work on it…but then got distracted 
by 9/11…and the megaregion stuff happened almost by mistake…The RPA had 
in its second regional plan in the 1960s an entire volume on what they called the 
“North Atlantic Region” and the idea of building HSR throughout it (Yaro 2013). 

Influenced equally by The New Regionalism and older constructs advocated by Mumford 

and his colleagues at the RPAA, Yaro’s approach aligns rather closely with these 

predecessors, particularly on issues of governance, infrastructure, and growth 

management. Much as Lang’s approach is rooted in his experience with the Census 

Bureau; meanwhile Yaro, Carbonell, and Seltzer have approached the field through their 

long-held interest in the field of regionalism. Carbonell describes the influence of 

regionalism on his perception of megaregions by saying 
 
Undoubtedly, I don’t think it would be possible to claim that this is brand new 
insight. I think it probably goes back to our fascination with characters like 
Benton MacKaye and the old regionalists from the early part of the last century. 
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So I would say, if anything it’s an outgrowth, or perhaps more aptly a new growth 
on an old word (Carbonell 2012). 

This grounding in regionalism helps to explain their approach to delineating boundaries, 

structuring regional governance, and the act of physically and spatially planning for 

megaregions. It also helps to explain their issue or relationship-driven approach to 

planning at the megaregional scale, one in which boundaries and foci shift from one 

project to the next.  

The Language of Megaregional Planning 

 An interesting theme – unsolicited in the interview questions – emerged from the 

respondents in regards to the constructs of the megaregion and the megapolitan. Invoked 

eleven times – third most amongst all thematic areas – the disagreement between 

megaregion and megapolitan was beget by the familiar divide between urban and rural 

interests. The first theme to emerge was the rather lengthy evolution of the language of 

megaregional planning. Although this disagreement emerged some nine years ago 

following Penn’s 2004 Studio and has seen some level of assuaging, it has yet to be fully 

resolved. Factions within the community of megaregionalists have emerged, and this has 

only hardened some of the arguments over the proper language and applicability of the 

megaregion construct. The discourse between the megaregionalists and megapolitanists 

has only recently begun to dissipate, according to these respondents. 

 Carbonell described the evolution of the field’s language by saying 
 
What we brought out of the meeting in England was a name that everybody – at 
least at the time – really liked: super-city-regions. And I don’t know if it was just 
because we said it with a European accent…but it was really, really catchy. But 
when you tried it on people back home they just hated it…it just didn’t convey 
what this is all about…and we eventually came away instead with megaregion 
(Carbonell 2012). 
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Rooted in their collective interest in the urban and rural components of the concept, their 

chosen nomenclature became more palatable to the policy-makers with a stake in the 

term and actually a more accurate description of the geography’s function. It was neither 

exclusively urban nor disproportionately rural; it was intended to balance the pair. Their 

decision to proceed with megaregions in lieu of super-city-regions, according to 

Carbonell, has been largely successful as he notes that 
 
If you Google megaregions now, it pops up immediately and there are a lot of 
references to it and the name has really caught on. A number of publications have 
used it one way or another…and it’s much more in keeping with a kind of 
ecological view of the world that I’ve long held (Carbonell 2012). 

Yaro largely concurs with this sentiment and was instrumental in guiding the discussion 

over nomenclature and language to an amicable conclusion. He described his thought 

process for settling on megaregion by saying that 
 
We didn’t want to scare the pants off of everybody. America has always been 
afraid of top-down planning, so we used European terminology for regional 
planning perspectives…I readily agreed to it [changing from super-city-region to 
megaregion] and a lot of derivative work has come out of the idea…we really 
wanted people to become interested and riff off the concept so in that regard I 
think we scored (Yaro 2013). 

 Despite this eventual consensus on the discussion between megaregion and super-

city-region, disagreements still exist between those working with megapolitans and those 

working with megaregions. Given the varying gateways into the field by its leading 

progenitors, this is not particularly surprising. Carbonell describes their initial 

disagreements by saying 
 
There was [initially] a little competition for what to call things…I think it worked 
out pretty well with Rob [Lang] – it [the distinctions between the terms] probably 
came out first in a piece he wrote for planning magazine – but it’s a good way of 
looking at all of these terms together. They actually aren’t multiple ways of 
referring to the same thing; they’re really ways of referring to different parts of 
the same system (Carbonell 2012). 
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But, according to Lang, despite this partial assuaging of the disagreements surrounding 

the nomenclature of megaregional planning, a substantial competition over the perceived 

success of each term remains. He describes it by saying 
 
If you go into Google – and I’ll do this right now for you – and type in 
megapolitan, it comes up with 6,950,000 references. If you put in one word – 
megaregion – it comes up with 363,000…What RPA did was have someone go in 
and change megapolitan’s wiki entry to be megaregion, but all this stuff – 
Business 2.0 and my other work – shows up first. Even if you put in specific 
projects – back in 2006 I worked on the Sun Corridor project – it produces 
152,000 incidences for a single megapolitan project on its own…numbers don’t 
lie (Lang 2012). 

The debate over nomenclature, however, has largely proven tertiary to act of planning 

and research at this new scale. As Carbonell noted, the various terms have allowed each 

researcher to carve out their own niche as a megaregionalist, megapolitanist, large 

landscape conservationist, all within the same system of thought. In fact, Lang points out 

that the various terms may finally be merging into a singular, cogent field, noting that 
 
I’m entering the next round of this now, and the irony is that this round is the 
megaregion-round. But instead of calling it a megaregion, we just call them 
megapolitan clusters because it’s a more technically accurate name. I can’t claim 
there’s a megaregion because I don’t have enough analytic and empirical or 
statistical bases to say there is one; it’s only implied; possible but not definitive 
(Lang 2012). 

6.2 PROGRESS AND THE POLITICS OF MEGAREGIONAL PLANNING 

You also have people out there like Joel Kotkin, who is fundamentally anti-
metropolitan…pro-sprawl even…suggesting there’s no reason to believe that all 
these tiny little places not highlighted by us aren’t going to be our next economic 
beacons…So people are getting a pretty mixed-message and what that means is 
that it will take a bunch of studies to change policy at the national level coupled 
with a clear set of objectives and a strong lobbying effort to incorporate them 
wherever possible…This is never going to be something to gain prominence in 
the U.S., because it is right; it just doesn’t work that way here (Seltzer 2012).  
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When asked to describe the evolution of and barriers to the field of megaregions 

since 2004, respondents identified four major thematic shifts and four distinct 

impediments to progress. Evolutionary aspects included the theme of stagnation, with 

several respondents initially remarking that little or nothing had changed about the field. 

Most respondents, after lamenting the stagnation, quickly moved on to describing the 

field’s progress, which included a shift away from the focus on delineating megaregional 

boundaries, the introduction of large landscape conservation as an application for the 

concept, and the establishment of regional ethic or common cause at this more expansive 

scale. They also identified a suite of impediments to progress, including a dearth of data, 

the hardening of anti-government sentiments and the rise of the Tea Party, policy gaps 

limiting the potential power of megaregional planning, and the need for a national agenda 

to further the concept. This section essentially serves as a situation report for the field by 

clarifying precisely what has changed since 2004, expounding on the forces driving that 

change, and identifying the barriers to progress that might otherwise have occurred. 

The Song Remains the Same 

I have to say that, unfortunately, not a lot has changed and that may be…one of 
the reasons I’ve moved on in a way…To give you an example, for three straight 
years I organized panel discussions at the APA National Conference on 
megaregions and there was this man from the GAO who came to each one. By the 
third one, he tells me, “you know, you’ve organized three of these panels and 
they’ve been interesting, but can you tell me what’s changed since the first one?” 
I was totally stumped…but he may have been right; this concept is very 
intriguing, but not much has happened since we started (Todorovich 2012). 

Though the theme of stagnation certainly does not represent the most dominant or 

prevailing view amongst the respondents – it received five total mentions from two 

respondents – it is important to note this somewhat latent perception within the field. 

Yaro, though less despondent than his former RPA colleague, certainly reinforces the 

notion of stagnation by saying 
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Probably not much (has changed). You know we have basically been running 
with the frame that came of the (2004) studio work, looking at how we can apply 
it here in the Northeast and a lot of our work has and will remain focused on HSR 
(Yaro 2013). 

As evidenced by the litany of themes related to the field’s progress below, most 

respondents quickly moved on from this notion of stagnancy. That being said, if some of 

the field’s leading proponents are frustrated by the pace megaregional evolution, it begs 

the question of how the rest of the planning community views the field. As Lang would 

later point out, it is no longer the hot topic at APA or ACSP gatherings. 

Blurring the Boundaries 

Despite the aforementioned disagreements over the language and nomenclature of 

the field of megaregions, much of that initial tension has dissipated as planners on each 

end of the spectrum became more aware of their colleagues’ various perspectives and 

constructs. Planners who have tethered their megaregional frameworks to pre-existing 

affinities for various forms of regionalism have generally led this process of amelioration, 

focusing much of their work on issues at the megaregional scale rather than the scale in 

and of itself. This position is rooted largely in the position of New Regionalists, who are 

focused on relationships rather than units of government when it comes to the act of 

planning large regions. Unsurprisingly, the megaregionalists who are situated within this 

section of the megaregion-megapolitan spectrum – for this study, Yaro, Seltzer, and 

Carbonell – have shifted the conversation within the field away from a focus on 

delineation and more towards the relationships occurring at a megaregional scale: 

transportation, ecological processes, and economic exchange. Carbonell outlines this 

approach by saying 
 
I think it’s a mistake to believe that they have fixed boundaries like counties or 
states, but more as a sort of flexible cloud containing lots of different systems that 
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can shrink or expand depending upon the particular problem…I’ve always been 
sort of a latent regionalist in as much as I believe you need to be willing to zoom 
out…That’s why I really prefer this fuzzy edge…and I’m mostly thinking of big 
infrastructure projects, though I like the word eco-structure more and think it 
really works at this level (Carbonell 2012). 

This approach certainly presents its share of problems – data collection and policy 

reforms at an amorphous scale chief among them – but it does allow regional planners to 

fulfill one of their primary goals: addressing issues or problems at the scale of their 

occurrence. 

A New Lens for Conservation 

One of the most intriguing applications of the megaregion construct has been the 

experimentation with the nexus between this scale and conservation policy. This has 

essentially spawned a new, interdisciplinary sub-field known as large landscape 

conservation. It is an idea that has permeated academia, practice, and even the federal 

government, as the National Park Service’s “Great American Outdoors” campaign has 

adopted many of the principles espoused in these large landscape conservation efforts. 

Predicated on many of the same principles of New Regionalism, this approach to 

conservation aims to coordinate policies and efforts at what would be an otherwise 

unwieldy scale into a more cogent, consistent approach to the practice. Carbonell 

describes it by saying 
 
We got very interested in landscape scale conservation and…this was a great 
compliment to the urban component – or more correctly an embrace of it. At the 
LILP, we have done a lot of work on what we call large landscape conservation 
and it has been well-received. We think it’s had a lot of influence on programs 
like America’s Great Outdoors, which is starting to be organized in terms of 
ecosystems and large landscape areas, as well as with conservation 
cooperatives…It’s sort of balancing out the urban and natural side of the construct 
so that it’s clear this is not just about taking care of human settlements; it’s really 
about the relationship between human settlements and the natural world 
(Carbonell 2012). 



 116

This lens has been applied to what Carbonell terms “The Crown of the Continent” within 

the Rocky Mountains, in portions of the Texas Triangle by Fritz Steiner and his 

colleagues at the University of Texas, and in the Northeast by Rob Pirani and his RPA 

colleagues. Carbonell was also quick to note that the LILP has been proactive in 

identifying young researchers interested in the concept and helping them to get their 

various research agendas off of the ground. 

Expanding the Scope of Regional Ethic 

 The final thematic shift identified through these key informant interviews came 

from Seltzer’s interview. He focused on the power of regional ethic to galvanize support 

for planning at the megaregional scale. Comparing the difficulties of more traditional 

regional planning efforts to the notion of megaregional planning, Seltzer notes that 
 
The concept of community at the regional scale is really tough and at the 
megaregional scale is really ethereal. So for a lot of different reasons – the most 
important links we have with Seattle and British Columbia are the climate and 
northern temperate rainforest we jointly inhabit – that’s not something that has an 
enormous pull on people’s physical understanding of place or on plans in these 
communities…For someone in Portland to change because of some perceived 
connection with people Seattle is a long, long reach…barring some singular 
initiative that would allow them to be addressed together (Seltzer 2012). 

If Lang is correct and the next phase of this field is the megaregion phase, this has 

profound implications for planners attempting to engage communities at this expansive 

scale. What is not described by Seltzer – and likely merits further study – is an 

exploration of how this notion of regional ethic has been applied to ongoing megaregion-

scale projects in the U.S. The Sun Corridor project in Arizona and Northeast Corridor 

planning efforts around HSR could provide an appropriate starting point for such a study. 
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The Data Gap 

Despite these points of progress at the megaregional scale, the field has 

encountered a number of impediments. Chief among these barriers is the data gap, both in 

terms of the secondary data available for relevant analysis at this scale and the actual unit 

at which the datasets are collected. In other words, key informants largely agreed that 

more types of data – particularly those related to economic exchange and travel behavior 

– need to be collected and different units of measurement should be considered as it is 

being aggregated. Todorovich describes this gap by saying 
 
With better data we could better document or provide the fuller picture of how 
well connected megaregions are in the U.S. Some of the biggest gaps are in 
metro-to-metro transportation networks. There is no systematic tracking of long-
distance automobile travel and this could give us a fuller picture of how many 
people are taking very long commutes from the fringe of one metro to another 
(Todorovich 2012). 

Conversely, Lang is beginning to look to the work being done in fields far astray from the 

discipline of planning for insight into addressing these data gaps. In addition to his 

interest in new types of travel behavior data, he notes that 
 
There are people with such sophisticated knowledge of the country, like infectious 
disease which requires face to face exchange. So it’s about people contacting 
people and they simulations about what happens if someone is infected with 
smallpox in Portland they can model how that spreads through the whole country, 
first in Seattle and then throughout the rest of the region. I’m particularly 
interested in…companies in Las Vegas that rely on expert labor in switch 
communications from people that commute in and out by airplane from San 
Diego and Los Angeles…and asking what is the integration of expert labor force, 
what is the integration of the supply chain, what is the integration of the economy, 
business exchange or producer exchange (Lang 2012). 

Some of these gaps – particularly those involving the unit of collection or analysis – 

could be addressed by Lang’s megapolitan statistical area concept. As he noted, the 

Census Bureau has left the methods in place and many of the career staff that were in 

place during the Clinton Administration are still working there. It is merely a matter of 
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political will at this juncture. The other gaps, however, would likely need to come from 

additions to the American Community Survey or another other Census-driven effort. 

Given the political environment of 2013, this seems like a tall order in the near term. 

The Swinging Political Pendulum 

Perhaps the greatest point of consensus amongst all respondents was the barrier 

posed by the political moment ushered in by the conservative electoral wave of 2010 and 

the rise of the Tea Party. Mentioned seven times in all by four of the five respondents, it 

is clear that the pervasiveness of these anti-science, anti-intellectual forces will continue 

to hamper planning efforts at all scales, especially those at the regional or megaregional 

scale. But not all hope has been lost. Todorovich, striking an optimistic tone, remarked 

that 
 
American’s don’t want more layers of government…However, I still think that 
there is potential for megaregional governance and institutions that may not be 
authoritative but have some meaningful responsibilities…Examples of those are 
the newly created Northeast Corridor Commission which was created by 
Congress in the PRIAA legislation of 2008…the Great Lakes Commission and 
other ad hoc institutions – I think there’s real potential for those types of 
relationships (Todorovich 2012). 

Others appeared less hopeful for a near-term shift in this impediment. Seltzer described 

this particular impediment by saying that 
 
It’s something that’s political…because you need the resources from the national 
level. There are a lot of priorities at the national level right now, none of which 
have to do with this, perhaps with the lone exception being HSR, and most of 
those have been shelved or rejected. Unless we have a transportation 
reauthorization bill that explicitly directs attention to that issue, it’s not going to 
change much. So at the end of the day, to add that kind of cultural-historical 
threads needed will require direction at the national level and I think you’ve got a 
very tough environment to work in there (Selzter 2012). 

Yaro echoes this sentiment, saying that 
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I can’t tell you if it’s a flash in the pan or not yet. Americans are very slow and we 
barely recognize that we have cities or metropolitan regions. The RPA started 
working at the metropolitan scale in the teens and early twenties and it took the 
Census Bureau forty years to start working at that scale (Yaro 2012). 

This thematic area evoked the most despair from the respondents, with many looking 

beyond the Obama Administration for progress on regional policy. Anti-intellectual 

rhetoric was not present as pervasive in the early years of megaregional 

conceptualization. It is perhaps the greatest barrier to translating the work between the 

academic and policy-development arenas. 

The Policy Gaps 

Invoked by four of the five respondents, gaps in the federal policy and regulatory 

framework emerged as one of the greatest barriers to the field of megaregional planning. 

In some cases the gaps are relatively small, such as the establishment of a megapolitan 

statistical area within the Census Bureau. Others, however, are much more massive and 

Lang describes them by saying 
 
Only the policy work remains. In other words, the geography…is fine…Because 
now I’m interested in the Yaro question, which is in supply chains, distant 
commuters that don’t reach the CSA threshold but nonetheless show enough 
affinity to consider how all…that integration works with the world economy; how 
a new port in Baja would change the relationship to Latin America and Asia for 
the American Southwest. So I’m actually interested in…the Yaro scale, but only 
through the public policy lens and what we know to be exchanges: air commuting, 
goods flows, supply chain, water sharing, and environmental impacts (Lang 
2012). 

With dozens of bureaus within the federal government tasked responsible for collecting 

and distributing statistical information, one might assume that closing this gap should be 

relatively simple, and during a different political moment they may be correct. However, 

as long as their ability to collect  and disseminate information is controlled by Congress – 
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a body which banned such bureaus from examining any and all relationships involving 

firearms – this appears to be a tall order.  

 Yaro punctuates the discussion of policy gaps in the megaregional realm by 

raising a different sort of impediment: stodgy institutional policy within the network of 

foundations working with cities and regions. Given the new funding landscape for the 

research community – one which is shifting from government grants to a greater 

dependence on private foundations – this is particularly important to the development of 

megaregional planning. Yaro notes that 
 
There’s always a shortage of researcher dollars…I’m trying to think and I 
guess…it’s always under-funded because foundations don’t think at this scale and 
most government agencies don’t either. A number of foundations, particularly at 
the national scale, think about metropolitan areas or issues, but when we’ve 
framed an infrastructure or transportation agenda at the megaregional or national 
scale they routinely tell me “we don’t operate there; we just do Philly or Boston 
or New York or whatever…we can’t be bothered by this stuff.” So that’s a 
problem and…funders are herding animals that are slow to adopt ideas, so we can 
just hope they do with this (Yaro 2013). 

The Need for a National Agenda 

The final barrier identified provides an apt segue to the final section of this 

chapter. This section focuses on the field’s future trajectories, and deals with the absence 

of and urgent need for a national agenda at the regional or megaregional scale. Lang 

addresses this failing by saying that 
 
The interesting thing is this field is still unsettled, and it’s lost some momentum 
too…I don’t think it has the same push it did back in 2006, 2007 or 2008 when it 
was a really hot topic, which is funny because I’m saying this and then Chris 
Nelson and I delivered this book in 2011...but I’m glad we held back; we had time 
to reflect on some of this so none of it was offered as the hottest concept in 
planning; it was more of a codification of a body of literature that establishes a 
reasonable basis for a geography larger than the current metro (Lang 2012). 
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To be sure, not all of the respondents’ perspectives were quite as critical. Yaro, for 

instance, noted that “just last week, we were at the USDOT and right there, on the 

Secretary’s wall, is the megaregion map we produced” (Yaro 2013). Yaro and his 

colleague at the RPA often note that in the early days of the Obama Administration, their 

conception of megaregions played an outsized role in the President’s “Vision for High-

Speed Rail” plan, with some of their work permeating Secretary LaHood’s National Rail 

Plan through the Federal Rail Administration. Lang concludes by noting that, despite the 

drag this has had on the field, it may not necessarily be a bad thing for federal policy-

makers to remain disengaged in the near term. He notes that 
 
I’m kind of glad it’s not – that it’s pretty dorky and that only people who are 
geeks care about this stuff and are raising it at this stage in the game, because that 
probably means it’s on the routine path to implementation. The thing I’d really 
like to see is that we change, ultimately, the way we define the planning unit for 
transportation investment and demand that regions cooperate and plan at the scale 
of a combined statistical area so that they get the most benefit from all of these 
linkages. But more needs to happen first (Lang 2012). 

6.3 THE NEW FRONTIERS OF MEGAREGIONAL INQUIRY 

So we’re continuing to develop those thematic areas in different ways, but in the 
short run we’re going to capitalize on the political moment and what appears to be 
bipartisan interest in dealing with the climate and energy so that we can push this 
as far as we can…We think folks will still be interested by the end of the year and 
there may some national potential for this (resiliency planning), and there’s a 
feeling that Sandy was a real eye-opener for people (Carbonell 2012). 

When asked to expound on the fate of megaregional planning in America, 

respondents identified five thematic areas they hope or believe the concept will engage. 

These included planning for climate change and resiliency, the practice of economic 

development, merging green infrastructure with large landscape conservation, further 

developing work with transportation infrastructure, greater exploration of the potential 

governance structures and policy reforms necessary to plan at this scale. Some of these 
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have already been broached, including megaregional transportation planning and the 

notion of governance at this scale. Others, however, are in uncharted territory and should 

provide robust research lines and opportunities for practitioners in the near and long-

term. This section recounts the respondents’ discussion of these various thematic areas. 

Planning for Climate Change and Coastal Resiliency 

Perhaps the most striking revelation to come from the interviews with key 

informants was the shift towards megaregional resiliency and climate change adaptation 

as a future stream of research and practice for the field. With many of the interviews 

taking place in the immediate aftermath of Superstorm Sandy, it is certainly possible that 

overly optimistic megaregionalists envisioned an opportunity that was less attainable than 

they let on. However, with eight mentions from four of the five respondents this theme 

was the strongest to emerge from a group that included transportation, energy 

infrastructure, and economic development, all bulwarks of the existing body of 

megaregional work. Carbonell elucidates the focus on coastal and megaregional 

resiliency, noting that 
 
We are just [beginning] the process…of reorienting a lot of the work 
we[previously] planned to do on energy to have a more specific focus on what has 
come out of the experience in the New York metropolitan area after [Superstorm] 
Sandy. It’s a really terrific policy opportunity given how much expense and 
suffering has been caused…and people are saying we can’t let this opportunity 
pass us by (Carbonell 2012). 

Todorovich similarly recognizes the political moment that Superstorm Sandy has created, 

though she also draws upon the lessons of Hurricane Katrina by saying 
 
There may be something around the response or resilience within megaregions, 
particularly when you look at how severe weather events impact whole regions of 
the country. Superstorm Sandy recently, but also Hurricane Katrina…hit the 
entire Gulf Coast and had an impact across several states in terms of where people 
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were evacuated; that I think really demonstrated the need for multi-state planning 
and disaster response…at that scale (Todorovich 2012). 

 As many others have noted (Dewar et al. 2009; Ross 2009b; Yaro 2011), crisis 

begets better planning at the regional and megaregional scale. Yaro echoed this sentiment 

during his interview, saying 
 
Sandy…affected an area stretching from North Carolina to Maine, which is a 
larger definition for the Northeast, and the heart of it…is the place that got the 
direct hit from New York to New Jersey and parts of Connecticut…It’s interesting 
because Congress said “let’s look at the most urbanized area of the country” 
and…that’s probably not a bad frame for thinking about how to prevent future 
storm damage. The rest of the world is taking steps to armor coastlines…and 
create more resilient coastal systems and barrier islands…and Congress, in all 
their wisdom, asked the Corps of Engineers to look at it from this larger, 
megaregional frame (Yaro 2013). 

This major appropriation for regional planning along the Eastern Seaboard did not come 

without a fight, however. The process of appropriating these relief funds – once a 

perfunctory action within Congress – took more than three months, solicited calls from 

legislators to make commensurate cuts to other portions of the federal budget as an offset, 

and, at $50 billion, was considerably less than the original request from policy-makers in 

the affected region. 

 Two of the respondents – Yaro and Carbonell – also proffered advice on the route 

federal policy-makers should or may consider when thinking about coastal resiliency at 

the megaregional scale. Carbonell depicts the path forward by saying 
 
Along came [Superstorm] Sandy and a lot of attention became focused on coastal 
resiliency, infrastructure vulnerability, deciding whether to replace damaged 
infrastructure that had become hazardous to the community, figuring out how to 
be more flood proof, how to have an electrical distribution system that is less 
vulnerable to outages…these are the challenges we are going to need to confront 
(Carbonell 2012). 
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Yaro went a bit further, outlining what could become a new federal agency tasked with 

planning for resiliency rather than picking up the pieces after a natural disaster. He notes 

that 
 
We still need to pursue some national thinking using the megaregion frame as a 
way to think about…how disaster prevention – that group of Dutch planners in 
New York and some of our folks in the Netherlands; you know they don’t have an 
agency comparable to FEMA. FEMA’s role is to pick up the pieces after disaster 
strikes, and the Dutch approach is to figure out what the disasters are likely to be 
and then take the necessary steps to address them. That’s how you end up with a 
46’-high seawall around the urban area of the Netherlands and a set of redundant 
systems to keep water out and the lights on (Yaro 2013). 

The points raised by Yaro have salience outside of the Northeast as well. The fallout from 

hurricanes impacting the Gulf Coast, Texas Triangle, and Florida could be better 

addressed by a proactive approach to planning for natural disasters. Much the same could 

be said about earthquakes in California and wildfires in the Front Range. Whether or not 

this assemblage of megaregionalists can capitalize on the political moment remains to be 

seen, but they do appear to have learned an important lesson from 2010’s HSR 

disappointment: when a political window opens, it only does so for a brief period. 

Therefore, one must be ready to act almost immediately, a principle which hindered their 

push for a national rail plan in the early days of the Obama Presidency. This time, 

however, Yaro, Carbonell, and their colleagues appear poised to capitalize on the 

political moment. 

Addressing Zero-Sum Economic Development 

Receiving the most invocations of any thematic area – twelve in all from each of 

the five respondents – economic development appears poised to occupy a large space 

within the future of megaregional planning. Most remarks focused on the aspect of 

coordinating economic development policy across a larger scale, though each respondent 
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provided their own unique applications, including interstate highway alignments, the 

extraction and refinement of natural resources, and even megaregional networks of higher 

education institutions to foster economic competitiveness. That being said, opinion 

amongst the five respondents was largely split – three in favor and two against – on 

whether these future applications would be a positive or useful outcome. 

As the respondent most rooted in the Census – an institution housed within the US 

Department of Commerce – Lang unsurprisingly struck an optimistic tone in regards to 

the future of economic development at the megaregional scale. In referencing his current 

work at the nexus between the two phenomena, Lang notes that 
 
We are looking at bringing the I-11 corridor around the west side of Phoenix and 
capturing some of the flow of logistics from the Port of Los Angeles  or the new 
port near the Baja that would route around to Tuscon and I-8. So it’s 
interesting…big scale, regional governance question about what is the level of 
cooperation (Lang 2012). 

He is also quick to references his roots in the Census and Commerce Department, saying 

that 
 
This is not spatial, it is functional…and integration is not in the Department of 
Interior, it is not in the EPA, it is in Commerce because it is based on commuter 
sheds. Because it is the idea that the space you are most interested in are those 
with enough economic integration to where a recession will happen throughout 
the entire region…if there is a problem…it will ripple throughout the 
region…That is the way, since 1949, the Commerce Department has defined this 
(Lang 2012). 

Lang’s point helps to highlight the epistemological differences between the 

megapolitanists – grounded in the Census – and the megaregionalists, who are aligned 

much more closely with the tradition of regional planning practiced by the RPA. Perhaps 

most glaringly, the megapolitanists appear to view economic development at the 

megaregional scale through a very specific, some might even argue myopic frame that is 

inextricably linked to the Census’s conception of space. 
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 Megaregionalists, led in this case by Yaro, tend to conceive of megaregional 

economic development as a softer, less prescriptive tool for planners. He begins by 

noting that the RPA is “starting to think about economic development collaborations and 

research collaborations at the megaregion scale in the Northeast, which will be a focus of 

our fourth regional plan” (Yaro 2013). Though less ambitious relationships already exist 

– such as the academic common market across the Southern U.S. – nothing like the sort 

of collaborate research environment described by Yaro has been attempted at the 

megaregional scale. Like Lang, Yaro has also remained active in the practice of planning 

at the megaregional scale. When recounting a recent experience doing so in the Midwest, 

Yaro noted that 
 
In Kansas City, there is a consortium of business leaders and civic groups that 
have been working together in the center of the country – bounded by Denver, 
Omaha, Des Moines, Kansas City, Tulsa, Oklahoma City – in this big, High 
Plains area to think about a network of cities with various economic relationships 
that could identify ways to strengthen their connections to one another (Yaro 
2013). 

Todorovich, speaking in a more aspirant that practice-laden tone, described the economic 

development stream of megaregionalism as 
 
There is real promise, or I should say need for economic development planning at 
the megaregional scale, particularly in the Great Lakes-Midwest region...given 
how the area has lagged behind the rest of the county…and this very common 
pattern of central city disinvestment, rural sprawl, and suburban primacy 
(Todorovich 2012). 

The notion of coordinating economic development practices – something aligned with the 

theme of governance as well – is harkened to Yaro, who says that 
 
We have this silly business on the East Coast…with four or five places in the 
Southeast that are developing post-PAMEX container terminals….and we don’t 
need more than one…If the federal government were thinking at this scale, they 
might save a lot of money that they could then invest in other things…It’s the 
same in the Northeast. We have half dozen cities doing the same thing and it 
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would be nice to have someone thinking about this at a larger scale. The FAA 
does this for airports…that’s how Dallas-Fort Worth happened (Yaro 2013). 

But not every respondent struck such an optimistic tone when discussing 

economic development at the megaregional scale. Carbonell and Seltzer each expressed 

either disinterest in the application or disbelief in its efficacy. This is significant because, 

despite the theme’s high total of invocations, it clearly remains contentious. Seltzer 

presents his skepticism by saying 
 
Right now, people are begrudgingly willing to accept metropolitan areas as a unit 
for economic analysis, but…economic development is still a predominantly local 
practice, particularly in places where local policy depends on things like tax 
incentives and the sales tax…almost as much as land use planning…So 
fundamentally…you’re dealing with something that is jealously guarded and very 
local…and sometimes things that have more to do with proximity than economic 
interaction…So building a megaregional strategy probably requires more than just 
linking what exists. It probably requires getting what may appear to be disparate 
sources of expertise to essentially view themselves as more easily and 
functionally connected (Selzter 2012). 

Seltzer would go on to describe the inherent difficulties in identifying metropolitan areas 

within a megaregion that are proximate and functionally related. Austin, he noted, has 

much more in common with Seattle or San Francisco than Portland in economic terms. 

Selzter did not discuss, however, the socio-cultural commonalities between Austin and 

Portland. Less skeptical than agnostic about the concept, Carbonell says that 
 
I was never interested in it. I think…we have metropolitan areas that are perfectly 
well understood and we don’t need anything else…I think Lang would argue that 
there is some economic rationale to going above the metropolitan scale and I 
think their megapolitan areas are probably justifiable…But I’m not interested in 
that…I think it’s hard to argue that the megaregion per se is a discrete economic 
unit except in the broadest sense (Carbonell 2012). 

The future waters of megaregional economic development appear to be choppy. Without 

some movement from the Census towards recognizing megapolitan statistical areas, the 
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type of analysis and planning coordination that could sustain this lens of 

megaregionalism are unlikely to become possible in a replicable manner. 

The Nexus between Green Infrastructure and Large Landscape Conservation 

These two categories – green infrastructure and large landscape conservation – 

received a combined twelve mentions from four of the five respondents, equaling 

economic development in terms of invocations when considered as a single theme. 

Though it would be difficult – and likely misplaced – to argue that this thematic area is 

entirely distinct from that of climate change and resiliency, respondents interpreted the 

themes as slightly different during the interview process. Therefore, they receive 

complimentary, but unique treatment as themes in this thesis. Carbonell, the leading 

proponent of this thematic area, describe the possibilities by saying 
 
It’s interesting to me that we are moving more in a direction of a very dynamic 
way of thinking about space that somehow connects very small things and very 
big things in terms of their relationships that have practical implications in terms 
of planning infrastructure. So an example that we will be working on at some 
point, but at a little slower pace due to our climate focus, is how micro-level on-
site storm water systems – green infrastructure at a very small scale – can be 
scaled up if it’s done systematically by a lot of people; in other words, how local 
action can add up to something like its own infrastructure system (Carbonell 
2012). 

A combination of low-impact development, biomimicry, and conservation planning, 

Carbonell’s vision for the future of megaregional planning inverts the issue of local vs. 

regional explored in the economic development debate by capitalizing on local action to 

generate a solution to regional issues associated with unfettered growth.  

New Perspectives on Transportation Policy 

Transportation planning was viewed by respondents as an inevitable future of 

sorts for megaregions, which is unsurprising given the role it played in driving the field’s 
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early progress. Though some respondents were more bullish than others on the prospects 

this theme, all agreed that if and when HSR reenters the national conversation, 

megaregions will have a dominant role to play. Todorovich notes that 
 
The promising areas are in transportation, specifically inter-city rail. There is a lot 
of interest for new tools for multi-state planning like this…I am on a jury…that’s 
connected to the TRB and there’s a lot of study underway for new approaches to 
multi-city rail corridor planning (Todorovich 2012). 

Discussing the current state of HSR planning across the U.S., Yaro struck a similarly 

optimistic tone, saying that 
 
A lot of good work is being done on this, and there is a serious initiative to make 
sure that California’s HSR extends from San Diego and integrates San Francisco 
with the LA-Southern California region. The Desert Express line from Las Vegas 
to Los Angeles is gaining some serious traction…and in D.C. we got into a 
discussion about Florida – All Aboard Florida – and the Houston to Dallas rail 
project that is beginning to gain some legs…as well as the California project 
(Yaro 2013). 

Though Todorovich and Yaro spent much of their transportation discussion on the 

future prospects for the field, Carbonell expressed a bit of gratefulness that, despite the 

efforts of some to undermine HSR planning in America, some work was still being done. 

Carbonell notes that 
 
We did quite a lot on rail…and there are some viable projects going forward and a 
serious look being given to a HSR corridor for the Northeast…Funding is still 
alive and pumping along…There are opportunities that aren’t as well developed 
and may be much slower and encounter more resistance, but even though I feel 
like this is an area where there will be more to do, we’re just happy that there are 
still live projects. After all the ridicule over this, we’re really just happy that we’re 
still in business (Carbonell 2012). 

As work on the 2014 transportation reauthorization bill begins, the feasibility of this 

application for megaregional planning will become clearer. Also, the success or failure of 

the “All Aboard Florida” campaign mentioned by Yaro – the nation’s first private rail 

venture in decades – could open or shut a new approach to HSR planning in America. 
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Taming the Beast: Governance Strategies and Policy Reforms for Megaregions 

Rounding out the future trajectories for megaregional planning is the opportunity 

for employing innovative governance approaches and instituting new federal and state 

policy reforms to allow, incent, or mandate coordination at this scale. Mentioned a total 

of ten times by four of the five respondents, these thematic areas were often discussed as 

a necessary next step if other thematic areas – climate change and resiliency, green 

infrastructure, and others – were to be fully developed. In broaching the subject, 

Carbonell was quick to distinguish between governance strategies and new governmental 

units, saying that 
 
It leads to interesting debates because some people assume that when you show 
them a big region on a map that you’re saying it should become some sort of 
governmental unit, and I don’t think anybody has seriously proposed that because 
it just doesn’t seem feasible and I’m not even sure it would be desirable…So the 
cricism is we are proposing a scale even bigger than the one we don’t know how 
to manage and it gets us into Jane Jacobs’s criticms of regional planning in 
general…Inevitably…just as you have to think of many different scales you have 
to do the same with jurisdictions at different levels to get things done…Early in 
my career, I always thought you could simplify things by just drawing lines on a 
map and creating areas to govern. But as I went along, I realized how incredibly 
difficult that is and a promising approach to megaregional governance is not 
going to be about creating new layers of government; it’s going to be about 
getting the Governor of New York and the Governor of New Jersey to agree on 
something (Carbonell 2012). 

The fragility of these types of governance – outlined in greater detail within the section 

discussing New Regionalism – presents serious challenges in terms of implementation. 

But given the federalist nature of the U.S. and the yet-to-recede conservative tide that 

washed ashore in 2010, Carbonell’s vision is likely the only viable path to coordinated 

planning at the megaregional scale. 

 Yaro broached this theme through the lens of policy reform, noting that 
 
When we were in D.C. last summer and you were wearing a different hat…we 
were talking about the need for national planning at this scale…The issue now is 
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the focus on jobs, poverty, and economic opportunity for which the megaregion is 
not a bad way to look at these things…Something I mentioned to you at the White 
House last summer…that we did this work on the history of national planning and 
twice now…there have been relatively comprehensive infrastructure plans…But 
the interesting thing is that they were both completed in the final year of a second 
term by very progressive, far-sighted Presidents. So it might be a nice opportunity 
for the Obama Administration to be thinking about what they want their legacy to 
be and maybe we can get them off the starting line to organize a national long-
range strategy for infrastructure and economic development and opportunity with 
the megaregional frame (Yaro 2013). 

Indeed, as President Obama’s Administration continues to pursue their “ladders of 

opportunity” agenda outlined in the 2013 State of the Union Address, Yaro’s proposal for 

a megaregional view of poverty and economic development may hold promise. The 

RPA’s report on underperforming regions (Todorovich and Hagler 2009) certainly 

provides a workable framework. Whether or not this becomes a viable lens for the federal 

government’s view of poverty and economic opportunity, however, will likely hinge on 

policy reforms within the Census Bureau and Department of Transportation. These 

governmental units could codify the megapolitan statistical area and then demand that 

MPOs plan at that scale for issues other than transportation. 
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Code  Description  Total Min Max  Mean  Std Dev

ALTI  Alternative Infrastructure  2 0 2  0.4  0.894

AMER  America 2050  2 0 1  0.4  0.548

AREG  Already Interested in Regionalism  7 0 3  1.4  1.342

CENS  Already Interested in the Census  10 0 9  2  3.937

CLIM  Climate Change  8 0 4  1.6  1.673

CMEC  Commuter Exchange Data  2 0 1  0.4  0.548

COCA  Common Cause  1 0 1  0.2  0.447

DATA  Data Gap  3 0 1  0.6  0.548

DELI  Delineation  4 0 3  0.8  1.304

ECDV  Economic Development  12 1 5  2.4  1.673

ENGY  Energy Plannin  4 0 2  0.8  0.837

ENLL  Environment and Large Landscapes  2 0 2  0.4  0.894

ESDP  The EU's ESDP  7 0 4  1.4  1.517

ETHI  Regional Ethic  1 0 1  0.2  0.447

FEDI  Federal Interest  3 0 1  0.6  0.548

GOOD  Goods Movement  3 0 2  0.6  0.894

GOVN  Governance  3 0 1  0.6  0.548

GRIN  Green Infrastructure  4 0 2  0.8  1.095

GULF  Gulf Coast  1 0 1  0.2  0.447

HALL  Peter Hall  3 0 1  0.6  0.548

LINO  Little or Nothing  5 0 2  1  1

LLCO  Large Landscape Conservation  8 1 3  1.6  0.894

MINF  More Work with Infrastructure  2 0 2  0.4  0.894

NAME  Discussions over the Construct's Name  11 0 4  2.2  1.483

NATL  National Interest  4 0 2  0.8  1.095

NDEF  Need to Define/Delineate  1 0 1  0.2  0.447

NGOV  Anti‐Govenrment  7 0 2  1.4  0.894

NONE  No Barriers/Issues  3 0 2  0.6  0.894

NOPE  Megaregions Not Related to Regionalism  0 0 0  0  0

OTHR  Other People Working with Megaregions  21 0 8  4.2  3.768

PENN  Penn's 2004 Studio  10 1 4  2  1.225

PLCY  Policy Gaps  7 0 3  1.4  1.517

POLI  Policy Interventions  7 0 4  1.4  1.673

ROCK  Rockefeller Conference in 2005  6 0 3  1.2  1.095

TECH  Technological Innovation  1 0 1  0.2  0.447

TOOL  New Tools at the Megaregion Scale  1 0 1  0.2  0.447

       

Table 6.1: 
 
Results of the Key Informant Analysis.    
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TRAN  Transportation Planning  7 0 4  1.4  1.673

UCLR  Unclear  1 0 1  0.2  0.447

YESR  Yes, Megaregions Related to Regionalism  4 0 2  0.8  0.837

YESI  Yes, Megaregions Directly Related to  1 0 1  0.2  0.447

Table 6.1:     Results of the Key Informant Analysis. 

 

6.4 APPLICATIONS OF INTEGRATION IN THE TEXAS TRIANGLE AND GULF COAST: 

The Texas Triangle has a single state; an identity…even the Triangle is referred to 
throughout…history, it has Southwest Airlines from the early 1970s linking it into 
an iron triangle…There is a lot greater case for that Triangle…than any of these 
other spaces (Lang 2012).  
 
Of all our work on megaregions across the country, we got the most pushback 
with the Gulf Coast. People thought it was the weakest, which we thought was 
unusual given that we launched the initiative in 2005, the same year as Hurricane 
Katrina. So you would think…Katina demonstrated the interconnectedness of the 
Gulf Coast, but the region was in such disarray following the impact…people 
were reluctant to acknowledge a megaregion there (Todorovich 2012).  

Given the findings presented in sections 1, 2, and 3 of this chapter, it is imperative 

for this final section to explore the theme of economic development within and between 

the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. As the nation’s only two physically linked 

megaregions – joined together by Houston – this presents an interesting and apt case for 

exploring the concept of inter-megaregional economic integration. The megaregional pair 

extends from Texas to Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and into the Florida panhandle. 

Ecological and socio-political integrations also merit exploration, but they are not the 

focus of this thesis. Instead, three key components of the economic development patterns 

within the pair of megaregions are explored: (1) the physical networks, including 

highways and waterways, connecting the Triangle and Gulf Coast; (2) the characteristics 

of the twenty-four metropolitan areas comprising the two megaregions; and (3) the 

economic trends within each metropolitan area from 2005-2011.  
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Figures 6.2 – 6.7 are intended to provide the context within which an economic 

analysis of the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast can be conducted. Figure 6.2 illustrates the 

incorporated areas of the megaregional pair, showing population centers in Dallas-Fort 

Worth, Austin, San Antonio, Houston, and New Orleans. These can be considered the 

foundational elements of the exploring the megaregions. In Figure 6.3, the metropolitan 

regions of the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast provide the next layer of analysis. These 

regional components of the larger megaregions are the focus of the proceeding analysis. 

Figure 6.4 simply illustrates the counties, as defined by the RPA, the comprise the Texas 

Triangle and Gulf Coast. 

 

 

 

Figure 6.2: Cities of the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. 

 

In Figure 6.5, the federal lands of the states included in the Texas Triangle and 

Gulf Coast are shown, indicating areas where regional planners may be able to leverage  
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Figure 6.3: Metropolitan Regions of the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. 

 

 

Figure 6.4 Counties of the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. 
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land ownership for large landscape conservation initiatives. Figure 6.6 elucdiates the 

surficial water systems of the megaregional pair, most of which is concentrated in the 

coastal ecology of the Gulf Coast. Finally, Figure 6.7 provides a synthesis of these maps, 

delineating the structure of the megaregional pair by city, county, and classification of 

MSAs within either the Texas Triangle or Gulf Coast (or in some cases, both). 

Physical Networks within the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast 

There are three key physical networks linking the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast 

megaregions. The first is the interstate highway system, which connects the major cities 

of the Texas  Triangle and Gulf Coast. Public lands comprise the second network, which 

includes National Parks, U.S. Forests, and many other typologies of landscape. The third 

and final network linking the two megaregions is the rather large system of surficial 

water that intersects their boundaries. Houston connects to the other points of the Texas 

Triangle via interstate highways 10 and 45, with I-35 linking San Antonio and Austin to 

the Dallas-Fort Worth Metroplex. To the east, Houston links to the Gulf Coast 

megaregion via interstate highways 10, 49, and portions of 12, 55, and 65. 

These elements form the framework for integration between the megaregional 

pair. However, they only tell a small portion of the narrative. Functional integrations, 

shown in the next section, add a more complex layer of analysis. 
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Figure 6.5: Public Lands in the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. 

 

 

Figure 6.6: Surficial Water Systems in the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. 
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Figure 6.7: The Structure of the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. 

Metropolitan Characteristics within the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast 

Nine variables – shown in Tables 6.2-6.12 – were examined in a descriptive 

statistical analysis of the twenty-five MSAs within the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. 

Across each of these variables, the five top and five worst performing MSAs were 

identified to provide a preliminary understanding of three key themes. These themes 

include: (1) to provide one measure of the economic conditions of each MSA within each 

megaregion; (2) to compare and contrast the MSAs of the Texas Triangle with the MSAs 

of the Gulf Coast; and (3) to discern the economic commonalities and divergences 

between the pair of megaregions through the lens of their respective MSAs.  

The resulting analysis confirmed several common preconceptions about the Texas 

Triangle and Gulf Coast. Incomes, population growth, educational attainment, and the 

share of the workforce employed in high-skill, knowledge-based industries are 
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significantly higher in the Texas Triangle than in the Gulf Coast. Conversely, the Gulf 

Coast megaregion’s economic structure relies heavily on resource-intensive and low-skill 

employment, which tends to depress wages and keep unemployment comparatively high.  

 

  
Median Household Income in the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast 

Range (-) Range (+) Mean Median
2005  $      36,551   $         68,191  $      52,165   $      51,427 
2007  $      41,002   $         74,105  $      57,206   $      56,205 
2009  $      44,792   $         77,673  $      60,508   $      59,001 
2011  $      47,208   $         61,718  $      61,718   $      60,570 

Change 29% -9% 18% 18%

Table 6.2: Descriptive Statistics for Median Income Across all Twenty-Five MSAs. 

 

  
Population Trends in the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast 

Range (-) Range (+) Mean Median
2005        113,899         5,727,391        852,734         330,421 
2007        117,179         5,979,240        885,168         360,740 
2009        119,002         6,302,844        923,487         376,814 
2011        121,419         6,526,548        970,587         390,535 

Change -7.87% 27.34% 11.27% 9.13%

Table 6.3: Descriptive Statistics for Population Across all Twenty-Five MSAs. 

 

  

Educational Attainment in the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast:  
Bachelor's Degrees 

Range (-) Range (+) Mean Median
2005 5.07% 16.58% 9.04% 8.37%
2007 9.20% 25.20% 14.22% 12.90%
2009 9.90% 25.20% 14.57% 13.20%
2011 9.40% 26.10% 14.67% 14.10%

Change 2.10% 9.52% 5.63% 5.14%

Table 6.4: Descriptive Statistics for Bachelor’s Attainment Across all Twenty-Five 

MSAs. 
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Educational Attainment in the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast: 
Advanced Degrees 

Range (-) Range (+) Mean Median
2005 2.36% 8.24% 4.56% 4.41%
2007 4.40% 14.00% 7.20% 6.50%
2009 4.40% 13.80% 7.22% 6.70%
2011 4.20% 15.10% 7.54% 7.00%

Change 1.29% 7.56% 2.98% 2.75%

Table 6.5: Descriptive Statistics for Advanced Attainment Across all Twenty-Five 

MSAs. 

 

  
Unemployment Rates in the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast 

Range (-) Range (+) Mean Median
2005 2.90% 5.10% 3.82% 3.70%
2007 2.90% 6.00% 4.46% 4.30%
2009 2.40% 5.70% 4.32% 4.30%
2011 4.00% 7.60% 5.72% 5.70%

Change 6.00% 4.50% 1.90% 1.80%

Table 6.6: Descriptive Statistics for Unemployment Across all Twenty-Five MSAs. 

 

  
Travel Time in the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast (minutes) 

Range (-) Range (+) Mean Median
2005              18.0                  28.1              22.9               23.5 
2007              18.0                  28.2              22.7               23.0 
2009              18.3                  28.2              22.7               23.3 
2011              18.2                  27.7              22.8               23.2 

Change              (2.7)                   1.6              (0.1)                 -  

Table 6.7: Descriptive Statistics for Travel Time Across all Twenty-Five MSAs. 
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Share of Workers in the AFFH Industry in the Texas Triangle 
 and Gulf Coast 

Range (-) Range (+) Mean Median
2005 0.26% 5.88% 1.58% 1.08%
2007 0.60% 10.00% 2.70% 1.80%
2009 0.70% 10.80% 2.97% 1.90%
2011 0.70% 10.80% 2.88% 2.10%

Change -0.34% 5.51% 1.30% 0.84%

Table 6.8: Descriptive Statistics for AFFH Employment Across all Twenty-Five 

MSAs. 

 

  

Share of Workers in the Manufacturing Industry in the Texas Triangle 
and Gulf Coast 

Range (-) Range (+) Mean Median
2005 2.49% 11.14% 5.79% 5.43%
2007 5.00% 18.20% 9.63% 9.70%
2009 4.30% 17.50% 9.36% 9.90%
2011 4.60% 19.30% 9.06% 8.90%

Change 0.74% 8.17% 3.33% 2.96%

Table 6.9: Descriptive Statistics for Manufacturing Employment Across all Twenty-

Five MSAs. 

 

  

Share of Workers in the TWU Industry in the Texas Triangle and  
Gulf Coast 

Range (-) Range (+) Mean Median
2005 1.75% 5.04% 2.74% 2.65%
2007 3.20% 7.50% 4.97% 4.90%
2009 3.50% 6.60% 4.98% 5.00%
2011 3.30% 6.80% 4.80% 4.70%

Change 1.01% 3.34% 2.06% 1.97%

Table 6.10: Descriptive Statistics for TWU Employment Across all Twenty-Five 

MSAs. 
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Share of Workers in the Information Industry in the Texas Triangle 
and Gulf Coast 

Range (-) Range (+) Mean Median
2005 0.90% 3.30% 1.78% 1.80%
2007 1.10% 3.10% 1.94% 1.60%
2009 1.00% 3.10% 1.78% 1.60%
2011 0.70% 2.70% 1.54% 1.40%

Change -0.21% 1.23% 0.42% 0.43%

Table 6.11: Descriptive Statistics for Information Employment Across all Twenty-

Five MSAs. 

 

  

Share of Workers in the Professional Services Industry in the  
Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast 

Range (-) Range (+) Mean Median
2005 3.10% 9.00% 4.97% 4.74%
2007 5.40% 13.20% 8.65% 8.40%
2009 6.10% 13.80% 8.82% 850.00%
2011 5.40% 13.80% 8.80% 870.00%

Change 1.89% 5.50% 3.83% 4.10%

Table 6.12: Descriptive Statistics for Professional Services Employment Across all 

Twenty-Five MSAs. 

 

Each of the nine variables presented in Tables 6.2-6.12 are intended to accomplish 

two goals: (1) to provide a broad understanding of the economic conditions across the 

vast landscape of the Texas Triangle and the Gulf Coast; and (2) to establish baseline 

data against which each individual MSA can then be compared. This provides insight into 

the relational characteristics of the metropolitan regions within the megaregional pair and 

could have also included a national set of baseline data. This would have provided the 

study with a bit more external validity, but time did not allow for this additive layer of 

analysis to be included. 
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These megaregion-wide economic characteristics allowed enabled two additional 

analyses. The first involved stratifying the twenty-five MSAs to establish a quintile of 

top- and bottom-performing regions within the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. These 

results, presented in Tables 6.13-6.16, show that most of the area’s growth and prosperity 

occurring in the major cities of the Texas Triangle. Lafayette and New Orleans, 

Louisiana tend to outperform their Gulf Coast counterparts, but the measures of 

economics strength portrayed below clearly demonstrate the primacy of Texan cities 

The second component of this analysis involved generating a baseline mean for 

each variable, then comparing each MSA to that mean for the years 2005, 2007, 2009, 

and 2011. A baseline for change from 2005-2011 was also calculated and compared 

across MSAs. This yielded similar results, as the Texas Triangle greatly outperformed 

most of the Gulf Coast. MSAs within the Gulf Coast tended to rely more heavily on 

AFFH, manufacturing, and transportation/warehousing industries for employment. This 

generally helped to stabilize unemployment rates, but it depressed wages and led to a 

higher average unemployment rate when compared to the Texas Triangle. The MSAs of 

the Texas Triangle, on the other hand, were far more diverse in terms of the economic 

portfolios, with the largest cities boasting relatively high proportions of information and 

professional services workers while the medium-sized and smaller MSAs appeared to 

contain similar employment characteristics to the Gulf Coast’s MSAs. The first 

component is shown below. 

 Tables 6.13-6.16 illustrate the rank order of the MSAs of the Texas Triangle and 

Gulf Coast according to four socio-economic variables: median income, population 

size/growth, bachelor’s degree attainment, and advanced degree attainment. The five best 

and five worst MSAs according to each variable are presented, with relatively predictable 

results: the top performing MSAs are predominantly within the Texas Triangle and the 
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worst performing metros are generally within the Gulf Coast. Table 6.13, shown below, 

shows this trend as a measure of median income. Though there was parity between the 

megaregions from 2005-2007, by 2011 the Texas Triangle surpassed the Gulf Coast. 

 
Best Metros for Median Income Worst Metros for Median Income 

2005 2005 
Metro Income Metro Income
Austin-Round Rock, TX  $  68,191 Beaumont-Port Arthur, TX  $  48,281 
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX  $  67,356 College Station-Bryan, TX  $  46,318 
Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown, TX  $  65,803 Texarkana, TX-AR  $  42,789 
San Antonio, TX  $  58,274 Brownsville-Harlingen, TX  $  37,959 
New Orleans-Metairie-Kenner, LA  $  56,165 McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX  $  36,551 

2007 2007 
Metro Income Metro Income
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX  $  74,105 Alexandria, LA  $  51,910 
Austin-Round Rock, TX  $  74,098 Waco, TX  $  51,754 
Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown, TX  $  73,030 Texarkana, TX-AR  $  51,222 
New Orleans-Metairie-Kenner, LA  $  63,290 McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX  $  41,382 
San Antonio, TX  $  62,005 Brownsville-Harlingen, TX  $  41,002 

2009 2009 
Metro Income Metro Income
Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown, TX  $  77,673 College Station-Bryan, TX  $  54,501 
Austin-Round Rock, TX  $  77,079 Texarkana, TX-AR  $  53,478 
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX  $  76,870 Mobile, AL  $  53,297 
Tyler, TX  $  67,561 McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX  $  45,037 
New Orleans-Metairie-Kenner, LA  $  65,983 Brownsville-Harlingen, TX  $  44,792 

2011 2011 
Metro Income Metro Income
Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown, TX  $  78,833 College Station-Bryan, TX  $  56,307 
Austin-Round Rock, TX  $  77,994 Alexandria, LA  $  54,884 
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX  $  77,622 Texarkana, TX-AR  $  54,250 
San Antonio, TX  $  67,021 McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX  $  47,328 
Lafayette, LA  $  66,860 Brownsville-Harlingen, TX  $  47,208 

Table 6.13: Best/Worst MSAs for Median Income in the Texas Triangle and Gulf 

Coast. 
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Best Metros for Population Size Worst Metros for Population Size 

2005 2005 
Metro Population Metro Population
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX    5,727,391 College Station-Bryan, TX        181,896 
Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown, TX    5,193,448 Pascagoula, MS        155,942 
San Antonio, TX    1,844,018 Alexandria, LA        142,353 
Austin-Round Rock, TX    1,406,364 Texarkana, TX-AR        125,886 
New Orleans-Metairie-Kenner, LA    1,292,774 Sherman-Denison, TX        113,899 

2007 2007 
Metro Population Metro Population
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX    5,979,240 Lake Charles, LA        191,253 
Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown, TX    5,485,720 Pascagoula, MS        152,312 
San Antonio, TX    1,936,735 Alexandria, LA        149,875 
Austin-Round Rock, TX    1,533,263 Texarkana, TX-AR        133,505 
New Orleans-Metairie-Kenner, LA    1,110,265 Sherman-Denison, TX        117,179 

2009 2009 
Metro Population Metro Population
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX    6,302,844 Lake Charles, LA        192,885 
Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown, TX    5,730,624 Pascagoula, MS        154,372 
San Antonio, TX    2,029,195 Alexandria, LA        153,424 
Austin-Round Rock, TX    1,651,234 Texarkana, TX-AR        135,978 
New Orleans-Metairie-Kenner, LA    1,155,981 Sherman-Denison, TX        119,002 

2011 2011 
Metro Population Metro Population
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX    6,526,548 Lake Charles, LA        200,822 
Houston-Sugar Land, TX    6,086,538  Pascagoula, MS        161,790 
San Antonio, TX    2,194,927  Alexandria, LA        154,505 
Austin-Round Rock, TX    1,731,368  Texarkana, TX-AR        136,552 
New Orleans-Metairie, LA    1,191,089  Sherman-Denison, TX        121,419 

Percentage Growth (2005-2011) Percentage Growth (2005-2011) 
Metro Population Metro Population
College Station-Bryan, TX 27.34% Houma-Bayou Cane, LA 6.08%
Killeen-Temple-Fort Hood, TX 24.57% Mobile, AL 4.83%
Austin-Round Rock, TX 23.11% Pascagoula, MS 3.75%
San Antonio, TX 19.03% Gulfport-Biloxi, MS 3.56%
McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX 18.73% New Orleans-Metairie, LA -7.87%

Table 6.14: Best/Worst MSAs for Population in the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. 
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Best Metros for Bachelor's Attainment Worst Metros for Bachelor's Attainment 

2005 2005 
Metro w/Bachelor's Metro w/Bachelor's
Austin-Round Rock, TX 16.58% Pascagoula, MS 7.38%
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 12.84% Texarkana, TX-AR 6.70%
College Station-Bryan, TX 11.67% Alexandria, LA 6.61%
Houston-Sugar Land, TX 11.47% Texarkana, TX-AR 5.78%
Lafayette, LA 10.95% Sherman-Denison, TX 5.07%

2007 2007 
Metro w/Bachelor's Metro w/Bachelor's
Austin-Round Rock, TX 25.20% Beaumont-Port Arthur, TX 11.20%
College Station-Bryan, TX 20.40% McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX 10.50%
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 20.20% Texarkana, TX-AR 10.20%
Houston-Sugar Land, TX 18.20% Brownsville-Harlingen, TX 9.80%
Lafayette, LA 16.80% Houma-Bayou Cane, LA 9.20%

2009 2009 
Metro w/Bachelor's Metro w/Bachelor's
Austin-Round Rock, TX 25.20% Texarkana, TX-AR 11.00%
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 20.50% McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX 10.90%
College Station-Bryan, TX 19.10% Pascagoula, MS 10.70%
Houston-Sugar Land, TX 18.80% Houma-Bayou Cane, LA 10.30%
Lafayette, LA 17.60% Brownsville-Harlingen, TX 9.90%

2011 2011 
Metro w/Bachelor's Metro w/Bachelor's
Austin-Round Rock, TX 26.10% Pascagoula, MS 11.10%
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 21.10% Alexandria, LA 10.80%
Houston-Sugar Land, TX 18.70% Texarkana, TX-AR 10.80%
College Station-Bryan, TX 18.20% Brownsville-Harlingen, TX 10.20%
Lafayette, LA 18.10% Houma-Bayou Cane, LA 9.40%

Percentage Growth (2005-2011) Percentage Growth (2005-2011) 
Metro w/Bachelor's Metro w/Bachelor's
Austin-Round Rock, TX 9.52% Texarkana, TX-AR 4.10%
Baton Rouge, LA 8.39% Pascagoula, MS 3.73%
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 8.26% Beaumont-Port Arthur, TX 3.68%
Tyler, TX 7.28% Houma-Bayou Cane, LA 2.79%
Houston-Sugar Land, TX 7.23% Alexandria, LA 2.10%

Table 6.15: Best/Worst MSAs for Bachelor’s Attainment the Texas Triangle and Gulf 

Coast. 
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Best Metros for Advanced Attainment Worst Metros for Advanced Attainment 

2005 2005 
Metro w/Advanced Metro w/Advanced
Austin-Round Rock, TX 8.24% Texarkana, TX-AR 3.25%
College Station-Bryan, TX 7.54% Houma-Bayou Cane, LA 2.87%
New Orleans-Metairie, LA 6.00% Beaumont-Port Arthur, TX 2.83%
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 5.92% Brownsville-Harlingen, TX 2.37%
Houston-Sugar Land, TX 5.72% McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX 2.36%

2007 2007 
Metro w/Advanced Metro w/Advanced
College Station-Bryan, TX 14.00% Sherman-Denison, TX 5.50%
Austin-Round Rock, TX 13.00% Beaumont-Port Arthur, TX 4.80%
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 9.30% Brownsville-Harlingen, TX 4.70%
Houston-Sugar Land, TX 9.10% McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX 4.50%
New Orleans-Metairie, LA 8.70% Houma-Bayou Cane, LA 4.40%

2009 2009 
Metro w/Advanced Metro w/Advanced
College Station-Bryan, TX 13.80% Lake Charles, LA 5.20%
Austin-Round Rock, TX 13.30% Texarkana, TX-AR 5.10%
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 9.60% Beaumont-Port Arthur, TX 4.90%
Houston-Sugar Land, TX 9.50% Houma-Bayou Cane, LA 4.80%
New Orleans-Metairie, LA 8.70% McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX 4.40%

2011 2011 
Metro w/Advanced Metro w/Advanced
College Station-Bryan, TX 15.10% Longview, TX 5.10%
Austin-Round Rock, TX 13.80% Houma-Bayou Cane, LA 4.70%
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 10.10% Beaumont-Port Arthur, TX 4.60%
Houston-Sugar Land, TX 9.70% McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX 4.40%
New Orleans-Metairie, LA 9.40% Brownsville-Harlingen, TX 4.20%

Percentage Growth (2005-2011) Percentage Growth (2005-2011) 
Metro w/Advanced Metro w/Advanced
College Station-Bryan, TX 7.56% Brownsville-Harlingen, TX 1.83%
Austin-Round Rock, TX 5.56% Houma-Bayou Cane, LA 1.83%
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 4.18% Beaumont-Port Arthur, TX 1.78%
Houston-Sugar Land, TX 4.00% Lake Charles, LA 1.30%
San Antonio, TX 3.80% Longview, TX 1.29%

Table 6.16: Best/Worst MSAs for Advanced Attainment the Texas Triangle and Gulf 

Coast. 
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Metropolitan Trends within the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast 

The second component of this chapter’s analysis – comparing each MSA’s 

variables to the composite mean or baseline data of all twenty-five aggregated metros – is 

illustrated below. As one might expect, the Gulf Coast has generally lower incomes, 

population growth, educational attainment, and knowledge-based employment figures. 

Most of the Gulf Coast’s MSAs, however, do have comparatively low unemployment 

rates and appear to be returning to pre-Katrina levels of performance in the industries 

included in this thesis. MSAs within the Texas Triangle have a much more diverse 

economic composition, with strengths varying from MSA-to-MSA within the five broad 

categories utilized in this thesis. The Texas Triangle also tends to outperform the mean in 

terms of median income, population growth, and educational attainment. It, however, has 

weathered the recession poorly in comparison to the Gulf Coast when considered through 

the lens of unemployment.  

Tables 6.17-6.29 summarize the findings for metros within the Gulf Coast 

megaregion, as well as the Beaumont-Port Arthur MSA, which is a component of both 

megaregions. Only four (Baton Rouge, Houma-Bayou Cane, Lafayette, and New 

Orleans) of the Gulf Coast’s thirteen MSAs outperform the baseline median income and 

only three (Houma-Bayou Cane, Lafayette, and New Orleans) outperform the baseline 

data in half or more of the variables analyzed.  

This could have significant implications for the MSAs of the Gulf Coast as they 

continue to grow and, in some cases, rebuild after Hurricane Katrina and the British 

Petroleum oil spill. They will continue to compete with the MSAs  of the  Texas Triangle 

– and likely other proximate megregions – for jobs and new financial investments and, 

given their low wages and educational attainment, will face significant barriers to secure 

these  valuable economic resources. 



 149

 
Gulf Coast: Alexandria, Louisiana’s Socio-Economic Variables 

Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 
2005  $  50,908.00         142,353  8.70% 3.40% 3.20% 
2007  $  51,910.00         149,875 12.00% 5.70% 3.90% 
2009  $  54,667.00         153,424 12.80% 5.90% 3.80% 
2011  $  54,884.00         154,505 10.80% 5.70% 4.70% 

Change 7.81%  8.54%  2.10% 2.27% 1.50% 

  

Industry-Specific Variables
AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 

2005 1.60%  5.14%  9.89%  3.40%  3.73% 
2007 3.30%  8.70%  1.90%  5.70%  5.90% 
2009 3.60%  8.20%  1.50%  5.90%  6.40% 
2011 3.50%  7.50%  1.00%  5.70%  6.70% 

Change 1.90%  2.36%  1.10%  2.27%  2.97% 

Table 6.17: Descriptive Statistics for the Alexandria, Louisiana MSA. 

 

 

 
Gulf Coast: Baton Rouge, Louisiana’s Socio-Economic  Variables 

Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 
2005  $  54,958.00         706,909  9.51% 5.28% 3.60% 
2007  $  59,539.00         753,299 15.90% 8.40% 4.60% 
2009  $  64,379.00         779,442 16.80% 8.20% 3.90% 
2011  $  66,432.00         808,242 17.90% 8.90% 4.30% 

Change 20.88%  14.33%  8.39% 3.62% 1.80% 

  

Industry-Specific Variables 
AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 

2005 0.72%  6.22%  3.11%  1.12%  5.75% 
2007 1.10%  9.70%  4.80%  1.80%  9.80% 
2009 1.10%  9.90%  4.50%  1.70%  10.00% 
2011 1.20%  9.10%  4.60%  1.70%  9.60% 

Change 0.48%  2.89%  1.49%  0.58%  3.85% 

Table 6.18: Descriptive Statistics for the Baton Rouge, Louisiana MSA. 
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Both: Beaumont-Port Arthur, Texas’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  48,281.00         366,855  7.62% 2.83% 4.60% 
2007  $  54,903.00         377,157 11.10% 4.80% 4.80% 
2009  $  59,001.00         377,226 11.50% 4.90% 4.10% 
2011  $  59,806.00         390,535 11.30% 4.60% 5.70% 

Change 23.87%  6.45%  3.69% 1.78% 1.10% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 0.86%  7.78%  2.83%  0.83%  3.90% 
2007 1.40%  13.70%  5.00%  1.80%  7.80% 
2009 1.60%  13.30%  5.60%  1.40%  8.50% 
2011 1.70%  13.40%  4.80%  1.20%  8.70% 

Change 0.84%  5.53%  1.97%  0.37%  4.81% 

Table 6.19: Descriptive Statistics for the Beaumont-Port Arthur, Texas MSA. 

 

 

 
Gulf Coast: Brownsville-Harlingen, Texas’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  37,959.00         374,081  5.07% 2.37% 3.50% 
2007  $  41,002.00         379,874  9.80% 4.70% 4.00% 
2009  $  44,792.00         389,413  9.90% 5.30% 3.50% 
2011  $  47,208.00         414,123 10.20% 4.20% 5.00% 

Change 24.37%  10.70%  5.13% 1.83% 1.50% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 0.65%  3.12%  2.21%  0.67%  3.10% 
2007 1.80%  6.60%  5.40%  1.70%  6.70% 
2009 2.40%  5.80%  5.70%  1.40%  7.70% 
2011 2.60%  5.00%  5.40%  1.90%  7.90% 

Change 1.96%  1.88%  3.19%  1.23%  4.80% 

Table 6.20: Descriptive Statistics for the Brownsville-Harlingen, Texas MSA. 
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Gulf Coast: Corpus Christi, Texas’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  52,529.00         405,416  7.75% 4.11% 3.00% 
2007  $  55,196.00         412,925 12.40% 6.40% 4.20% 
2009  $  58,996.00         413,610 12.50% 6.90% 4.60% 
2011  $  60,961.00         431,381 12.40% 7.50% 5.60% 

Change 16.05%  6.40%  4.65% 3.39% 2.60% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 1.55%  4.15%  2.38%  0.96%  5.00% 
2007 3.10%  6.80%  4.30%  1.70%  8.70% 
2009 3.60%  7.50%  4.60%  1.40%  8.60% 
2011 3.50%  7.00%  5.40%  1.40%  8.40% 

Change 1.95%  2.86%  3.02%  0.44%  3.40% 

Table 6.21: Descriptive Statistics for the Corpus Christi, Texas MSA. 

 

 

 

 

Gulf Coast: Gulfport-Biloxi, Mississippi’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  50,634.00         244,808  8.25% 4.54% 4.70% 
2007  $  55,054.00         238,611 12.30% 6.50% 5.40% 
2009  $  58,634.00         235,503 12.60% 7.30% 4.70% 
2011  $  56,957.00         253,511 12.60% 7.80% 6.30% 

Change 12.49%  3.56%  4.35% 3.26% 1.60% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 0.91%  3.99%  3.58%  1.16%  3.41% 
2007 1.10%  6.70%  5.40%  1.60%  7.60% 
2009 1.00%  7.80%  5.10%  1.00%  7.30% 
2011 1.00%  7.60%  4.70%  1.50%  7.10% 

Change 0.09%  3.61%  1.12%  0.34%  3.69% 

Table 6.22: Descriptive Statistics for the Gulfport-Biloxi, Mississippi MSA. 
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Gulf Coast: Houma-Bayou Cane, Louisiana’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  52,578.00         196,621  6.61% 2.87% 2.90% 
2007  $  56,205.00         199,953  9.20% 4.40% 2.90% 
2009  $  61,645.00         202,399 10.30% 4.80% 2.40% 
2011  $  64,111.00         208,583  9.40% 4.70% 4.00% 

Change 21.94%  6.08%  2.79% 1.83% 1.10% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 5.29%  5.43%  5.04%  0.67%  3.23% 
2007 10.00%  10.00%  7.50%  0.90%  5.40% 
2009 10.80%  10.10%  6.60%  1.10%  6.10% 
2011 10.80%  9.70%  6.80%  1.10%  5.90% 

Change 5.51%  4.27%  1.76%  0.43%  2.67% 

Table 6.23: Descriptive Statistics for the Houma-Bayou Cane-Thibodaux, Louisiana 

MSA. 

 

 

 
  Gulf Coast: Lafayette, Louisiana’s Socio-Economic Variables 

Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 
2005  $  53,516.00         242,090 10.95% 4.25% 3.20% 
2007  $  60,688.00         252,877 16.80% 7.20% 3.70% 
2009  $  64,948.00         259,924 17.60% 6.70% 3.30% 
2011  $  66,960.00         277,307 18.10% 7.00% 5.00% 

Change 25.12%  14.55%  7.15% 2.75% 1.80% 
  Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 5.88%  4.60%  2.12%  1.38%  5.62% 
2007 8.90%  6.60%  4.20%  2.30%  9.40% 
2009 10.20%  7.00%  4.50%  2.50%  9.10% 
2011 9.40%  6.20%  4.40%  1.70%  9.70% 

Change 3.53%  1.60%  2.28%  0.32%  4.08% 

Table 6.24: Descriptive Statistics for the Lafayette, Louisiana MSA. 
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Gulf Coast: Lake Charles, Louisiana’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  50,623.00         186,858  7.68% 4.40% 4.90% 
2007  $  55,797.00         191,253 12.00% 6.20% 5.10% 
2009  $  60,641.00         192,885 14.10% 5.20% 4.30% 
2011  $  60,351.00         200,822 14.20% 5.70% 5.60% 

Change 19.22%  7.47%  6.52% 1.30% 0.70% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 1.36%  5.51%  2.54%  0.66%  4.74% 
2007 2.80%  9.80%  5.20%  1.50%  8.00% 
2009 2.80%  10.30%  5.30%  1.60%  8.00% 
2011 2.60%  10.40%  4.80%  1.40%  7.90% 

Change 1.24%  4.89%  2.26%  0.74%  3.16% 

Table 6.25: Descriptive Statistics for the Lake Charles, Louisiana MSA. 

 

 

 

 

 

Gulf Coast: Mobile, Alabama’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  49,256.00         393,585  8.37% 4.91% 3.30% 
2007  $  52,441.00         401,616 12.50% 6.80% 4.20% 
2009  $  53,297.00         408,696 13.00% 6.40% 5.70% 
2011  $  56,408.00         412,577 13.20% 6.90% 7.30% 

Change 14.52%  4.83%  4.83% 1.99% 4.00% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 0.86%  6.45%  2.70%  0.77%  4.68% 
2007 1.30%  10.50%  5.60%  1.40%  9.50% 
2009 1.50%  11.00%  6.50%  1.50%  9.40% 
2011 1.40%  11.10%  5.70%  1.50%  9.50% 

Change 0.54%  4.65%  3.00%  0.73%  4.83% 

Table 6.26: Descriptive Statistics for the Mobile, Alabama MSA. 
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Gulf Coast: New Orleans-Metairie, Louisiana’s Socio-Economic Variable 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  56,165.00      1,292,774 10.54% 5.99% 5.10% 
2007  $  63,290.00      1,110,265 16.10% 8.70% 5.20% 
2009  $  65,983.00      1,155,981 16.60% 8.70% 4.70% 
2011  $  65,483.00      1,191,089 17.00% 9.40% 6.10% 

Change 16.59%  -7.87%  6.46% 3.40% 1.00% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 0.85%  4.50%  3.42%  0.93%  5.65% 
2007 1.80%  7.20%  5.60%  1.60%  10.30% 
2009 1.70%  6.70%  5.20%  1.70%  10.50% 
2011 1.80%  6.50%  5.60%  1.50%  10.20% 

Change 0.95%  2.00%  2.18%  0.57%  4.55% 

Table 6.27: Descriptive Statistics for the New Orleans-Metairie-Kenner, Louisiana 

MSA. 

 

 

 

 

Gulf Coast: Pascagoula, Mississippi’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  50,376.00         155,942  7.38% 4.17% 4.10% 
2007  $  56,596.00         152,312 11.40% 6.00% 5.60% 
2009  $  58,508.00         154,372 10.70% 5.70% 5.20% 
2011  $  60,570.00         161,790 11.10% 6.40% 7.30% 

Change 20.24%  3.74%  3.73% 2.23% 3.20% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 0.98%  11.14%  2.68%  0.68%  3.24% 
2007 1.60%  18.20%  4.90%  1.90%  6.90% 
2009 1.90%  17.50%  3.70%  1.40%  6.80% 
2011 2.30%  19.30%  4.10%  1.20%  5.40% 

Change 1.32%  8.17%  1.42%  0.54%  2.16% 

Table 6.28: Descriptive Statistics for the Pascagoula, Mississippi MSA. 
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Gulf Coast: Pensacola-Ferry Pass, Florida’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  54,386.00         415,313 10.79% 5.00% 3.10% 
2007  $  58,167.00         449,895 15.70% 7.70% 4.10% 
2009  $  59,783.00         452,856 15.20% 8.00% 5.70% 
2011  $  61,155.00         453,218 15.50% 8.50% 7.60% 

Change 12.45%  9.13%  4.71% 3.50% 4.50% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 0.26%  3.86%  2.15%  1.57%  6.30% 
2007 0.60%  6.00%  4.50%  2.60%  10.30% 
2009 0.80%  5.00%  5.10%  2.00%  10.20% 
2011 0.90%  4.60%  5.30%  2.00%  10.80% 

Change 0.64%  0.74%  3.15%  0.43%  4.50% 

Table 6.29: Descriptive Statistics for the Pensacola-Ferry Pass-Brent, Florida MSA. 

 

 Tables 6.30-6.40 summarize the findings for the MSAs of the Texas Triangle, 

including Houston-Sugar Land, which is shared between the megaregional pair. Five of 

the eleven MSAs within the Texas Triangle outperform the median income baseline 

figures, including Austin, Houston-Sugar Land, Dallas-Fort Worth, San Antonio, and 

Tyler, Texas. These same five metros also outperform the baseline data in at least half of 

the variables analyzed, with some of the largest margins coming in the educational 

attainment categories.  

 These Tables help elucidate the comparative advantage that many of the metros 

within the Texas Triangle possess. Juxtaposed with the metros of the Gulf Coast, Texas 

Triangle metros are significantly more affluent and, in general, better positioned to add 

quality growth (high-wage growth). More work is needed to understand what the 

implications of this disparate economic positioning will mean for each megaregion, 

particularly as new economic trends like on-shoring and creative class economic 

development gain momentum. 
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Texas Triangle: Austin, Texas’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  68,191.00     1,496,364 16.58%  8.24% 3.70% 
2007  $  74,098.00     1,533,263 25.20% 13.00% 4.40% 
2009  $  77,079.00     1,651,234 25.20% 13.30% 4.50% 
2011  $  77,994.00     1,631,368 26.10% 13.80% 5.80% 

Change 14.38%  23.11%  9.16%  5.56% 2.10% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 0.33%  7.25%  2.29%  1.86%  9.00% 
2007 0.80%  9.70%  3.40%  2.80%  13.20% 
2009 0.07%  9.10%  3.50%  2.60%  13.80% 
2011 0.07%  8.90%  3.30%  2.30%  13.80% 

Change 0.04%  1.65%  1.01%  0.44%  4.80% 

Table 6.30: Descriptive Statistics for the Austin, Texas MSA. 

 

 

Texas Triangle: College Station, Texas’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  46,318.00        181,896 11.67%  7.54% 4.40% 
2007  $  52,363.00        200,407 20.40% 14.00% 4.00% 
2009  $  54,501.00        207,449 19.10% 13.80% 3.80% 
2011  $  56,307.00        231,623 18.20% 15.10% 5.50% 

Change 21.57%  27.34%  6.53%  7.56% 1.10% 
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 3.64%  3.05%  1.75%  1.41%  4.71% 
2007 3.90%  5.80%  3.20%  2.10%  9.00% 
2009 4.00%  5.00%  3.60%  1.50%  9.30% 
2011 3.30%  5.40%  3.40%  1.20%  9.00% 

Change -0.34%  2.35%  1.65%  -0.21%  4.30% 

Table 6.31: Descriptive Statistics for the College Station-Bryan, Texas MSA. 
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Texas Triangle: Dallas-Fort Worth, Texas’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  67,356.00      5,727,391 12.84%  5.92% 3.80% 
2007  $  74,105.00      5,979,240 20.20%  9.30% 4.60% 
2009  $  76,870.00      6,302,844 20.50%  9.60% 4.70% 
2011  $  77,622.00      6,526,844 21.10% 10.10% 6.10% 

Change 15.24%  13.95%  8.26%  4.18% 2.30% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 0.44%  7.81%  3.94%  2.16%  7.87% 
2007 0.80%  11.60%  6.00%  3.30%  11.80% 
2009 1.00%  11.00%  6.00%  3.10%  12.30% 
2011 1.20%  10.60%  5.90%  2.70%  12.50% 

Change 0.76%  2.79%  1.96%  5.38%  4.63% 

Table 6.32: Descriptive Statistics for the Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, Texas MSA. 

 
Both: Houston-Sugar Land, Texas’s Socio-Economic Variables 

Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 
2005  $  65,803.00      5,193,448 11.47% 5.72% 4.10% 
2007  $  73,030.00      5,485,720 18.20% 9.10% 4.80% 
2009  $  77,673.00      5,730,624 18.80% 9.50% 4.20% 
2011  $  78,833.00      6,086,538 18.70% 9.70% 5.70% 

Change 19.80%  17.20%  7.23% 3.98% 1.60% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 1.61%  6.77%  4.09%  0.98%  7.63% 
2007 2.80%  10.80%  6.40%  1.60%  12.10% 
2009 3.00%  10.90%  6.50%  1.60%  12.30% 
2011 2.90%  11.00%  6.30%  1.40%  12.30% 

Change 1.29%  4.23%  2.21%  42.40%  4.68% 

Table 6.33: Descriptive Statistics for the Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown, Texas MSA. 
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Texas Triangle: Killeen-Temple, Texas’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  51,427.00         330,421  8.19% 4.41% 3.40% 
2007  $  56,635.00         360,740 14.10% 6.50% 4.10% 
2009  $  58,750.00         376,814 13.20% 6.00% 4.30% 
2011  $  60,610.00         411,595 12.80% 6.60% 5.30% 

Change 17.86%  24.57%  4.61% 2.20% 1.90% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 0.34%  3.58%  2.67%  0.89%  3.81% 
2007 1.00%  6.40%  5.00%  1.90%  8.40% 
2009 0.90%  5.70%  4.60%  2.10%  8.90% 
2011 0.90%  5.50%  4.10%  1.60%  9.30% 

Change 0.56%  1.92%  1.43%  0.71%  5.49% 

Table 6.34: Descriptive Statistics for the Killeen-Temple-Fort Hood, Texas MSA. 

 

 

Texas Triangle: McAllen-Edinburg, Texas’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  36,551.00         671,967  5.78% 2.36% 4.70% 
2007  $  41,382.00         689,929 10.50% 4.50% 6.00% 
2009  $  45,037.00         721,430 10.90% 4.40% 5.10% 
2011  $  47,328.00         797,810 11.40% 4.40% 6.50% 

Change 29.48%  18.73%  5.62% 2.04% 1.80% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 1.60%  2.49%  2.05%  0.54%  4.06% 
2007 3.70%  5.00%  4.50%  1.30%  8.60% 
2009 4.00%  4.30%  5.00%  1.40%  8.40% 
2011 3.30%  4.60%  4.70%  1.20%  8.30% 

Change 1.70%  2.11%  2.66%  0.66%  4.24% 

Table 6.35: Descriptive Statistics for the McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, Texas MSA. 
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Texas Triangle: San Antonio, Texas’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  58,274.00      1,844,018  9.61% 5.40% 3.10% 
2007  $  62,005.00      1,936,735 15.40% 8.50% 3.90% 
2009  $  63,719.00      2,029,195 15.80% 8.60% 4.00% 
2011  $  67,021.00      2,194,927 16.60% 9.20% 5.20% 

Change 15.01%  19.03%  6.99% 3.80% 2.10% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 0.44%  4.25%  2.69%  1.60%  5.85% 
2007 1.00%  6.70%  4.70%  2.50%  10.00% 
2009 1.10%  6.60%  5.00%  2.20%  10.50% 
2011 1.10%  6.20%  4.70%  2.00%  10.40% 

Change 0.66%  1.95%  2.00%  0.40%  4.55% 

Table 6.36: Descriptive Statistics for the San Antonio, Texas MSA. 

 

 

Texas Triangle: Sherman-Denison, Texas’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  50,358.00         113,899  8.96% 3.44% 3.10% 
2007  $  56,473.00         117,179 13.30% 5.50% 4.00% 
2009  $  58,553.00         119,002 13.20% 6.00% 4.60% 
2011  $  59,117.00         121,419 14.10% 5.70% 6.30% 

Change 17.39%  6.60%  5.14% 2.26% 3.20% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 1.81%  9.13%  2.16%  1.05%  5.00% 
2007 2.30%  15.70%  4.10%  1.60%  7.90% 
2009 2.30%  14.00%  4.20%  2.00%  7.70% 
2011 2.10%  14.40%  4.10%  1.40%  8.00% 

Change 0.29%  5.27%  1.94%  0.00%  3.00% 

Table 6.37: Descriptive Statistics for the Sherman-Denison, Texas MSA. 
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Texas Triangle: Texarkana, Texas- Arkansas’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  42,789.00         125,886  6.70% 3.25% 4.80% 
2007  $  51,222.00         133,505 10.20% 5.90% 4.50% 
2009  $  53,478.00         135,978 11.00% 5.10% 4.90% 
2011  $  54,250.00         136,442 10.80% 6.20% 6.10% 

Change 26.78%  8.47%  4.10% 2.95% 1.30% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 1.32%  7.03%  1.86%  0.84%  3.81% 
2007 1.50%  11.00%  4.70%  1.80%  6.60% 
2009 1.60%  11.50%  4.80%  1.30%  7.10% 
2011 1.70%  10.20%  5.20%  0.70%  5.70% 

Change 0.38%  3.17%  3.34%  -0.14%  1.89% 

Table 6.38: Descriptive Statistics for the Texarkana, Texas-Texarkana, Arkansas 

MSA. 

 

Texas Triangle: Tyler, Texas’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  55,080.00         185,465  9.32% 4.99% 3.40% 
2007  $  61,265.00         194,613 15.10% 7.60% 4.20% 
2009  $  67,561.00         201,281 15.90% 7.30% 4.50% 
2011  $  66,182.00         213,381 16.60% 7.70% 5.70% 

Change 20.16%  15.05%  7.28% 2.71% 2.30% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 1.37%  4.73%  2.21%  1.47%  4.60% 
2007 3.30%  10.00%  3.90%  2.50%  8.40% 
2009 3.40%  10.20%  3.80%  2.30%  7.80% 
2011 3.20%  8.70%  3.40%  2.30%  8.70% 

Change 1.83%  4.00%  1.19%  0.83%  4.10% 

Table 6.39: Descriptive Statistics for the Tyler, Texas MSA. 
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Texas Triangle: Waco, Texas’s Socio-Economic Variables 
Median Income Population Bachelor's Advanced Unemploy 

2005  $  48,265.00         214,582  8.14% 4.74% 4.10% 
2007  $  51,574.00         226,260 12.60% 7.00% 4.90% 
2009  $  54,543.00         230,823 14.00% 7.00% 4.20% 
2011  $  56,743.00         238,564 14.80% 7.50% 4.80% 

Change 17.57%  11.18%  6.66% 2.76% 0.70% 

  
Industry-Specific Variables 

AFFH Manufactur. TWU Information Professional 
2005 1.08%  7.68%  2.65%  1.43%  4.77% 
2007 1.40%  12.10%  5.60%  2.20%  6.70% 
2009 1.20%  12.50%  4.80%  2.30%  6.70% 
2011 1.20%  12.00%  3.80%  1.40%  6.80% 

Change 0.12%  4.32%  1.15%  -0.03%  2.03% 

Table 6.40: Descriptive Statistics for the Waco, Texas MSA. 

6.5 IN TOTO 

From these various methods of analysis, several realities about the field can be 

drawn. First, the emphasis on HSR and other forms of infrastructure at the megaregional 

will likely diminish as more attention is paid to conservation, resiliency, and climate 

change adaptation at this scale. This is not to say that transportation planning will become 

less important; it will merely have more company in the realm of megaregions. 

There are also very serious barriers that will need to be addressed as the field 

continues to evolve. Collecting and analyzing statistical information will continue to be 

difficult without a larger, megapolitan scale of analysis within the U.S. Census Bureau. 

The field is also at risk of being swept into the Agenda-21 fervor of the Tea Party and 

other anti-government, anti-intellectual forces pervading the political discourse in the 

U.S. Until these forces are quelled, regional and megaregional planning efforts will 
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continue to be plagued by the intransigence of a small but disproportionately powerful 

political movement. 

Finally, the descriptive statistical analysis tends to confirm the preconception that 

the Gulf Coast is a struggling, if non-existent economic unit especially compared to the 

Texas Triangle. However, upon closer examination the Houston and Beaumont MSAs – 

the pair of regions shared by the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast – appear to serve as a 

spatial, economic, and functional bridge between the megaregional pair. They share 

economic characteristics with both the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast, and further study 

is needed to discern precisely how these two MSAs influence the megaregions they share. 

This leaves one with the simple question of: what is next? As chapter seven – the 

final chapter in this thesis – posits, there are applications in academia, planning practice, 

and policy development that must be considered if the field of megaregions is to continue 

progressing. This presents an opportunity to push back against Seltzer’s notion that “this 

is never going to be something to gain prominence in the U.S., because it is right.” 
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Chapter 7: Towards a Megaregional Future 

Weaving the fields of cultural geography, urban economics, spatial economics, 

and New Regionalism within the existing body of megaregional literature, this thesis has 

identified insights into the field of megaregions that are worth contemplating as its 

evolution continues. First, the work of Meinig, Zelinsky, and their cultural geography 

colleagues merits greater attention. Working within the framework presented by 

Gottman’s Megalopolis, Meinig and Zelinksy explored the role that settlement patterns, 

social migrations, and evolving socio-political preferences have played in self-

apportioning America into a nation of cultural units. Zelinsky’s 1973 map of the cultural 

regions of America more or less identifies the Texas Triangle, Cascadia, Southern 

California, Florida, the Great Lakes, and Northeast megaregions akin to those identified 

by the RPA in 2005. Meinig’s 1969 map of Texas also alludes to the Texas Triangle – 

labeled within his diagram as the “Central” region of the state – and the state’s share of 

the Gulf Coast in another prescient illustration. If cultural cohesion is as important in 

identifying megaregions as many of the field’s progenitors claim (Yaro 2005; Florida 

2008; Ross 2009b; Steiner 2011; Lang and Nelson 2012), then surely the work of 

Zelinsky, Meinig, and their colleagues merits greater attention. Much as Gottman’s 

revival has inspired the reinvigoration of a supra-regional approach to planning, so too 

should these cultural geographers inspire new methods and understandings of the socio-

cultural dynamics of the megaregional space now being explored. 

The work from spatial economists Fujita and Krugman and urban economists 

Glaeser and Sasken also offers potential for new innovations within the field of 

megaregions. Lang’s (2012) comments in chapter six that “there are people with such 

sophisticated knowledge of the country [when it comes to modeling space and 
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interactions]” describe the unfathomably complex task that modelers like Fujita 

undertake within the field of spatial economics. Though this level of technical expertise is 

not something that planners operating at the megaregional scale should necessarily 

attempt to emulate, it is a field worth engaging in collaborative research endeavors 

focused on the complex relationships, exchanges, and interactions traversing the vast 

expanse of a megaregional landscape. Additionally, the field of urban economics is an 

inherently descriptive or explanatory discipline, which would augment the normative 

nature of megaregional planning in its current configuration. 

As a field that transitioned from academia to practice, the New Regionalism 

offers tremendous insight into the process of operationalizing a concept like megaregions. 

That many of the early leaders of New Regionalism would also count themselves 

amongst the contemporary megaregionalists is also constructive. By turning to the 

methods employed by Calthorpe, Fregonese, and other New Regionalists, the field of 

megaregions may be able to chart a path from a research-based field into a more 

hybridized form of applied research and practice. 

Chapter two’s megaregional antecedents – Jean Gottman’s Megalopolis and the 

EU’s ESDP – also provide important lessons for the future of megaregional planning. 

Gottman provided a framework for pursuing a megaregion-by-megaregion analysis of the 

U.S., a task worthy of consideration from the RPA, LILP, or other research institution 

ambitious enough to finish what the French geographer started more than fifty years ago. 

Although the ESDP’s approach is unlikely to garner widespread support in the U.S., there 

are a number of policy levers utilized by the EU that merit consideration from American 

policy-makers. The EU’s Structural Fund for bypassed regions, common agricultural 

policy, and mandatory coordination of plans between varying scales of government each 
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hold promise at the megaregional scale in the U.S. Pursuing such interventions, however, 

will require patience and a markedly different political reality than that of 2013-America. 

Finally, chapter four reviews what have become the centers of gravity within the 

field of megaregions: Penn, the RPA, and LILP in the Northeast; UT-Austin in the Texas 

Triangle; Georgia Tech in the Piedmont Atlantic; Portland State in Cascadia; the 

University of Michigan in the Great Lakes; and UNLV, Arizona State University, and the 

University of Utah in the Arizona Sun Corridor and the Front Range. But this 

configuration of anchor institutions and their respective megaregions leaves Northern 

California, Southern California, the Gulf Coast, and the Central Plains without a clear 

driver of research and advocacy. Perhaps it is time for the leading universities in each of 

these left-out meagaregions to consider augmenting their research agendas and engaging 

with this emerging scale.  

In concert with the findings presented in chapter six, these bodies of literature 

offer a robust agenda for the future of megaregional research and practice. The remainder 

of this chapter aims to outline the broad strokes of this potential agenda and is divided 

into two components: (1) recommendations for research and pedagogy, which tends to 

focus on furthering the concept in a university or think-tank setting; and (2) 

recommendations for practitioners and policy reform, which tends to focus on the 

potential applications for the concept outside of academia. These recommendations are 

not exhaustive and merely outline a few of the many research questions and practical 

applications of the megaregion construct that merit consideration. 

7.1 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND PEDAGOGY 

I’m going into the next round and the irony is that the next round is the 
megaregion round. But instead of calling it megaregions, we just call them 
megapolitan clusters, because it’s a more technically accurate name. I can’t claim 
there is a megaregion there because I don’t have enough analytic and 
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empirical…bases to say [that] quite frankly. It’s only implied; possible but not 
definitive (Lang 2012). 

Two sets of recommendations are presented in this section and focus on the role 

that scholars can play in advancing the field of megaregions. For researchers, it is 

important to begin exploring the notions of resiliency, climate change adaptation, 

conservation, and governance at megaregional scale. Instructors and professors tasked 

with training young planners, designers, and policy experts in the field of megaregions, 

Seltzer’s work on Cascadia through Portland State University offers a promising 

framework for a place-based approach to the subject megaregional education (if one can 

remain place-based at this scale). The field’s progress will continue to be driven by the 

academic side of planning or, as Fritz Steiner may call them, the “academic practitioners” 

of planning. This section presents a broad framework for the academic evolution of the 

megaregional concept. 

Recommendations for a Megaregional Research Agenda 

If the field of megaregions is truly progressing towards an ecological perspective 

– something alluded to by the respondents’ focus on large landscape conservation, 

regional resiliency, and climate change adaptation – then defining precisely what a 

megaregional ecology imbues should form the pith of any research agenda within the 

field. If Carbonell was correct that megaregional green infrastructure and large landscape 

conservation can be achieved through “local actions [adding] up to something like [their] 

own infrastructure system” (2012), then discussing this potential trajectory an appropriate 

introduction to developing a megaregiona research agenda. Harnessing the data, scope, 

and power of social media offers a promising bookend to these recommendations. 

Green infrastructure concepts like Low-Impact Development (LID) and 

biomimicry have occupied a considerable amount of landscape architecture scholarship 
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since the late 1990s. Sustainable SITES, an interdisciplinary, applied research endeavor 

organized by UT-Austin’s Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center with support from the 

American Society of Landscape Architects and the U.S. Botanic Garden, has begun to 

unravel the impact of these design interventions through a number of performance 

metrics. But this work has been focused on the project-scale impact of green 

infrastructure and the few categories with a city or regional perspective have been 

difficult to achieve or measure. There is space in this discussion that megaregionalists 

must begin to occupy. How do multiple projects employing these alternative stormwater 

treatment methods within the same city alter the aggregate performance of the area’s 

various infrastructure systems? How do they impact regional water quality? What are the 

fiscal impacts of a city or region-wide green infrastructure system on the budget of a 

municipality or utility company? If the impact is positive, how might this return be 

monetized and for whom? These questions will require extraordinarily sophisticated 

modeling tools as well as interdisciplinary teams of designers, planners, ecologists, 

engineers, and many others. Landscape architects have seized this topic, along with much 

of the field of physical planning over the past twenty years. Planners, ironically, have 

been in retreat; perhaps regional green infrastructure and megaregional ecology can be 

their return. 

Universally decried as a barrier to the evolution of megaregions, the data gap 

merits attention from scholars operating at this scale. Despite the feedback from the key 

informants in chapter six of this thesis, there is not a dearth of data. Rather, there is a 

dearth of willingness to mine or capture the copious amounts of data floating within the 

digital ether. One such source offers megaregional scholars an opportunity to query 

issues of cultural characteristics, travel behavior, and  settlement patterns at once: social 

media, especially Twitter. Launched in mid-2006, Twitter has grown incredibly fast and 



 168

is now the second-largest social media outlet, trailing only Facebook. It generates 

incredibly rich datasets within the one hundred and forty character tweets that its users 

generate. Geo-locations  

 

Figure 7.1: Taxi Travel Behavior in the London Region (Manley 2013). 

 

are attached to each tweet with varying levels of specificity and can be tracked over time 

to generate time-series data. Tweets can also be categorized according to themes or key 
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trends to begin elucidating the spatial relationships between users and their varying 

preferences and characteristics. Ed Manley, a doctoral student at the University College 

of London in geomatic engineering, has begun exploring these phenomena using a 

combination of Twitter data and, when possible, GPS-tracking information from publicly 

owned vehicles. In the maps below, Manley deciphers user tweets by language in London 

and New York to identify cultural divisions within each city. He also begins to discern 

travel behavior within the London region by mapping origin-destination data from city-

operated taxis.  

 

 

Figure 7.2: Taxi Travel Behavior within London Proper (Manley 2013). 
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One can begin to imagine how such methods could also be used to generate maps and 

analysis of megaregional language, culture, colloquialisms, and other distinctive traits the 

public and abundant data created by social media outlets like Twitter. When combined 

with more traditional forms of psychometric data, entire megaregional profiles or 

analyses of culture could be generated. If megaregional planners are to pick up where 

Meinig and Zelinsky left off, unlocking the power of social media’s datasests presents 

one of the most tractable and exciting opportunities to do so.  

 

 

Figure 7.3 Language-Derived Cultural Mapping in London (Manley 2012). 

 

This pair of research lines – megaregional green infrastructure to bolster landscape 

performance and returning to the question of culture at this expansive scale – should 

provide scholars within the anchor institutions identified above with a framework for 

advancing the field. Questions of economic exchange and infrastructural planning will 



 171

continue to merit attention, but these fields already possess a rather robust baseline of 

understanding at the megaregional scale. The Gulf Coast, Great Lakes, Cascadia, and 

other megaregions bound by culture should provide fertile testing grounds for the social 

 

 

Figure 7.4 Language-Derived Cultural Mapping in New York (Manley 2013a). 

 

media-spatial analytics approach to quantifying culture. Water-starved megaregions like 

the Texas Triangle, Piedmont Atlantic, and Southern California should provide the same 

for scholars investigating the impact of local green infrastructure systems at the 

megaregional scale. Each of these areas could be augmented by creating coursework – 

especially studio-based curricula – which is discussed in the next section of this chapter. 
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Crafting a Megaregional Curriculum 

If megaregional planning is going to expand outside of academia and into 

practice, it will likely be because a well-trained cadre of young planners trained in its 

principles pushes the profession in that direction.  Seltzer’s work at Portland State, in 

collaboration with Daniel Carson at the University of Washington, provides an interesting 

framework engaging planning students in the concept of megaregions. In 2005, this 

professorial duo began teaching parallel, collaborative courses each year on the 

Cascadia/Ecolopolis megaregion of the Pacific Northwest. Since then, five courses have 

been taught, with topics shifting each year that have included: (1) defining and justifying 

the Cascadian megaregion in 2005; (2) outlining strategies to manage growth and 

development in 2006; (3) developing an infrastructural and economic development vision 

for Cascadia in 2008; (4) broaching the concept of livability at the megaregional scale in 

2010; and (5) envisioning a HSR network for Cascadia in 2011. Each class has produced 

an extensive report, which has been jointly published by Portland State, the University of 

Washington, and the RPA. This “topics in Cascadia” approach to engaging students in 

the fields of megaregionalism, bio-regionalism, and growth management merits 

consideration from universities in each of the remaining megaregions. 

McSherry, San Martin, and Steiner (1993) also proffer an intriguing model for 

planning educators to consider in a megaregional context. As professors in The Arizona 

State University (ASU) Environmental Planning program, the trio of McSherry, San 

Martin, and Steiner reflected on the results of a yearlong studio sequence that was 

developed for first year master’s students at ASU. Before exploring the outcomes and 

lessons learned through the course, however, the trio provides an accounting of the 

studio’s general place amongst planning programs across the nation. At the time of 
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publication (1993), the studio was at one of its lowest ebbs in planning curricula, 

reflected in the acknowledgement that 

 
the studio need not be an either/or proposition…design versus environment or 
physical versus social planning or ecological versus economic concerns. Instead, 
we think that it is the integration of all these intererest that makes planning a vital 
and challenging field. The knowledge to teach such integration has been relegated 
to the margins by many planning educators but has been kept alive mainly by 
practitioners and landscape architects (McSherry, San Martin, and Steiner 1993, 
121).  

The yearlong studio approach is similar to the capstone experience of many current 

landscape architecture programs, including the University of Arkansas, Virginia Tech, 

and Kansas State University. Several graduate programs in public policy – including the 

LBJ School of Public Affairs at UT-Austin – employ a similar approach, though these 

tend to be capstone rather than gateway experiences. In the first semester at ASU, 

students engage in various forms of site inventory, in quantitative and qualitative 

methods of analysis, and in various forms of visual representation and design 

communication (McSherry, San Martin, and Steiner 1993, 122-123). This work takes 

place in small teams and results in a comprehensive report of the study area’s 

opportunities and constraints by the end of the semester. To overcome the difficulties of 

interdisciplinary studio education, the second semester of this yearlong sequence utilizes 

an “iterative criticism model” in which plan-making questions are constantly posed, 

challenged, and refined (McSherry, San Martin, and Steiner 1993, 127-129). 

Recommendations are drawn from the first semester’s exhaustive analysis and aims to 

overcome two additional difficulties of studio education: (1) plan-making requires policy 

recommendations and physical interventions; and (2) the scientific method, though 

exceptionally valuable to planners, cannot be an end in and of itself (McSherry, San 

Martin, and Steiner 1993, 127). As planning educators continue to revive, reinvent, and 
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reimagine studio education in their respective curricula, this 1993 model still holds 

immense value for the issues facing regional and megaregional planners. It may even be 

an appropriate substitute for the current capstone experience at many planning programs: 

professional reports and theses.  

Scholars at UT-Austin could develop their own “Topics in the Texas Triangle” 

studio, workshop, or practicum courses akin to the Seltzer-Carson effort in Cascadia and 

the McSherry-San Martin-Steiner approach at ASU. The Texas Triangle is facing a 

unique set of challenges, including increasingly stressed water supplies and hyper-

congestion along its highways, which merit attention from the state’s leading research 

institution. The ramifications of climate change will also be devastating to the 

megaregion, with sea level rise impacting Houston and other coastal cities, devastating 

storm events like Hurricane Ike increasing in frequency and intensity, and natural 

disasters akin to the Bastrop wildfire becoming more frequent and proximate to densely 

settled areas. One can imagine how planning scholars at UT-Austin might begin 

addressing these issues by structuring a sequence similar to Seltzer and Carson’s in 

Cascadia. Year one could focus on defining and justifying the Texas Triangle as a 

planning scale, and subsequent years could then engage the topics of megaregional 

resiliency and climate change adaptation, large landscape conservation and wildlife 

management, alternative approaches to generating new water capacity, and diversifying 

the energy portfolio of the state and megaregion. These topics would require multi-

disciplinary teams of students and professors, and could generate or reinvigorate a new 

line of research within the UTSOA. 

Similar approaches merit consideration across the other megaregions of the U.S. 

With the addition of Richard Weller as the Chair of Landscape Architecture, Penn’s 

School of Design is positioned to once again blur the line between design and planning, 
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this time at the megaregional scale. Alongside Bob Yaro, Jonathan Barnett, and Eugenie 

Birch, Weller and his colleagues should look to expand beyond the Northeast into the 

“bypassed” megaregions of America, which are mentioned at the beginning of this 

chapter and include both California megaregions, the Gulf Coast, and the Central Plains. 

These megaregions lack an anchor institution that is actively engaged at this scale, 

providing opportunities for Penn akin to those of the Texas Triangle for UT-Austin. 

Stagnant economies, shrinking cities, and agricultural development would likely 

dominate the coursework on these bypassed megaregions, with some attention also paid 

towards resiliency in the Gulf Coast, resource management in the Central Plains, and 

water conservation in Southern California. 

 In the Piedmont Atlantic, scholars at Georgia Tech should consider crafting a 

megaregional studio sequence that investigates the issues of water scarcity, congestion, 

and the politics of regional rail initiatives. The first two issues are rather axiomatic. The 

latter could provide valuable insight into how and why rail campaigns in different areas 

of the Piedmont – places like Charlotte and Raleigh – have successfully passed ballot 

initiatives for transit while others like Atlanta have been less successful. 

These suggestions are but a starting point. At the time of this thesis’s submission, 

only one university – UT-Austin – offers annual coursework on the topic of megaregions. 

Scholars at Penn offer irregular, but fairly frequent studio courses that focus on the  
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Figure 7.5: The Projects Funded by the Federal Partnership for Sustainable 

Communities (whitehouse.gov).  

 

Northeast and Georgia Tech has occasionally offered workshops of similar scope in the 

Piedmont Atlantic. Developing coursework, similar to what has been proposed here or 

not, could accomplish three valuable feats within planning education. First, this could 

revive the “regional” component of city/urban/community and regional planning 

programs across the country. Only a handful of programs – Portland State, the University 

of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, the University of Michigan, and Penn for instance – 

have remained focused on the region while many others have narrowed their scales of 
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focus to that of the neighborhood or community. But regional issues and regionalism in 

general are not similarly dwindling and planning as an academic discipline would be wise 

to retrain its focus on this component of their curricula. 

Planning education has also shifted away from the type of physical planning 

practiced by leading proponents of the megaregionalism. At least as an academic 

discipline, it has moved closer to the field of sociology, urban affairs, and public policy in 

recent years than it has towards the discipline that has come to dominate physical 

planning in practice: landscape architecture. Rather than ceding this ground to landscape 

architects, planning curricula could begin staking out a stronger position by focusing on 

the physical components of plan-making – infrastructure, ecology and the environment, 

and settlement patterns for instance – at a scale that is exclusively their own: the region 

and, by extension, the megaregion.  

The final opportunity for planning educators from the prospect of developing 

curricula around the concept of megaregions places their graduating students at a 

competitive advantage in the job market. With a renewed federal interest in regionalism, 

evidenced by the creation of regional planning and implementation grants within HUD’s 

Office of Sustainable Housing and Communities, regional planning projects are likely to 

increase in frequency. New Regionalist projects like Envision Central Texas, Envision 

Utah, and Blueprint Sacramento are also likely to receive increased attention and 

planners trained in regional and megaregional planning will hold distinct advantages in 

the competition for positions created by these new efforts. A renewed focus on 

regionalism is particularly salient in the final section of this thesis, which outlines a series 

of megaregional policy reforms and implications for practice. 
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7.2 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLICY DEVELOPMENT AND REGIONAL PRACTICE 

 Given the lack of attention this thesis has paid to the policy development process 

for megaregional planning, this section is necessarily shorter the prior set of 

recommendations for research and pedagogy. Policy recommendations in this section 

outline two broad proposals at the regional and megaregional scale: (1) reforming MPOs 

and COGs through a Race to the Top-esque federal initiative; and (2) augmenting the 

regional planning grant program within HUD to include a multi-region, or megaregional 

planning initiative. These are inexorably linked to the practice of planning for regions, 

which is discussed in each proceeding section as well. 

A Regional Race to the Top 

 Proposed in each of the last three USDOT budgets, federal interest in replicating 

the success of the Obama Administration’s educational “Race to the Top” in other 

domains has been steadily increasing since 2009. The FY2012 and FY2013 USDOT 

budget each call for a “Transportation Leadership” grants program which would provide 

a relatively small pool of grant money to incent competition amongst states to begin 

reforming their transportation and regional policy frameworks towards a series of 

preferred benchmarks. Though these benchmarks are not specific in any public 

documents, issues like regional fair share of affordable housing, multi-jurisdictional 

alignment of plans and policy, and alternative forms of infrastructure financing are likely 

to be included amongst this list of preferred benchmarks or reforms. 

 As the transportation reauthorization process gets underway in anticipation of 

MAP-21’s expiration in 2014, this type of reform should become part and parcel to any 

proposal put forward by the Obama Administration, Senate Public Works Committee, 

and House on Transportation and Infrastructure. But new strings should be attached to 

this money to incent states and metropolitan regions into planning in better ways at larger 
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scales. A Regional Race to the Top (R2T3) should incent the coordination planning 

efforts across multiple, proximate metropolitan areas, such as the Dallas-Fort Worth, 

Austin-Round Rock-San Antonio, and Houston-Galveston regions of the Texas Triangle. 

It should also seek to regionalize the issues of affordable housing, land use, and 

workforce development by incenting states to plan at this scale, akin to the fair-share 

housing requirement of MPOs in the Minneapolis-St. Paul region. Tackling a regional or 

megaregional race to the top could begin to address the issues of climate change 

adaptation, resiliency, governance, and economic development that were identified by the 

key informants in chapters five and six. This would require a meta-study of sorts to 

identify the specifically desired planning outcomes, the gaps in policy hindering the 

manifestation of these desired outcomes, and the scoring or weighting framework that 

would be utilized for ranking grant applications. President Obama’s Race to the Top for 

education followed a similar format, and there is little reason that R2T3 should not do the 

same. 

A New Layer of Sustainability Grants within HUD and the “Federal Partnership” 

 HUD and its fellow partners within the federal “Partnership for Sustainable 

Communities” have already awarded more than $100 million in regional planning grants 

to forty-five communities since 2010. Houston’s “Our Region,” Little Rock’s “Metro 

2040: Blueprint for a Sustainable Region,” and New Jersey’s “Regional Plan for 

Sustainable Development” are each among the many efforts that have been made possible 

by this renewed federal interest in regionalism. In addition to bolstering this regional 

planning fund, the time has come to create an additive layer within this effort: 

megaregional planning grants.  
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 But the problems engaged by planners at this scale are not exclusively within the 

purview of HUD and, therefore, this initiative should follow the spirit of other programs 

within the Partnership for Sustainable Communities by braiding resources from the other 

partner agencies: the USDOT and EPA.  Applications dealing with issues of water 

scarcity, resiliency, and climate change adaptation could receive the bulk of their 

resources from the EPA while those focused on more traditional regional planning issues 

– like infrastructure and transportation – could receive large shares of their funding from 

the USDOT. This would require augmenting additional programs within the Partnership 

that deal with these issues, including the “Urban Waters” program administered by the 

EPA and the “TIGER” grants program coordinated by the USDOT.  

 These programs could likely be created without any new statutory authorities 

being granted by Congress. They would, however, require new financial resources amidst 

the political rhetoric of austerity. As budget negotiations resume after the summer of 

2013 and the transportation reauthorization bill begins receive attention towards the end 

of the year, opportunities will arise to pursue a relatively small but extraordinarily 

impactful regional agenda within the federal government.  

7.3 EXITUS 

 This thesis has attempted to engage two broad themes, one of which included 

contextualizing the field of megaregions and proposing a series of future trajectories as it 

continues to evolve. In chapter two, this involved reviewing the concept’s antecedents – 

Jean Gottman and the EU’s ESDP – each of which laid critical infrastructure for the 

field’s intellectual framework. Megaregional ancillaries were then explored in chapter 

three, with a focus on the work of cultural geographers Daniel Meinig and Wilbur 

Zelinsky to define and operationalize the notion of regional culture, especially in Texas. 
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Contemporary conceptions of megaregionalism also received significant attention, with 

the work of Bob Yaro, Petra Todorovich, Armando Carbonell, Fritz Steiner, Catherine 

Ross, and Richard Florida forming the pith of chapter four. 

 If these foci helped to contextualize the provenance and progress of megaregions 

in America, chapters five and six began to chart a course towards a megaregional future. 

Key informants were asked to identify the key points of progress within the field, the 

barriers impeding the progress of other areas, and the most promising paths forward for 

the concept. The limits of secondary data, the lack of a policy framework for pursuing 

regional planning, and the rise of the Tea Party were among the many themes identified 

by the key informants as major impediments to the field while HSR and large landscape 

conservation were elucidated as the primary points of progress. These informants would 

go on to identify the issues of resiliency, climate change adaptation, and economic 

development as the most promising issues to engage with at the megaregional scale in the 

future.  

 Chapter six also began to address the second thematic area of this thesis: the 

notion of inter-megaregional dynamics. Using the  Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast as a 

study area, a series of economic relationships and variables were explored to try and 

discern what, if any, relationships exist between this megaregional pair. The results 

confirmed a number of preconceptions about each of the megaregions: the Texas Triangle 

has a much more diverse economic portfolio, is becoming increasingly based within the 

knowledge economy, and is attracting higher-skilled workers (and with them, higher 

wages) than the metropolitan areas of the Gulf Coast. Conversely, the Gulf Coast’s 

economy is much more dependent on low-skilled industries and has remained somewhat 

stagnant post-Katrina. This chapter also showed, however, that Houston may indeed 

serve as both a physical and functional link between the two megaregions: characteristics 
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of each were present in Houston’s economic profile and further study is needed to discern 

precisely how it influences the various metros of the Texas Triangle and Gulf Coast. 

 Finally, this chapter aimed to translate these findings into recommendations for 

researchers, educators, and practitioners of regional and megaregional planning. Studio 

sequences and curricula aimed at training a new generation of regionalists and 

megaregionalists comprised the pedagogical recommendations of this chapter while 

mining the depths of social media data and a renewed focus on regional culture 

comprised the implications for scholars of the concept. Policy reforms aimed at crafting a 

regional agenda provided a bookend for this discussion and, in many ways, this thesis. 

Just as megapolitans and megaregions can be thought of as components of the same 

system, so too can these seemingly disparate academic and practice-based 

recommendations be considered interdependent pieces of the same megaregional future. 

Research into these concepts will continue to drive policy, innovative practitioners will 

continue to illicit new questions from scholars, and newly trained regional planners will 

continue to push the field’s progress beyond its accepted boundaries. 
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