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Sustainability 



 

Our Topic Tonight: 

Fiscal Sustainability 
 



 

Our Real Topic: 

How Places Learn 
P 

 



 

A Question: 

How Do Places Learn? 
P 

 



 

The Same Way  
People Do 

P 

 



 

Feedback Loops 
P 

 



The difficulty with planning the 
physical environment is that the 
feedback loops are too long.

        Stewart Brand 



Short Feedback Loops 



Long Feedback Loops 



Diffuse Feedback Loops 



Strategy 1: Shorten, Clarify and 
Amplify Long Feedback Loops 
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Strategy 2: Link Long and Short 
Feedback Loops 

DENTAL HYGIENE
BRUSHING FLOSSING

NEIGHBORHOOD REGION

PLANNING
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The moth is not 
smarter than it’s 
would-be predator. 
Indeed, its brain  
is far less capable.  
But it’s genes may  
be more “adaptive.” 
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New Roadway Facilities

University Pkwy & N. University Pkwy & N. 
Cattlemen Rd. / Cooper Cattlemen Rd. / Cooper 
Creek Boulevard IntersectionCreek Boulevard Intersection

University ParkwayUniversity Parkway

DeSoto RoadDeSoto Road
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Honore Avenue & DeSoto                                    Honore Avenue & DeSoto                                    
Road IntersectionRoad Intersection

II--7575

N. Cattlemen Road  & DeSoto           N. Cattlemen Road  & DeSoto           
Road IntersectionRoad Intersection

N. Cattlemen Road (from University N. Cattlemen Road (from University 
Pkwy to DeSoto Road)Pkwy to DeSoto Road)

N. Cattlemen Road (from DeSoto N. Cattlemen Road (from DeSoto 
Road to Richardson Road)Road to Richardson Road)

DeSoto Road (from Honore Avenue DeSoto Road (from Honore Avenue 
to N. Cattlemen Road)to N. Cattlemen Road)
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Total Total 
Estimated CostEstimated Cost

$38,050,000$38,050,000
Right of Way $5,000,000Right of Way $5,000,000

Construction $33,5000,000Construction $33,5000,000



Traffic Improvement? 
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This road–traffic vicious circle 
is intersected and intensified 
by others. The car–suburban 
sprawl vicious circle makes 
transit routes expensive and 
otherwise impractical; 
therefore, cars are  
even more necessary;  
therefore people who  
can’t afford cars are  
required to support them…  
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As riders and fare incomes 
drop, transit services are 
reduced; therefore, more riders 
and fares are lost; therefore 
service is further reduced; and 
so on– to the  
point of collapse,  
meaning the  
disappearance of  
former transit services.  
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As riders and fare incomes 
drop, transit services are 
reduced; therefore, more riders 
and fares are lost; therefore 
service is further reduced;  
and so on– to the  
point of collapse,  
meaning the  
disappearance of  
former transit services.  
 
 
–Jane Jacobs, The Nature of Economies 





























Deceptive Feedback Loops 



Strategy for Deceptive Feedback 
Loops? 



Strategy for Deceptive Feedback 
Loops: Better Information 





“Anyplace that 
has such tall 
buildings and 
heavy traffic is 
obviously an  
environmental 
disaster–except 
that it isn’t.” 
 
–John Holtzclaw, 
Transportation 
Consultant 



Better information can  
help us understand matters 
of fiscal sustainability 



Better information can  
help us understand matters 
of fiscal sustainability 



Let’s look at where our 
property taxes come from… 

































 

The final 
numbers 
are even 
more 
dramatic 
 
P 
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But what about 
sales tax? 





1350 Main St: 
$1+ million 
generated  

on .67 acres 
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Sarasota’s downtown today—
Mostly 1-2 story buildings 





 

St. Petersburg;  
the boom improved its 

downtown 



 

So what about  
the cost side of the 

equation? 
P 

   

















 

Caveat: This is less 
about tall buildings 
than having the market 
to fill them. 
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Where do you put these 
high value places? 



In cities… 
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Comprehensive Plan Amendments: 
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Where else do you put 
these high value places? 
 
Hint: Not on big arterials… 



…near transit. 





 

We’ve been  
looking at the public 
sector perspective 

 





 

Municipalities should 
like this… 

  



 

Municipalities should 
like this… 

  











Turlock
Modesto

Merced

Average Downtown  
Total Property  
Tax Revenue
Modesto $8,163/acre
Turlock $6,268/acre
Merced $7,593/acre

“We hope officials will use this property tax yield per acre  
as another way to quantify the importance of downtown —  

and of in-fill projects.”
The Modesto Bee editorial, April 23, 2012

1 Walmart: $2,660/acre; Walmart/JC Penny: $3,014/acre; Downtown Turlock taxable mean: $5,173/acre
2CV Plaza and outparcels: $4,604/acre; Vintage Faire Mall: $6,831/acre; Downtown Modesto taxable mean: $8,163/acre
3Merced Mall: $4,520/acre; Downtown Merced taxable mean: $7,593/acre

A new review of city and county property tax 
revenues in three San Joaquin Valley cities 
finds that focusing growth in downtown 
areas is usually a better bet for cash-strapped 
local governments than traditional urban 
sprawl. 

The study takes its direction from the 
agricultural understanding of land 
economics – which is calibrated on a per 
acre basis. The study finds that even small 
mixed-use developments near the centers 
of Modesto, Merced and Turlock achieve 
more revenue, on a per acre basis, for local 
governments than developments that 

consume much more land in more remote 
places, where land values are typically 

lower.  That’s because multi-story 
structures, which are more 

common in downtown 
areas, use land more 

efficiently than 
expansive single-story 

structures with adjacent 
parking lots. 

The report makes two important findings 
with relevance to the San Joaquin Valley 
region and other California communities: 

Big-box style retail developments 
provide significantly less property tax 
revenue per acre to local governments 
(city and county combined) than the 
average of all downtown properties. 

In Turlock… Walmart yields 48.6% less 
property tax revenue per acre than the 
average downtown property. Walmart and JC 
Penny combined still produced 41.7% less 
property tax revenue per acre than the 
downtown average.1

In Modesto… the Central Valley Plaza area 
yields 43.6% less property tax revenue 
per acre and Vintage Faire Mall yields 16.3% 
less property tax revenue per acre than 
the average downtown property.2 

In Merced… the Merced Mall yields 40.5% 
less property tax revenue per acre than 
the average downtown property.3

Urban

Valuing Downtowns: 
Upward Not Outward is a Smart Revenue Strategy for Local Governments

SAN JOAQUIN VALLEY MUNICIPAL REVENUES STUDY:
Investing in Downtowns Yields More Property Tax Revenue  

per acre than Building on the Periphery

Continued on back page
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1 Walmart: $2,660/acre; Walmart/JC Penny: $3,014/acre; Downtown Turlock taxable mean: $5,173/acre
2CV Plaza and outparcels: $4,604/acre; Vintage Faire Mall: $6,831/acre; Downtown Modesto taxable mean: $8,163/acre
3Merced Mall: $4,520/acre; Downtown Merced taxable mean: $7,593/acre

A new review of city and county property tax 
revenues in three San Joaquin Valley cities 
finds that focusing growth in downtown 
areas is usually a better bet for cash-strapped 
local governments than traditional urban 
sprawl. 

The study takes its direction from the 
agricultural understanding of land 
economics – which is calibrated on a per 
acre basis. The study finds that even small 
mixed-use developments near the centers 
of Modesto, Merced and Turlock achieve 
more revenue, on a per acre basis, for local 
governments than developments that 

consume much more land in more remote 
places, where land values are typically 

lower.  That’s because multi-story 
structures, which are more 

common in downtown 
areas, use land more 

efficiently than 
expansive single-story 

structures with adjacent 
parking lots. 

The report makes two important findings 
with relevance to the San Joaquin Valley 
region and other California communities: 

Big-box style retail developments 
provide significantly less property tax 
revenue per acre to local governments 
(city and county combined) than the 
average of all downtown properties. 

In Turlock… Walmart yields 48.6% less 
property tax revenue per acre than the 
average downtown property. Walmart and JC 
Penny combined still produced 41.7% less 
property tax revenue per acre than the 
downtown average.1

In Modesto… the Central Valley Plaza area 
yields 43.6% less property tax revenue 
per acre and Vintage Faire Mall yields 16.3% 
less property tax revenue per acre than 
the average downtown property.2 

In Merced… the Merced Mall yields 40.5% 
less property tax revenue per acre than 
the average downtown property.3

Urban

Valuing Downtowns: 
Upward Not Outward is a Smart Revenue Strategy for Local Governments

SAN JOAQUIN VALLEY MUNICIPAL REVENUES STUDY:
Investing in Downtowns Yields More Property Tax Revenue  

per acre than Building on the Periphery
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Dense vibrant places 
should be a  
Win-Win-Win 





 
Municipalities build robust tax base 

 
Citizens get great places  

 
Developers get higher yield from 

their land asset 





 

But it’s not so 
simple… 

















 

What has changed in 
Sarasota County as a 
result of the study? 
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Not much…. 
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Raliegh, North Carolina 
 





Mitchell Silver, 
Director of  
Planning and  
Community  
Development 
Raliegh, NC 



Policy IM 2.4: Return on Investment 
 
Major capital projects not tied to immediate 
life safety or capacity deficiencies should be 
subjected to a return on investment analysis as 
part of the prioritization process. The return on 
capital projects should be based on the ability 
of the project to catalyze private investment, 
make efficient used of existing infrastructure, 
and generate new net revenues. 
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Example: 
Blue Ridge Corridor 
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What if you don’t have  
Mitch as your  

planning director? 
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Could we mandate a maximum  

pay back period? 
The number of years required to  

pay back the municipality’s 
infrastructure investment 
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County A FIQ: 10 years 
is target to eliminate impact fees. 

County will not approve more than 15 years.  
More than 10, but less than 15 years, applicant can “buy 

down” years by paying adjustment fees. 
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A cool idea, but some places may 
not be ready politically. 

 
Other places are… 



 Other places may be… 
 
 
 
 



The nation’s most ambitious 
planning legislation: 

California’s  
State Assembly Bill 32 

Senate Bill 375 



 

It’s all about reducing levels of 
greenhouse gases 
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It’s all about reducing 
Greenhouse Gas Levels 

 

This is a global 
problem  
that requires 
local action 













Step 1: Understand existing 
land use category 



Step 4: Aggregate impacts to determine 
scenario that best achieves statewide goal 
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Step 4: Aggregate impacts to determine 
scenario that best achieves statewide goal;  
So far, so good 
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greater density against their 

constituent’s desires; 
 

Developers don’t want to build 
“product” that they feel there’s no 

market for…  
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Alternative step 5: Regulate to encourage high 
value real estate development 



Alternative step 5: Regulate to encourage high 
value real estate development 

We want you to 
create high value 
real estate 
 



3  Municipalities build robust tax base 
 

Citizens get great places  
 

Developers get higher yield from their 
land asset 



 
Not a left or right issue; 

It’s about  
good government 
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My LGC Heroes 
P 

 



Bressi Ranch 
Carlsbad, CA 

Ramona Finilla 
Carlsbad, CA 













Illustration from 
Approved Master Plan 

Modification Requested 
by Applicant 



Finnila Way 











100 ft. +-  
 
Buildings shall be oriented with windows, entries, 
balconies and/or porches oriented toward the 
street or active pedestrian area. This design will 
increase public safety by placing “eyes” on the 
street.  
 
Bressi Ranch Master Plan 
Commercial/Community Facilities; Development Standards & Design Guidelines 
 



Public spaces should be 
designed to encourage the 
attention and presence of 
people at all hours of the 
day and night. 
 
Ahwahnee Principle #9 
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Contra Costa Centre 
Transit Village, Walnut 

Creek, CA 
Dona Gerber, 
Contra Costa County 



THE NEW

PLEASANT HILL BART
STATION PROPERTY











Thank You 



 

Contact me: 
Katzoid@earthlink.net  

202/486-7160 
 

Decision support tools  
website:  

www.smartgrowthtools.org/TCDDM 
 
 


