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Putting the MoneyWhere the Plan Is 
Financial Tools for Downtown Renewal i11 

by Jason Ferrigan 

f N THE PAST TWENTY YEARS many American 
cities have turned their collective attention back to 
their downtowns and waterfronts by creating 
strategies to attract and guide new public and 
private investment and reverse years of decline. 

The results of these efforts are impressive. 
In 1999, Urban Strategies Inc. surveyed 
ten U.S. cities-Boston, Cincinnati, 
Cleveland, Dallas, Denver, Detroit, 
Indianapolis, Miami, Minneapolis and St. 
Paul-to determine the levels and types 
of investment being made in their down
towns and waterfronts. 1 Urban Strategies 
discovered that the public and private sec
tors had, on average, invested approxi
mately $263 million (U.S.) per year in the 
downtown and waterfront areas of these 
cities during the 1990s. By comparison, 
the combined public and private invest
ment in Toronto 's downtown and central 
waterfront area during the same period 
was about $54 million (U.S.) per year. 

The types of projects being built in these 
American cities are equally interesting. 
The survey found that in the 1990s the 
public and private sectors had, on aver
age, invested $607 million (U.S.) in 
"attraction" type developments such as 
museums and sports stadiums, another 
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$448 million (U.S.) in commercial and res
idential projects, and approximately $1 .5 
billion (U.S.) in infrastructure (roads, tran
sit and parking, for example) in each of 
the ten cities. 

Overall, the level of investment in these 
U.S. cities is divided nearly evenly 
between the public and private sectors, 
with a substantial amount of private-sec
tor investment coming from philanthropic 
organizations. 

This survey tells only part of the story, 
however. Projects funded entirely by the 
private sector, or those valued at less than 
$10 million (U.S.), were excluded from 
the survey. This suggests that the level of 
investment in U.S. cities is even higher. 

How are these cities renewing 
themselves? 
How are American cities able to capture 
and direct such substantial levels of 
investment? Part of the answer lies in the 
relatively strong performance of the U.S. 
economy during the 1990s, particularly in 
the latter half of the decade. Commitment 
from civic and political leaders forms 
another part of the equation . The "strong 
mayor" system and the tradition of broad 
civic leadership and engagement give 
focus and direction to these reinvestment 
strategies. Another essential ingredient is 
the host of programs, incentives and tools 
developed and used by federal , state and 
local governments to finance projects 
aimed at downtown revitalization and 
waterfront renewal. 

Tbe U.S. government uses a variety of 
financial programs and incentives to sup
port downtown and waterfront revitaliza
tion, providing direct funding to the 
largest metropolitan cities and urban 
counties. The majority of these pro
grams-about thirty in all-are adminis-

tered by the federal departments respon
sible for housing, urban development and 
transportation . 

The largest of these funding programs is 
the Transportation Equity Act for the 
Twenty-First Century (TEA-21). A six-year 
program initiated in 1998, TEA-21 will 
provide at least $217 billion (U.S.) in 
funding for a variety of transit and high
way-related programs and projects. To 
give the reader a sense of the scale of this 
program, the latest accounts from the 
federal government of Canada estimate 
Canada's net public debt to be just over 
$547 billion (Canadian).2 The ten cities 
included in our 1999 survey each received 
approximately $38.4 million (U.S.) in TEA-
21 funding in 2001. 

Other federal programs aimed at down
town and waterfront revitalization proj
ects include Community Development 
Block Grants (CDBG's), Home Investment 
Partnership Program Grants (HOME), 
Brownfield Economic Development 
Initiative Grants (BEDl's), and the 
Revitalization of Severely Distressed Public 
Housing Grants (HOPE VI). Under the first 
two programs alone, each of the ten cities 
included in our 1999 survey received 
approximately $49 million (U.S.) and $17 
million (U.S.) respectively in funding last 
year. 

As Figure 1 shows, if Canada's ten largest 
census metropolitan areas were located 
south of the Canada-U.S. border, each of 
them would have received between $17.5 
million and $190 million (Canadian) in 
combined TEA-21, CDBG and HOME 
funding in 2001 .3 And that's just three 
federal programs. These figures do not 
account for federal tax incentives and a 
host of other programs and incentives 
offered by state governments. 

U.S. cities also have access to a broad 
array of tools for revitalization projects, 
including organizational structures such as 
development corporations and authorities; 
bond financing techniques (general obli
gation bonds, revenue bonds, tax exempt 
bonds, tax increment finance bonds); and 
taxation measures such as tax increment 
financing, property tax abatements and 
exemptions. Cities are using these tools, 
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usually in combination , to undertake or 
help finance infrastructure and develop
ment projects to improve the health and 
attractiveness of their downtowns. 

What does this mean for 
Canada's cities? 
The residents and managers of Canada's 
cities should take notice of the develop
ments occurring south of the border, many 
of which represent significant challenges 
to the economic competitiveness of our 
urban centres. 

It used to be that regions, cities and towns 
with abundant natural resources, cheap 
labour and ready access to markets had a 
competitive advantage over others. All this 
has been changed by globalization and the 

Figure 1 

200 

180 

160 

c 140 
-~ 
-0 
rd 
~ 120 
~ 
~ 100 
.2 

~ 80 -
60 

40 

20 

0 

- TEA-21 

information revolution. In today's econ
omy, people and their skills matter the 
most. Because people want to live in 
beautiful , exciting and vibrant places, cities 
that offer a high quality of life hold a com
petitive advantage. Americans understand 
this and are focusing their efforts on 
improving the look and feel of their down
towns and waterfronts. While Canada's 
cities have not yet lost their competitive 
edge in quality of life, American cities are 
trying hard to catch up. 

Are Canadian cities meeting the 
challenge? 
As Canadian cities begin to evaluate their 
downtowns and waterfronts, they are 
realizing there is room for improvement
in some cases substantial improvement. 

Yet even the most inventive cities
Montreal , London and Winnipeg-are 
employing homegrown techniques with
out a great deal of financial commitment 
from provincial and federal governments. 

In Montreal , a public-private joint venture 
is developing the Cite Multimedia, with 
support from the Quebec government 
coming in the form of tax incentives 
aimed at new high-tech employees and 
businesses. London, Ont., is also demon
strating confidence in its core area by 
investing nearly $150 million in public 
projects and offering financial incentives 
for development to private investors. 
Finally, Winnipeg city council has created 
the CentreVenture Development 
Corporation to plan and promote the revi
talization of the downtown by acquiring 
and recycling vacant downtown proper
ties. 

Although Canadian cities are taking action 
to improve the health and attractiveness of 
their downtowns, they are doing so largely 
without the senior government support 
and the broad array of financial tools avail
able to their American counterparts. In 
light of the substantial levels of investment 
in American cities and the improvements in 
quality of life that have resulted, one won
ders how long Canadian cities will be able 
to maintain their edge in quality of life and 
economic competitiveness. 
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2001) . 

3 These figures were calculated by dividing the TEA-2 1, CDBG 
and HOME funding allocations for the 2001 fiscal year 
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in this article, thus producing a per capita funding allocation 
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largest census metropolitan areas (as defined by the 2001 
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