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More people live in world apart;

Gated communities increase, along with challenges

By Julie Titone Staff writer

   Wide open spaces.

   Don't fence me in.

   With the growing popularity of gated residential communities, the West may

need some new mottoes. These sanctuaries of security and prestige, already

well-established in Sun Belt states, are catching on in the Inland Northwest.

   Such exclusive neighborhoods vary widely, from empty-nester enclaves in

Spokane to waterfront subdivisions in North Idaho. The biggest yet is planned

for the rolling landscape beside Lake Coeur d'Alene's Rockford Bay. The Club at

Black Rock will feature 381 homes and a golf course on 650 fenced acres.

   This won't be a place for sightseers on Sunday drives. The main entrance will

have a guard; the secondary road, a locked gate.

   Protection from intruders will be especially welcome for those who have

often-vacant vacation homes at Black Rock, said developer Marshall Chesrown.

   ''Obviously, not having people drive through the neighborhood at will is a

huge advantage,'' said Chesrown, who plans to market lots to wealthy golfers

from Arizona, Nevada, Southern California. ''It's a fairly well-known fact in

the business that gated community property brings a premium.''

   Profitable, appealing, even practical. But gated communities complicate

emergency access and, professional planners say, can weaken the fabric of

society.

   Spokane developer Jim Frank shares their concerns.

   ''I don't particularly care for them.  You want to try to bring people

together rather than separate them,'' said Frank, calling the communities '

'somewhat anti-social.''

   In his sprawling Coeur d'Alene Place development, Frank limited gates to a

small empty-nester, retirement section. ''We keep the gate there open all day

long,'' he said. ''It only closes at night.''

   Chris Baker likes the restricted access at Northwest Village, although that's

not what sold her on the Coeur d'Alene complex. There was no gate when she

bought a condominium there 10 years ago.

   Then she was burglarized. That added to her enthusiasm when the homeowners

association voted five years ago to install an electronic gate.

   ''Not that it's a great deterrent. If anyone wants to get in, they can do it,

'' Baker said, noting that the fences could be scaled and that the gate-opening

codes are hard to keep secret. ''You could call out for pizza and the guy would

say, 'Oh, I know the code.'''

   She likes the fact that she doesn't have drop-in visitors. If someone wants

in, they call her from the gate and she dials ''9'' on her phone to let them in.

   Baker can't see why anyone would object to gated areas.

   ''I don't think about it as elitist at all.''

   Spokane City Planner Chris Hugo worries about the us-and-them image of gated

communities. He's almost embarrassed to say he lives in one. He chose the

hilltop King's Point subdivision because it overlooks the Spokane River, as did

his modest childhood home.

   ''It was view property and the gate just came with it,'' Hugo said. ''My wife

and I would not have selected that. It's contrary to our values of society.''

   In Spokane, Hugo said, gated communities are more common in suburban areas

such as the Moran Prairie, Spokane Valley, the upper South Hill. The more

expensive the development, the more likely it is to be gated.

   The local trend started about 15 years ago, Hugo said.

   ''It's an attempt by people to respond to concerns about public safety. We

should be looking at those issues more holistically so we don't feel like we

have to create walled, secure enclaves. We're also giving up one of the

healthiest things: architecturally and socially mixed neighborhoods.''

   Gated communities are always planned developments built with approval of

local governments. Chesrown, who recently got the OK from Kootenai County for

his Black Rock project, won't be selling homes for a few years. At today's

prices, he said, they'd start at $ 250,000 and ''could go into the millions.''

   These subdivisions are pricey not just because of the security but due to a

whole package of amenities ranging from clubhouses to private parks.

   The roads are private.

   ''Not only the road but the water and sewer,'' said Hugo. ''The public

responsibility for infrastructure stops at the gate. Maybe that's the only

benefit that accrues to society out of these things.''

   In addition to property taxes, the homeowners pay fees to cover street, water

and sewer maintenance. In the Spokane area, typical monthly fees are $ 90 to $

125, said Mark Richard, spokesman for the Spokane Home Builders Association. The

number is highly variable because it depends on what's included: garbage pickup,

lights, guards, pools, lawn care, snow plowing.

   Kootenai County planner Rand Wichman advises potential buyers to ask a lot of

questions about road maintenance.

   ''What happens a lot of times is only half the members will pay into the

association. It's always the guy at the end of the road who gets stuck

maintaining the road ... It can become a battleground, especially if neighbors

don't get along.''

   While private roads are common in North Idaho, Wichman noted, limited-access

subdivisions are not.

   ''Twin Lakes Village is a so-called gated community, although there's no

gate. Harborview Estates does have a gate, it's just never closed.''

   Rula Awwad-Rafferty, an assistant professor of architecture at the University

of Idaho, believes people give up freedom of expression in gated communities,

which usually come with strict limitations about how home owners can change

their property. Residents also give up contact with a wider range of people.

   Awwad-Rafferty is puzzled that gates are catching on in rural areas.

Statistics show people there are much safer than city dwellers, she said.

   But when crime hits in isolated places, people may feel especially

vulnerable. Cape Horn Estates beside Lake Pend Oreille didn't have a gate at

first. Then burglars pulled a truck up to someone's home and emptied it.

   That was 25 years ago, said resident Larry Janusch and, since the gate went

in, there's been more peace of mind.

   ''It's amazing how many people come up to the gate and turn around.  That's

as far as they go.''

   His neighbor Raquel Kellicut likes the security, but said the locked gate has

disadvantages.

   ''Sometimes the UPS guy has the (access) code and the neighbor doesn't,

because he hasn't been home for two months and the code has changed,'' she said,

adding that sometimes emergency crews have trouble getting in.

   Gated communities in the Spokane Valley have worked through those problems,

said fire inspector Kevin Miller. Each is required to have a key that can be

activated by a switch in the fire trucks. Miller reviews building plans to make

sure entry designs leave adequate room for trucks to maneuver.

   Miller is more concerned about the social consequences of the gates.

   ''It's sad how we live today,'' he said. ''My daughter's friend lives over

there just a couple hundred feet away, but she's got to walk all the way around

to the gate ... I grew up in Los Angeles and I could ride my bike anywhere.''

   Access is a problem in both directions, according to Edward Blake, co-author

with Mary Gail Snyder of ''Fortress America: Gated Communities in the United

States.'' Folks on the inside of the fences don't have quick access to grocery

stores or other services.

   Political activists feel their freedom of speech is limited by gates, Blake

said.

   ''If you're in the Christian Coalition, you don't have a bunch of high-end

followers,'' said Blake, dean of the Milano School of Management and Urban

Policy in New York. ''One way you make contact is going door-to-door and talking

to people.''

   Blake thinks it's dangerous to draw visible dividing lines between the rich

and everyone else. History shows that physical barriers can give people a false

sense of security, he said.

   ''Peasants outside the castle eventually stormed the gates and killed the

king,'' he said.

   There's been a backlash against gated subdivisions in such places as

Sacramento, Calif., and Flagstaff, Ariz. Gates will be banned starting this

summer by the new Greater Flagstaff Regional Plan. The residents who helped

write the document outvoted the developers on that issue, said Coconimo County

planner Bill Towler. ''They felt it was contrary to a sense of community, of

neighborliness.''

   The chairman of the Coconimo County board of supervisors voiced regret awhile

back that he'd ever voted to approve a gated project. Said Tom Chabin: ''A kid

should be able to go out on Halloween and trick-or-treat anywhere in his

hometown.''

   Staff writer Julie Titone can be reached at (208) 765-7126, or by e-mail at

juliet@spokesman.com.

