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Strategic Land Use Planning: 
Revitalization in St. Louis 

by Rollin Stanley 

Summary 
Aggressive marketing using tax incentives is part of the everyday planner's life in many U. S. cities. Tax increment financing, abatement, 

and sales taxes are an important part of the revenue stream. Canadian cities need to access more sources of revenue to be competitive in 
the North American market and to meet the service delivery needs of citizens. Drawing on experience from both sides of the border, 

Mr. Stanley urges the Canadian planning profession to lead the charge for a "new deal" for Canadian cities. 

Sommaire 
Dons maintes villes americaines, un marketing agressif, reposant sur des incitatifs fiscaux, fait partie du quotidien des urbanistes. 

Le financement par de nouvel/es taxes foncieres , les abattements d'impot et la taxe de vente sont des elements importants des recettes. 
Les villes canadiennes doivent diversifier leurs sources de revenu pour rester competitives sur le marche nord-americain et satisfaire 

les besoins des citoyens en matiere de services. Se fondant sur /'experience acquise de part et d'autre de la frontiere, 
M. Stanley exhorte les urbanistes du Canada a mener /'assaut pour obtenir une « nouvelle donne » pour les villes canadiennes. 

Wash Avenue on Broadway in the early /900s. 

Plan Winter/Hiver 2004 

In 1900, St. Louis was the fourth largest 
city in the United States, an industrial 

giant larger than Chicago. The World's 
Fair and the Olympic games came to 
town in 1904. In the 1930s, things began 
to change, and planning reports recorded 
the advent of sprawl. The 2000 census 
recorded a population loss of 500,000 
people in 45 years. Enrolment in the 
public school system went from 150,000 
students to 36,000. Property tax, long 
the staple for civic revenue, dropped to 
levels that could no longer sustain city 
services. 

The experience of St. Louis was in 
the extreme, yet similarities existed 
throughout the older industrialized U.S. 
cities. The population loss was attributed 
to many factors including federal 
housing policies that saw "ghettos" of 
low income residents housed in high 
rise apartments. A few blocks north of 
the downtown, the Pruit Igoe public 
housing project became the "poster 
ch ild" for public housing. Having lasted 
25 years, all 33 of the I I - and 12-floor 
buildings were demolished in the early 
1970s, and the residents "resettled" into 
stable single family neighbourhoods. 
With five interstate highways crossing 
the city's 62 square miles, it was only a 



short time before the middle class packed 
and drove to the suburbs. The resulting 
inner-city disinvestment created a declining 
tax base, decaying infrastructure, low 
educational achievement and increases in 
crime. The need to address these issues 
prompted local governments to develop 
financial incentives that are now an 
integral part of the planning process. 

One of the differences between 
planning in Canada and the United 
States is the ability to "make it happen" 
through tax incentives; low income 
housing loans to non-profit groups; 
downtown development organizations; 
and funding through national 
endowment groups. The role of the 
federal government in providing tax 
incentives to create jobs is another. 
Even in successful urban economies, 
problems require planners to look to 
the use of incentives. In San Diego, the 
city is creating affordable housing to 
meet the demand in a high-tech 
economy for lower income workers. 
With affordable home prices averaging 
$400,000, a large sector of the needed 
work force cannot afford to live where 
the jobs are located. Cities like 
Vancouver and Toronto are faced with 
the same problem. 

Planners should be leading the charge 
for reform in Canada on several fronts. 
Innovation in taxing policy and a national 
housing program that creates meaningful 
investment in affordable housing would 
be a good start.American cities provide 
the experiences on how these tools can 
help improve the community quality of 
life, which in turn makes a city more 
competitive in the North American 
marketplace. 

The Need for "Rapid" Planning 
St. Louis and Kansas City no longer 
compete with just each other, Chicago 
and Indianapolis. These cities target 
business as far north as Toronto and 
south into Mexico. Located centrally 
along the corridor created by the 
North American Free Trade Agreement, 
both cities are well situated to attract 
investment. Both regions aggressively 
solicit business in a coordinated effort 
using regional organizations to market 
the city, backed up by mayors and 
federal elected officials. 

The Continental Building in St. Louis. 

The information economy means that 
cities are competing for the same 
investment opportunities. Decisions 
happen quickly. Planning tends to be 
"strategic" in nature rather than 
comprehensive. In St. Louis, strategic 
planning has resulted in the first city-wide 
plan in 57 years. The plan is intended to 
provide direction on where new 
investment will occur that can be 
assisted through the financial tools 
available to the City. 

A traditional "comprehensive" plan 
includes statements about quality of life, 
land use categories and housing targets. 
A strategic plan forgoes the "frills". 
When combined with the financial tools 
to bring plans to life, planners are a 
greater catalyst for change. The St. Louis 
Strategic Plan was completed in just 
over a year. With job growth in Missouri 
leading the nation, the plan is timely. 
There are 95 separate municipal entities 
in the metropolitan area. Each town has 

the same powers and ability to compete 
for investment. With the plan in effect, 
the City has identified retail and other 
business locations that can be assembled 
through a mix of incentives to provide 
"ready-to-go" sites.With IKEA exploring 
the area, the strategic approach can make 
the difference (in this instance, the 
City is exploring moving the Streets 
Department to provide additional acreage). 

Strategic Application 
of Incentives 
A rural jurisdiction 70 kilometres from 
downtown St. Louis recently wooed a 
MasterCard customer service centre 
onto farmland . That facility resulted in 
4,000 potential jobs lost to the St. Louis 
economy, which is funded principally 
through a municipal earnings tax of one 
percent on salaries. This is the impact 
of incentives. 

South of the border, planners have a 
large tool box. The most common tools 
allow for some form of taxing changes. 
Cities commonly abate property taxes 
for investors. From the renovation of an 
abandoned home to the construction of 
a new big box, tax abatement is used in 
both successful and rebuilding cities.An 
alternative to abatement is tax increment 
financing (TIF).A TIF captures the 
increase (increment) in tax revenue 
resulting from improvements to the 
property. The Province of Ontario has 
taken tentative steps to allow "watered 
down" TIFs for brownfield development. 
In the United States, where cities can 
apply retail sales taxes, the power of a 
TIF can be substantial. 

Canadian planners should be looking to 
expand the TI F legislation. The impact of 
a true TIF is that up-front financing can 
be leveraged by borrowing against the 
future revenue stream projected for a 
particular development. In the hotel 
industry where preconstruction financing 
is always difficult, a builder could obtain 
this financing with funds raised against 
the future tax revenue. Those funds 
would in turn be invested in the 
development (e.g., to build a garage, 
make streetscape improvements, invest 
in infrastructure). 

Eminent domain (expropriation) is used 
to assemble land for development. The 
first step in the process is to find the 
property "blighted". Examples of "creative 
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blighting" exist across the country 
(viable land is sometimes blighted). The 
intended impact is to allow cities to 
take action for the greater good of the 
city. In St. Louis, the City is currently 
entertaining an application from a non
profit organization set up to assemble 
and develop land to provide space for 
start-up "biotech" companies. The City's 
power of eminent domain would be 
passed onto the non-profit group to 
enable them to deal with difficult 
properties.A non-profit downtown 
organization has been set up in 
Hamilton, Ontario, modeled after 
development agencies that exist across 
the United States. The abil ity of this 
organization to make "strategic" 
investments would be enhanced if it 
could expropriate land and then 
combine it with other incentives to 
make development more viable. 

St. Louis leads the country in the use 
of Federal Historic Tax credits. When 
combined with state historic tax credits, 
the total benefit equals 45 percent of 
the project costs. Without these credits, 
the resurgence of St. Louis would be 
I O years behind the current level of 
investment. Staying with the Hamilton 
example, historic credits could be 
another tool for the non-profit group 
to offer a developer to rehabilitate an 
important building in the downtown. In 
Toronto, rather than increasing the 
height and density just to save a fa~ade, 
a 45 percent tax credit could result in 
the preservation of an entire building. 
The use of tax credits is important 
beyond historic restoration and 
remediation of brownfields. The United 
States government applies tax credits 
for job creation and for building 
affordable housing. This approach could 
be successful in Canada. 

The New Markets Tax Credit Program 
is an example where cities and banks 
compete for allocations to create jobs. 
St. Louis was awarded $100 million in 
tax credits under the program. By selling 
the tax credits to businesses that need 
to reduce their tax liability, the City will 
invest in land assembly to attract new 
investors and issue loans to new start
up businesses. If this program existed in 
Canada, the Hamilton group could seek 
an allocation to encourage new businesses 
to locate in a challenging location. 

~ Plan Winter/Hiver 2004 

The ability of a city to issue "bonds" is 
notable. The City of Cleveland has just 
issued a $ I 00 million bond to help 
rebuild inner-city schools. Other cities 
have used bonds to construct public 
buildings.As Canadian cities face the 
challenge of providing services, the 
ability to issue bonds could help. 

Putting It AH Together 
Forty years ago, Dr. Martin Luther King 
Boulevard in St. Louis was a vibrant 
Jewish business community. The street 
is now several miles of vacant buildings 
and land. The residential area to the 
north and south ranges from blocks of 
vacant homes to neighbourhoods 
struggling to maintain a sense of 
community. The Planning Agency is 
identifying how resources can be 
focused to rebuild this neighbourhood 
using the tools described below. 

> Federal housing assistance targets 
specific blocks to create low to 
moderate income housing. The new 
residents will help build a "local" 
demand for retail uses. 

> Federal transportation grants are 
being sought to implement street and 
sidewalk improvements. 

> National philanthropic organizations 
are being approached to help finance 
cultural investments. 

> New historic buildings are being 
designated to obtain state and federal 
tax credits for rehabilitation. 

> Opportunities for employment tax 
credits to create a small minority 
business incubator are being 
explored. 

> Problem properties and tax 
delinquency are being identified to 
initiate a program of acquisition and 
remediation. 

> Identifying which properties will be 
provided with tax abatements will 
ensure that objectives are met. 

Strategically applying these initiatives will 
create "nodes" of success that can then 
be expanded in subsequent budget cycles. 
Over time, investment should spread to 
connect the focus areas to bring the 
commercial corridor back to life. 

Conclusion 
St. Louis is on the rebound. Thousands 
of new housing permits have been 
issued in the past four years, and new 
businesses are being created. Without 
the coordinated application of incentives, 
the pace of rebuilding would be I O years 
behind where the City stands today. For 
a small business, a large manufacturer 
seeking a new location, or a young 
family renovating a home, tax relief can 
be the difference between choosing a 
city location or moving elsewhere. For 
Canadian cities competing to attract 
businesses or rebuild struggling areas 
the same tools could help.A small town 
could use historic tax credits to rebuild 
an old train station to provide a tourist 
destination.An underutilized warehouse 
could be home to start-up businesses 
through additional funds saved through 
tax abatement. With housing affordability 
an issue in every community, the Canadian 
government could implement tax 
strategies to boost affordable housing 
construction. (St. Louis applies a small 
sales tax that raises millions each year 
to create affordable housing). 

The comprehensive nature of planning 
allows planners to view the scope of 
how cities function . Without special 
interests in any one sector of the urban 
economy, planners could be the most 
effective advocates of strategically 
applying incentives to address community 
needs. The Canadian planning profession 
should be the advocate of change in 
achieving a "new deal" for all towns and 
cities in Canada. • 

Rollin Stanley is the Director of Planning & 
Urban Design for the City of St Louis. He is part 
of a coordinated investment approach led by the 
Mayor, bringing new growth into the City. Prior to 
his appointment he served 2 I years with the 
Toronto planning staff. 




