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Victoria Gardens in Rancho Cucamonga, Calif., is typical of dozens of developments sprouting along the nation's light-rail lines and near subway stations: stores, theaters, restaurants, offices and housing connected by sidewalks to mimic a walkable urban neighborhood.

Just one thing is missing: transit.

There is no light rail or subway in Rancho Cucamonga, about 50 miles east of Los Angeles. Victoria Gardens is typical of most Southern California developments: It's on one freeway and next to another.

Transit-oriented developments are so popular with residents who crave the opportunity to live in a walkable community that at least a dozen cities and suburbs across the USA are embracing the concept — even if they don't have rail.

"I call it transit-ready development," says Robert Lang, director of the Metropolitan Institute at Virginia Tech and author of Boomburbs, a study of large and fast-growing suburbs where many of these centers are appearing. "It's a mixed-use lifestyle center with high-density housing that looks like it should be with light rail but isn't."

The development of communities that encourage social interaction by locating housing, jobs and entertainment within walking distance of one another has taken off in the past decade. Voters fed up with long commutes and stifling congestion backed rail systems. Light rail is on track from Salt Lake City and Denver to Minneapolis and Charlotte.

Rising gas prices and broadening support for environmental protection in the face of climate change have spurred even more interest in mass transit. Land values around transit stops have skyrocketed as developers pounced on opportunities to create projects that combine residential, commercial and retail elements.

The latest twist is developing the centers before a transit line exists — and even if there are no plans for one. Sometimes it's done in the hope of attracting rail. Other times, it's a way to create an urban pocket in the heart of suburbia to retain young professionals and empty-nesters and create a downtown in suburbs that don't have one.

"The market is changing much more quickly than our policymakers are responding," says Shelley Poticha, CEO of Reconnecting America, a national non-profit group that works to spur development around transit stops. "There is a real pent-up demand for transit all over the country, but these communities are getting built by the private sector."

There are 3,000 transit stations in the USA, she says. About 300 stations have transit-oriented projects that were built around them.

Building housing near shops and restaurants is "very successful in and of itself," says Randall Lewis, executive vice president of Lewis Retail, an Upland, Calif., company that was one of Victoria Gardens' developers. "It's not transit that makes them successful. If you had transit, it would be the cherry on top of the whipped cream."

The company also is behind an 800,000-square-foot outdoor shopping center to the south in Riverside County. It has movies, food courts and shops surrounded by typical suburban tract housing.

"The builders see a market," Lang says. "There's so much light-rail construction that these are models now for all new retail growth in maturing suburbs."

"Transit-ready" developments are showing up in:

• Scottsdale, Ariz., a "boomburb" outside Phoenix that is known for its golf resorts and art galleries. It had an enclosed mall in its 1-square-mile downtown and set out to revitalize it by creating a more urban atmosphere. The city lifted zoning restrictions to allow residential units above stores and art galleries. The downtown section of the Arizona Canal, which runs through Maricopa County, is a few minutes away from shopping. It has been spiffed up with bike trails, paths and an equestrian trail.

"We set out to make the community more walkable and attractive without having rail," says Scottsdale Mayor Mary Manross. "Whether light rail will play a part, we don't have an answer. … That still could happen."

In less than two years, the first 20-mile segment of a light-rail system will run from downtown Phoenix to Tempe, another city on the outskirts.

• Fairfax, Va., a Washington suburb. Fairfax Corner is nowhere near the Metrorail subway system that serves the metropolitan area, but it fits the model. The center has a town square, on-street parking, a multiplex theater that looks like a town hall, shops, restaurants and apartments. It's surrounded by town houses.

• Ramsey, Minn., a far northwestern suburb of Minneapolis that's a typical bedroom community with no downtown.

In the late 1990s, the city decided to create one. About the same time, discussions for a Northstar rail corridor that would eventually connect downtown Minneapolis to St. Cloud began.

The Northstar line runs behind the Ramsey Town Center, a mix of residential, retail and parkland on a 320-acre former cornfield off U.S. 10. The city of 22,000 tried to get a train stop there but could not show that enough people would use it. The nearest stop is 4 miles north in Elk River.

No matter. Ramsey officials are forging ahead.

Ramsey received a grant to start an express commuter-coach bus service to downtown Minneapolis. It plans about 2,400 town houses.

"Ramsey was never included in our initial study, but it's on our radar screen for our next round of stations to be built," says Tim Yantos, executive director of the Northstar Rail Project.

• Westminster, Colo., outside of Denver where The Orchard is under construction, and Frisco, Texas, a northwestern suburb of Dallas where a similar project is in the works. Forest City Enterprises, the lead developer of Victoria Gardens, is behind both projects.

"No. 1, people want to have a place to go to that's more of an experience than just being in a suburban tract home and having to drive," says Brian Jones, president and CEO of West Coast commercial development for Forest City. "They want the same experience as urbanites, where they can do a number of things in the same place."

Victoria Gardens has become more than a shopping center for Rancho Cucamonga. It's also the civic heart of the city. It has a community theater, a library, a banquet hall and a police station.

"Some people say it's faux urbanism," Lang says. "The reality is that there's much more of a there there."

