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Summary, Findings and Recommendations 

 

Urban areas have used a variety of techniques to shape urban development. One of the 

techniques is to limit or phase the extension of an urban level of services.  In other regions,  

governments use land use regulations to accomplish this objective.  Some places combine 

these and other techniques. 

 

These efforts are intended to achieve one or more of the following objectives 

• Stop leapfrog development and replace it with contiguous development in order to 

save farmlands, range lands, forest lands, and natural habitat for wildlife and 

recreation activities and the protection of water resources. 

• Promote efficient (i.e., lower cost per taxpayer) extensions of the types of 

infrastructure and services that are sensitive to scale and geography. 

• Redirect public and private investment inward in order to revitalize neighborhoods or 

commercial districts that have experienced falling values, population and investment. 

• Encourage higher density, mixed-use development that supports and is supported by 

transit and active transportation.  

 

While complementary, these objectives are not identical.  The way an Urban Service Area 

(USA) is adopted and the presence or absence of other regulations, incentives, or political 

factors may determine how many of these objectives are achieved.  

 

For example, a USA can be deployed in such a way that it ensures contiguous development 

(non-leapfrogging), but the nature of the contiguous development may be low-density, single-

use, and auto dependent, therefore doing nothing to revitalize declining neighborhoods.   

 

A USA might stop urban development outside the boundary, but local governments could 

authorize low-density rural residential development (say, 5-acre lots) and an extensive rural 

road network that destroys the capacity of the land to produce food, water, wood, or wildlife 

habitat.  This appears to be what is happening outside the Twin Cities Metropolitan Urban 

Service Area Line. 

 

In order to be effective in achieving all of the objectives listed above, the USA must be part of 

a broader suite of efforts. 

 

Another way in which a USA can be ineffective is that it is so large it fails in several of its 

primary purposes, such as tax-efficient extension of urban infrastructure and services, or 

promoting contiguous urban growth.  This is the case with several urban growth boundaries in 

Oregon, which were drawn too big.  
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In these circumstances, phasing of development inside the USA becomes necessary. Many 

urban areas, including places with and without UGBs, have tackled this challenge of phasing 

development to achieve compact, tax-efficient growth and redevelopment – growth that works 

with and supports transit. This is discussed in more detail below and in Part 2. 

The Truckee Meadows Region is Unique, but it is Possible to Learn from 
the Experience of Some Other Regions 

 

There are several smaller and mid-sized metropolitan areas that use USAs (or some variant) as 

part of a more robust growth management program.  These areas have been at least partly 

successful in achieving compact, contiguous growth and revitalization of existing urban 

areas.  Some of these places also have a political complexion similar to the Truckee Meadows 

region, as measured by votes for U.S. president in 2012.  Two such examples discussed in this 

report are Sioux Falls, South Dakota and Lexington/Fayette County, Kentucky. 

Common Elements of Success in Promoting Compact Growth that are 
Worth Consideration by Truckee Meadows 

 

Looking at the programs summarized in this report – and at other efforts to promote compact, 

tax-efficient growth and revitalization – those that are most successful typically involve many 

or all of the following elements: 

• In developing growth forecasts, the incorporation of historic realities and expert 

opinion from demographers and economists who have no conflict of interest in 

particular conclusions about regional growth. 

• Clear and objective (often numeric) binding standards that govern the extension of 

services with no or minimal allowances for variances or exceptions. 

• Realistic assessments of the region’s capacity to fund both the maintenance and 

operations of existing infrastructure and services and the construction and operation of 

new infrastructure and services.  This requires a consideration of trade-offs and 

opportunity costs.A well-rounded, thoughtful approach to transportation services and 

investments in roads or improved access - an approach that considers changes in urban 

development and redevelopment as possible solutions.  This approach must be 

supported by traffic modeling that incorporates land use and development.  

• Embrace of the national shift in market preferences away from low-density, 

segregated-use suburban development.  This requires the relaxation of stringent land 

use regulations that inhibit the private sector from building higher density and higher 

intensity uses in urban residential areas.  Some of the most important of these 

regulatory barriers are low limits on housing density, high parking ratios for 

commercial use and multifamily housing, and requirements to maintain low levels of 

traffic congestion, known as level of service (LOS) standards. 

• To the extent that a USA is meant to conserve surrounding resources or rural lands, it 

will fail if extensive development outside the USA is allowed by local regulations and 

such development does not require any urban services.  Stopping exurban sprawl 
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requires either direct regulatory limits or heroic levels of conservation incentives that 

have been achieved very rarely – and only partially – at a regional scale. That said, a 

few communities have experimented with using differential pricing (based on actual 

service costs), and limits on the extension of fire and police protection as partial 

substitutes for direct land regulations. 

 

General Observations about Phasing of Development within an Urban 
Service Line, Urban Growth Boundary, or City Limits 

 

Some places with urban growth boundaries have programs that incorporate explicit or de facto 

phasing of urbanization within the urban growth boundary or urban service area line.  

Examples are Sioux Falls, South Dakota (with its surrounding counties of Minnehaha and 

Lincoln), and the Lincoln, Nebraska region.   

 

The methods used in the Portland, Oregon region for forecasting land needs and establishing 

objectives for growth patterns within the UGB may also be applicable to the TMRPA 

situation.  

 

As mentioned above, several other urban areas in Oregon included too much land at the time 

of their establishment because, like Truckee Meadows, they used rough formulas based on 

less-than-accurate assumptions of land need per capita.  TMRPA might learn from their 

subsequent efforts to phase growth.   

 

None of these techniques, however, will avoid difficult political choices and the need for a 

high level of political commitment.  This is so because phasing means saying “no” to some 

developments, which can understandably be tough for many officials given the context and 

complexity of choices across various geographic areas. 

 

Therefore, there must be a strategy that engages elected officials as well as development and 

conservation interests, and is given just as much importance and is just as sophisticated as the 

corresponding planning techniques and processes.  If successful, the result will be a degree of 

political and administrative stability that allows a growth-phasing system to operate long 

enough to prove its value and become widely accepted.   

 

Specific Recommendations for Truckee Meadows 

 

1. Convene a high-level group of expert advisers, approved by the TMRPA Board, to 

provide advice and support for your efforts to examine the efficacy of the 

implementation of the regional plan. Confirm the following work elements with them. 

 

2. During the Regional Plan Update, compare and contrast forecasted growth and land 

consumption over the last 20 years with actual growth and land consumption. 

 

3. Create a small panel of impartial expert advisers on economics and demographics to 
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review the work completed under Recommendation 2 and make a recommendation on 

an appropriate range of jobs and housing growth, including housing needs and choices 

(not preferences). Use this advice to update your population and job growth forecast 

and as the basis for a projection of actual land needs.  (You may have had this done for 

housing needs already.)  

 

4. Summarize and present available information on the limits of actual fiscal capacity to 

provide urban services within the TMSA (emphasizing roads, sewers and schools) to 

your Board, the governing bodies of the three local governments, the MPO, service 

providers, area legislators, and the Governor’s office.   

 

5. Update and confirm any information about areas inside the TMSA that are unsuitable 

for development due to hazard risk, such as floods, fires and landslides.  Make sure 

those hazard limitations are reflected in local land use regulations.  

 

6. In considering the size of the TMSA, perhaps institute phasing of development, based 

on regional and local fiscal capacity (developed and presented by carrying out 

Recommendation 4) and land use goals. Draw up and adopt a phased development 

plan for the next 20 years based on this phasing.  That plan should be endorsed by the 

TMRPA Board, the two city councils, the County Commission, and the service 

providers.   

 

7. Create a system of periodic reviews and reports on the implementation of the updated 

regional plan that include the opportunity to discuss future TMSA adjustments (both 

enlargement and reduction.)  That review process should include methods and criteria 

for reconsideration of the TMSA and the phasing within it. 

 

8. Conduct a review of tensions between market trends and current land use regulations 

that inhibit infill, redevelopment and higher densities of housing and employment, and 

make recommendations for eliminating or reducing these regulatory inhibitions.  

These will include parking requirements, minimum lot sizes, height and bulk limits, 

restrictions of unrelated people living together, and possibly building codes.  

 

9. Create a small regional competitive grant fund to help private sector developers build 

new, denser, mixed-use, transit-advantaged projects that test new types of 

development, to demonstrate whether these markets exist as well as create 

comparables to use for financing institutions. 

 

 

 


