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ECON 319 – Urban Economics 
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Prof. Anil Nathan 
E-Mail: anathan@holycross.edu (best mode of contact) 
Phone: 508-793-2680 
Office: Stein 511 
Class Location: Stein 118B 
Time: Section 1: 1:00pm – 1:50pm 
          Section 2: 2:00pm – 2:50pm  
Office hours: Monday, Wednesday, Friday: 3:00-4:00pm 
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Course Overview 
The field of urban economics addresses a wide variety of questions and topics. 
At the most general level, the field introduces space into economic models and 
studies the location of economic activity. Urban economics typically addresses 
four sets of questions, and this course is organized around these four areas. The 
first set of questions focuses on the development of urban areas. Why do cities 
exist, and why do some grow more rapidly? How can local governments 
encourage such growth? The second set of questions addresses patterns of 
development within metropolitan areas. Why do certain parts of metropolitan 
areas grow more rapidly than others? How do firms and households decide 
where to locate within given metropolitan areas? What determines the price of 
land, and how do these prices vary across space? The third set of questions 
concerns the spatial dimensions of urban problems and issues (such as crime 
and education).  Finally, in the last part of the class, we will briefly study the 
spatial aspects of local government policy and explore the inter-relationships 
between city and suburban governments.  By the end, students will also be able 
to use writing to clarify their thinking about these questions and to compose a 
well-organized term paper that clearly and accurately interprets economic data. 
	  
Prerequisites: 
Economics 249 (Statistics) and Economics 255 (Microeconomics) 
 
Readings and Material:  
Arthur O'Sullivan, Urban Economics, 8th Edition McGraw-Hill Publishers 2012 
Other articles to be discussed in class will also be posted on Moodle as needed. 
We will also be watching some visual media in class. 
 
Problem Sets:  
There will be several homework assignments during the semester, based on 
class discussions and readings.  Both calculation and essay questions may be 
included.   Do the homework carefully, since they will be similar to questions 



asked on the midterm and final.  Homework will usually be due on select Friday’s 
throughout the semester. 
 
Exams:  
There will be one midterm exam.  The exams will be based on class discussions, 
readings, and homework.  It will be on Friday, March 13th.  There will also be a 
Final Exam at a date TBA. 
 
Grading: 
Homework - 10% 
Midterm - 20%  
Final - 25% 
Final Paper (and steps) - 25% 
Final Presentation - 10% 
Learning by Giving Project - 10% 
 
Final Paper: 
You (in groups of 2 or 3) are representatives of the _____ Metropolitan Statistical 
Area in the United States.  You have an opportunity to present to a congressional 
committee on 3 problems about your area, your solutions, and if there are any 
ways the committee can help.  You need to first inform Congress about a brief 
historical analysis of the development of the area and how the problems 
surfaced.  You then need to explain the 3 problems and their solutions (what the 
area is actually doing and what you think should be done), which can be based 
on theory or empirics.  You must also include some thoughts on the future of 
your area.  You need to present your findings to the committee (the class), and 
also provide a 12-14 page paper (no more than 4500 words) to the chair of the 
committee (Prof. Nathan).  This project will be done in a series of steps (dates 
subject to change). 

1. (Before Friday, February 27th): Form your groups and select your area, 
and alert me as soon as possible.  I will maintain a list so that no group 
picks the same MSA.   

2. (Friday, February 27th): Submit in class the following in 1 paragraph.  
Also be prepared to informally discuss your plan of research and some 
ideas in class. 

a. Name of area 
b. Population of area (main urbanized area and other areas) 
c. Main industries in area 
d. Unemployment rate(s) in area 

3. (Friday, April 10th): Detailed outline and annotated bibliography.  This will 
be part of your paper grade.  A sample annotated bibliography is here 
(http://copia.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/skill28.htm).  Be 
prepared to informally discuss in class.    

4. (Wednesday, April 22nd - Monday, May 4th): Presentations  
5. (Monday, May 4th): Final Paper  

 



Learning by Giving Project 
Our class has a grant from the Learning by Giving Foundation to award $10000 
to the non-profits of our choice.  The idea is to calculate the economic impact of 
organizations that deal with urban issues (such as education, crime, and 
housing) while getting familiar with what they do and how the impact the 
community.  This assignment will be a group project that will become clearer 
once I assess your experience with service at Holy Cross, and we talk about the 
parameters more in class. 
 
Course Outline:  
The following is a preliminary course outline. Details may change as we progress  
through the course, and I will alert you to these changes as they happen.   
 

I. Introduction to Urban Economics (Chp 1,2,3) 
a. Why do cities exist? 
b. Why do competing firms cluster 
c. Why do cities vary in size? 
d. What causes urban growth and decline? 
e. Who benefits from urban growth 
 

II. Land Use (4,5,6,7,8,9) 
a. Why does the price of land vary within cities? 
b. Why do people and firms build up instead of out? 
c. Why are there many municipalities in a typical metro area? 
d. What are consequences of race and income segregation? 
e. What are the effects of land use controls and zoning? 

 
III. Transportation (10,11) 

a. What is the marginal external cost to automobile travel? 
b. Why do so few people use mass transit? 
c. How can public transportation pay for itself? 

 
IV. Education and Crime (12,13) 

a. What are the inputs and costs of an education? 
b. Are criminals rational? 
c. Why is crime higher in large cities? 

 
V. Housing (14,15) 

a. Why is housing different? 
b. How does one sub-market affect others? 
c. Is public housing worth it? 

 
VI. Local Government (16,17) 

a. Why is local government so fragmented? 
b. Does majority rule generate efficient choices? 

  



  
Academic Honesty Policy 
All education is a cooperative enterprise between faculty and students. This cooperation requires trust  
and mutual respect, which are only possible in an environment governed by the principles of academic  
honesty. As an institution devoted to teaching, learning, and intellectual inquiry, Holy Cross expects  
all members of the College community to abide by the highest standards of academic integrity. Any violation of 
academic honesty undermines the student-faculty relationship, thereby wounding the whole community.  The 
principle violations of academic honesty are plagiarism, cheating, and collusion. 
 
http://www.holycross.edu/catalog/academic-honesty-policy.pdf 
 
 
 
 
Community Based Learning Project with the Learning by Giving 
Foundation 
 
 
 
Description 
 
Your mission is, in groups of 6-7, to analyze the economic impact of one of three 
non-profits in Worcester (Dismas House, Nativity School, and SWNIC).  
Specifically, you should outline in a presentation who is required to implement 
the program(s), how much time is takes, the monetary costs they incur, and any 
other key hurdles or incentives they face in implementation.  This presentation 
will be approximately 10 minutes long, and will end with a description of how you 
calculated the economic impact(s) of one or more of the organization’s programs.   
We will allocate $10000 ($4000,$3000,$3000) based on class votes in a system 
to be announced. 
 
Deadlines 
 
 
By March 20th, each “city group” must rank what group they are analyzing AND 
suggest other “city groups” to join them (if you have a preference).  This can be 
done via e-mail.   I will also ask for weekly informal updates in class as the 
presentation date gets closer.  The presentations and voting will take place on 
the last day of class (Monday, May 4th). 
 
 
Readings 
 
Refer to the readings  to help guide your evaluation  and report.   The readings  
focus on key aspects in evaluating  a non-profit program. 
 



1. For an introduction to the purpose of non-profits, read Hansmann,  Henry B. 
(1980), “The Role of Nonprofit Enterprise,” The Yale Law Journal, vol. 89, pp.  
835-902. 
 
2. For a detailed  albeit  informal guide to the  process of evaluating  non-profits,  
refer to 
 
“Basic Guide to Program  Evaluation,” at http://managementhelp.org/evaluatn/fnl 
eval.htm 
 
3. For an extensive guide on how to evaluate non-profits, read “Measuring 
Program  Out- comes: A Practical  Approach,”  United Way of America, 1996. 
 


