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The vulnerability of Amevican eities has been re-
vealed many times in the past year. Sept. 11 revealed
the potential dangers of skyscrapers and erowded
downtowns; the recent sniper shootings around
Washington, D.C., highlighted the fragility of subur-
ban peace.

There were voires after Sept. 11 that declared
the end of the skyserapers and even the traditional
downtown. The Washington area is breathing a sigh
of relief after the arrest of two suspects, but there
are some who believe the sniper incidents have re-
vealed the essential anonymity and damger of the
vast parking lots, highways, and subdivisions of the
American suburban landseape,

Such pronouncements, although dramatie, are
misguided. Skyserapers are potentially dangerons
and so are vast parking lots and highways, but all of
modern metropolitan life is a gamble that normally
runs with impressive efficiency.

The sniper shootings have dramatically revealed
the role that violence can play in destahbilizing a
genze of metropolitan comfort: peacefi] suburbs one
day, landscape of fear the next. Violence, even if it af-
feets only a small number of people directly, re-
shapes entirely how people feel aboat their
neighborhoods and regions.

Those wha live in traditional urban neighbor-
hoods know this ealeulas all too well. Some of the
loveliest historic neighborhoods in New Orleans and
in many American cities are still war zones, and
most working- and middle-class families have fled.
Houses have fallen into disrepair, school perform-
anee has plummeted and shops have closed up and
moved with their more affluent customers,

When houses have been ren-
onvatad in thesp very same urban neirhborhoods,

they sell for $260,000 or more, but before banks and
middle-class renovators rediscover older neighbor-
hoade, the “anipers" drmug dealers and other violent
eriminals keep wholé distriets in o state of terron

Imagine for & moment that the recent Washing-
ton suburban fear was a nearly permanent. condition.
For many whan citizens, constant fear has been a
way of life for decades.

Snburbia is not immune to the apread of this
daily terror: The sniper sheotings may have revealed
the powerful effects of violence on community well
being, but they masked the changing nature of sub-
urbia itself. Suburbia is not the idyll of the 19508,
and many of the social problems associated with cit-
ies are on their way to the suburban fringe. Many
older Wazhington suburbs, and even some in New
Drleans, are undergoing changes that will furn them
into landscapes of fear over the next decads, with or
without random snipers,

Myron Orfield, state senator from Minnesota,
was in New Orleans this week for ~ Thlane's Presi-
dential Symposium on Urban Frontiers of the 21st
Century. Orfield has studied urban decline around
the nation and finds that 40 percent of our suburhs
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are “at risk” becanse of declining tax revenues and’
social issues related to racial and ethnic change.

Another 23 percent of new suburbs can't meet |
the demand for schools and serviees for the middle-
class newcomers flooding in from declining inner- |
ring suburbs, Sen. Orfield has made a career of ex-
plaining to suburbanites and city residents alike that
regional eooperation and fairer tax systems (those .
that don’t fund schools out of property taxes) are the
hest ways to preserve soclal peace, create pood eiti-
zeng, generate jobs and protect the environment of |
entire metropolitan areas, {

Random viclence and terrorism threaten every
part of our cities equally. There is no way to design
buildings or communities to prevent it; our society i
simply too complex and large to prevent random ac-
tion by lone gunmen. But long-term social violence ™
anil metropolitan decline have been and still are a
far more dangerous and insidious threat to both the
urban and suburban good life.
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