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Fiscal impact tools are emerging across the nation and 
changing the dialog around local and regional plan-
ning. Jurisdictions now have a number of tools they 

can use to compare costs with revenue and analyze fiscal 
impacts, evolving to meet the increased demand of resource 
constrained municipalities. This article will take readers on a 
tour from California to Florida, introducing six emerging fis-
cal impact tools and providing a cursory review of how these 
tools are changing local and regional planning discussions.

SACRAMENTO: THE BLUEPRINT PROJECT

At the turn of the 21st century, California’s state capital, 
like many other communities, was faced with some difficult 
decisions. Between 2000 and 2050, the Sacramento region 
was projected to add more than 1.7 million people and 1 
million jobs. Without new approaches 
to planning for the future, the com-
munity’s quality of life had the poten-
tial to decrease substantially. Already 
plagued by air quality concerns, the 
northern San Joaquin Valley faced 
worsening congestion — a projected 
increase of more than 50 percent by 
2025 — and increasing air pollution if 
growth and investment strategies con-
tinued on their current path. In the face 
of these challenges, the Sacramento 
Area Council of Governments Board 
of Directors embarked on a regional 
“blueprint” project to create a 50-year 
plan for growth in the region. The 
project was taken on to provide a better understanding of the 
linkages between transportation, land use, and air quality, 
and to set a new vision for the future of the region.

The Sacramento area was faced with a choice: continue 
to grow on its current trajectory of low density development 
and accept the associated impacts (the “baseline scenario”), 
or prioritize compact, mixed-use development and provide 
more transit choices as an “alternative scenario” that might 
accommodate growth without sacrificing quality of life. But 
what would be the regional implications of pursuing a new 
growth strategy? To truly understand the costs and benefits 
of this new approach, SACOG needed to look beyond capital 
investments to address the ongoing operations, maintenance, 
and service costs associated with land use decisions.

Their analysis showed that the alternative scenario would 
result in substantial savings in the cost of providing services 
such as water, sewer, roads, flood control, drainage, parks, 
and dry utilities; the region could save $13.8 billion over 50 
years if it chose what will be called the “preferred alternative” 
over the “base case.” More than half of this savings comes 
from purchasing far less land to mitigate the consumption of 
agricultural and habitat lands. The remaining savings are the 
result of less infrastructure being needed to serve the same 
number of residents and employees.1

CREATING A NEW TOOL

The blueprint scenario analysis laid the foundation for 
the Integrated Model for Planning and Cost Scenarios tool 
the region now uses to compare costs with revenue to ana-

lyze fiscal impacts. The fiscal impact  
analysis identifies any gaps in fund-
ing, which can then be addressed 
through additional revenue sources or 
a change in infrastructure-generating 
land use patterns.

Local governments across the nation 
are experiencing chronically under-
funded budgets, leading to a new aware-
ness that what they build and the ability 
for those investments to pay returns will 
have a serious impact on their capacity 
to sustain their communities. With this 
new awareness there is a growing need 
to evaluate whether new developments 
will push a community ahead or dig 

them into deeper debt. Emerging fiscal impact analysis tools 
enable local governments to make this assessment, helping 
prepare them for a new level of leadership and accountability 
as they plan for strong, sustainable communities. 

Intergovernmental agencies across the United States, 
including the Ohio-Kentucky-Indiana Regional Council of 
Governments and the Tallahassee, Florida, Capital Region 
Transportation Planning Agency, are also developing their 
own regional fiscal impact models to comparatively evaluate 
development proposals on the basis of municipal costs and 
revenue return. These models share SACOG’s goal of making 
the best use of limited infrastructure dollars. Private firms 
helped these clients develop their tools, and other groups 
are responding to the growing demand by creating their own 

To truly understand the 
costs and benefits of this 

new approach, organizations 
need to look beyond capital 

investments to address 
the ongoing operations, 
maintenance, and service 
costs associated with land  

use decisions.
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tools, such as Envision Tomorrow and 
UrbanFootprint.

The first generation of fiscal impact 
modeling tools provides jurisdictions 
with the opportunity to produce a 
technical evaluation and have a 
robust discussion about the potential 
uses and policy implications of such 
modeling tools. The success of these 
tools will be determined by three 
factors: the technical strength of the 
tool itself, how well the results of the 
analysis can be communicated, and the extent to which these 
results can be translated into action. 

CALIFORNIA DEVELOPMENTS

Development pressure in Sacramento has led to the loss of 
prime agricultural land, and the region consistently ranks on 

the list of the most polluted cities. The 
blueprint effort was a turning point  
for the region — understanding the 
true fiscal costs of the current land 
use patterns and transportation invest-
ments was a game changer for the 
region’s elected officials and commu-
nity members. 

Integrated Model for Planning and 
Cost Scenarios. In partnership with 
the Local Government Commission, 
SACOG has made the Integrated Model 

for Planning and Cost Scenarios — known as iMPACS — 
available to local governments and other regional planning 
organizations in the state, as well as helping provide training. 
iMPACS has allowed these local governments to analyze their 
infrastructure, parks, and public service requirements to bet-
ter understand the fiscal effects of development scenarios, 

A good communication 
strategy is crucial to  

effectively inform planning,  
as communicating the impact 

is as important as the  
time and effort spent  

in measuring it.

Exhibit 1: Integrated Model for Planning and Cost Scenarios Results
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Simple Payback Analysis
	
	 Total Public-Sector Costs	 $148,148,022
	 Public Sector Annual O&M Costs	 $725,228
	 Annual Revenue (taxes, etc.)	 $0
	 Annual Net Revenue	 -$725,228

	 Actual Simple Payback	 NA	 years
	 Desired Simple Payback (years)		  30
	 Gap per ERU (desired payback)	 $613	 per year
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from the development level to the general plan and regional 
planning level. It is a spreadsheet-based model that inte-
grates with the jurisdictions’ scenario planning software tool 
(I-PLACE3S) to provide side-by-side comparisons of planning 
options. The model can help jurisdictions:

n �Determine infrastructure demand from proposed develop-
ment.

n Estimate the capacity of existing infrastructure.

n �Determine whether new infrastructure is required for a 
proposed development project.

n �Estimate capital costs and operational costs needed for 
the new infrastructure.

n �Determine law enforcement, emergency service, library, 
and park and recreation needs.

n �Evaluate expected revenues from development and com-
pare with cost and expenditures.

n �Identify thresholds in land use patterns that trigger the 
need for new, larger, or smaller infrastructure. 

Local jurisdictions have the option of providing local data 
and customizing a number of levers to produce very precise 
project-level information. Municipalities that have limited 
staff time to feed this data-hungry tool can accept regional 
defaults to produce magnitude-of-change comparisons for 
regional planning or policy decisions.

For example, the city of Galt, a small, agricultural commu-
nity located in Sacramento County, used iMPACS to assess 
planning-level scenarios that compared land use types for 
the community. The tool showed that mixed-use, focused 
development generated better financial outcomes, when 
compared to other types of development. The mixed-use 
development generated a higher ratio 
of revenue to cost, per-acre. It was also 
the only scenario that met the desired 
payback period of 30 years or less and 
had a positive net present value over 
a 50-year timeframe. The City of Galt 
found this true at the project level as 
well — assessment of options for a  
parcel within the downtown area 
found that mixing land uses (in this 
case adding commercial to a resi-
dential project) would shorten the  
payback period. 

State agencies were also paying attention to the rollout of 
this fiscal tool in the capitol region. In 2008, California, which 
was planning for nearly 60 million more people and 24 mil-
lion new jobs by 2050, recognized the need for tools to inform 
decisions about how and where the state would grow. As part 
of this effort, referred to as “Vision California,” the California 
High Speed Rail Authority and the Strategic Growth Council (a 
cabinet-level state agency coordinating committee) worked 
with an urban and regional planning firm to develop two new 
modeling tools — the “UrbanFootprint” map-based model 
and the “RapidFire” spreadsheet-based tool — to formulate 
and compare scenarios for how California could accommo-
date the anticipated growth. They hoped these tools would 
inform the decisions driving California’s infrastructure invest-
ments by clearly expressing the consequences of different 
growth scenarios. Four statewide growth scenarios were ana-
lyzed, and the results showed that the smart growth scenario 
(which focused on walkable, mixed-use and higher-density 

neighborhoods) reduced local gov-
ernments’ infrastructure and ongoing 
operating expenses. According to the 
2013 Smart Growth America, Building 
Better Budgets report, Vision California 
found that the smart growth scenario 
saved almost 20 percent on the cost 
of infrastructure — representing a sav-
ings of $32 billion for California over 
the 40 years between 2010 and 2050, 
assuming 2010 population. The smart 
growth scenario also generated three 
and a half times as much revenue on 

The fiscal impact analysis 
identifies any gaps in funding, 
which can then be addressed 
through additional revenue 

sources or a change in 
infrastructure-generating land 

use patterns.

Exhibit 2: Payback Period for the City of Galt
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a per-acre basis as the conventional 
suburban scenario — approximately 
$730,000 per acre over 40 years com-
pared with only $207,000 per acre. 

UrbanFootprint. UrbanFootprint is 
land use planning software that assess-
es the impacts of current and proposed 
land use scenarios. When base data 
and transportation/land use scenar-
ios (or existing plans) are entered, 
UrbanFootprint estimates performance 
and outcomes, including those related 
to public health, transportation, water, 
building energy, fiscal impacts, and 
land consumption. When local or 
regional jurisdictions conduct transpor-
tation and land use planning, UrbanFootprint can analyze and 
compare the performance of proposed or existing scenarios. 

This analysis can help Metropolitan Planning Organizations 
select a preferred regional transportation plan scenario 
and can help cities and counties select a preferred general 
plan scenario. Because impact assessment models such as 
UrbanFootprint can analyze a scenario in seconds, they 
are well suited to community workshops and other public 
engagement opportunities. The UrbanFootprint model is 
unique as a fully open-source, web-capable software platform 
that allows users and software developers to evolve the model 
and adapt it to meet the needs of its users.

RapidFire. The RapidFire model is a user-friendly, spread-
sheet-based tool that is used to produce and evaluate state-
wide, regional, and county-level scenarios. The model pro-
duces results for a range of critical metrics, including:

n Land consumption.

n �Infrastructure cost (including capital and operations and 
maintenance).

n �City/jurisdictional revenues.

n Vehicle miles traveled and fuel consumption.

n �Transportation greenhouse gas emissions and air pollutant 
emissions.

n �Building energy and water consumption and related 
greenhouse gas emissions.

n �Household costs for transportation and utilities.

n �Public health (air pollution-related) impacts and cost.

Accurately capturing the capital 
infrastructure costs is essential to 
assessing the incremental costs of 
both greenfield and infill, and more 
compact development (using detailed 
studies of impact fee structures from 
cities across California and the West). 
Operations and maintenance costs are 
then added, the final key to under-
standing long-term impacts.

These models have also been used 
effectively at the local and regional 
levels. The information was critical 
to informing the City of Fresno city 
council and planning commission’s 
decision to choose the more compact, 

progressive land pattern. The same was true for the Southern 
California Area Governments 2012 Regional Transportation 
Plan/Sustainable Communities Scenario; it was the combina-
tion of land consumption, energy, water, public health, and 
fiscal impacts that developed the requisite support for the 
scenario that ended up exceeding the area’s greenhouse gas 
reduction target.

A good communication strategy is crucial to effectively 
inform planning, as communicating the impact is as impor-
tant as the time and effort spent in measuring it. If the costs, 
benefits, and consequences cannot be communicated effec-
tively, the analysis will not be effective in advancing policy. 
Fact sheets were created to help communicate the outputs 
of the RapidFire and UrbanFootprint analyses to elected 
officials, staff, and community members to broaden participa-

tion in land use and transportation planning dialogues. 

OHIO-KENTUCKY-INDIANA REGION

The Ohio-Kentucky-Indiana Regional Council of Govern-
ments 2005 Strategic Regional Policy Plan recognized the 
need for a fiscal impact analysis tool to better understand 

how land use decisions affected their jurisdiction’s budget. 
Their goal was to provide a standardized, locally based model 
that would enable the region to make strategic infrastructure 

and transportation investments to serve new development or 
fix existing deficiencies. Understanding that staff would have 
limited time to devote to analyzing scenarios in depth, the 
focus centered on creating an accessible, easy to use model.

Local governments across 
the nation are experiencing 

chronically underfunded 
budgets, leading to a new 
awareness that what they 

build and the ability for those 
investments to pay returns 

will have a serious impact on 
their capacity to sustain their 

communities.
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Fiscal Impact Analysis Model. The OKI Fiscal Impact 
Analysis Model was launched in November 2009. The Council 
of Governments worked with ten communities to support 
and implement the tool. The model uses budget informa-
tion from the previous year to estimate revenue and costs by  
land use types. Each city, township, or county has a unique 
set of data populated within the model’s framework to 
enhance accuracy. 

The model is used in the following way. When new homes 
or businesses are built, local governments typically receive 
additional revenue through property taxes, income taxes, 
fines, fees, and various charges. The FIAM model includes 
data from the community’s annual budget report to calculate 
these revenues for proposed development scenarios. These 
new residents and businesses also create new costs for the 
community. Increased infrastructure and use of existing 

roads require additional maintenance costs. New residents 
may demand new recreation facilities and increased ser-
vices (for example police and fire protection). The types of 
services, or expenses, accounted for in the model include 
public safety, infrastructure (construction and maintenance), 
parks and recreation, public health and welfare, community 
development, and general government (administration and 
overhead). The FIAM model uses annual expenses from  
the community’s previous year to calculate these costs for a 
proposed development. 

The model breaks down costs and revenues by 16 land 

use types (created with the 10 partner communities in the 

region). Data reported in each jurisdiction’s annual budget 

are used to estimate costs and revenues based on:

n Land use type and acreage.

Exhibit 5: Fiscal Impact Analysis Model Results Screen
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n Market value.

n Number of units and square footage of improvements.

n Employment.

n Wages.

n Population characteristics.

n Commuting patterns. 

n Traffic volumes.

The tool is intended to inform decision makers — to guide 
planning and standard setting, explore density options for 
land use classifications, and identify fiscal deficiencies in the 
hopes of ultimately improving fiscal health.

The results from the model are estimates of potential future 
expenditures and revenues and should not be the sole source 
for making land use decisions, which are complex. Multiple 
factors need to be considered, including environmental, 
social, political, and economic, in addition to the fiscal 
impacts. And all of these factors need to be balanced with the 
values of the community. 

NORTHEAST OHIO 

In Northeast Ohio, rust belt communities are struggling with 
the dual pressures of urban flight and property tax revenue 
declines, which compromise their ability to maintain and 
operate existing infrastructure. Across the region, cities are 
emptying out while residents flock to more thinly developed 
areas on the fringes, pulling roads, sewers, power lines and 
other infrastructure with them. The region is currently embark-
ing on a regional visioning effort (“Vibrant NEO 2040”) and is 
using the Fiscal Impact Tool — known as FIT — developed 
by an urban and regional planning firm to address the fiscal 
impacts of “ex-urban” greenfield development and popula-
tion loss from the core of their legacy industrial cities. 

According to the Vibrant NEO 2040 
analysis, a “business as usual” trend 
— adding tens of thousands of new 
houses in suburban counties — would 
require 3,700 miles of new roads, 
enough to reach from Cleveland to 
Panama City, Panama. This would fur-
ther strain the region’s operation and 
maintenance costs; the fiscal burdens 
of paying for both the abandonment 
and the new infrastructure to serve 
the predicted migration would render 

even the region’s wealthiest county poorer by 2040 than the 
poorest county in the area today. 

Fiscal Impact Tool. FIT was developed and added to 
the firm’s suite of planning software because of an increas-
ing demand for information from clients. The firm used the 
Federal Reserve’s fiscal impact tool, FedFIT, and paired it 
with their scenario planning tool, “Envision Tomorrow,” to 
compare development scenarios. FIT is a spreadsheet-based 
tool that uses aggregated and weighted county averages to 
provide high level “order of magnitude” cost (capital infra-
structure, operations, and maintenance costs) comparisons 
of different scenarios. This sketch-planning tool can be fed 
additional customized information to provide project-level 
information, which the firm did for the City of Austin, Texas. 

TALLAHASSEE, FLORIDA 

Florida’s Capital Region Transportation Planning Agency 
recognized the need for a fiscal impact tool in 2007, and 
was included as part of the scope of work for their Regional 
Mobility Plan that was adopted in 2010. The agency was  
faced with the staggering cost to manage roadway infra-
structure, finding that its constituent local governments  
were spending a lot of their funds on operations and main-
tenance of their system. In creating the long-range plan for 
the region, the agency wanted a more fiscally sustainable 
transportation system.

CRTPA worked with a consulting firm to develop a cost 
calculator and assess three regional development scenarios. 
It compared building new units in the downtown with a more 
suburban pattern, focusing on the overall maintenance bur-
den to the local governments for the next 35 years. Using the 
calculator, the agency was able to display the bottom line for 
each scenario in just minutes. Not surprisingly, fiscal sustain-

ability was achieved through compact 
growth pattern served by public transit 
and active transportation modes. The 
regional plan that was adopted called 
for focused nodal development that 
would concentrate development in 
the existing cores and support alterna-
tive development. 

But what would happen to the 

regional vision when these leaders 

took off their metropolitan planning 

organization board hats and returned 

According to an analysis of 
Northeast Ohio, a “business 

as usual” trend — adding tens 
of thousands of new houses in 
suburban counties — would 
require 3,700 miles of new 

roads by 2040.
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to their communities to make local land use decisions? It was 

clear that a link was needed between the adopted regional 

plan and day-to-day decision making. The board members 

needed a tool that would enable them, and their elected col-

leagues, to make educated and informed land use decisions 

that were in alignment with their vision for the future of the 

region.

Capital Region Sustainable Communities Calculator. 
CRTPA worked with the consulting firm to create the Capital 

Region Sustainable Communities Calculator, a Web-based 

tool that enables users to determine future fiscal impacts to 

the community infrastructure, based on inputs about planned 

developments and surrounding infrastructure characteristics. 

The calculator also uses national studies including the Center 

for Neighborhood Technology’s Housing and Transportation 

Affordability Index to provide individual household impacts 

and costs associated with new development characteristics, 

communitywide energy and environmental impacts and 

costs, and effects of planned development on the regional 

economy. The base version (phase I) was intended for public 

use, and a phase II version will allow trained users more abil-

ity to customize development assumptions.

The tool is intended to guide development location or 

growth decisions from a proposed project to re-zoning or gen-

eral plan amendments. The tool doesn’t look at the projected 

revenue of development types but provides a more compre-

hensive analysis of the costs beyond capital costs, to capture 

the ongoing costs of operations and maintenance over the 

projected life of the development. If the impact fees are based 

on trip generation versus location or internal characteristics 

(as most are), the management or maintenance burden isn’t 

really evident. This tool makes the long-term management 

Exhibit 6: Fiscal Impact Tool
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or maintenance burden evident, and looking at the ongoing 

costs for local government to serve these developments has 

changed the conversation in the region about the type of 

growth local governments can afford to pursue. 

CONCLUSIONS

From California to Florida, local governments are realizing 
that their limited municipal budgets necessitate rethinking 
historical growth patterns and investments. The fiscal impact 
tools they use to accomplish this vary — as do the jurisdic-
tions that produced them — but each provides critical infor-
mation to complete local government’s understanding of the 
costs and benefits associated with development decisions. 
These tools are ushering in a new era of fiscal responsibility 
and strategic local planning. y

Note

1. �Converting this result to equivalent dwelling units (1 dwelling = 1 DU; 2,500 
sq. ft. of employment = 1 EDU), there is a cost savings of $18,000/EDU.

KATE MEIS is an associate director at the Local Government 
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Exhibit 7: Capital Region Sustainable Communities Calculator User Interface


