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At the southeastern edge of the Phoenix metropolitan area 
sits an undeveloped expanse of land that represents an oasis 
of opportunity — Superstition Vistas. As the urbanized 
areas of Phoenix and Tucson continue to grow into one 
“megaregion” with 15 million people by the year 2060, it’s 
both logical and appealing to conclude that Superstition 
Vistas, which today sits vacant in the middle, rapidly will 
become an urban area. 

Roughly the size of the cities of Mesa, Chandler, Tempe 
and Gilbert combined, Superstition Vistas includes about 
175,000 acres of raw desert land. This “blank slate” enables 
planners and developers to envision new possibilities on a 
grand scale. Many stakeholders predict that Superstition 
Vistas someday will become a desirable place to live, 
work, and play. It has potential for becoming a national or 
international example of best practices when it comes to 
creating a sustainable desert community.

Currently, Superstition Vistas is held in trust by the Arizona 
State Land Department and is managed for the benefit of 
its trustees — essentially the schoolchildren of Arizona. 
Development of this land must be managed in a way 
that maximizes the return to the beneficiaries while also 
meeting the needs of future Arizonans. The one “owner” 
aspect of the Vistas supports development of a coherent 
vision for the area’s future. However, development on state-
owned lands such as Superstition Vistas has occurred in 
a piecemeal fashion in the past. The reason is state law 
currently prohibits the Arizona State Land Department 
from several critical actions — including spending money 
on master planning or visioning, selling parcels subject 
to development conditions, or selling some land at  
discounted rates to catalyze economic development for 
surrounding property. 

A vision for Superstition Vistas potentially would create a 
successful, desirable community that increases economic 

and social value long term, based on an ongoing commitment 
to sustainability and preservation of the desert ecosystem. 
Unfortunately, encroaching sprawl-type development 
already has led to negative results, including the loss of 
nearby open space and habitat, dispersed housing that 
fails to meet everyone’s needs, and long commutes to meet 
daily needs. If Superstition Vistas doesn’t accommodate a 
significant portion of the projected growth for the Phoenix-
Tucson area, that growth will happen elsewhere in the 
region and likely will continue these negative patterns.

Creating and implementing a conceptual master plan for 
Superstition Vistas is critical. If the land is sold without 
a master plan, piecemeal development and scattered 
subdivisions are inevitable. Fragmented development 
without master planning will have a negative effect on the 
community and the environment, and it likely will bring a 
lower return for Arizona’s schoolchildren. 

The good news is there’s significant private and public sector 
interest in developing Superstition Vistas appropriately, 
and there’s enough community interest to pursue and 
accomplish bold initiatives. A master plan for Superstition 
Vistas will ensure that all the pieces are in place to shape 
positive changes on a grand scale, thus guiding future 
decision-making for this untapped and precious resource. 
Proper planning could make this area attractive for economic 
development, provide resources for Arizona’s schoolchildren 
and preserve this land’s unique character and beauty.

The central question remains: “How can Superstition Vistas 
become a sustainable community and model for other 
desert communities while at the same time providing a 
significant return for the schoolchildren of Arizona?” This 
interim report describes four scenarios that seek to answer 
that central question — testing and evaluating the impact 
of different potential development patterns.

An Oasis of Opportunity

SUPERSTITION VISTAS
SCENARIO REPORT

CONTEXT AND OVERVIEW For more information, visit: 
www.superstition-vistas.org
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Sustainability
Sustainability is a word you hear everywhere these days. And 
yet everybody seems to have a different definition of it. In 
Arizona, there is a need to define sustainability in practical 
ways — balancing economic, social, and environmental goals 
while ensuring that future generations are able to meet their 
needs. All of this needs to occur while preserving the character 
that makes the Phoenix region special. 

We cannot, for example, consider short-term economic gain at 
the expense of the natural environment’s ability to recharge 
and replenish. Nor can we consider only the environmental 
impacts of our decisions without regard to the effects on the 
regional economy or on Arizona’s schoolchildren. 

One of the guiding principles for this project is to consider 
how Superstition Vistas can become a truly sustainable place. 
To do so, we must focus on balanced development, water 
conservation and capture, energy efficient buildings, and 
land use and transportation systems that reduce auto use. 
We must also consider how to build an economy that allows 
residents of all incomes and backgrounds to live comfortably 
and securely. An economy that supports acccess to a good 
education, decent housing, and a living wage. 

The Superstition Vistas project is all about making tough choices 
and finding that balance among economic, environmental  
and community goals — not in theory, but with practical, 
achievable plans.

ECONOMY

COMMUNITYENVIRONMENT

SUSTAINABILITY

CONTEXT & OVERVIEW

SUPERSTITION VISTAS STEERING COMMITTEE

A group of stakeholders formed the Superstition Vistas 
Steering Committee (SVSC) to consider the future of 
this area. The SVSC includes representatives from the 
Arizona State Land Department, the Governor’s Growth 
Cabinet, Pinal and Maricopa Counties, Apache Junction, 
Florence, Queen Creek, Mesa, East Valley Partnership, Pinal 
Partnership, Salt River Project, Resolution Copper Mining 
Limited, the Sonoran Institute, the Lincoln Institute of Land 
Policy, and the local health care industry.

The general boundaries of Superstition Vistas extend 
from the Superstition Mountains Wilderness Area 
south to Florence and from the Pinal County line on 
the west to east of Florence Junction. 

Pima
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Recent Trends and Future Projections
Predicting the future is risky business — we don’t know what will happen next 
year, let alone 50 years from now. The recent national economy and the precipitous 
drop in housing prices reminds us that life can be uncertain. Nevertheless, we 
can make some reasonable projections about the future, focusing on what is 
likely to change and what likely will remain the same. 

Although the region currently is experiencing a slower-than-normal growth 
period, the Phoenix metropolitan area is expected to continue to grow at 
its historically rapid pace. Most forecasts show the Phoenix Metropolitan 
Statistical Area (MSA) growing from the current 4 million residents to between 
7.4 million and 11.5 million residents by 2060. As discussed in greater detail 
below, more than any other trend, this growth sets the stage for Superstition 
Vistas’ future.

Other national and international trends also are significant. As a nation, we are 
growing older — our average age likely will increase and then stabilize about 
25 years from now. Most likely many older Americans will move into smaller 
homes, and many will want to live in different kinds of housing. Our nation is 
becoming more ethnically diverse, and the Hispanic population, in particular, is 
growing faster than the population as a whole. 

In addition, it’s probable that petroleum will become much more expensive and 
will spur changes in our national transportation system. There is disagreement, 
however, about how higher fuel prices will change transportation patterns. 
Moreover, largely due to the increase of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, 
caused in part from transportation emissions, most scientists predict that the 
climate is changing and will continue to change in future decades. In Arizona, 
this will likely mean greater climate variability and possibly higher temperatures 
and more summer thunderstorms. 

America’s economic role on the world stage also is evolving rapidly. We compete 
in a truly global economy, the dollar has weakened substantially, our historic 
preeminence in manufacturing has already largely eroded, and our historic 

“In this world nothing can be said to be certain, 
except death and taxes.”

Benjamin Franklin, 1789 

CONTEXT & OVERVIEW
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Existing development in the 
Superstition Vistas area includes a 
variety of housing types with views of 
the mountains at modest densities.  

The Superstition Vistas project  
provides a great opportunity to explore 
alternative forms of development, 
rather than typical sprawl.  
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leadership in technology and innovation is being challenged on many fronts. 
All of this raises questions about our individual and collective ability to 
compete for jobs, to fund needed infrastructure, and to use energy as we have 
in the past.

Nevertheless, some things likely will remain the same. People still need 
jobs and homes, and our children need good schools. In addition, the same 
regional attributes that attract residents to the Phoenix region will remain — 
vast open space and the desert landscape, the warm and sunny climate, and 
economic opportunity.

Another significant national and international trend is the emergence of 
super regions, or “megaregions,” as key players in the future global economy. 
About 80 percent of Arizonans live in the emerging Sun Corridor megaregion, 
which means the area can become a global competitor if the right decisions 
are made today. Superstition Vistas is geographically positioned to become a 
key element of that success during the next half century.

CONTEXT & OVERVIEW

THE SUN CORRIDOR

About 75 percent of all population and job growth in the United 
States is predicted to occur in one of eight to 12 “megaregions” — 
places where two or more metropolitan areas are growing together 
into one super region. The Sun Corridor is one such megaregion, 
anchored by Phoenix and Tucson. The Sun Corridor is projected to 
grow to 15 million by 2060. Superstition Vistas sits in between as 
these two major cities grow together. 

Superstition Vistas must be designed with this larger emerging urban 
context in mind — not just in a vacuum focusing on Phoenix. Additional 
highway and commuter rail linkages along the Sun Corridor will be 
critical. Superstition Vistas should sit astride the transportation 
connection between these two anchors within the megaregion.
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Many people are drawn to the 
region by a love of the outdoors 
and an interest in exploring the 
unique desert landscape.    

SOURCE: REGIONAL PLAN ASSOCIATION, AMERICA 2050

EMERGING MEGAREGIONS  
IN THE WESTERN U.S.
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The Phoenix Region’s Growth
As noted above, the Phoenix MSA is predicted to continue experiencing very 
rapid growth, possibly reaching 11.5 million residents by 2060. Growth in 
the Phoenix region has occurred in different directions due to natural and 
political opportunities and barriers. The region’s primary path for growth has 
been northeast of Phoenix. While the majority of new growth has been in 
this direction, there have been secondary growth paths to the northwest and 
southeast of Phoenix. In fact, since 1990, the Southeast Valley has captured 31 
percent of the Phoenix metropolitan area growth — a significant percentage. 

Surveys of potential area homebuyers show that the largest numbers prefer 
living in the eastern quadrants of the Phoenix region. The majority prefer the 
northeast near Scottsdale, but the southeast quadrant is the second most 
popular option. However, now that the northeast quadrant has been largely 
built out, the southeast is becoming the favored growth corridor, and as 
southeast Maricopa County fills up, northern Pinal County is becoming the 
successor to growth. 

This growth trend provides a strong, healthy foundation for the future success 
of Superstition Vistas. The Superstition Vistas area comprises about 14 
percent of the developable land in Maricopa and northern Pinal counties. It’s 
expected to have superior access to existing and newly developed areas and 
is well-located in the desired path of growth between Phoenix and Tucson. 
However, these growth trends are challenged by the fact that the area is 
currently located far from the region’s employment centers.

CONTEXT & OVERVIEW

SUPERSTITION VISTAS REGIONAL POPULATION FORECAST 

The low forecast indicates the region could attract a quarter 
million people, whereas the high forecast implies the Superstition 
Vistas region could grow by over 1 million people by 2060.

HIGH

LOW

Currently Superstition Vistas sits in 
the middle of growing Phoenix and 
Tucson, but remains far from regional 
employment centers. 
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If Superstition Vistas were 
opened to development, it 
would comprise fully 14 percent 
of all developable land in 
Maricopa County and northern 
Pinal County. It’s located 
directly between the Phoenix 
and Tucson metropolitan areas 
and could provide a natural link 
between the two. There is great 
potential for transportation 
linkages that could benefit the 
entire megaregion.

CONTEXT & OVERVIEW

Because the future is inherently uncertain, forecasts for the size of future 
development in the Superstition Vistas vary depending on the growth 
assumptions. These forecasts span from low Phoenix metro growth and a 
low Superstition Vistas capture of that growth to high Phoenix metro growth 
and a relatively high capture rate for Superstition Vistas. The lowest forecast 
indicates Superstition Vistas could gain 250,000 people, whereas the highest 
forecast suggests Superstition Vistas could grow by more than 1 million 
people by 2060. For the purposes of scenario planning, the high growth and 
high capture for Superstition Vistas forecast was used because it provides 
the best “stress test” for evaluating how scenarios perform. If a community 
functions well in the high forecast, it also can adapt to a lower forecast.

Most residents in Gold Canyon are retired 
or  find work outside of the community. 

SOURCE: MARICOPA ASSOCIATION OF GOVERNMENTS AND RCLCO
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Quality of Life
Values research conducted by Harris Interactive for the Superstition Vistas 
project found that residents of the greater Phoenix area enjoy a good quality 
of life, which they attribute to living in safe and secure communities, being 
surrounded by friends and family, and enjoying a healthy lifestyle amid 
nature and the outdoors. Area residents are more positive about their quality 
of life than the rest of the country and are far more optimistic about their 
future. They generally are more likely to feel their communities are headed in 
the right direction. 

According to survey results, business and community leaders clearly perceive 
that more mixed-used development and increased density are potential tools 
to better manage land use and growth. The general public, however, does 
not see a need to reduce lot size, increase density or employ more mixed-use 
development.

A majority of the residents in the Greater Phoenix region believe light rail will 
have an “excellent” (26 percent) or “good” (30 percent) impact on the region, 
and they see light rail as the most preferred solution to meeting increasing 
transportation demands.

The notion of sustainability carries weight in the greater Phoenix area. 
Residents put more emphasis on protecting the environment than Americans 
nationwide, but a negative economy during the past few years has increased 

MOST IMPORTANT FACTORS IN QUALITY OF LIFE 
IN GREATER PHOENIX AREA
(BOTH POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE)

HOW THE GREATER PHOENIX AREA VALUES ECONOMY 
VS. ENVIRONMENT COMPARED TO THE U.S.

REGIONAL VALUES & PERSPECTIVES

Survey participants in the Greater 
Phoenix area prioritized economic 
growth and development above 
protecting the environment, but 
valued protecting the environment 
at a higher percentage rate than 
national respondents. 

Survey respondents 
placed jobs and 

economic activity at 
the top of their list of 
quality of life factors. 

Greater Phoenix area residents 
attribute the good quality of life in 
the area to living in safe and secure 
communities among friends and family 
with access to the outdoors. 
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support for economic development. The majority of greater Phoenix residents are 
concerned about global climate change. They believe temperatures are increasing 
due to man-made causes that will affect their lives. Residents believe the type 
and size of new home construction negatively affects the environment, but 
they want to see the real financial benefit of buying a “green home.” However, 
residents do say they would pay a 6 to 10 percent premium for a more efficient, 
environmentally-sensitive home.

Interviews and surveys of leaders within the Phoenix area revealed that civic 
leaders view Superstition Vistas as becoming a potential model of sustainable 
development. These leaders emphasized the need for a regional approach to 
planning and implementing any development program in the area. They agreed 
regional interests, rather than local ones, should guide the process, but that 
parochial divisions could be formidable obstacles. The leaders, representing key 
business, non-profit, and government entities, also agreed a successful plan for 
Superstition Vistas should consider: 

• New and better ways of planning and funding infrastructure

• Strategies for soliciting government leadership to support a  
long-term vision or plan 

• Methods for changing the Arizona Trust Land system to allow the  
Arizona State Land Department to plan and implement strategic 
development and conservation plans

• Empowering the Arizona State Land Department to do a better job of 
infrastructure planning, preserving open space, and planning for the 
financing of projects. 

REGIONAL VALUES & PERSPECTIVES

GETTING YOUR FEEDBACK
The Superstition Vistas project is committed to including and 
involving the public in shaping this future community. Here’s a quick 
snapshot of how we’ve involved citizens so far. We’ve conducted: 

• A series of 63 in-depth online values interviews (February 2008)  

• An Advanced Strategy Lab session with 35 regional leaders in 
Apache Junction (March 2008)

• An online survey of 1,068 year-round residents of Maricopa or 
Pinal counties 

• An online survey of 211 “key citizens” active in business, non-
profit and government entities.

Phoenix area leaders view 
Superstition Vistas as a potential 
model for sustainable development.
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Developing Possible Scenarios
Businesses today are turning to scenario planning as a way to understand future 
options, helping them to select the best strategies for an uncertain future. In the 
same way, many cities and metropolitan regions are using scenario planning to 
develop a vision and set of future strategies. The Superstition Vistas Steering 
Committee used this technique to craft four plausible futures or scenarios, 
compare them, and test how they performed in certain situations.

The Superstition Vistas development scenarios were generated as a virtual 
representation of the area with the help of computer models and used to evaluate 
the effects of land use policy, infrastructure investments, and energy and water 
conservation strategies. As a starting point, the scenarios were built upon the 
same transportation infrastructure that includes existing regional roads and a 
proposed network of new regional passenger rail, freeways, and parkways, and 
internal road and transit systems.   

The scenarios were built knowing what we do today, in the early 21st century. 
The models are calibrated based on current costs and technologies. The results 
are best looked at with this in mind. Scenarios are analytical tools; they are not 
predictions of what the future will be in 50 years. There are many unpredictable 
changes that will affect how the future will perform, such as changes in consumer 
preferences for housing, technological advances such as inexpensive solar 
panels or readily available 200 mpg cars, fuel costs high enough to discourage 
driving, and new business models for working or shopping that change travel 
behavior. Nevertheless, these scenarios can help us pick the best strategies for 
the future. The scenarios are not static and can and should be modified as new 
information becomes available.

In addition, we are illustrating build out conditions that will exist in the second 
half of the century. In a number of cases, certain areas of Superstition Vistas 
that develop early could go through one or more rounds of development. For 
example, an area that initially develops as a low density shopping mall could 
evolve over time into an urban core of Superstition Vistas. 

The scenarios help illustrate what kind of community is possible in Superstition 
Vistas given a range of land use, transportation, and environmental strategies. 
The models are designed to generate a wide array of outputs, or indicators, for 
each scenario. The sustainability elements require that a variety of indicators 
be considered, including:

• Economic development potential of each scenario (e.g., ability to  
attract jobs and new industry)

SCENARIO B

SCENARIO A

SCENARIO C

SCENARIO D

SUPERSTITION VISTAS SCENARIOS
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SCENARIOS

• Housing and livability profiles (e.g., housing mix, affordability, 
connectivity and desirability)

• Environmental impacts (e.g., water use, carbon emissions, land 
consumption, and energy use)

Each scenario is a possible future — it starts as a story of how the region 
could look, feel, and operate in the future. A representation of it is built in 
the computer models and analyzed based on its impacts, benefits and flaws. 
Each scenario can be evaluated based on how it balances the elements of 
sustainability — the economy, community and the environment.

Testing Choices
The scenarios for Superstition Vistas were designed to test the  
outcomes of various choices that could be made today, such as:

• Increasing development density
• Building more public transportation, such as commuter rail or light rail
• Planning pedestrian-friendly, mixed-use urban, town, and village centers 

clustered around public transportation and major roadways
• Increasing the energy efficiency of the buildings
• Increasing the efficiency of cars or using different fuels to power them
• Pursuing alternative energy sources such as solar
• Catalyzing job growth so that more jobs are available earlier 
• Meeting market demand for a spectrum of housing types

It should be noted that without Arizona Trust Land reform, the Arizona State 
Land Department can’t pursue most, or perhaps all, of these choices. This 
authority is critical not only for achieving the best outcomes for the future 
residents of Superstition Vistas and the region, but also for getting the highest 
returns for Arizona’s schoolchildren.

We used the  computer models to simulate different aspects of the community 
— ranging from specific building types and efficiencies at a single parcel or 
structure level, to the scale of regional impacts on transportation systems, 
climate change, and so on. Through such modeling, it’s possible to compare 
the relative benefits of various choices. For example, which factor or choice 
provides the greatest reduction in carbon footprint: increased density, 
pedestrian-friendly and mixed-use centers, or a more efficient car fleet? Which 
provides the greatest benefit for the lowest cost? These models will be available 
in the future for modification and continual monitoring of the area. 

None of the scenarios for Superstition Vistas was intended to be a “business 
as usual” or “ugly sprawl” scenario. All of the scenarios have reasonable 
environmental protection for habitat, and some provide significant additional 
open space. 

SCENARIO B

SCENARIO A

SCENARIO C

SCENARIO D
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A Slice of Life in Scenario A
Superstition Vistas, a suburb of the Phoenix metro area, is just beginning 
its Monday morning. The morning sun radiates off automobile windshields 
as commuters merge onto Highway 60 for another long commute toward 
downtown Phoenix. About one-quarter of the local workforce travels to jobs 
in Phoenix, Scottsdale, or somewhere in Tempe or Chandler. Jobs around 
Superstition Vistas are mostly in retail, at the mall, and in office parks that 
are accessible most easily by automobile.

Most destinations are easily available with a car. Only a few people use 
transit, walk, or bike. To escape the heat, people head to the mall, their 
backyard pool, or enjoy their air-conditioned homes. While concerts, festivals 
and other large events tend to happen in Phoenix, people enjoy neighborhood 
activities such as little league games, barbeques, and picnics. Superstition 
Vistas has some great neighborhoods, and people are happy to have single-
family homes with nice, big yards.

Scenario A at a Glance
• Improves somewhat on current Phoenix-area development trends. 

Densities are 20 percent higher than current rates for Phoenix and 
have more open space and parks than is typical today. In this scenario, 
development in Superstition Vistas would not be based on a master plan. 
Buildings used in this scenario included only common, single-use types 
such as business parks and shopping centers.

• There are three times more jobs per household than exist in Pinal County 
today, but there still are not enough jobs to support all of the households. 
Therefore, many workers would commute to the greater Phoenix area. 
Employment in the area would consist primarily of car-centric strip malls, 
office parks and industrial parks.

• Residential development would be somewhat higher density than what 
currently exists in Phoenix, although still consisting primarily of single-
family detached homes with yards. 

• The transportation system includes commuter rail and light rail but  
land uses and transportation networks are designed to focus on car travel 
rather than pedestrian, transit or bicycle travel. There is no concentration 
of uses around the transit system. Other than major roads and rail, there 
is limited connectivity in the street network.

• A carefully designed environmental framework is included that  
preserves washes, steep slopes and key habitat areas. About 40 percent 
of the site is open space, and additional parks are included within the 
development footprint. 

• Sacramento, California, and Provo, Utah, are cities with  
a similar overall density.

Multi-Family - 12%

Townhouse - 12%

Single Family - 76%

Transportation 2.6 

Buildings 6.8

TOTAL 9.4 

HOUSING MIX

76%
12% 12%

People 1 million

Jobs 403,000

Land consumed  
by development   196 sq. mi. 

Percentage of homes 1/2 
mile from transit service  11% 

Acres of open space  
per 1,000 people 61 

Average time spent  
in the car per day 1 hour

Transit trips per day 58,500

CO2 PRODUCTION BY SOURCE
(MILLION TONS - “BASELINE”) 

SCENARIO STATISTICS

SCENARIO A

Scenario A resembles a 20 percent denser 
version of Phoenix today. Most residents live in 
single-family homes with yards. 



13

Scenario A Development Pattern
Density of New Development
(Housing Units + Jobs Per Acre)

LEGEND

Low Medium HighLow

PROPOSED NETWORK
Rail Stop
Regional Rail
Freeway
Arizona Parkway
Major Road

Study Area
Existing Road
Creeks and Washes
Central Arizona Project
100 Year Floodplain

neighborhood commercial area open space
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A Slice of Life in Scenario B
Despite the heat, late Friday afternoon in Superstition Vistas is a lively time 
to be out and about. College classes have gotten out and workers in the office 
buildings located in the heart of downtown have ended their day. The shady 
promenades are full of people lounging on the grass, drinking iced coffees 
and planning their weekends. The business district is thriving. It seems as 
if everyone is looking for talent these days, with new startups and branches 
opening up shop around town. Some people commute to other areas but many 
work nearby in Superstition Vistas; some even commute from other areas to 
Superstition Vistas to work.

While evening town traffic might be considered heavy by Superstition Vistas 
standards, it’s remarkably free-flowing for those who have just arrived from 
Phoenix. The region’s commuter rail and light rail system is supported by a 
network of fast and efficient buses and local streetcars. School-aged kids can 
easily walk or bike to school, or take a quick transit trip across town for a 
soccer match. Neighborhoods are designed with streets that connect, much like 
streetcar suburbs were built more than 100 years ago.

Scenario B at a Glance
• This has similar density to Scenario A, but instead is designed around 

multiple pedestrian-friendly, mixed-use areas, concentrated on the transit 
system and around major roadways. These areas are urban, town and  
village centers and include attached housing products mixed with retail  
and employment. 

• Due to the breadth of housing choices, the organization of uses, and a 
sustained effort to catalyze economic development, Scenario B attracts 
employers and has a better balance of jobs and housing than Scenario A. 
In this scenario, Superstition Vistas would have about the same jobs-to-
household ratio as the region as a whole. 

• The housing mix is designed to appeal to a broad spectrum of the  
population to support both workforce and higher-end housing. The housing 
types offer more choice than those currently under construction in the area. 
There are more apartments, condos and townhouses, as well as single-family 
homes. There is also more mixed-use development.

• The transportation system includes commuter rail and light rail, and higher 
densities are focused around the transit stops. Land uses and transportation 
networks are designed to facilitate pedestrian, transit and bicycle travel, 
rather than just the car. Streets form a connected pattern to disperse traffic 
and increase transportation efficiency. Many of the new industries are sited 
along major transportation routes.

• There is greater preservation of the surrounding habitat areas than Scenario 
A and a somewhat smaller footprint, with less development in the foothills.

• Denver, Colorado, and Pasadena, California, are cities with a similar  
overall density.

20%
13% 67%

SCENARIO B

Multi-Family - 20%

Townhouse - 13%

Single Family - 67%

Transportation 1.9 

Buildings 6.4 

TOTAL 8.3 

HOUSING MIX

People 1 million

Jobs 490,000

Land consumed  
by development   187 sq. mi. 

Percentage of homes 1/2 
mile from transit service  21% 

Acres of open space  
per 1,000 people 64 

Average time spent  
in the car per day 24 mins.

Transit trips per day 358,800

CARBON PRODUCTION BY SOURCE
(MILLION TONS - “BASELINE”) 

SCENARIO STATISTICS

Scenario B includes neighborhoods concentrated 
around mixed-use areas, major roadways, and the 
transit system.
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Scenario B Development PatternScenario B Development Pattern
Density of New Development
(Housing Units + Jobs Per Acre)

LEGEND

Low Medium HighLow

PROPOSED NETWORK
Rail Stop
Regional Rail
Freeway
Arizona Parkway
Major Road

Study Area
Existing Road
Creeks and Washes
Central Arizona Project
100 Year Floodplain

neighborhood commercial area open space
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A Slice of Life in Scenario C
It’s lunchtime and downtown plazas are filled with people enjoying their 
lunch break. Some people hop on a trolley or streetcar to run home for lunch; 
downtown has many apartments and condos just five or 10 blocks away. A 
lot of people live in more traditional single-family neighborhoods a few miles 
away, and they either drive and park in one of the many downtown garages, 
or take the rapid bus service. 

The people who live in Superstition Vistas are drawn by the spectacular 
scenery and the promise of living in an urban environment where they 
can bike or take transit to work downtown. It’s a place that includes some 
suburban neighborhoods as well as thriving urban areas.

Scenario C at a Glance
• Scenario C is designed at even higher densities than Scenario B  

and therefore has a smaller development footprint. It’s about 20 percent 
more concentrated in mixed-use, pedestrian-friendly areas that are 
centered around transit hubs. 

• The jobs-housing balance is similar to Scenario B. Jobs are located in 
more mixed-use environments, which may appeal to some employers but 
not others.

• Housing consists of more multi-family housing, townhouses and small-
lot homes than in Scenario B. The mixed-use development also is denser. 

• The transportation system includes commuter rail and light rail,  
along with supplemental transit lines along freeways and in  
residential areas. As in Scenario B, land uses and transportation 
networks are designed to facilitate pedestrian, transit, and bicycle travel, 
and streets form a connected pattern to disperse traffic and increase 
transportation efficiency.

• Hilly areas are left largely undeveloped. Wildlife corridors along  
washes are even wider than in Scenario B, with additional open space 
between urban centers to make them feel more separated and also 
increase access to open space.

• Santa Monica, California, and Burbank, California, are cities with  
similar densities.

36%

10%

54%

Multi-Family - 36%

Townhouse - 10%

Single Family - 54%

Transportation 1.8 

Buildings 5.0 

TOTAL 6.8 

HOUSING MIX

People 1 million

Jobs 489,000

Land consumed  
by development   143 sq. mi. 

Percentage of homes 1/2 
mile from transit service  26% 

Acres of open space  
per 1,000 people 87 

Average time spent  
in the car per day 18 mins.

Transit trips per day 387,400

CARBON PRODUCTION BY SOURCE
(MILLION TONS - “BASELINE”) 

SCENARIO STATISTICS

SCENARIO C

In Scenario C the land uses and transportation 
networks facilitate pedestrian, transit, bicycle 
travel, and disperse traffic. 
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Scenario B Development PatternScenario C Development Pattern
Density of New Development
(Housing Units + Jobs Per Acre)

LEGEND
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PROPOSED NETWORK
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Regional Rail
Freeway
Arizona Parkway
Major Road

Study Area
Existing Road
Creeks and Washes
Central Arizona Project
100 Year Floodplain

neighborhood commercial area open space
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A Slice of Life in Scenario D
It’s Saturday night, and a cool breeze blows off the mountains through the 
protected washes to refresh the crowds on downtown’s main promenade. 
The central urban areas are distinguished by many office and residential 
buildings of eight to 12 stories and by the lively street life on the sidewalks. 
Most people live in apartments, condominiums, or townhomes, although 
there are quite a few single-family homes available, mostly on small lots. 
From the top of the tallest tower, Superstition Vistas looks like a city of 
several glowing centers, surrounded by open space and natural flood control 
areas. Connecting the centers are streets that carry a mix of bicyclists, 
pedestrians, trolleys and cars. 

Scenario D at a Glance
• Scenario D makes natural landscape protection a high priority and 

increases densities at a much higher level than any city in the Phoenix 
area today — higher, in fact, than most cities in America. It has the 
highest density, the largest number of multi-family housing units, and 
the smallest development footprint of any of the scenarios. 

• Employment is strongly focused in four urban centers. Scenario D would 
be modeled using an even higher ratio of employment than Scenarios B 
and C — not necessarily as a prediction that the scenario would attract 
that much economic development, but more as a means of testing the 
impact of that many jobs on the transportation system. 

• Much of the housing also is located in four major urban centers. This 
scenario features the most compact housing types; in fact, about two-
thirds of the housing is townhouses and multifamily housing, such as 
apartments and condominiums. 

• Residents and employees can get around easily on foot, by bike, or by 
using rail and bus transit. 

• Scenario D has the smallest footprint, with no development in the 
foothill areas and the largest preservation of habitat. On the other hand, 
this scenario has relatively fewer urban park acres because of the higher 
density in the urbanized area. 

• Redondo Beach, California, or Miami, Florida are cities with a similar  
overall density

20%

67%

35%
55%

10%

SCENARIO D

Multi-Family - 55%

Townhouse - 10%

Single Family - 35%

Transportation 1.4 

Buildings 3.9

TOTAL 5.3 

HOUSING MIX

People 1 million

Jobs 531,000

Land consumed  
by development   98 sq. mi. 

Percentage of homes 1/2 
mile from transit service  34% 

Acres of open space  
per 1,000 people 108 

Average time spent  
in the car per day 18 mins.

Transit trips per day 395,200

CARBON PRODUCTION BY SOURCE
(MILLION TONS - “BASELINE”) 

SCENARIO STATISTICS

In Scenario D most people live in apartments, 
condominiums, or townhomes within four main 
urban centers. 
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Scenario B Development PatternScenario D Development Pattern
Density of New Development
(Housing Units + Jobs Per Acre)

LEGEND

Low Medium HighLow

PROPOSED NETWORK
Rail Stop
Regional Rail
Freeway
Arizona Parkway
Major Road

Study Area
Existing Road
Creeks and Washes
Central Arizona Project
100 Year Floodplain

neighborhood commercial area open space
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Housing Development 
All four scenarios demonstrate that Superstition Vistas presents a significant 
opportunity to meet the housing needs of a broad cross section of the Phoenix 
metro area’s growth in the coming decades. This includes units for households 
of different sizes with low and high incomes, young and old people, and 
everyone in between. 

Our scenarios tested the premise that successful cities and regions have well-
matched housing and employment mixes. This means that quality jobs are 
available and there is suitable, affordable housing in the area for people who 
work in those jobs. An ideal housing mix would meet the needs of everyone 
from a young grocery store clerk to a CEO, lawyer, architect or retiree. It’s 
crucial that this mix includes upscale housing for executives; in many cases, 
executives locate their companies near the places they prefer to live. Again, 
successful cities and regions have housing for both a CEO and a company’s 
entry-level workforce.

Housing today may be in the midst of a major transformation. Sixty  
years of policies that encouraged predominantly suburban single-family 
homes are being challenged by, among other things, demographic shifts, the 
volatility of fossil fuel supply and price, an increasingly mobile society, and  
climate change. 

Superstition Vistas’ economic vitality and environmental sustainability will 
hinge on its ability to consider equity when making decisions about housing. 
In this context, equity means housing is planned that includes — not excludes 
— all types of residents, and ensures there are options for people across a 
spectrum of income levels.

The type of housing people will want in the future is the subject of much 
speculation. Some believe that the aging of the population and the rise in one- 
and two-person households will result in a shift to more townhouse, condo and 
apartment dwellings. Others think this shift will be small, and single-family 
homes will continue to dominate the future. It’s difficult to say with certainty, 
but changes in housing preference may be on the horizon, and it’s important to 
plan for a variety of potential market circumstances. 

In all these elements, it’s important that Superstition Vistas be attractive to 
people and that it provides the type of housing they like and can afford. If the 
housing mix is not attractive to a broad spectrum of the market, the benefit to 
the trust beneficiaries — the schoolchildren of Arizona — will not be as great. 
Similarly, an environmentally sustainable community that doesn’t appeal to a 
large number of people will have a much smaller impact than its potential.

HOUSING

SCENARIO A
The housing mix in this scenario  
most closely resembles the types  
of housing that are being developed 
today in the Phoenix area, although 
even in this scenario densities are  
20 percent higher than in Phoenix. 
Of the homes, 76 percent are single-
family, with about 28 percent on lots 
between 10,000-12,000 square feet 
in suburban-style developments. There 
is a limited amount of apartments and 
townhomes in the more compact areas 
of Superstition Vistas, but there is no 
mixed-use development.

SCENARIO B
Most of the homes in this scenario are 
single-family on 4,000 to 6,000 square-
foot lots. There are some homes with 
larger lots, and there also are some 
housing options such as townhomes and 
three-story condo/apartment buildings. 
About 5 percent of the homes are 
located in mixed-use buildings in the 
urban areas of Superstition Vistas. The 
mix of housing types in this scenario was 
identified by housing experts as likely 
to be demanded in the Phoenix metro 
area in the future based on current local 
preferences and market trends..

HOUSING
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HOUSING

In developing these scenarios, we tested the housing mix. Housing mix refers 
to a mix of the types of housing, sizes of housing, and prices that could 
possibly meet the full spectrum of a community’s future needs. With help from 
a group of housing experts, we modeled the projected future housing need for 
the entire Phoenix metro area based on current preferences with adjustments 
based on expected demographic shifts, such as an aging population. We then 
assumed that Superstition Vistas could accommodate its share of the region’s 
housing need across the board — from affordable to upscale housing. Next, we 
compared the scenarios to the projected future housing need of Phoenix based 
on assumptions of age, income, and current housing preferences. 

When compared to the preferences of today, Scenario B was the closest match, 
with Scenario C close behind. Scenario A has more single-family homes than 
today’s incomes and preferences would predict, and Scenario D has more 
multi-family housing than today’s Phoenix profile. While many different 
opinions exist about future housing, in the end, Superstition Vistas will have 
to adapt to the cost, affordability and yet unknown preferences of buyers who 
eventually will settle in this community.

Each scenario includes a mix of housing styles ranging from traditional single-
family homes and townhomes to apartments and condominiums in mixed-use 
buildings. The relative amount of each was the result of land use decisions 
that were made in building the scenario — the more spread-out scenarios 
had more single-family housing, and the compact scenarios, more condos and 
apartments. The scenarios provided a means of testing the effects of different 
styles of housing in Superstition Vistas; because we can’t predict the future, 
we can better understand how different preferences in the future could look on 
the housing landscape.
 

SCENARIO C
In this scenario, the majority of the 
housing is in single-family housing, 
but almost all of this is in small- and 
medium-lot homes, with only one 
percent of the housing on larger lots. A 
significant amount of the new housing 
(24 percent) in Scenario C is in three-
story condo/apartment buildings, along 
with townhomes (10 percent) and homes 
in mixed-use buildings (8 percent).

SCENARIO D
Of the four scenarios, this is the one 
where condos and apartments make 
up the majority of Superstition Vistas’ 
housing (55 percent). Along with this 
multi-family housing, this scenario 
includes about 10 percent townhomes. 
There still are a number of single-family 
homes (about 36 percent), of which 
nearly all are on smaller lots.
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KEY FOUNDATION INDUSTRIES

First tier industries could be drawn to the area 
when much of the region’s infrastructure is 
still being developed. These industries can use 
assets such as open spaces, access to Phoenix 
and Tucson on existing highways, availability of 
freight rail and a workforce that commutes from 
surrounding areas. First-tier assets could include:

• Higher education
• Clean energy generation
• Resorts
• Building and construction 
• Motion picture production
• Warehouse distribution
• Advanced manufacturing
• Research park/center 

After some of these initial industries get 
a foothold and road, power, and water 
infrastructure is further developed, more will 
follow. Tier two industries will leverage off the 
initial group, as well as the growing resident base. 
Tier two industries could include: 

• Information technology
• Advanced business services
• Pharmaceuticals
• Medical research and development/ 

BioTechnology/agriculture
• Clean energy manufacturing 

As the region matures into a sustainable 
metropolitan center, a third tier of businesses and 
industries will move to the Superstition Vistas 
area. These businesses will  bring some of highest 
paying jobs. Third tier industries could include:

• Corporate offices
• Finance/insurance
• Administrative support
• Telephone call centers 

TIER 1

TIER 2

TIER 3

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

The Economic Engine
The most important factor in the life of any city is the economic engine that 
drives its growth and sustains its population. To become a new regional center, 
Superstition Vistas will need to assemble the key parts of that economic engine. 
The old model of economic development in the Southeast Valley has resulted 
in a majority of the residents commuting long distances to the higher paying 
jobs in Phoenix. A new model must be created that protects the existing assets 
of Superstition Vistas. It needs to bring jobs and economic activity and develop 
plans for future assets that will further attract economic development. 

The Engine and its Parts
For a 21st century metropolis of 1 million people, different parts of the engine 
will address a range of interrelated needs. Most important are sources of 
human capital — higher education facilities such as community colleges and 
universities, which attract the wealth-generating institutions that will put that 
capital to work. These institutions will include large and high-growth employers, 
particularly those in professional services, research and development, health 
care and other service sectors. At the same time, transportation, warehousing 
and other industries that need large tracts of land and access to freight and 
highway facilities must have a place in Superstition Vistas. 

Assembling the Engine
Combining the factors necessary to create a true metropolis in Superstition 
Vistas will require careful planning and strategic investments. The Superstition 
Vistas Economic Development Subcommittee has begun developing a strategy 
for the Vistas’ economic growth. The subcommittee’s analysis was based on 
factors such as local climate, water availability, accessibility to air transport 
and other factors. Key foundation industries were organized into tiers (see 
sidebar), with the most likely to be attracted early to the area identified as 
first tier, with spin-off and complementary industries second and third tier.

The cascading effect of each tier of industries supporting one another could 
have very positive results. If Superstition Vistas were to develop a higher 
education facility that focused on engineering and science, this would provide 
the human capital to support development of research parks and information 
technology business clusters. These information technology firms eventually 
could develop the need for administrative support services and telephone call 
centers. For a metropolis of 1 million people, hospitals and other medical 
facilities also will serve as important employers; collaboration among these 
hospitals and future universities could generate research and bioscience 
industry clusters.
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Universities generate tremendous economic and 
human capital and contribute toward a knowledge-
based economy.  
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Priming the Engine
Predicting how Superstition Vistas actually will develop 
is impossible. But without a plan to establish the basic 
economic elements, it will be difficult to achieve many of the 
environmental, economic and social goals, such as access to 
affordable and diverse housing options. Prior to attracting 
the right kind of growth industries, Superstition Vistas will 
need key infrastructure investments and strategies.

These infrastructure investments include local, regional and 
national transportation linkages to connect Superstition 
Vistas to outside markets. They also include policy 
frameworks and implementation measures to ensure that 
Superstition Vistas is a healthy, sustainable and interesting 
place to live. 

By carefully planning for, and investing early in, key 
infrastructure, which will help attract and support key 
industries, Superstition Vistas will be poised to attract 
capital and the talent for a vibrant economy.

TRANSPORTATION INFRASTRUCTURE

• International airport facility (Phoenix-Mesa Gateway 
upgrades) of significance similar to John Wayne Airport  
in Orange County, California

• Freeway alternative to I-10 to provide a viable and 
convenient alternative through the East Valley and to 
connect Phoenix to Tucson through Superstition Vistas

• Commuter Rail to link local residents to Phoenix, Pinal 
County, East Valley, and Tucson markets 

• Heavy rail freight facilities to access regional and 
national markets

KEY QUALITY OF LIFE ATTRACTORS

• Comprehensive open space and parks strategy

• Culture and arts venues of regional significance

• Leadership in energy and sustainability practices

• Resorts and entertainment venues

• Lively and interesting downtowns and centers

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

POTENTIAL LOCATIONS FOR KEY  
FOUNDATION INDUSTRIES MAP
The Superstition Vistas Economic Development 
Subcommittee identified possible physical 
locations for this series of foundation industries. 
Industries such as higher education, medical 
complexes, advanced business services, and 
corporate offices likely would cluster in dense 
employment areas that are well served by 
transit. Construction parks, motion picture 
studios, warehousing and transportation 
industries would need large parcels of land 
located near air, rail and freight facilities. The 
accompanying map serves as the basis for further 
land use and transportation policy refinement.

Key Foundation Industries

Transit Route

Transit Stop

Highway

Street

Trail Corridor

Study Area

60

IR
O

N
W

O
O

D

ARIZONA FARMS

79

60

COMBS

BELLA VISTA

Industrial 

Industrial 

Clean Energy 
Generation

Resort

Aerospace

Resort

Resort

Resort Private
University

Medical 
Complex

State 
University

Community 
College

Advanced
Manufacturing

Advanced
Manufacturing

Medical 
Complex

Construction
Park

Warehouse
Distribution

TO 
PHOENIX

Hospital 

N 



Superstition Vistas:   A Sustainable Community For The 21st Century www.superstition-vistas.org24

POPULATION DENSITY
The following chart shows each scenario’s 
density compared to other U.S. cities.

NEW YORK, NY 26,916 

SAN FRANCISCO, CA 16,709 

CHICAGO, IL 12,751 

SCENARIO D 10,553 

MIAMI, FL 10,497

SANTA MONICA, CA 10,179

REDONDO BEACH, CA 10,065 

SCENARIO C  7,557 

SAN JOSE, CA  7,053 

PASADENA, CA  5,926 

SCENARIO B  5,754 

DENVER, CO  5,718 

VENTURA, CA  5,573 

SCENARIO A  5,564 

PROVO, UT  5,517 

TEMPE, AZ  4,737 

PORTLAND, OR  4,665 

PHOENIX, AZ  4,377 

HOUSTON, TX  3,912 

TUCSON, AZ  2,473 

people/sq. mi.

URBAN DENSITY

Comparing Urban Density
Many people are interested in the overall density of a city. For reference, each 
scenario was compared to contemporary American cities. Urban density is 
calculated by simply dividing the city’s area by its population. The density of 
cities across the Unites States varies greatly. Nashville, Tennessee has one of 
the lowest densities with less than 2,000 people per square mile. New York 
City has one of the densest at 26,000 people per square mile, along with San 
Francisco (16,000), Chicago (12,000) and Boston (12,000). 

Urban density is often associated with a number of characteristics, as if in 
a cause and effect relationship. Crime is often linked with density, but there 
are high and low crime cities at all levels of density. In fact, poverty most 
strongly influences crime. Transit ridership is also associated with density, 
but urban design and the extent of transit service are more influential. For 
example, Portland, Oregon with a relatively low density of 4,700 persons per 
square mile exhibits higher transit ridership than Redondo Beach, California, 
with twice the density at 10,000 people per square mile. Southern California 
cities are some of the densest in the nation, ranging from 7,000 to 11,000 
people per square mile. Phoenix (4,400), Mesa (4,200) and Tempe (4,700) 
resemble the urban density of Dallas (4,100) and Salt Lake City (4,000), and 
almost double the density of Tucson (2,400). Urban density comparisons help 
us imagine what these scenarios might look like. 

Scenario A resembles the overall urban density 
of Provo, Utah, pictured above. 

Scenario B resembles the overall urban density of 
Denver, Colorado, pictured above. 

Scenario D resembles the overall urban density 
of Miami, Florida, pictured above. 

Scenario C resembles the overall urban density of 
San Jose, California, pictured above. 
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Mitigating Urban Heat Island Effect
One of the most pressing issues for the Phoenix area is finding ways to reduce 
the “urban heat island” effect. Nighttime temperatures in downtown Phoenix 
are 10 to 12 degrees hotter than surrounding undeveloped desert areas such 
as Casa Grande National Monument — largely because the surfaces of urban 
areas trap and spread heat throughout the day. With the average summer 
temperatures forecast to rise several degrees during the next 50 years, keeping 
our cities cool is vital for urban livability, as well as for reducing the amount of 
energy needed for cooling.

Some parts of heat island effects are obvious — dark asphalt largely absorbs 
and reradiates heat (up to 90 percent of the sun’s energy), while specially 
designed white reflective roofs reflect most of the heat (as little as 15 percent 
absorbed). Green roofs, used in other climates to filter and retain rainwater, trap 
and spread heat throughout the day and reduce cooling airflow. Xeriscaping, 
which includes using plants adapted to the desert, can save water; however, 
these drought-tolerant plants have few leaves and provide little shade. 

Any development proposed for Superstition Vistas must include a 
comprehensive heat island strategy. The following best practices will help 
lower regional air temperatures:

• Incorporate light-colored buildings, roofs, and streets 

• Design streets so that buildings provide shade during the heat of the day 

• Plant drought-resistant shade trees with a large leaf canopy along streets 
and in public areas (even if it increases water consumption somewhat)   

• Direct storm water to feed water features and cool the air  
through evaporation  

• Design neighborhoods to capture evening breezes through urban canyon 
ventilation and street level shading 

• Minimize dark unshaded surfaces such as parking lots and pavement 

A model streetscape for Superstition 
Vistas should incorporate a drought-
tolerant tree canopy to promote 
evapotranspiration and help cool the 
air, awnings and shaded areas tucked in 
and between buildings, and light-colored 
buildings, sidewalks and streets. 

The image above shows the 
surface temperature that results 
from different paving treatments. 
The dark street asphalt heats 
up to above 82 degrees, while 
the gravel and street trees stay 
relatively cool.   

URBAN HEAT ISLAND
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TRANSPORTATION OPTIONS

Transportation and Urban Form
Designing the transportation system for Superstition Vistas involved determining 
how this area would be tied to a megaregion with potentially 15 million people by 
2060. To avoid designing a road system that simply dead ends in the Superstition 
Vistas, a series of strategic connections with the Phoenix area, as well as links 
to Tucson, was developed. Key to this objective were two intersecting highways 
or freeways, one north-south and one east-west (such as the proposed 802). 
Additionally there are a number of Arizona Parkways included in the design 
that strengthen the connection between local and regional routes, including one 
that runs from Florence Junction to Combs Road then through Queens Creek. 
In addition, we assumed that a transit link (likely commuter rail) between the 
two major metropolitan areas would be developed, and this would also pass 
through, and have major stops in, the Superstition Vistas.

The transportation framework of the intersecting highways and rail was the 
same in each scenario so we could test the impact of land use patterns and 
densities on the system. As a result, a network of highways, parkways and 
arterials was added, and a local transit system was designed. 

The Superstition Vistas scenarios were modeled using a travel demand model, 
a commonly used modern tool for estimating future traffic flows. The model 
evaluated the amount of traffic, the number of people who likely would ride public 
transit, and the number of people who would walk or bike to destinations. A 
number of transportation indicators were developed (e.g. vehicle miles traveled, 
transit mode share, gallons of fuel used annually) to determine the effects the 
land use pattern could have on congestion, hours traveled, energy consumption, 
carbon footprint and air quality. 
 

VEHICLE MILES TRAVELED
PER PERSON PER DAY

0 10 20

16MI.SCENARIO A
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Each scenario includes a local transit system. 
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Transportation Results 

SCENARIO A
Although Scenario A is the most auto-dependent, its transportation 
system functions well, and a significant number of trips are made 
by modes other than the car. Eleven percent of daily trips are 
made on foot or bike, which is a higher percentage than in a large 
portion of the major metropolitan areas in the country. The average 
resident drives about 16 miles per day, which is more than the 
other scenarios. The average resident spends about one hour per 
day driving, including 18 minutes delayed in traffic, significantly 
more than in the other scenarios. Public transit riders number 
58,500 per day.

SCENARIO B
Because this scenario organizes higher-intensity, mixed-use 
centers around major transit and road systems and has a larger 
local workforce, transportation conditions improve dramatically. 
Compared to Scenario A, this scenario has twice as many homes (21 
percent) and as many jobs (51 percent) located within a half mile 
of transit. Scenario B produces nearly 358,800 transit trips per day, 
a more than a 500 percent increase over Scenario A. The average 
resident spends an average of 24 minutes (12 miles) traveling each 
day — half of which occurs because of congestion. 

SCENARIO C
Despite additional densities, Scenario C performs only a little  
better than Scenario B. Compared with Scenario B, this scenario 
has only slightly more homes (26 percent) and jobs (55 percent) 
located within a half mile of transit. Scenario C produces about 
387,400 transit trips per day, about an 8 percent increase over 
Scenario B. Similar to Scenario B, the average resident drives an 
average 18 minutes each day (12 miles), and spends six minutes 
delayed in traffic. 

SCENARIO D
The additional density in Scenario D provides a small increase 
in performance over Scenario C. Compared with Scenario C, this 
scenario has slightly more homes (34 percent) and jobs (58 percent) 
located within a half mile of transit. Scenario D produces 395,200 
transit trips per day, a 2 percent increase over Scenario C and a 
10 percent increase over Scenario B. The average resident drives 
nine miles per day, less than in Scenarios B and C, for a total of 
18 minutes. The driver spends only six minutes delayed in traffic, 
which is similar to Scenario C.  

TRANSPORTATION OPTIONS

The scenarios were built upon the same 
transportation infrastructure that includes existing 
regional roads and a proposed network of new 
regional passenger rail, freeways, and parkways, and 
internal road and transit systems.

PROPOSED NETWORK

Rail Stop
Regional Rail
Freeway
Arizona Parkway
Major Road

To learn more about the scenarios  
and the proposed transportation network  

visit www.superstition-vistas.org.
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Transportation Carbon Emissions 
The land use patterns were evaluated based on the average daily travel and a range 
of mileage efficiency standards of cars and trucks. The transportation modeling 
showed that although Scenario A performs fairly well, the other scenarios lead 
to less daily auto travel and fewer carbon emissions. When the land use pattern 
is organized in intense mixed-use centers — which are pedestrian friendly, 
support transit and have additional jobs — Scenario B results in 28 percent fewer 
carbon emissions. The additional density in Scenario C leads to a very modest 
improvement at 29 percent fewer emissions than in Scenario A. The high densities 
and additional jobs in Scenario D lead to a decrease in emissions of 45 percent as 
compared to Scenario A. 

In addition, each land use scenario was evaluated with different vehicle fleet 
mileage standards, from 22.5 mpg (miles per gallon) today, to a potential 60 
mpg (including 20 percent electric or renewable fuel vehicles). Although the 
modeling showed that the land use pattern has a significant impact on reducing 
carbon, improvements in fleet efficiency actually resulted in even greater  
carbon savings. 

For example, gasoline consumption under Scenario A with “good” fleet standards 
achieved nearly the same level of emissions as the highly dense Scenario D with 
a “baseline” mileage fleet standard. Furthermore, when you apply the “best” 
efficiency standards to the vehicle fleet in Scenario A (60 mpg with 20 percent 
electric or renewable fuel vehicles), it results in similar emissions to Scenario 
D with a “better” fleet efficiency (35 mpg and 10 percent electric or renewable  
fuel vehicles). 

It should be noted, however, that this carbon reduction occurs locally from the 
reduction in community-wide fuel consumption. Other non-localized impacts 
could occur — for example, an increase in mining as a result of producing more 
batteries for electric cars. 

TRANSPORTATION OPTIONS

Values research by Harris Interactive 
found that the majority of Greater 
Phoenix area residents believe light 
rail will have a positive regional 
impact and could help meet increasing 
transportation demands. 

TRANSPORTATION EMISSIONS
(TONS OF CO2 PER YEAR)
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Conclusions: Transportation Systems
PRESERVE AND FUND REGIONAL TRANSPORTATION CORRIDORS
A corridor preservation strategy should include protecting possible regional highway 
and transit corridors between Phoenix and Tucson. Some of the critical links are the 
north-south freeway, the east-west freeway, and a regional rail transit connection. 
Although no scenario was tested without this regional connectivity, it’s clear that 
most outcomes would be significantly worse if these connections are not made. These 
investments are probably the most important infrastructure decisions that will be 
made for the Superstition Vistas, and their location and timing will control most other 
aspects about Superstition Vistas’ development.

CREATE SUFFICIENT JOBS TO CAPTURE COMMUTING TRIPS INTERNALLY
In addition to mixed-use centers, the other major difference between Scenarios A 
and B is a better balance of jobs and housing in Scenario B. Increasing local jobs by 
22 percent helps Scenario B significantly outperform Scenario A. Increasing jobs in 
Scenario D by 32 percent over Scenario A, along with having higher density, led to 
additional performance increases. Substantial effort should be focused on attracting 
job growth early in the development process to accompany the growth of housing. Jobs 
close to home are critical for transportation performance and carbon footprint, as well 
as for quality of life.

DEVELOP MIXED-USE CENTERS ALONG TRANSPORTATION CORRIDORS
Mixed-use centers encourage public transportation ridership, shared vehicle use, and 
pedestrian and bicycle travel. The addition of mixed-use centers in Scenario B greatly 
increased the transportation efficiency of the system over Scenario A, even though the 
density was only slightly higher. And the transportation performance of Scenario B 
was nearly as good as the much denser Scenario D, because of their similar design in 
organizing land use and transportation functions with mixed-use centers and multi-
modal transportation facilities. Mixed-use centers reduce trip lengths and encourage 
walking and biking, and they also concentrate transit users by providing a common 
origin or destination point. Locating transit stops within mixed-use centers offers 
convenient access to a variety of routes and transportation alternatives, including rail 
or bus rapid transit.

PROMOTE GREATER FLEET EFFICIENCY
Although the land use pattern has a significant impact on reducing carbon and 
other emissions and is more within the control of a landowner or master developer, 
improvements in fleet efficiency actually can yield even greater reductions. Substantial 
efforts should be made to promote, facilitate and provide incentives for a more efficient 
fleet within Superstition Vistas, while responding to technological breakthroughs. For 
example, additional infrastructure such as car plug-in stations could be helpful in 
promoting new fleet technologies.

PRIORITIZE LOCAL STREET CONNECTIVITY
As street connectivity increases, travel distances decrease and route options increase. 
A well-connected road network has many links, numerous intersections, and minimal 
dead ends (cul-de-sacs), allowing direct travel between destinations. The scenarios 
with a connected street pattern performed much better than Scenario A, which did not 
focus on connectivity as a goal.

TRANSPORTATION OPTIONS

Mill Street in Tempe accommodates 
light rail riders, bikers, pedestrians, and 
cars within an active, mixed-use center. 

The Arizona Parkway represents 
an alternative design for major 
expressways allowing high vehicle 
capacity, fast travel, and less potential 
for accidents at intersections. 
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BUILDINGS & ENERGY USE

Buildings, Energy Use, and Carbon Emissions
Buildings also are a major source of energy consumption, since heating and 
cooling them is a major part of the cost of living. To investigate these issues, 
industrial, residential, commercial, and mixed-use “prototype buildings” 
were designed, all based on actual buildings that had been constructed in the 
Phoenix area. In addition to assessing the building’s energy consumption (and 
carbon emissions) based on the current building codes, we also assessed them 
on the basis of making “good” (30 percent decrease), “better” (50 percent 
decrease), and “best” (80 percent decrease) energy efficiency improvements in 
each of the buildings in all four scenarios. 

Energy efficiency practices include making improvements in: glazing on 
windows, insulation, solar hot water systems, cooling systems, energy 
efficient lights, and for the most efficient structures, photovoltaic electricity 
systems that make each building its own power plant. The emissions were 
calculated based on the total energy consumption and emissions generated 
from the operation and use of the mix of residential, commercial, and industrial 
buildings that is assumed in each scenario. 

One conclusion is that the more compact scenarios were more energy efficient, 
regardless of any building improvements, for two reasons. First, multi-story 
buildings, such as condominiums and apartments, have shared internal walls 
and less external surface to gain or lose heat. The second reason, however, 
can significantly affect the lifestyle of residents: the average housing unit 
had less floor space in the denser scenarios as condominiums, apartments, 
townhomes, and small single-family homes replaced larger single-family 
homes. Nevertheless, building efficiency improvements had a much greater 
impact on carbon emissions than did increasing density and reducing living 
space per person.

Increasing the level of building efficiency practices in each of the scenarios 
makes a remarkable difference in the cost of cooling, lighting and heating the 
buildings, and also in the reduction of carbon emissions. For example, when 
buildings in Scenario A shift from good practices to best practices the annual 
carbon emissions were reduced from seven million tons/year to 1.5 million 
tons/year. Scenario D shifts from four million carbon tons/year to one million 
tons/year. However, the incremental cost of making investments to upgrade 
all the buildings in each scenario from “baseline” practices to “best” practices 
costs billions of dollars. The cost of upgrading buildings to “good” or “better” 
practices results in significant reductions in carbon emissions at substantially 
less cost. For example, upgrading the buildings to “better” practices in Scenario 
B costs $9 billion compared to more than $19 billion for “best” practices. 

The analysis also revealed that making energy efficiency improvements is 
more cost effective in residential buildings than commercial buildings. The 
sheer size and scale of commercial buildings requires large investments with 

ENERGY EFFICIENCY & PEAK POWER
Arizona’s electricity systems have large peak 
demands. While the average electrical loads are 
modest, on hot days when everybody turns up the 
air conditioning at the same time, energy use soars. 
The electric utilities must meet these high loads, even 
though they occur for a small percentage of the 
time. Keeping this generating capacity in reserve costs 
a tremendous amount of money and also contributes 
to increased emissions.

For example, as a rule of thumb using current 
development and energy use trends, the Superstition 
Vistas would have a summertime peak load of about 
3,000 MW (mega-watts), but an average load of 
only 1,500 MW over the entire year. As an example, 
if a plant such as the proposed Solana thermal 
solar plant was built to supply all the power needs, 
it would cover 35,000 acres, and cost $18 billion. 
Clearly developing a mixture of power sources, 
lowering base demand, and lowering peak demand all 
will be needed to be truly sustainable.

Making the Superstition Vistas energy efficient will 
require extensive strategies to keep energy peaks 
down — saving both money and energy. One of the 
simplest ways is to build houses with high thermal 
mass, made of concrete or brick, rather than wood 
and drywall. Buildings with high thermal mass have 
been a cooling strategy for millennia, from Greek 
cities to the ancient Pueblo settlements in the Four 
Corners area. Tests of new high thermal mass homes 
in Arizona show that they require much less air 
conditioning capacity, and have a very low peaking 
factor. In addition to energy efficiency, thermal mass 
and other peaking strategies should be included in any 
Superstition Vistas master plan. 

The chart shows the hourly load generated 
by each of the 8,760 hours in a year. 

Source: SRP
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moderate carbon savings compared to savings achieved 
through modest efficiency investments in individual homes 
where people spend the majority of their time. 

Of course, it’s important to remain flexible to adapt to 
technological advances and changing cost structures. For 
example, photovoltaic systems could become much more 
cost feasible in the future. As a result, buildings that 
are constructed early should be positioned and built for 
upgrades later as technology and costs improve.

Built Environment  
& Transportation Carbon Footprint
The total carbon footprint was calculated for each scenario 
based on the total of building and transportation emissions. 
Scenario A results in more than nine million annual 
tons of carbon based on standard fleet fuel efficiency 
and current building practices; the scenario reduces its 
emissions to two million annual tons of carbon with “best” 
fleet fuel efficiency and “best” building energy efficiency 
improvements. Scenario D results in a carbon footprint 
almost half as much, at five million annual tons of carbon 
under baseline fleet and building standards to a little more 
than 1 million annual tons of carbon under “best” fleet and 
building improvements. Each scenario improves its carbon 
footprint by more than 75 percent under the “best” fleet and 
building improvements.           

Conclusions: Buildings and Energy Use
• Fewer square feet per person and more compact forms 

of urban development lead to less traffic, energy 
consumption, and carbon emissions than those generated 

by typical, suburban development. But the quantum leap 
of improvement occurred when mixed-use, pedestrian-
oriented village, town, and urban centers, located on 
major transportation systems, were included.

• The benefits of increasing building efficiency to a “better” 
level are substantially greater than increasing density in 
Scenarios C and D, but the costs are substantial.

• The cost of implementing “best” energy efficiency 
practices is high because it includes installation on every 
building of presently expensive photovoltaic systems. 
Although the carbon savings is significant, the costs may 
be prohibitive for the energy savings achieved. 

• Because of the current prohibitive cost to upgrade 
individual buildings to “best” energy efficiency practices, 
it may make more sense today to consider large-scale 
alternative energy generation investments such as a solar 
thermal plant. Less efficient buildings then could be run 
on renewable power at a lower cost with a similar carbon 
footprint, rather than spending billions to reduce the 
amount of non-renewable power that buildings consume. 

• Investments in energy efficient technology are better 
spent on individual residential buildings than on large-
scale commercial and industrial buildings. Improving 
insulation and cooling efficiencies in homes is more cost-
effective and leads to greater carbon savings. 

• Improvements in energy efficiency must be made with the 
knowledge of how the energy is provided. Reducing peak 
energy loads is essential for a practical solution.

ANNUAL BUILDING  
EMISSIONS (CO2 TON/YR) INCREMENTAL COST  

OF IMPROVEMENTS
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WATER

Water Supply
Superstition Vistas’ water supply for future residents and businesses could 
come from several sources. Ensuring a reliable water supply remains an ongoing 
and challenging effort that will require cooperation among a diverse number 
of private and public entities. The water supply portfolio likely will include 
local groundwater, reclaimed water produced in wastewater reclamation plants 
within the development and in communities adjacent to Superstition Vistas, 
surface water from the Central Arizona Project, and other sources. 

Currently, plans are under way to construct a major water recharge facility 
adjacent to the Central Arizona Project canal on the western edge of the area. 
Water stored in this recharge basin could be used throughout the project. In the 
long term, it likely will be necessary to acquire additional supplies from the 
Central Arizona Project. Discussions are under way to explore ways to increase 
the amount of renewable Colorado River water available to Central Arizona. The 
Arizona State Land Department also has access to groundwater supplies in other 
areas of the state, which could be delivered to Superstition Vistas through the 
Central Arizona Project canal. Finally, it’s anticipated that thoughtful land use 
decisions will result in the capture and reuse of storm water runoff throughout 
the project area.

Water Use 
Sustainability entails understanding the natural water footprint of an area and 
using strategies to emulate those natural conditions as an area is developed. 
Development affects the water footprint through increased runoff when there 
are more impervious surfaces (e.g., pavement, sidewalk, foundations), when 
infiltration decreases, and when pollution is released into washes and creeks 
from storm water runoff. In addition, new development requires the treatment, 
delivery and consumption of potable water, which leads to sewage that must 
be treated.

TOTAL WATER DEMAND  
(GALLONS/DAY - BUILDING AND LANDSCAPING)

LANDSCAPING WATER DEMAND  
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RAINWATER CAPTURE AND  
GREYWATER RECYCLING

Water use in Superstition Vistas could 
be reduced by greywater recycling and 
rainwater capture. Greywater recycling 
is the reuse of wastewater generated 
from dishwashing, laundry, and bathing for 
irrigation, landscaping and even flushing 
toilets. Greywater suitable for irrigating 
landscaping and gardens comprises up to 50 
percent to 80 percent of total residential 
wastewater. Greywater recycling systems  
may be more efficiently managed on a 
centralized basis to maintain public health 
standards. Rainwater capture includes the 
harvesting of rainfall from roofs or the 
collection of rain in cisterns for reuse similar 
to greywater.

blackwater
to treatment 
facility

rainwater
captured for 
reuse

greywater
recycled for 
reuse
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The overall goal for Superstition Vistas is to minimize to the extent feasible the 
impact new development would have on water resources and natural processes. 
Although it’s impossible to eliminate all impacts, a set of strategies should be 
implemented to evaluate and minimize the effects of new development on water 
use, water quality and the natural recharge system. 

Each scenario was evaluated based on the daily water demand needed to service 
the necessary buildings and landscaping. The scenarios were further evaluated 
to determine how water demand would change if standard water practices shifted 
to best practices that enhance water conservation. The standard water use 
practices consisted of applying typical indoor and outdoor practices of residential, 
office, industrial, commercial and mixed-use buildings in Arizona, including 
today’s tendency to have green lawns and standard-flow indoor showers and 
toilets. Best practices assume buildings use high-efficiency plumbing, greywater 
recycling, landscaping with native plants or xeriscaping (little to no water use), 
and rainwater collection for reuse. 

Scenario A uses the most water at 119 million gallons per day under baseline 
plumbing and landscaping practices. This amounts to approximately 120 gallons 
of household water use per person per day, which is roughly equivalent to the 
current average daily water use of a Phoenix resident. Landscaping in Scenario A 
consumes 37 percent of the scenario’s total water use, at 47 million gallons/day. 
When “best” practices are applied to Scenario A, the landscape water consumption 
is reduced to nearly 19 million gallons/day, and the total scenario water use to 47 
million gallons/day, the same amount as the landscaping alone under baseline 
practices. Under baseline conditions, here are some interesting numbers:

• Scenario B consumes 110 million gallons/day.

• At the other end of the spectrum, Scenarios C and D result in total water 
use of approximately 97 and 95 million gallons/day, respectively. 

• Scenarios C and D show very minor differences in water consumption likely 
because they share a similar land use pattern. 

Conclusions: Water Supply
• Applying the best plumbing and landscaping practices to each of the scenarios  

results in a tremendous water savings, resulting in only a 6.5 million gallons/
day, or 14 percent, difference in usage between Scenario A and Scenario D. 
Using best water conservation practices produces great impact regardless of 
the actual land use pattern. 

• Landscape irrigation represents a significant consumptive use of water. 
Changing the landscaping practices to promote water retention, xeriscaping 
and rainwater capture substantially reduces water use. 

• Nonpotable water sources, such as greywater, treated sewage effluent, and raw 
water are more appropriate for landscaping. Although a greater investment 
will be required for infrastructure to deliver this water, those increased costs 
may be offset by lower water usage and treatment costs.

WATER

WATER RECOMMENDATIONS

The Superstition Vistas Steering 
Committee is recommending the following 
guiding principles related to water use:  

1. Use all possible sources of reclaimed 
water produced by Superstition Vistas 
on site.

2. Plan and promote land uses with  
lower water demands and high water  
use efficiency. 

3. Use local groundwater to lower up-
front investment, provide a long-term 
backup supply for drought conditions 
and outages, reduce peaking capacity 
needs in treatment facilities and reduce 
supply acquisition volume.

4. Mitigate local groundwater use by 
recharging treated effluent and storm 
water into the local aquifer to maintain 
supply and lessen land subsidence and  
earth fissuring.

5. Integrate water resources 
considerations into the community 
design, using treated effluent and 
storm water to enhance natural washes 
and to create community amenities as 
well as to plan for and reserve well 
field and recharge site locations prior 
to development. 

6. Secure water supplies and access to  
existing infrastructure in advance 
to avoid aggressive competition and 
inflating acquisition costs unnecessarily.

7. Develop a water resource strategy that  
will enhance the competitive advantage  
of the property.

8. Use the project area as a test  
site for new and innovative water 
conservation strategies.
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ENVIRONMENT

The Superstition Vistas Ecosystem
The Superstition Vistas site contains about 175,000 acres of flat Sonoran Desert 
alluvial plain that transitions to the rugged Superstition Mountains. The site 
includes diverse desert ecosystems and numerous washes. The expansive flat 
plain offers opportunities for both significant development and conservation of 
the natural environment. The site includes several major regional ecosystems 
including the Gila River, flat alluvial scrub plains, diverse cactus communities 
on gentle slopes, and the jagged Superstition Mountains. 

To sustain the regional ecology, large portions of these ecosystems should be 
maintained and wildlife corridors and habitats connected. In particular, the Gila 
River on the south edge of the site provides a key ecological corridor through the 
Phoenix-Tucson megaregion by connecting the Sonoran Desert plain and the 
Superstition Mountains. Preserving ecologically diverse corridors is arguably 
the most beneficial factor to the overall environmental sustainability. Smaller 
corridors and conservation areas also must be protected for several reasons 
— to allow movement of highly mobile species, to help reduce changes in 
microclimates, reduce the urban heat island effect, provide carbon capture and 
storage, and buffer the impacts of agriculture. 

From an environmental perspective, Superstition Vistas should follow 
an integrated approach in which all systems and impacts are considered 
simultaneously. An integrated approach, for example, considers the interaction 
and impact of buildings, energy, water, regional and local ecology, social 
communities, and economic development on the sensitive desert landscape. 
Any proposed development should take strong consideration of the region’s 
ecosystem services that are supported by area rainwater supply, soils and 
microclimates. Due to climate change, entire habitats are predicted to move 
significantly across regions this century. Environmentally sensitive land use 
patterns should absorb and accommodate this possible migration. 

Ready access to nature also is a vital aspect of a healthy community. The 
natural beauty of the site adds tremendous value and should act as a guiding 
principle in the design and orientation of new development. This includes 
preserving aesthetic views and offering ample opportunities for hiking, biking 
and outdoor exploration. 

NATURAL FEATURES:  
VEGETATION, ELEVATION,  
SLOPE, AND HYDROLOGY 
The majority of the site includes  
high and medium quality native 
vegetation including Sonoran Desert 
Scrub, Creosotebush Bursage, Paloverde 
Mixed Cacti, and a small portion of 
Mogollon Chaparrel. 

Superstition Vistas’ elevation  
ranges from 1,500 feet along the  
Gila River to 3,600 feet adjacent to the 
Arizona Sky Islands. Alluvial deposition 
from the Superstition Mountains has 
resulted in 125,000 acres below a 
25 percent slope. Of that, 115,000 
acres are under a 15 percent slope, 
which is often the preferred limit for 
development due to view impacts and 
engineering requirements.

The site has a complex surface drainage 
system. Higher elevation areas are 
characterized by canyon washes while 
lower areas on flat alluvial plains have 
broad, shallow flood zones. 

Superstition Vistas includes pristine expanses 
of diverse desert habitat. 
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ENVIRONMENT

Conclusions: the Environment
CONNECT THE COMMUNITY TO NATURE
Urban areas should be alive with natural features to provide both cultural and biological 
value. Natural features on the site should be seen as a design opportunity rather than 
as a constraint. Any development should provide equitable access to nature. 

ORGANIZE DEVELOPMENT AROUND WASHES
Land use patterns should aggregate washes into wider corridors to allow more natural 
flow processes and higher biodiversity.

CONNECT REGIONAL HABITATS AND NATURAL AREAS
Connect the habitats of Gila River, Sonoran Desert Scrub plain and the Superstition 
Mountains/Sky Islands with natural corridors to preserve regional landscape-scale 
natural processes. 

INITIATE DETAILED ANALYSIS OF THE SITE’S NATURAL SYSTEMS
As detailed planning proceeds, more study — such as infrared aerial analysis and 
site surveys — will be needed to better understand the site’s conservation needs and 
ecological design opportunities.

USE THE PROJECT AS AN URBAN ECOLOGICAL LABORATORY
Implement research, monitoring and an adaptive development strategy to explore the 
relationships between natural systems and urban development patterns, processes 
and impacts. 

CONSIDER THE CLIMATE CHANGE IMPACT ON NATURAL SYSTEMS
Design development of the site while considering the potential for species habitat shifts 
on and through the site, the potential for increased flood impacts during monsoons, 
and changes to the watershed.

ENVIRONMENTAL FRAMEWORK 
Stakeholders and sustainability experts gathered 
in 2008 to consider a comprehensive sustainability 
plan for Superstition Vistas. Ideas were refined into 
a regional environmental framework concept. The 
concept outlines a robust strategy for protecting the 
site’s cultural sites, steep slopes and trails, hydrology, 
flood zones and washes, and regional biodiversity. The 
concept also describes ways to minimize storm water, 
waste water and urban heat island. The framework 
includes “hard constraints” that should be avoided in 
all scenarios, such as steep slopes and floodplains. 

In addition “soft constraints” included all identified 
ecological information. While it’s impractical to follow 
all of these, each scenario was designed to avoid these 
areas to some extent and to take into consideration 
the scenario’s other design parameters. 

Existing Road
Creeks and Washes
Central Arizona Project
100 Year Floodplain
Steep Slopes
Open Space
Environmental Resources

ENVIRONMENTAL FRAMEWORK
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Superstition Vistas contains a relatively 
high concentration of biodiversity for 
its size relative to the region. 
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LESSONS LEARNED

1. CREATING MIXED-USE CENTERS  
AROUND MAJOR TRANSPORTATION AREAS  
IS THE PRIMARY DRIVER OF IMPROVED 
TRANSPORTATION PERFORMANCE

When comparing Scenario A to Scenario B, there are two 
major differences. First, unlike Scenario A, Scenario B has 
a hierarchy of mixed-use areas, or centers, located around 
transit and road system nodes. These centers are designed 
to move destinations closer to homes and be walkable and 
bikeable. Second, the jobs/housing ratio was increased 
from 0.96 to 1.18, which provided more jobs within the 
Vistas to decrease external commuting trips. 

Although the higher density scenarios of C and D 
achieved additional marginal reductions in auto use, 
the two changes alone from A to B produced most of the 
quantum improvement in transportation impacts across 
all scenarios. Integrating and enhancing the interaction 
of land uses and the transportation system is far more 
beneficial in improving transportation performance than 
increasing density. Scenarios C and D were designed to 
include the same improvements as B but to test the pros 
and cons of higher density. This is important because 
housing demand is difficult, if not impossible, to predict 
and densities could be higher than in Scenario B over time.

Thus, mixed-use centers are significantly more  
important than density alone in improving transportation 
results and reducing carbon emissions. It also is important 
to note that these improved development patterns probably 
are more easily implemented than efficiency improvements 
in buildings and cars, since such places have proven 
market demand. 

 2. ALL COMPONENTS OF SUSTAINABILITY —  
A VIBRANT LOCAL ECONOMY, EQUITABLE  
AND MARKETABLE HOUSING, AND GOOD 
ENVIRONMENTAL DESIGN — MUST BE BALANCED

True sustainability involves ensuring that there is a 
balance of social, environmental and economic priorities, 
while respecting what makes the region special. If 
the economy doesn’t grow or provide sufficient local 
services, people will drive farther and use more energy. 
And if energy, water and other natural resources are not 
protected and conserved, the community could become 
cost prohibitive, out of sync with the national and regional 
sustainability movement, and less livable. A balance of all 
three priorities, and none at the expense of another, is the 
key to a sustainable community in Superstition Vistas. 

3. THE LIFEBLOOD OF ANY SUSTAINABLE  
COMMUNITY IS A VIBRANT ECONOMY

Sustainability often is weighted toward environmental 
concerns, but a critical component is a strong local 
economy. A balance of jobs, retail and housing located 
near one another can significantly reduce vehicle travel 
and create a higher quality of life, with less time spent 
traveling. Similarly, when people meet their shopping 
and other needs locally through shorter trips, they save 
time and money and produce less pollution; indeed, travel 
to work accounts for only 20 percent of daily travel and 
does not account for the majority of peak hour travel. An 
environmentally planned community without sufficient 
local employment will lose environmental benefit as people 
travel long distances to work or shopping. Early and 
aggressive economic development of the Vistas is essential 
to creating a sustainable place across all three goals of 
balanced sustainability.

The scenarios are not plans for us to follow, but instead are 
possible virtual futures based on current-day market trends and 
assumptions. Taking this into account, we can still attempt to 
compare the scenarios and learn some basic lessons. 
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The most common way a new community develops is by 
building housing first. Once the labor pool is established, 
businesses move to the community, and over time, the 
ratio of jobs to housing improves. However, some new 
communities lead development with jobs — by attracting 
one or more economic catalysts with a unique amenity 
(e.g. proximity to a needed transport system). This 
alternate model provides very high returns in exchange 
for significant up-front investment. Once the jobs locate in 
the area, the community builds more housing to support 
the workers. The Steering Committee has identified 
candidates that could jump start economic development in 
the area. Superstition Vistas should strive to attract major 
investments from catalysts such as a university or similar 
institution, or regional headquarters of global businesses, 
among others. Factors that attract these catalysts include 
efficient transportation networks, “shovel-ready” entitled 
land and a swift, predictable development process, all 
of which require forethought and strategic planning for 
development. For Superstition Vistas to lead development 
with economic opportunity and employment, forging 
partnerships with these intuitional actors is a high 
priority. From the perspective of a landowner, in this 
case the Arizona State Land Department, early economic 
catalyzation drives and improves overall financial return. 
Being able to discount a few early parcels to speed up 
development could pay substantial financial dividends to 
Arizona’s schoolchildren.

4. THE ARIZONA TRUST LAND SYSTEM  
MUST CHANGE TO BUILD A SMART AND 
SUSTAINABLE FUTURE

It’s clear that an area this size needs planning for a 
number of important reasons, including the resulting 
economic benefits to the residents of the region and state, 
and to the beneficiaries of the Arizona Trust Land. State 
lands held in trust are managed for the benefit of specific 
beneficiaries, and land sales account for the largest income 

source for public education. Because of this, the initial 
sale of the Superstition Vistas land holding would greatly 
benefit schoolchildren across Arizona. Unfortunately, the 
current system practically prohibits any kind of planning 
for developing an area such as the Superstition Vistas. The 
likely result is piecemeal, sprawling development and the 
potential for a lower overall return to trust beneficiaries. 
Reforming state law so that the Arizona State Land 
Department can plan and implement strategic development 
and conservation plans should be a key priority. Similarly, 
state law currently prohibits the Arizona State Land 
Department from selling land at low or no cost to an 
economic catalyst to significantly increase the value of the 
remainder of the property. This aspect of current state law 
also deserves careful review.

5. PROVIDE A FULL SPECTRUM OF  
HOUSING THAT MATCHES COMMUNITY  
NEEDS AND MARKET DEMAND

To be truly sustainable for its residents and economic 
vitality, the Superstition Vistas should have many housing 
options for a broad spectrum of people. This is important 
not just for the social equity aspect, but also so that 
people can live near employment and services. A broad mix 
of housing will attract a diversity of ages and incomes, 
improving the business climate (through the provision of 
housing affordable to the workforce), and accommodate 
an increasingly older population. Such a mix is also better 
able to accommodate changing needs of a community over 
time — Superstition Vistas will be a place that attracts 
young people to their first job, a place where new families 
can purchase their first home, and where older adults 
can live in an easy-to-maintain townhome. And because 
a mixture of housing is more energy efficient, it saves 
on energy costs and pollution. A good, diverse housing 
mix also makes communities more livable and pedestrian 
friendly, providing nearby gathering spaces for everyone in 
the community. 

LESSONS LEARNED
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6. BUILD GREEN AND PROMOTE AUTO EFFICIENCY

Increasing the efficiency of buildings and cars has a greater potential 
impact on carbon emissions than urban form, although it could come at 
a prohibitive cost. The best development program will include a balance 
between urban design principles that produce a livable community and 
those that increase water and energy conservation. Cultural norms change 
slowly, so the development should consider contemporary tastes but also 
develop buildings that are cost-effective and resource efficient. Efforts also 
should be made to facilitate and promote more efficient cars. By constantly 
tracking the changing expectations of communities and changing building 
and transportation technology, new developments such as Superstition 
Vistas can incorporate the latest green design and appeal to current tastes. 

7. SUPERSTITION VISTAS WILL NEED CONNECTIVITY  
TO THE REGION AND THE SUPER-REGION

All of the scenarios assumed excellent regional and super-regional 
connectivity, with Superstition Vistas a key central piece in the Phoenix-
Tucson megaregion. This connectivity is critical for the development of the 
Vistas. If Superstition Vistas is instead a cul-de-sac at the eastern edge of 
the Phoenix area without major transportation infrastructure connections, it 
will become a low-density suburb with poor transportation systems. These 
connections must include both roads and transit. The best scenarios had 
between 350,000 and 400,000 daily transit riders — more than twice the 
daily ridership of Phoenix and nearly twice as much as Dallas. To grow in a 
sustainable way, the transit system must start small and mature in size and 
service as more people move to the area. The local transit system also must 
tie into the regional commuter rail service.

LESSONS LEARNED

The sale of state lands held in 
trust, such as Superstition Vistas, 
account for the largest income 
source for public education in the 
state of Arizona. 
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NEXT STEPS

Next Steps 
There are a number of critically important steps as the 
Superstition Vistas community emerges as an economically 
vibrant, ecologically sensitive, and forward-thinking reality. 

At this point, we have:

• Assembled a team of regional and national experts

• Conducted research to determine constraints  
and possibilities

• Conducted initial public involvement strategies

• Developed and tested four different scenarios for the 
future using sophisticated computer modeling

• Developed a set of important lessons learned 

So what’s next? Our next major steps are to (1) seek 
additional stakeholder and public input, (2) craft a 
preferred scenario from among Scenarios A, B, C, and D, 
and (3) develop a strategic plan for moving forward. To 
achieve these three major steps, we will: 

HOST OPEN HOUSES AND/OR OTHER PUBLIC EVENTS
An open house will be hosted to ask people what they think 
about the four scenarios and to see which aspects they 
want included in a preferred scenario. Other public events 
will be organized to work with the public and stakeholders 
in developing a vision (an overarching set of values and 
wishes that residents feel is most important for their 
community) and implementation plan (a blueprint for how 
to put the vision and preferred scenario into action) for 
Superstition Vistas. 

CRAFT THE PREFERRED SCENARIO
The scenario analysis showed how various concepts and 
potential situations performed under real-life conditions. 
The preferred scenario likely will include the most 
successful parts of two or three scenarios and will be used 
to help develop a strategic plan and vision for the area. The 
preferred scenario will present ideas on how Superstition 
Vistas could become a model of sustainable development. 

DEVELOP A SHARED VISION FOR SUPERSTITION VISTAS
The vision will integrate land use, transportation, 
environment, economic development, community values 

and expectations, and other key factors for a future 
sustainable community in Superstition Vistas. The vision 
will provide a description and visual image of how the 
Vistas can become a model of sustainable development. 

DEVELOP BEST PRACTICES AND STRATEGIES
The team of national and regional experts will develop 
a set of best practices and strategies for making sure 
the Superstition Vistas achieves the shared vision. The 
best practices will help guide the development and 
implementation of future zoning and regulatory measures, 
infrastructure investments, environmental design and 
community design. The best practices and strategies also 
will consider important community qualities such as public 
health, school quality, public safety and social equity.

PURSUE ARIZONA TRUST LAND REFORM
Most of the best-performing options for Superstition 
Vistas cannot currently be implemented by the Arizona 
State Land Department, which is restricted from spending 
money on master planning, from selling property subject to 
development conditions, or selling land at reduced prices 
as an economic catalysts in order to increase the value of 
surrounding land. These limitations are harmful to the 
overall community, as well as to Arizona’s schoolchildren. 
A key step to implementing the lessons learned through 
this scenario analysis is to reform state law that governs 
the Arizona State Land Department.

DEVELOP A STRATEGIC PLAN FOR MOVING FORWARD
An implementation plan will outline immediate actions 
to move Superstition Vistas toward achieving the vision 
over the short and long term. Implementation plans can 
recommend specific projects that, if completed, act as a 
catalyst in moving the community towards the vision, 
infrastructure and transportation improvements, and other 
public and private investments. Strategic implementation 
also may include establishing a framework and timeline for 
how and where to invest in infrastructure, how to address 
housing affordability, and how to accommodate anticipated 
growth impacts. This approach also provides a framework 
to make funding decisions, such as capital improvements 
and public private partnerships.
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A FINAL WORD

A Final Word
There is so much we can do — together as a community — in caring for 
and supporting the many possibilities for Superstition Vistas. None of 
these items can, or should, be done in a vacuum. They should be examined, 
discussed and planned for in a way that is seamless, integrated and 
thoughtful. Together, we can …

Greatly increase value to the Arizona Trust Land beneficiaries, as well as  
to all Arizonans, through open space preservation linked with higher  
quality development and urban patterns. To do this, Arizona Trust Land  
reform is essential.

Provide a place for our grandchildren and their children to live and work. 
The public sector must invest up-front in infrastructure, planning, and 
economic development in order to make a future sustainable community in 
Superstition Vistas happen. 

It is important to recognize that Superstition Vistas is where our 
grandchildren, or perhaps even their children, could buy a first house in 
a new community in 2050. This project looks far into the future, and we 
should not limit our vision to today’s realities or even today’s dreams.  
The vision for the Vistas must be constantly refreshed and renewed as the 
future unfolds.

Design a community with a much lower use of resources by designing 
buildings that use less energy, communities that require less auto use, and 
using innovative land use and building design principles. 

Build vibrant neighborhoods and communities that are pedestrian oriented, 
mixed use, affordable,  high quality, safe and private. The density of these 
mixed-use centers will help support an effective and efficient transit system 
that delivers residents to work, home, and school with ease and expedience. 
Great neighborhoods can surround these mixed-use centers and remain 
within an easy commute to work.

Be much more than just another suburban community. Instead, we can 
be an independent and unique city linked to the surrounding region and 
connecting the major megaregion anchors of Phoenix and Tucson.

Engage in important community discussions that will shape the future 
of Superstition Vistas. Public support and business community support 
is essential to bring this vision to fruition. The goal of the effort by the 
Superstition Vistas Steering Committee is to initiate a larger community 
discussion and to work together with citizens of Arizona, the Sun Corridor, 
and Maricopa County and Pinal County to build a vision of our future.

Open space preservation linked 
with urban development that 
lowers the use of resources 
can contribute toward vibrant 
neighborhoods and communities. 
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To stay involved, to learn about upcoming 
events and to find more information about 

this scenario report, visit:

WWW.SUPERSTITION-VISTAS.ORG

or contact:
EAST VALLEY PARTNERSHIP

at (480) 834-8335

PINAL PARTNERSHIP 
at (480) 440-9482
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