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Abstract 
 This study investigates the outcomes of the Infill Incentive District (IID) in Tucson, 

Arizona. Implemented in 2009, this program was designed to reduce blight and high vacancy 

rates in downtown Tucson and surrounding areas. The program also had the goal of creating 

more pedestrian and transit-oriented development along the Sun Link streetcar route. The 

intention of this study is to determine if the goals sought out by the city at the time of the 

program’s implementation were realized.  

Several incentives were offered by the program including reductions in parking restrictions, 

application fees and setback limitations as well as relaxations on height limitations determined 

by existing zoning restrictions. There were also financial incentives through tax abatements for 

developers. 

The findings of this study were that, as of the date of writing, 2,199 new multi-family units were 

approved under the program, as well as over 300,000 square feet of new retail, office, 

restaurant/bar and entertainment space. Additionally, several existing locations have had their 

parking requirements reduced or eliminated. 
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Introduction 
 

 National housing prices increased 18% on average across the United States between 

January 2021 and January 2022 with much of Arizona averaging almost 40% (Redfin). Many 

people are struggling to afford housing and hoping for some relief in the market. Basic economic 

principles state that when supply declines, demand, and therefore prices, will increase. Critics 

point to the restrictions common in developed nations that limit development from keeping up 

with housing demand. Many municipalities have created programs to ease these burdens and 

enhance the development of vacant and dilapidated structures. 

 In Tucson the method implemented was the Infill Incentive District (IID). Officially 

approved in 2006 and adopted to the land use code in 2009, this method selects certain areas near 

the downtown core and University district and allows for relaxation of their zoning restrictions 

(Image 1 shows the boundaries). These relaxations include lower required parking and building 

setbacks as well as increased building heights. There are also options to apply for tax 

abatements. All applications for development within the Infill Incentive District must meet the 

conditions approved by the city and are subjected to a review process to ensure they comply.  

The reasons the city council created the Infill Incentive District was limited development and 

density found within the targeted area. The council identified that the selected areas were 

experiencing “higher vacancy rates” and “declining population”. Additionally, the city also 

wanted to reduce blighted spots and create a “walkable, transit-oriented neighborhoods” (City of 

Tucson). 

 The intention of this paper is to determine the successes of the goals of the program as 

determined by city council. Analysis to the individual incentives will be given.  
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Literature Review 
A study on four major Australian cities, Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane and Perth saw 

zoning raising detached home prices 73, 69, 42 and 54 percent, respectively (Kendall & Tulip). 

This same study found that rezoning a property from detached housing to an apartment block 

would increase the floor to land ratio from 0.5 to 4 and increase the land value by 167% (Kendall 

& Tulip). Additionally, there is findings of average cost to construct higher towers to be 

approximately $470,000 AUD per unit for a 100 square meter apartment in 2016. The average 

Sydney apartment had a sale price of $870,000 AUD at that time (Kendall & Tulip). These profit 

margins suggest that there would be no reason for developers to avoid building taller structures, 

rather they are limited by the zoning restrictions which the building falls under.  

New York City, which has some of the highest density levels in the United States, 

underwent extreme zoning modifications under former mayor Michael Bloomberg’s lead from 

2002-2013. Almost 40% of the city’s land was rezoned (Angotti). Areas were “upzoned” in an 

effort to create affordability. Mandatory Inclusionary Housing were implemented in 2017, 

requiring a 20% dedication of development to be affordable units. An issue causing reluctance 

from community members was that the median income, which was used for determine the 

reduced rate price, was of the New York City area, rather than the specific neighborhoods in 

which the new development occurred. One such development would qualify those earning up to 

$51,540, NYC area’s median income, while the median income in this particular area was 

$20,450 (Angotti). Upzoning in hot markets tends to lead to gentrification. There was also direct 

correlation with increasing prices and little to no reduction in demand, possibly contributed to 

the fact that more people continued their migration to the city during this time. 
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Staying focused on New York City, which boats the highest average rents in the country 

for 2022 at $3,260 (Esajian), it was found that years of modifications to the city’s building code 

would render up to 40% of current buildings non-conforming by todays standards (Bui, Chaban 

& White). Of 43,000 buildings analyzed, 17,000 were found to be in violation of at least one new 

code. While they were legal during their initial construction, new rules implemented for a variety 

of reasons, would make them illegal to construct today. In 1910 Manhattan had a population of 

2,331,542 in 1910, 100 years later that population has declined over 30% to 1,585,873. The other 

four boroughs that comprise New York City all had population increases and the city’s 

population grew from 4,766,833 to 8,175,133 during this same period (NYC Department of City 

Planning)).  

In 2018 Minneapolis became the first U.S. city to eliminate single-family zoning 

(Demers). Any residential lot can be developed into a duplex or triplex. It’s twin city, St. Paul, 

took a different approach to deal with rapidly increasing rents. In November of 2021 the city 

approved plans to implement strict rent control measures across all dwellings, including new 

construction (the mayor is working to amend the law to exclude new construction from this, 

citing a lack of developer interest in creating new developments) (Miltimore). In 2021, 

Minneapolis saw the amount of new multi-family building permits increase over 65%, however, 

neighboring St. Paul is down over 80% during this period (Lindeke). The law is not official until 

May 2022, but many lenders are hesitant to fund projects, with rental increases limited to 3% per 

year (Lindeke). 

Inclusionary Zoning, which requires developers to maintain a percentage of their units for 

affordable housing, was also shown to be ineffective at producing new housing in California. 

Between 1980 and 1990 municipalities that practiced this method saw increases in price of 9% 
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with 8% fewer homes constructed. This pattern continued between 1990 and 2000 with 20% 

price increases and 7% fewer homes built when compared with estimates of production absent 

inclusionary zoning practices (Means & Stringham). 

Zoning modifications in São Paulo, Brazil were implemented in 2016. These 

modifications allowed for more density to be constructed on a city block. City-wide the total 

housing supply increase was found to be 1.4%, with a reduction in prices of 0.4-0.9%. 

Additionally, the neighborhoods with the highest allowable building increases seeing the highest 

volume of new construction at 13.8% and a 4.4% housing reduction (Anagol, Ferreira & Rexer) 

In Houston, Texas, a city known for having no zoning laws (thought they do have zoning 

ordinances which restrict certain aspects of development) the problem with an abundance of 

available dwellings is often the case. A study determined that Houston has typically had higher 

vacancy rates than many other cities in the country (Getlan). Houston’s housing costs, though 

increasing, in 2021 were 19.4% below the national average and 2nd lowest among the 20 most 

populated metropolitan areas of the nation. The city’s population grew by 9.8% between 2010 

and 2020, and Harris County, which Houston is a part of, grew by 15.6% during that same period 

(Debenedetto). Despite this growth the affordability remained. 

There are several zoning modifications and these modifications have differing outcomes. 

These outcomes are invariably tied to other factors, presenting unclear optimal solutions. There 

is no “one size fits all” option. What appears continuous throughout all reviews is that zoning 

and price controls routinely fall short of creating new units or lowering prices. Rather the 

opposite is the outcome.  
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IID Details 
 The program stated that a reduction in parking requirements of up to 25%, more if a deal 

can be arranged with the local parking authority, can be requested as part of the IID application. 

This was used by existing and new developments. Parking is to be required at the side or rear of 

new structures. There is also screening requirements to reduce or eliminate visibility of vehicle 

parking (City of Tucson) An increase in height beyond what is permitted by existing zoning of 

up to 25% was capped at 60 feet total, with exception where existing zoning permitted more. 

Should multiple parcels of different zoning be developed, the project can be developed with the 

type that is less restrictive to the developer’s intentions. Additionally, floor to area ratio 

requirements can be completely dismissed (City of Tucson). 

 Areas where buildings have traditionally had minimal or zero setbacks from sidewalks 

will be permitted to build to that point if approval is granted. Restrictions apply if a new 

development is near lower residential dwellings, where the building cannot surpass 25 feet in 

height within 30 feet of such a structure (City of Tucson). This must also not conflict with future 

city road development plans or line of sight which would cause visibility hazards for motorists. 

There are separate sub-sections of the IID which have individual conditions to be met based on 

neighborhood historical specifications. 

 The offering of Government Property Lease Excise Tax (GPLET’s) “can provide up to 

eight (8) years of property tax abatement. This incentive is available for projects located in the 

Central Business District that result in a property value increase of at least 100%. The amount 

abated cannot exceed the economic benefit created by the project” (City of Tucson). Should a 

project qualify for the primary jobs incentive it can also qualify for exemption on 100% of 

construction sales taxes. This would require a minimum of $5 million dollars of facility or 
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equipment investment as well as job creation with minimum income generation for 25 jobs. State 

law forbids a GPLET’s approval if the sales tax estimate over the eight-year period is less than 

than it would have paid in property taxes (Steinberg). In addition to GPLET’s offered by the city, 

Rio Nuevo, a former city-run program which was taken over by the state in 2009 after 

mismanagement for the first ten years of operation (Rico), also offers financial incentives and tax 

abatements following the same guidelines. GPLET offerings can now come from the city, Rio 

Nuevo, or both.  

 

Methodology 
 Noting the intentions of the program, calculation of the population, new dwelling count, 

transit ridership and reduced blight were analyzed. Population counts were done at the block 

level using 2010 and 2020 U.S. Census data. At the time of this study the only data released for 

population was race. 2010 Census data was analyzed for both race and population and the figures 

were the same, indicating a 100% participation in answering of the questions regarding race in 

the Census. It cannot be confirmed that the same level of participation was found in the 2020 

Census, where questions regarding race were further broadened. This means that 2020 numbers 

may be higher. 

 Dwelling counts were listed only for developments approved under the IID. This 

information was made available from the city’s website. Other developments in the city that may 

not have sought IID application also occurred, and this could be reflected in the population 

counts. It is not known if all projects listed were or will be completed, simply that they were 

approved.  
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 Transit ridership numbers were collected from Sun Link and were subjected to 

differences caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. It should be noted that the system was offered 

free of charge for much of the pandemic, causing a boost to ridership during this period. The 

numbers also vary greatly in the summer months when most students are not in Tucson. Other 

programs, such as e-scooters, were analyzed to see the effects of alternate transport programs and 

their popularity. 

 Blight reduction is analyzed visually. Some dated or vacated buildings had been 

previously demolished, leaving vacant lots in their absence. The IID has many areas that fall 

under historical protections, limiting development opportunities to be consistent with existing 

building stock. Images are taken using Google Street View to show new developments and, 

when possible, the buildings they replaced.  

 

Results 
 The population recorded in 2010 in the block groups within the IID was 4,971. That 

number increased by almost 20% to 5,965 in 2020. While not all the increases can be attributed 

to new developments in the IID, a 20% increase certainly indicates success in this desired 

outcome.  

 According to data from the City of Tucson planning and development, there were 2,199 

new units approved under the IID between its 2009 inception and January 2022 (Appendix 1). Of 

these most have been completed or are under construction. This increase aligns with the city’s 

target of create a denser urban environment. In addition to the new dwelling units, there has also 

been over 300,000 square feet of new office, retail and entertainment spaces created through the 

program. This has increased desirability of the downtown core and surrounding areas. 
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 The introduction of scooter programs in the city were documented during a pilot study 

between September 12, 2019, and February 12, 2020. In that five-month period there were 

173,981 trips taken totaling 142,000 miles (City of Tucson). This average of .86 miles per trip 

indicates that citizens were open to alternatives to vehicle use for short trips, suggesting that the 

denser neighborhoods which the program was bounded by are having the intended effect the IID 

sought to create. The program was restricted from operating on the University of Arizona 

campus. 

 Transit ridership in Tucson only accounts for 1.5% of all trips in the city. As a largely 

decentralized urban environment, consistent transit services are largely lacking. However, the 

IID encompasses much of Tucson’s Sun Link streetcar system, a 3.9 mile, 27 stop system that 

runs from the Mercado San Augustin district west of the I-10 freeway through downtown and up 

to the University. Launching in July 2014, average ridership has fluctuated throughout the years. 

There were declines to 950,000 passenger trips in 2018, with previous years seeing over one 

million (Mejia). The COVID-19 pandemic saw significant decreases in ridership, though 2021 

saw those numbers rebound around 2018 levels, and ridership increased from 16,061 to 42,507 

comparing June 2020 and June 2021 (Sun Tran), a 165% increase. The services were offered free 

of charge through the end of 2021. Additionally, there has been an estimated $2.1 billion dollars 

in economic impact since the Sun Link project was announced through July 2018 (Mejia). 

 Sun Tran bus services operate all over Tucson. These systems also saw a recovery of 

19% between June 2020 and 2021. As with Sun Link, fare collection was suspended through the 

end of 2021. Unfortunately, data relating to methods of transportation in the IID are not specific, 

as most data is gathered for the city as a whole. The metropolitan footprint continues to expand, 

with the metropolitan area population growing from 981,649 in 2010 to 1,052,030 in 2021 
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(FRED). The city proper grew from 520,116 in 2010 to 542,629 in 2020 (U.S.Census). An 

estimated 76% of trips in the city are done by motor vehicle (Making Action Possible). 

 Tugo Bikeshare was launched November 17, 2017, a collaboration between the City of 

Tucson and Shift Transit. Between the launch and the end of December 2019, 38,710 miles over 

55,000 trips occurred (Tugo). The most popular stations are out of the IID, near the University of 

Arizona, though the program has some traction at stations within the district. As with e-scooters, 

this program shows Tucsonans are happy to take shorter trips via alternate means than personal 

vehicle.  

 Regarding removal of blight, the 2020 census data on building vacancies was not 

available at the time of writing. Images collected from Google Street View are shared of some of 

the projects completed, and the images of what existed before. 

 

Figure 1      Figure 2 

Figure 1 & 2. The Flin. A new development at the corner of Church Ave and Broadway Blvd. Approved in 2018, this 

243-unit apartment complex offers market rate homes. Images from GoogleMaps. Figure 2 shows the new 

development. 
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Figure 3      Figure 4 

Figure 3&4. Rendezvous Urban Flats. Situated next to the city’s tallest towers on Stone Ave between Broadway 

Blvd and Congress St, this building features 100 market rate apartments and shares the parking garage with its 

neighbor, removing the need for any new parking facilities to be created. Images from GoogleMaps. 

 

Figure 5      Figure 6 

Figure 5 & 6. The Junction. Near trendy 4th Ave a couple of blocks from the Sun Link streetcar, this 232-unit student 

housing development was approved in 2013. Images from GoogleMaps. Figure 6 shows the new development. 



13 
 

 

Figure 7      Figure 8 

Figure 7 & 8. Union on 6th. This recently opened 254-unit mixed use building will have 7,800 square feet of retail on 

the corner of 6 St and 4 Ave. COVID-19 disrupted tenant plans for occupancy of the retail space. Images from 

GoogleMaps. Figure 8 shows the new building under construction. 

 

Figure 9      Figure 10 

Figure 9& 10.The Marist (Diocese). This building offers 83 affordable apartments for Seniors. This two-site building 

housed the original site of Marist college, the last remaining three-story adobe building in the state of Arizona. In 

1968 it became the headquarters for the Diocese of Tucson. It lay vacant since 2002 until it was renovated and 

incorporated into the project, providing 8 of the 83 units (Catholic Charities USA). Images from GoogleMaps. Figure 

10 shows the completed development. 
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 The success of GPLET’s, both those issued by the city and the Rio Nuevo District, have 

had great success. A 2019 report from the Arizona auditor general declared Rio Nuevo’s 

turnaround, from a program which the state took over in 2009 when the program was being 

investigated by both state and federal authorities “for unaccounted money and stalled projects” 

(Rico), found that the program now generated $10 of private investment for every $1 of the 

programs investment (Rio Nuevo). Charles Johnson, of Johnson consulting, an auditing firm who 

worked on the report for the auditor general, said “Rio Nuevo is one of the most effective tax 

increment finance programs we have analyzed, nationally” (Rico). While the program has many 

responsibilities beyond GPLET’s, the effects of this program coupled with the IID have 

contributed greatly to the success Tucson has observed. 

 

Conclusion 
 The findings of the IID are that it has proven largely successful. The program approved 

almost 2,200 new multi-family housing units, over 300,000 square feet of office, commercial and 

entertainment spaces, removed formerly blighted sections of the district and has increased 

population. The increase in density has placed more people within walking distance and 

amenities, and incorporation of new alternative transportation methods has shown a willingness 

for Tucsonans to travel by means other than personal automobile. These are all objectives set out 

by the original design of the program. With no previous targets, there was little chance it could 

have been considered a failure, but Tucson council’s decision to extend the program until 

January of 2023 indicates they are pleased with the performance. Other areas are now being 

considered for expansion of similar programs. 
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Limitations 
 One limit on gathering data is the exact boundaries of the census blocks that existed in 

2010, the first year of census population information since the program’s implementation, are 

changed for the 2020 census, the other year of comparison. These variances are subtle, but 

relevant, nonetheless. In both years there is also issues where the boundary of the blocks goes 

beyond the boundaries of the IID. While these differences are also minimal, it does create 

inconsistencies with total population amounts. Additionally, the only available Census data at the 

time of the study for 2020 was race. While race data was used for 2010, and analysis found a 

100% response rate to that question, it is possible that new residents to the area declined to 

answer questions related to race. Therefore, 2020 population could be higher than listed. Further 

studies would analyze population alone should these results be available. 

 A further limitation is the number of projects that have been built rather than approved. 

While most projects have been completed or at least initiated, there may be some that have not at 

the time of this writing. There is nothing within the powers of council to force builders to 

proceed, so these potential shortcomings are not failures of the program. 

 The variances in collecting accurate numbers for transit ridership are subjected to 

changes caused by Covid-19. While the Sun Link streetcar was analyzed, there is no suggestion 

that all passengers from there are originating themselves from the IID. The same follows with the 

varying boundaries that Tugo and the e-scooter programs existed within.  

 

Recommendations 
 The recommendations are for council to expand the program to other parts of the city 

where the need exists. Council recently approved a new district which will encompass the dated 



16 
 

and crime ridden areas along Miracle Mile. Based on the successes of the initial IID program, 

which has increased the attractiveness of the downtown and surrounding areas, it is possible that 

the program will ultimately have beneficial effects wherever it is implemented. Modifications 

may need to be implemented to appeal to certain areas more than others, such as crime reduction 

programs and improved sidewalks. 

 Based on the significant increase to housing prices experienced in Tucson and across 

Arizona, the city should consider a complete overhaul of its zoning restrictions. As noted from 

the literature review, the impact that zoning restrictions have on supply of new housing is 

devastating. While there are other factors at play in the pricing surge, a market with more 

housing will encourage choices and competition among competing players.  
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Appendices 
Appendix 1 

 

 

 

Project Name Address Type of Request Additional Units/Square footage Date of Approval

Time Market 444 E University Blvd Renovation/Addition Building addition for food storage (SF not listed) 3-Nov-17

Trinity 400-434 E University Blvd New Development 58 Apartments, 24,000 SF Office, 7,000 SF Retail 21-Aug-17

Cirrus 601 N Stone Ave Renovation N/A 22-Dec-15

7 Ave Commons 58 E 5 St New Development and Renovation Added 26 Apartment Units 13-Jan-17

Whistle Stop Depot 115/127 W 5 ST Zoning Modification (Entertainment) N/A 19-Apr-16

Tucson Blue 537/545 N 6 Ave Renovation N/A 25-Aug-14

King Warehouse 510 N 7 Ave Zoning Modification/Renovation N/A 14-Nov-16

Lindy's on 4th 500 N 4 Ave Renovation/Addition Patio Addition (SF unlisted) Jan-18

Union on 6th 316-340 E 6 St, 419-424 N Herbert New Development 254 Apartments, 7,800 SF Retail 5-Sep-18

Crooked Tooth 228 E 6 St Renovation N/A 10-Feb-16

Corbett Brewery 301 E 7 St Renovation N/A 14-Nov-16

The Barn 338 N 4 Ave Rezone N/A N/A

Boxyard 238 N 4 Ave New Development 5,000 SF Bar 31-Aug-15

Lafluer 630 E 9 St Renovation N/A 7-Jul-14

9 St Wine Bar 416 E 9 St Renovation N/A N/A

City Park 56 E Congress St New Development Office 47,589 SF Food 17,108 SF Exterior Dining 3,400 SF 6-Jan-17

Rendezvouz 20 S Stone Ave New Development 100 Apartments 9-Oct-19

The Flin 110 S Church Ave New Development 243 Apartments Jul-18

1 W Broadway 1 W Broadway New Development 40 Apartments 5,000 SF Retail 30-Jul-15

Diocese 111 S Church Ave New Development 83 Apartments (Senior Housing) 9-Feb-16

Stone Ave Homes 201 S Stone Ave New Development 25 Multi-Family Units 17-Jul-15

Mercado San Augustin 267 S Avenida Del Convento New Deveopment 11,306 SF Food, Entertainment Venue 11-Jul-16

Caterpillar 875 W Cushing New Development 146,125 SF Office 14-Dec-17

Downtown Clifton 485 S Stone Ave Renovation/Addition Added Retail (SF unlisted) 3-Dec-19

Jewish History Museum 550 S Stone Ave No Information Provided No Information Provided N/A

West End Station 855 W Congress St New Development 70 Apartments 19-Feb-16

5 Points 756 S Stone Ave Parking Relaxation N/A 19-Jun-15

West Pointe Apartments 10/20 E Broadway Blvd New Development and Renovation Additonal 75,019 SF estimated 50 Apartments 26-Jun-18

Marist College 64 W Ochoa St New Development 80 Apartments 9-Feb-16

The Junction 504 E 9 St New Development 232 Apartments (Student Housing) 15-May-13

The District 550 N 5 Ave, 550 N 4 Ave New Development 208 Spaces (Student Housing) 8-Mar-11

AC Hotel 151 E Broadway Blvd New Development 136 Unit Hotel 2-Oct-14

Social Bar 63 E Congress St Renovation N/A 12-Sep-12

1 E Broadway 1 E Broadway New Development 24 Apartments Retail & Office 16-Jul-12

Plaza Centro 350 E Congress St New Development 284 Spaces (Student Housing) 23-Apr-12

Just A Fence At The Rialto 318 E Congress St Temporary fence request N/A N/A

Flash 834 S 6 Ave New Development 33 Apartments 17-Mar-20

Presta Coffee 501 E 9 St Permit Compliance Built unpermitted patio extension 1-Sep-19

Hermosa Coffee Roasters 500 N 4 Ave Renovation/Addition Expanded outdoor use (SF unlisted) 6-Feb-19

Hilton Double Brand Hotel 141/195 S Stone Ave New Development 199 Hotel Rooms, Retail Space 11-Jul-19

Surly Wench 422 N 4 Ave No Information Provided N/A 7-May-19

New Apartment Building 127 S 5 Ave New Development 96 Apartments 12-Nov-19

The Station 901 S 6 Ave Renovation N/A 20-Nov-19

The Tuxon 960 S Freeway Renovation/Addition Added 2,470 SF building and 561 SF Bike Rental 31-May-19

Lewis Hotel Lofts 188 E Broadway New Development 20 Apartments, 4,150 SF Retail 19-Dec-19

Rulney Turned into above development N/A N/A N/A

Baffert at 5 Points 741 S 6 Ave New Development 14 Apartments, 6,000 SF Retail 6-Mar-20

18 W 18 18/28 W 18 St New Development/Restoration 16 Single Family Residences, 6 Apartments 21-Aug-19

Sand Reconer Tasting Room 510 N 7 Ave Parking Relaxation N/A 27-Aug-16

341,345,375 S Stone Ave 341,345, 375 S Stone Ave Parking Relaxation N/A 29-Oct-19

Bawker Bawker 400 N 4 Ave Zoning Modification N/A 11-Dec-19

Hotel Congress 311 E Congress St Renovation N/A 18-Jun-20

The Hut 305 N Herbert Ave Renovation/Addition 4,700 SF Addition, Patio Extension 15-Sep-20

Corbett Block 345 N 5 Ave New Development 4,000 SF Food 30-Jun-21

Mata Coffee 509 N 6 Ave Renovation/Addition 1,796 SF Patio 20-Apr-21

Food Conspiracy 412 N 4 Ave Renovation/Addition 6,653 SF Additional Retail 20-Dec-21

Wells Fargo 35 E Alameda St Renovation 4,956 SF Solar Carport on Existing Garage 8-Nov-21

The Bautista 165 S Linda Ave New Development 253 Apartments, 16,500 SF Retail Approved

Notes

All projects approved, not necessarily constructed

2,199 New apartments approved, compared with 16 new single family homes Indicates new residential development with/without retail/office space

Over 300,000 SF Retail/Office/Entertainment added Indicates renovations/additions with increased square footage

335 New hotel rooms Indicates New office, retail or food spaces. No residential development
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