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CINCINNATI’S GROWING URBAN MOMENTUM

Over the past few decades, targeted investment, focused on attracting new firms and residents, has 

reinvigorated Cincinnati’s downtown.

Redevelopment of 

Fountain Square

Revitalization of 

Over The Rhine

Strong Commercial 

Development

Increased Transit 

Investments

Through its incentives toolkit, the City can further its considerable 

progress towards achieving overarching policy goals: 

• Growing Cincinnati’s population, by enhancing quality of 

life to attract and retain residents; 

• Growing Cincinnati’s employment base, by enhancing the 

business environment to attract and retain job-creating firms. 

Following the economic downturn of the Great Recession, Cincinnati is 

now experiencing a resurgence, with new demand for urban 

living and working throughout the city. Many of Cincinnati’s place-

based investment strategies of past decades – such as Cincinnati’s 

focused efforts to revitalize its downtown and Over-the-Rhine –

have created successful outcomes and catalyzed new private 

investment.

Coming out of the Recession, the City’s incentive policies have helped 

spur downtown development, including the new Dunnhumby Tower and 

The Reserve luxury apartments at 4th and Race. In the past year 

alone, more than 600 residential building permits have been issued, 

more than 1 million square feet of commercial product has come onto 

the market, and another 800,000 square feet of commercial product 

has been absorbed. Strategic investments in Over-the-Rhine have 

sparked an impressive neighborhood renaissance, and the downtown 

streetcar is scheduled to begin operating in 2016. 

With such momentum, the City of Cincinnati is seeking to understand 

how its incentives policy cannot only continue to sustain this growth, but 

also adapt to reflect improved market conditions for investment. 
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STUDY PURPOSE

The City framed three key objectives for HR&A’s study of its incentive portfolio.

1. Assess the relative effectiveness 

of the City’s incentive programs 

in achieving broader economic 

development objectives, as well 

as understand the comparative 

costs and benefits to the City.

2. Given the recent “renaissance” 

for Cincinnati, consider how to 

adapt the City’s incentive 

regime moving forward to reflect 

increased demand for living and 

working in the urban core, while 

recognizing a desire to sustain 

population and employment 

growth.

3. Provide a strategic framework

for the City to consider when 

and how to deploy its incentive 

programs in order to increase 

performance, transparency, and 

efficiency.
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STUDY APPROACH

HR&A undertook a four-phase scope of work to meet study objectives.

HR&A evaluated the City’s 

economic strengths and 

weaknesses, and convened a 

meeting of the Steering 

Committee to confirm study 

objectives, align on economic 

goals, and prioritize four 

programs for detailed study. 

Project Kickoff & 
Economic Context

Peer City 
Benchmarking 

Incentive Program 
& Deal Analysis 

Strategic 
Recommendations

HR&A worked with City 

staff to build a 

comprehensive database of 

program data for the 

Commercial CRA, JCTC, 

Project TIF, and 

Homeownership and Rental 

Development Loan 

programs, assessing the 

costs and benefits of each. 

HR&A also profiled two 

specific recent deals.

HR&A examined incentive 

programs and deployment 

policies in five peer cities in 

order to understand best 

practices that could be 

applied to Cincinnati.

HR&A synthesized the findings 

of the previous phases of its 

work in order to offer 

affirmative recommendations 

for improving Cincinnati’s 

incentive offerings and 

deployment policies. 

1 2 3 4
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Economic incentives are most effective when properly aligned with a city’s stated economic development objectives. After a review of existing 

economic development plans and reports for Cincinnati, HR&A identified a set of six economic development objectives that are intended to 

support population and job growth. Below, we summarize the current extent of alignment between Cincinnati’s incentive toolkit and the 

objectives, and note where there are opportunities for stronger alignment between objectives and the available toolkit.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT OBJECTIVES

HR&A assessed the alignment of Cincinnati’s incentive portfolio with the economic development objectives 

underpinning the overall goals of population and job growth. 

1. Diversification of housing stock

2. Targeted industry growth

3. Innovation and entrepreneurship

4. Place-based development in target areas

5. Workforce development

6. Enhancement of  built environment

Incentive Program Alignment with ObjectivesEconomic Development Objectives

Housing Loans, C-CRA, R-CRA | Strong Alignment

JCTC | Opportunity

Grow Cincinnati, Micro City | Opportunity 

District TIF | Opportunity

JCTC | Opportunity 

Project & District TIF, RCRA, C-CRA | Alignment
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PROGRAM SUMMARY (1 OF 2)
The study assessed the costs and benefits to the City of 218 deals across four programs: JCTC, Commercial 

CRA, Project TIF, and Homeownership and Rental Development Loans. 

Job Creation Tax Credit

Incentive for firms that relocate to or grow within 

Cincinnati that offers a tax credit against a firm’s net 

profits tax obligation, calculated as a percentage of 

new employee payroll taxes. 

• A majority of JCTC deals were located in Downtown.

• JCTC deals create a large number of jobs in comparison to other programs, with 

the average deal creating 118 jobs. 

• One-third of JCTC deals went to professional services firms.

Commercial CRA

100% property tax abatement on the incremental 

value created by improvements for 8 to 15 years, 

depending on project type. Offered for commercial, 

office, retail, industrial, and mixed-use projects, with 

specific benefits for LEED-Silver projects. Due to the 

City’s $29M property tax cap, utilization of CRA is 

revenue-neutral and has limited direct cost to the 

City. CRA recipients are also able to leverage the 

value of abatements from other taxing jurisdictions. 

• CRAs have been used most heavily in Downtown, Over-the-Rhine, and Corryville.

• CRA projects are split 55/45 between Multifamily and Other Commercial 

projects. 

• Roughly two-thirds of CRA projects are rehabilitations. 

• For Multifamily projects, the primary earnings tax benefit comes from new 

residents. For Other Commercial projects, it comes from new workers at the project 

site. 
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PROGRAM SUMMARY (2 OF 2)
The study assessed the costs and benefits to the City of 218 deals across four programs: JCTC, Commercial 

CRA, Project TIF, and Homeownership and Rental Development Loans.

Project TIF

A 30-year project-based tax increment financing mechanism. Project 

TIFs are generally reserved for large, complex projects that require 

gap financing to fund infrastructure investment.

• Project TIFs tend to be multi-phase projects with a long pre-

development period.

• Since 2005, Project TIF has led to the creation of 2.3M SF of 

office and 970 residential units.

• The majority of TIF revenues have been used for parking garage 

development.

Homeownership & Rental Development Loans

Direct loans or grants given to construct or rehabilitate residential 

projects. Funds are either City capital and/or federal pass-through 

(HOME, NSP, and CDBG money from HUD). 

• Housing loans have been most often used in Over-the-Rhine and 

Northside.

• More than 90% of units produced from these loans have been 

affordable rental units.

• The loans granted to date demonstrate a broad range in the 

percentage of total project investment comprised of City funds (the

City gap funding percentage). City funds are defined as either 

direct funds from the City’s General Fund or federal pass-through 

funds (CBDG, HOME, and NSP) given to Cincinnati to administer. 
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ANALYSIS RESULTS: JCTC & COMMERCIAL CRA

JCTC Commercial CRA

Deal Terms Multifamily Other Commercial

Total number of deals 18 65 53

Average rate 52% 100% 100%

Average term 6.3 years 12.1 years 12.4 years

Job Creation & Investment

Average jobs created 118 12.5 41.7

Average wage $62,400 $22,700 $52,300 

Average jobs retained 120 0.4 24.7

Total project investment $30.0M $616.4M $258.9M

Cost per job $4,400 N/A N/A

Economic Impact

Earnings Tax Revenue Received $18.2 M $57.0 M $27.6 M

Due to the City’s $29M property tax cap, utilization of CRA is revenue-neutral, with no direct cost to the City in terms of foregone tax revenue. Under the tax cap, 

JCTC and CRA deals also create no direct benefit to the City in terms of incremental tax revenue above the $29M cap. 
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ANALYSIS RESULTS: PROJECT TIF & HOMEOWNERSHIP LOANS

Project TIF

Deal Terms

Total number of deals 14

Investment 

Average total project investment $85.35M

Average public improvements cost as % of 

total cost 
22%

Economic Impact 

Average City bond issuance* $8.99M

Average Port Authority bond issuance* $31.61M

Average supplemental City capital grants $2.63M

Homeownership & Rental Development Loans 

Deal terms

Total number of loans 66

Average interest rate 1.60%

Average term 21.1 years

Investment 

Average total project investment $5,530,000

Average total investment per unit $108,000

Economic Impact 

Average cost (loan) per project** $621,600

Average cost (loan) per unit** $14,200

Average units created per project 44

City gap funding percentage: City 

funds as a percentage of total project 

costs

13%

*For TIF deals, bonds are generally either issued by either the City or the Port Authority.

**City funds are defined as either direct funds from the City’s General Fund or federal pass-through funds (CBDG, HOME, and NSP) given to Cincinnati to administer. 
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PEER CITY BENCHMARKING

To inform an understanding of effective deployment strategies for incentives, HR&A assessed the incentives 

and economic development climates in five peer cities.

Population 

Growth 

(2000 – 2015)

Employment 

Growth

(2002 – 2013)

TIF

Property Tax 

Abatements 

or PILOT

Earnings Tax Abatements / 

Job Creation Tax Credit
Business Loans / Grants

Housing Grants / 

Loans

Cincinnati -10.4% -13.5% Major emphasis Major emphasis Major emphasis Minor emphasis Major emphasis

Cleveland -19.9% 0.1% Major emphasis Minor emphasis Major emphasis Major emphasis Major emphasis

Louisville 9.2% 15.3% Major emphasis Minor emphasis Major emphasis Major emphasis Major emphasis

Nashville 16.3% 3.6% Major emphasis Major emphasis None Major emphasis Major emphasis

Kansas City 6.6% 0.8% Major emphasis Major emphasis Minor emphasis Minor emphasis Major emphasis

Richmond 10.1% -1.2% Minor emphasis Major emphasis None Major emphasis Major emphasis

HR&A worked with City staff to identify five peer cities for a comprehensive benchmarking assessment. We examined two regional 

competitors, two national competitors, and one city considered a “national exemplar.” The national exemplar was identified by reviewing the 

economic development literature to identify a municipality viewed as “best in class” for its targeted approach to neighborhood revitalization. 

Our analysis helps to form an understanding of how municipalities craft incentive policy to address unique economic development challenges, 

and offers qualitative guidance to our work.

Kansas CityNashvilleCleveland RichmondLouisville

Regional Competitors National Competitors Exemplar

The economic development staff in each location identified the programs which are used most frequently and extensively (major emphasis) and those that are used less 

frequently (minor emphasis). 
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PEER CITY BENCHMARKING: KEY FINDINGS

Each city offered lessons learned that may be applied to improve Cincinnati’s incentive portfolio.

Kansas City, MO 

• Incentive use aligned carefully with fiscal resources

• A scorecard helps to align deals with development goals

• City has increased scrutiny of deal review as market has improved

Cleveland, OH

• Offers neighborhood-scale loans and grants that are used to 

support businesses

• Cleveland’s TIF holds the school district harmless

• Comprehensive tracking and ROI analysis guides incentive use

• Cleveland’s commercial tax abatements are highly targeted

Nashville, TN 

• Focuses heaviest incentives on very large job-producing projects

• TIF re-oriented away from residential uses due to booming market

• Has clear direction for targeting limited toolkit to specific project 

situations and typologies

Louisville, KY

• Business loan programs aid neighborhood improvement and 

business retention

• Incentive terms and use are rationalized in specific neighborhoods

• Incentive application preserves upside for City and schools

• Occupational tax incentive is tied to both place-based investment 

as well as job quality.

Richmond, VA 

• Housing funds have been leveraged for place-based revitalization 

through nationally recognized-program

• Neighborhood-based programs offer a broad suite of incentives 

to improve neighborhood conditions

• Loans, grants, and rebates are integral to Richmond’s portfolio

Our findings primarily focus on the ways in which incentive strategies employed across the peer cities provide lessons for Cincinnati. While 

some municipalities, like Louisville and Nashville, have restructured their municipal government into combined city-county entities, we understand 

that such an undertaking is not within the parameters of this study. Instead we focus on relatable lessons; for example, Cleveland targets 

commercial tax abatements to neighborhoods grappling with persistent food deserts, while Kansas City uses a scorecard to better assess deals.
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STUDY RECOMMENDATIONS

HR&A recommends five key changes to enhance the effectiveness of Cincinnati’s incentives. 

Continue to innovate new mechanisms to reinvest property tax revenue in 

Cincinnati.

These recommendations are summarized below and described in significantly greater detail in the “Concluding Recommendations” section. 

Recommendation 1

Recommendation 2

Recommendation 3

Recommendation 4

Recommendation 5

Refine use of JCTC to maximize return on investment for the City.

Leverage Commercial CRA more effectively for place-based investment 

and job growth. 

Deploy a more streamlined and strategic deal evaluation process.

Tailor use of programs generally to meet specific economic objectives.
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Economic Context
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STRENGTHS & WEAKNESSES

Understanding Cincinnati’s strengths and weaknesses is key to effective incentive policy

A clear understanding of Cincinnati's economic competitiveness provides an important backdrop for this study. If designed and deployed

effectively, Cincinnati’s incentive portfolio could be directed towards addressing key gaps hindering its economic competitiveness. With this in

mind, HR&A examined key aspects of the City’s competitiveness, confirmed through discussions with City staff, the steering committee and

stakeholder interviews. A more detailed overview of these economic strengths and weaknesses is provided in the appendix to this report.

Strengths Weaknesses

• Corporate Presence: Greater Cincinnati is home to 

ten Fortune 500 Companies, the highest per capita in the 

nation.

• Robust Higher Education: Local universities supply 

a dedicated and talented pool of human capital.

• Urban Momentum: Early investment in planning has 

given Cincinnati a roadmap for urban revitalization that is 

already paying off, with successful investments in 

Downtown and Over-the-Rhine.

• Committed Civic Leadership: Cincinnati has a 

deep pool of committed civic leaders and institutions, 

many of whom have helped fuel the city’s economic 

development.

• Cultural Institutions: Cincinnati has rich cultural 

amenities, oftentimes found only in much larger cities. 

• Office Market: An excess of office supply has led to 

high vacancy rates and low rents.

• Housing Stock: Cincinnati has an aging housing stock 

and relatively low rates of homeownership. 

• Persistent Poverty: Cincinnati has high rates of 

poverty across social groups, an important policy issue 

that must be addressed as part of broader economic 

development goals.

• Primary & Secondary Education: Public schools 

underperform when compared to competitor districts. 

• Workforce Preparation: Not all of Cincinnati’s 

workforce is prepared for its future labor market in 2020. 

• Access to Transportation: Cincinnati’s labor force is 

largely dependent on cars to commute. New transit 

investment may improve downtown transportation access. 
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POPULATION GROWTH

Recent uptick in population points to growing urban momentum.

-10.4%

0.5% 0.9%

-5.1%

0.2%
0.8%

6.0%

1.2%
2.2%1.9%

0.0%
1.0%

-12.0%

-10.0%

-8.0%

-6.0%

-4.0%

-2.0%

0.0%

2.0%

4.0%

6.0%

8.0%

2000-2010 2010-2014 2014-2020

Population Trends and Projections

Cincinnati Hamilton County Cincinnati MSA Ohio

Source: ESRI Business Analyst

Cincinnati lost more than 30,000 residents between 2000 and 2010, as residents left the urban core for outlying suburban areas. Since 2010,

however, Cincinnati has started to experience an urban renewal as population has grown at a faster rate within the city than the surrounding

county. This momentum – projected to continue through 2020 – is critical context for understanding the deployment of the City’s incentive

portfolio.
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Source: US BLS QCEW Jobs Data

Leading up to the recession, Hamilton County experienced more severe job losses than the Cincinnati MSA as whole. Coming out of the recession,

Hamilton County’s job growth has been on par with that of the MSA, no doubt a reflection in part of Cincinnati’s ongoing urban renewal.

JOB GROWTH

Urban renewal is further evidenced in an improving outlook for employment.
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Retail trade
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Hamilton County Change in Jobs by Industry 2001 – 2014*

INDUSTRY SECTOR CHANGE

Job losses in Hamilton County have been spread throughout the economy. 

Source: US BLS QCEW Jobs Data

Since 2001, the number of jobs in 

Hamilton County has declined by 

about 10%, with 53,000 total jobs 

leaving the region. 

The chart below shows historical 

trends in industry performance 

throughout the county. While some 

sectors such as healthcare (20% 

growth) have seen strong growth in 

the past 15 years, contractions in 

other industries like manufacturing 

(33% decline) have negated those 

gains. Of Hamilton County’s five 

largest sectors, one has experienced 

double-digit gains, two have 

experienced single-digit gains, and 

two have experienced double-digit 

losses.

*Highlighted bars indicate 5

largest sectors by total employment
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REAL ESTATE TRENDS

Cincinnati has experienced a recent surge in commercial and residential activity.
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Commercial Office Activity
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Since 2009, Cincinnati has seen significant growth in both commercial absorption and deliveries, as well as multifamily

construction permits. This reflects increased reinvestment in the city’s downtown core and within target submarkets, such as Over-the-Rhine,

and an increased demand by young professionals and other to live proximate to the recreational amenities of downtown and its surrounding

neighborhoods.

Source: CoSTAR, U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
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$358.2 million
General Fund, FY15

FISCAL REVENUES

Cincinnati’s general fund relies heavily on income tax revenues.

Cincinnati has a competitive tax environment. In 2014, KMPG 

ranked its as having the lowest tax costs amongst major 

United States cities. 

Cincinnati’s municipal budget – with a general fund of $358.2 

million in 2015 – is largely funded through a 2.1% income 

tax. In fiscal year 2015, 72% of the City’s general fund was 

derived from income tax revenues. 

Given this significant reliance on income tax revenues, 

incentive policy in Cincinnati must be carefully considered to 

both preserve this key funding stream, while also maximizing 

new opportunities to attract high-wage jobs and new 

residents to the city.

8%

72%

Revenues from property tax, FY15 Revenues from income tax, FY15

Source: City of Cincinnati; KPMG, Competitive Alternatives Special Report: Focus on Tax
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Incentive Portfolio Evaluation 
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RATIONALE FOR INCENTIVES

Incentives are helpful to cities to address competitive disadvantages at the margins.

Relocation

Firms often consider relocation only 

when faced with significant 

challenges to operating in their 

current location. Relocation is 

expensive and risky.

Competitiveness 

Factors 

The quality of the labor pool, 

strength of the underlying economy, 

and quality of life drive locational 

decision-making, oftentimes allowing 

an employer to narrow down to a 

key region or peer cities. 

Incentives

Incentives are most influential once 

the firm narrows options, and can be 

used to address specific competitive 

disadvantages within a market with 

a shared labor pool or between 

similar markets. 

Leadership

The “human factor” matters in 

economic development, and strong 

and committed governmental and 

civic leadership can go a long way in 

cementing a company’s decision to 

locate.
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PORTFOLIO OVERVIEW

Cincinnati has a diverse portfolio of economic development incentives, which can be organized in terms of 

their targeted outcomes or mechanisms.

Outcomes

Capital Improvements

Job Creation

Quality Housing

Project TIF District TIF Commercial CRA

JCTC PIR Grow Cincinnati Micro City

HUD 108 Homeownership & Rental Dvlp. 

Residential CRA Homebuyer Assistance

Mechanisms

Property Tax Incentive

Earnings Tax Incentive

Direct Loan or Grant

Project TIF District TIF Commercial CRA Residential CRA

JCTC PIR

HUD 108 Homeownership & Rental Dvlp. Homebuyer Assistance

Grow Cincinnati Micro City
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INCENTIVE PORTFOLIO REVIEW PROCESS

HR&A undertook a broad review of Cincinnati’s incentives portfolio, and then performed a detailed analysis 

of four specific programs and two specific deals to guide recommendations. 

1. Compare 2. Prioritize 3. Analyze 4. Evaluate

HR&A conducted a high-

level comparison for all 

11 programs in 

Cincinnati’s incentives 

portfolio, focusing on 

alignment with City 

economic development 

goals, level of 

participation, total cost 

to the City, and average 

“deal” size. 

In collaboration with the study’s 

Steering Committee and City 

staff, HR&A selected four 

programs for further analysis. 

The four programs selected are 

Commercial CRA, JCTC, Project 

TIF, and the Homeownership 

and Rental Development Loans.

HR&A analyzed patterns 

of program use and 

performed a detailed 

program-level cost-benefit 

analysis, analyzing deals 

originating between 2005 

and 2015. 

Based on our findings from 

the detailed review and our 

understanding of the City’s 

economic development 

goals, HR&A produced 

recommendations to better 

align both the City’s 

overall incentives portfolio 

and individual programs 

with the City’s broader 

economic development 

objectives. 



HR&A Advisors, Inc. Cincinnati Incentives Policy Review| 25

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

The effectiveness of Cincinnati’s incentive toolkit should be considered in light of its broader economic 

development goals and objectives.

Cincinnati has invested a significant amount of time creating a 

thoughtful series of economic development goals and supporting 

objectives that respond directly to the City’s strengths and 

weaknesses. 

To gain a deeper understanding of these goals and objectives, 

HR&A reviewed three key reports: 

• Plan Cincinnati, Cincinnati’s comprehensive plan that sets the 

basis for community development over the next few decades; 

• GO Cincinnati, a report that explored increasing Cincinnati’s 

tax revenues through targeted and place-based economic 

development initiatives;

• 2013 Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy, a 

blueprint that sets the path for Hamilton County to grow its 

regional economy.

Cincinnati’s key goals are focused on growing attracting 

and retaining residents and jobs. HR&A identified a set of six 

supporting economic development objectives, summarized below:

• Diversification of housing stock

• Targeted industry growth

• Innovation and entrepreneurship

• Place-based development in target areas

• Workforce development

• Enhancement of  the built environment

For greatest effectiveness, Cincinnati’s incentives toolkit should clearly 

map to its economic development priorities, so that it can build on its 

economic strengths while addressing critical weaknesses. Today, some 

components of Cincinnati’s incentives toolkit are strongly aligned with 

its economic development objectives, while for other components, 

there are opportunities to strengthen the alignment. 
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PORTFOLIO ALIGNMENT WITH ECONOMIC OBJECTIVES (1 OF 3) 
Cincinnati’s incentive portfolio already facilitates achievement of a number of core economic objectives.

Diverse housing stock. Several of Cincinnati's economic development tools focus directly on encouraging the production of a diverse 

stock. These incentives exist to facilitate the construction of new homes and apartments, the rehabilitation of existing homes, and home 

ownership, with a particular focus on producing affordable housing. Nonetheless, opportunities remain to address specific types of housing 

production challenges such as the conversion of obsolete office stock or targeted investment in vacant properties or encouraging further 

development of mixed-income housing stock. 

Housing Loans and Grants Residential CRA Commercial CRA

Enhancement of built environment. Many of Cincinnati’s existing programs are intended to promote urban development and 

redevelopment. For instance, the combination of District TIF with CRA abatements has helped usher one of the nation’s most successful urban 

revitalization stories in Over-the-Rhine. Future opportunities could include targeted incentives to enhance urban vitality -- for instance, programs 

focused on incentivizing ground floor retail, or using tools such as the VTICA to finance additional neighborhood-scale infrastructure 

improvements. 

District TIFProject TIF Residential CRA Commercial CRA
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PORTFOLIO ALIGNMENT WITH ECONOMIC OBJECTIVES (2 OF 3) 
Nonetheless, there are a number of areas where incentive policy can be strengthened to improve alignment.

Place-based development. 

In the GO Cincinnati report, the City identified six target neighborhoods for economic growth: the CBD, Over-the-Rhine, Uptown, Madison Road 

Corridor, Seymour/Reading Roads Corridor, and Queensgate/South Mill Creek Corridor. The establishment of TIF districts in these 

neighborhoods has been an important step in facilitating improvements. However, opportunities exist for also targeting these neighborhoods via 

project-based incentives like CRA (and its associated VTICA) and JCTC or the focused application of small business loans and grants. Enhancing 

use of City incentives for these neighborhoods, coupled with other major steps towards revitalization, can have significant positive impacts.

Promotion of innovation & entrepreneurship. 

The Micro City and Grow Cincinnati loan programs exist to facilitate the growth of small businesses. While these programs have supported 

dozens of local businesses in recent years, the funds supporting them are limited. In addition, Cincinnati outsources the administration of the 

programs, and generally places less emphasis on small business lending and grants than peer cities. Increased emphasis on start-up funding, 

whether directly provided by the City or private and nonprofit partners, could play a critical role in enhancing the City’s burgeoning 

entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

In this area, the City can leverage existing work being done by Cintrifuse and the Greater Cincinnati Foundation. Cintrifuse, an organization 

focused on advancing Cincinnati’s start-up ecosystem, raised $57M for its first fund from local institutions; attracted ~110 entrepreneurs 

interested in networking and mentorship; recruited 45 business leaders to serve as start-up mentors; and developed a 30,000 sf incubator 

space in Over-the-Rhine, which also houses The Brandery (a start-up accelerator) and Cincy Tech (a seed-stage investor). Cintrifuse plans to 

invest its fund in venture capital firms, with the goal of motivating them to bring more venture funding to the Cincinnati region. The Greater 

Cincinnati Foundation has started an “impact investing” effort focused on local start-ups.
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PORTFOLIO ALIGNMENT WITH ECONOMIC OBJECTIVES (3 OF 3) 
Nonetheless, there are a number of areas where incentive policy can be strengthened to improve alignment.

Targeted industry growth. 

The GO Cincinnati report also identified nine target growth sectors: life sciences, chemical manufacturing, professional/technical services, 

aerospace, management of companies, advanced manufacturing, insurance and banking, hospitals, and educational services. These sectors 

represent the most competitive aspects of the regional economy, and investments in enhancing them represent a long-term strategy for the City’s 

economic growth. Across Cincinnati’s incentive portfolio, there has been less formal emphasis on attracting or retaining major businesses that are 

part of the City’s core clusters as part of a cluster building strategy. Enhancing small business loans for start-up companies are another avenue 

towards strengthening these sectoral ecosystems. 

Workforce development. 

Workforce development is a stated economic development goal, and the JCTC and PIR programs incentivize quality jobs by requiring that 

participants pay a threshold wage to their employees. However, the City has not focused on closely aligning its incentives with workforce 

development programs. A program design that responds to employer and worker needs could set the foundation for long-term improvements in 

human capital. 
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PROGRAM COMPARISON: LEVEL OF PARTICIPATION

Residential CRA is the highest-volume program with 4,830+ deals closed between 2005 and 2015. 

Residential CRA abatements, which are granted as-of-right to qualifying projects, are the most frequently utilized incentive program. The 

Homebuyer Assistance Program, Commercial CRA, and Homeownership or Rental Development Loans also involve larger numbers of deals than 

other programs. Nonetheless, despite a larger number of transactions, the average deal size of Residential CRA abatements equate to an overall 

smaller total cost to the City than other programs, as described on the subsequent page. 

20 15
27 23

127

66

264

3

35

District TIF Project TIF JCTC PIR Commercial
CRA

HO & Rental
Dev.

Homebuyer
Assistance

Section 108 Grow
Cincinnati &
Micro City

Total Participation (excluding Residential CRA, which had 4,830+ deals)

2005-2015
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PROGRAM COMPARISON: TYPE OF COSTS TO THE CITY

Programs vary in the nature of their fiscal costs to the City.

Specific Program Cost to City

Commercial & 

Residential CRAs

Due to City’s current $29M property tax revenue cap, utilization of CRA is 

revenue-neutral. Each year, the millage applied to the existing tax base is 

adjusted to ensure the revenue cap is met. 

TIF Districts & Projects TIF districts and projects can incur bonding costs. Revenues are used to 

pay for public improvements. 

JCTC City foregoes business net profits taxes, with the credit based on City 

income taxes of new jobs created.

PIR/JCTC-R Similar to JCTC, but because the credit is reimbursable, City pays the cash 

rebate directly. The program has become obsolete due to a change in 

state law, so the City is in the process of converting all of its PIR incentives 

into economically equivalent JCTC-Rs. 

Homeownership & Rental 

Development Loans

Combination of City and federal pass-through funds. 

Micro City and Grow 

Cincinnati Loans

Pass-through of federal funds. In addition, Grow Cincinnati leverages 

private funds. 

HUD Section 108 Direct pass-through of federal funds.

Property Tax 

Abatement

Earnings Tax 

Abatement

Direct Loan or 

Grant



HR&A Advisors, Inc. Cincinnati Incentives Policy Review| 31

SELECTION OF PROGRAMS FOR DETAILED REVIEW

The Steering Committee provided feedback on the City’s incentives portfolio to guide the section of four 

programs for detailed study. 

Commercial CRA 

• Ranks high in overall number of deals

• Applied to both multifamily residential and commercial development projects 

• Leverages other public funds (County and School District property tax revenues)

• Frequently layered with other programs

Job Creation 

Tax Credit

• The City’s primary tool focused on job creation

• Ranks high in total cost to the City and does not leverage other public funds

Homeownership & 

Rental Development 

Loans

• Ranks moderately high in both total cost to the City and overall number of deals

• Place-based policy is a particular area of focus for City staff

• Frequently layered with other programs

Project TIF

• Complex in deal structure

• Frequently layered with District TIF and other incentive programs



HR&A Advisors, Inc. Cincinnati Incentives Policy Review| 32

DETAILED PROGRAM COMPARISON: MAGNITUDE OF PROJECT INVESTMENT

As measured by total one-time capital investment, Project TIF and Commercial CRA are the largest of the four 

programs studied in detail. 

*Total project investment represents undiscounted capital investment. 

Large
($500M-$1B)

Medium 
($50M-$500M)

Small 
(Less Than $50M)

Project TIF

Commercial CRA

Homeownership and Rental 

Development Loans
JCTC

However, it is important to note that, in addition to one-time capital investment, Project TIF, Commercial CRA, and JCTC also generate ongoing 

payroll benefits through the jobs that they create at their project sites. 

Magnitude of Total Project Investment*, 2005-2015
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Program Analysis Overview 
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METHODOLOGY: DATA INPUTS

HR&A worked with City of Cincinnati staff to compile a comprehensive and accurate database reflecting 

deals originated from 2005 to 2015. 

Analysis period 

(deals considered)

We evaluated deals executed between 2005 and 2015, using data provided by the 

City in October 2015. 

• For CRA, this included deals with a First Abated Year between 2005 and 2015. 

• For JCTC, this included deals with a Start Year between 2005 and 2015. 

• For Homeownership and Rental Development, this included loans with issuance dates between 

2005 and 2015. 

• For Project TIF, this included deals with bond issuance/construction start dates between 2005 and 

2015. 

Data sources &

collection process

We partnered with Cincinnati to collect incentives data from its existing systems. 

• In the past, Cincinnati has maintained separate databases for its incentives programs, with Housing 

Division overseeing the housing programs and Economic Development Division overseeing the other 

programs.

• Cincinnati is currently transitioning to a single, integrated Salesforce database for all programs. 

The City is in the process of transferring full data to this system. 

Data caveats • As necessary, we supplemented the data provided by the City for each deal with data from the

original ordinance, agreement, and transmittal memo documents available through the City 

Council Online portal. 

• For some deals, it was not possible to obtain complete and/or verified data, as the full records 

had not been digitized. These deals were excluded from quantitative metrics as necessary. 

• Given the objective of this study, HR&A focused its analysis on City subsidies, not federal or state 

subsidies such as federal LIHTC credits granted to housing projects, for projects receiving City 

loans or state JCTCs layered on top of projects that received City JCTCs. 
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METHODOLOGY: COSTS AND BENEFITS BY TYPE OF PROGRAM (1 OF 2)
To evaluate fiscal costs and benefits, a clear set of fiscal costs and benefits were defined. 

Commercial CRA, JCTC, and JCTC-CRA

For capital improvements and job creation-focused programs, where 

enhancement of the City’s financial position is a primary goal, we 

considered a standard set of fiscal costs and benefit metrics, in 

addition to job creation. In order to produce apples-to-apples 

comparisons of the stream of benefits and costs, HR&A discounted 

future benefits and costs, and inflated past benefits and costs, to 

2015 dollars using a 3% discount rate. 

This methodology also accounts for the City’s current tax cap policy: 

• CRA: Under Cincinnati’s current property tax policy, which sets an 

annual cap of $29M, CRA deals are considered revenue-neutral. 

During their incentive term, they do not incur a direct cost to the 

City in terms of foregone property tax revenue. Once their terms 

expire, the incremental tax revenue associated with their 

improvements does not increase total tax revenue, but just reduces 

the millage rate on the existing tax base. 

• JCTC: Due to the property tax cap, capital improvements 

associated with JCTC projects do not increase total property tax 

revenue, but just act to reduce the millage rate on the existing tax 

base. 

Earnings Tax Property Tax*

Ongoing One-Time Ongoing

Payroll from new FT 

permanent project 

jobs

Payroll from jobs

from new residents in 

housing units at site

Payroll from new 

construction jobs 

Value increment from

project investment 

JCTC
Benefit + Earnings tax + Earnings tax + Property tax

Cost - JCTC incentive

Commercial 

CRA

Benefit + Earnings tax + Earnings tax + Earnings tax + Property tax

Cost - CRA incentive

Combined 

JCTC-CRA

Benefit + Earnings tax + Earnings tax + Property tax

Cost - JCTC incentive - CRA incentive

*As described above, due to the City’s current property tax policy ($29M cap), property tax benefits and costs are not included in this analysis. 
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METHODOLOGY: COSTS AND BENEFITS BY TYPE OF PROGRAM (2 OF 2)
To evaluate fiscal costs and benefits, a clear set of fiscal costs and benefits were defined.

Commercial CRA, JCTC, and JCTC-CRA (continued)

However, it is important to acknowledge that while CRA 

abatements are revenue-neutral, they have two indirect costs:

• During their terms, they do not support the existing tax base 

in funding the City’s revenue target. 

• As CRA projects bring in new workers and residents, they 

increase demand for City services. Over time, if the City’s 

revenue stream cannot support these services, the City has to 

either reduce services, impacting quality of life, or adjust its 

tax revenue target upward.

Housing Loan and Grant Programs

For the Housing Loan and Grant Programs, where the public 

good of providing quality housing is the primary goal, as 

opposed to increasing the tax base, we considered public 

investment outcome metrics such as housing units produced, cost 

per unit, and City funds as a percentage of total project costs. 

Project TIF

Sufficient consistent data did not exist for the Project TIF program 

in order to produce useful benefit-cost metrics beyond the value 

of public improvements as a percentage of total project costs. 

However, a set of potential cost-benefit metrics were proposed, 

including cost per deal, cost per job, and leverage ratio to 

compare total public investment to total private investment.  
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METHODOLOGY: STANDARDIZED OUTCOME METRICS

With a full understanding of costs and benefits, HR&A developed a series of standardized outcome metrics 

for the programs. 

Metric #1: 

Benefit Ratio

The benefit ratio calculation divides 

the full fiscal costs of  a deal by the 

direct fiscal benefits created for the 

City.

For example, a benefit ratio of 25% 

means that for every dollar the City 

receives from a deal, it forgoes 25 cents. 

Assuming the firm or developer would not 

have created the new jobs and/or done 

the capital improvement without the deal, 

the City receives a net benefit of 75 cents 

that it would have otherwise not received. 

Another way of looking at it is that the 

program is fiscally rational if it accounts 

for 25% of recipients’ decision to invest in 

Cincinnati.

Relevant for JCTC, CRA, JCTC-CRA*

Metric #2: 

Cost Per Job

The cost per job divides the full 

incentive cost by the number of  jobs 

created in order to determine the cost 

associated with a single job. 

This metric provides a normalized method 

of comparison across various programs 

and deals to determine how “cost 

effective” they are at creating jobs.

Relevant for JCTC, CRA, JCTC-CRA*

Metric #3: 

City Gap Funding 

Percentage 
The City Gap Funding Percentage is 

equal to the City loan amount divided 

by the total project investment. 

This metric provides a normalized method of 

comparison across loans of various sizes to 

determine the extent to which they have 

been successful in seeking other capital and 

using City money to just fill the gap in their 

project.

In this context, the City loan amount includes 

both direct funds from the City’s General 

Fund and federal pass-through funds 

(CBDG, HOME, and NSP) given to Cincinnati 

to directly administer. It is important to note 

that to meet their financing gap, deals may 

be leveraging other types of public (state or 

federal) funds beyond City money. 

Relevant for Homeownership & Rental 

Development Loans

*Due to data limitations, benefit ratio and cost per job were not calculated for Project TIF. 



HR&A Advisors, Inc. Cincinnati Incentives Policy Review| 38

Commercial CRA Abatement
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INTRODUCTION TO THE COMMERCIAL CRA PROGRAM

The purpose of the program is to support capital investment in the creation of new and renovated multifamily 

housing units and commercial office, retail, and industrial space, in order to attract and retain residents and firms. 

Overview. Under Ohio law (Ohio Statute 3735.65-70), Cincinnati is able to offer Community Reinvestment Area tax abatements to multifamily,

commercial office, retail, industrial, and mixed-use projects. The entire city is designated as a CRA district.

Structure & Requirements

Mechanism Property tax abatement. 

Maximum Term and Rate

Up to 100% of the full property taxes on the incremental value created by the project. Property owners 

are required to make a payment in lieu of taxes consisting of 25% of the full abated value to the 

Cincinnati Public Schools, under a separate agreement. 

8-15 year term.

Job Creation Discretionary. Not required unless under the terms of the agreement. 

Payroll Not required. 

Project Investment
$40,000 minimum investment required. Developers must complete their investment, submit their paperwork 

to the City for review, and subsequently have their investment confirmed by the Hamilton County Auditor’s 

Office before they can receive their abatement. 

Employee Retention Period Not required. 

Interaction with JCTC Program. Firms that receive a CRA property tax abatement can also receive a JCTC income tax abatement if they are the

owner-occupant or dominant tenant of a new building being constructed or existing building being renovated and are adding jobs.
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COMMERCIAL CRA STRUCTURE

With the exception of multifamily projects not pursuing LEED Silver, the City’s CRA incentive structure gives 

greater benefits to new construction. 

Under the program today (summarized below), for multifamily projects 

below LEED Silver, the CRA incentive gives equal priority to new and 

rehabilitated units. For multifamily projects LEED Silver or above, the 

CRA incentive gives new construction an additional three years of 

abatement. For other commercial projects, Cincinnati offers greater 

benefits for new construction at all levels. The LEED program offers 

three primary benefits: speed and ease of approval, modernization of 

building stock, and enhanced national reputation for sustainability. 

Multifamily (4+ units) Other Commercial Projects 

(Office, Industrial, Retail)

Rehab New Rehab New

Standard 

CRA
Non-LEED Projects Up to 8 yrs. Up to 8 yrs. Up to 12 yrs. Up to 15 yrs.

LEED-

CRA

LEED Silver, Gold or 

Platinum Projects 
12 yrs. 15 yrs. 12 yrs. 15 yrs.

To support green building, Cincinnati offers a modified version of the 

CRA abatement to projects that receive Leadership in Energy and 

Environmental Design (LEED) certification. The LEED-CRA ordinance was 

passed in 2007, and modified in 2013 to offer greater benefits for 

higher LEED levels. Under the current ordinance, LEED Silver and above 

projects automatically receive an exemption for the maximum term and 

rate possible for their project type, without having to undergo a 

financial gap analysis. LEED-Certified projects formerly were eligible 

for this automatic exemption.
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44

21
19

21

6 7

Multifamily Only Mixed-Use w.
Residential

Commercial-Office
Only

Commercial-Retail
Only

Industrial Mixed-Use-No
Residential

COMMERCIAL CRA PARTICIPANTS

The 118 projects that entered the Commercial CRA program between 2005 and 2015 are split 55/45 

between multifamily and other commercial. 

Projects were classified based on the type of improvements for which they received their CRA abatement, not the use of the building(s) in which

these improvements occurred. Across these categories, CRA has been most frequently used to support Multifamily Only projects (37% of total),

and least frequently used to support Industrial projects (5% of total). Commercial CRAs are used roughly equally to support pure commercial

office and pure retail projects. Roughly 24% of CRA projects are Mixed-Use, with or without a residential component.

Type of  Commercial CRA Projects

2005-2015

Multifamily

Other Commercial
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COMMERCIAL CRA TRENDS: REHAB VS. NEW CONSTRUCTION

Roughly two-thirds of CRA deals are rehabilitation projects, with the balance being new construction.

The CRA program has been effective in supporting multifamily rehabilitation, with rehab accounting for more than two-thirds (85%) of multifamily

projects. The CRA has also been successful in incentivizing rehab of mixed-use, commercial, and retail structures.

Rehab vs. New Construction

2005-2015

Multifamily Only Mixed-Use w.
Residential

Commercial-Office
Only

Commercial-Retail
Only

Industrial Mixed-Use-No
Residential

New Construction Rehab

Other Commercial

Multifamily
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COMMERCIAL CRA TRENDS: LEED USE

Multifamily projects have a much higher rate of LEED utilization than other commercial projects.

The high rate of LEED utilization among multifamily projects may be due to the significant benefit conferred on LEED Silver and above certification,

wherein these types of projects receive an extra four to seven years of abatement. In addition, multifamily developers may be attracted to

LEED certification as a method of positively branding their projects. Of multifamily projects, 45% of rehab projects and 81% of new

multifamily construction projects fall within the LEED-CRA track (are LEED Certified, Silver, Gold, or Platinum). For other commercial projects,

roughly 40% of rehab and new construction projects fall within the LEED track.

% LEED-CRA

2005-2015

Multifamily Other Commercial

45%
55%

Rehab

LEED-CRA CRA

81%

19%

New Construction

40%

60%

New Construction

39%

61%

Rehab
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COMMERCIAL CRA INVESTMENT LOCATION

While Commercial CRA has been used in a large number of neighborhoods across the City, its use has been 

concentrated in specific neighborhoods.

Collectively, Commercial CRAs have been used most heavily in Over-the-Rhine, Downtown (CBD), and Corryville. Over-the-Rhine has received the 

largest amount of multifamily CRA abatements, while Downtown has received the largest number of other commercial CRAs. 

Neighborhoods of  Firms Receiving CRA

2005-2015

Over The Rhine, 18

Downtown (CBD), 12

Residential Commercial

Downtown Dev. (16 projects) % of Total

Housing Units 590 12%

Office SF 819,000 44%

Retail SF 96,000 18%

OTR Dev. (31 projects) % of Total

Housing Units 310 6%

Office SF 289,000 16%

Retail SF 131,000 24%
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VTICA reduces the total property tax abatements 

received by property owners in Downtown and Over-the-Rhine 

by 7.5% to 15% in order to fund streetcar operations. 

To date, VTICA has been applied to 27 deals, with these 

deals projected to bring in a total of $694,000 annually, 

or $15.2M over the lifetime of the deals, which would 

otherwise not have been captured for public benefit. 

In markets where the developer can bear the additional cost, the 

VITCA model offers an opportunity to derive additional public 

benefit from CRA and Project TIF deals. Proceeds can be used to 

support specific public improvements that lay the groundwork for 

further investment in City neighborhoods. 

VTICA MODEL

The VTICA model offers an opportunity to recapture additional value from CRA and Project TIF deals for the 

City in selected markets.
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COMMERCIAL CRA AVERAGE DEAL PROFILE

Deal Terms Multifamily Other 

Commercial

Total number of deals closed 65 53

Average tax credit rate applied to increment 100% 100%

Average term 12.1 years 12.4 years

Projected Job Creation & Investment

Average number of FT jobs created per deal 12.5 41.7

Average wage of created jobs $22,700 $52,300

Average number of jobs retained per deal 0.4 24.7

Average project investment per deal $9,482,300 $4,885,500 

Incentives Granted

Average value of CRA incentive granted (undiscounted) $444,000 $264,100

Average cost to City per job (undiscounted) N/A N/A

Average cost per housing unit (undiscounted) N/A N/A

All “Pure” CRA Deals,* 2005-2015

*Pure CRA deals are those where the developer did not receive a job creation incentive (JCTC or PIR), in addition to their CRA. 

Key differences:

• Multifamily projects tend to 

create fewer full-time (FT) 

permanent project jobs at 

a lower wage than other 

commercial projects. This is not 

surprising, given that the type of 

jobs likely to be created from 

these projects are property 

management and retail jobs, 

compared to higher-paying 

office and manufacturing jobs 

for other commercial projects. 

• However, multifamily projects 

tend to involve greater 

capital investments. 

• By offering new or rehabbed 

housing units, multifamily 

projects also support the 

introduction of new 

households into the City 

economy, bringing significant 

new earnings tax. This benefit is 

estimated on the next page.



HR&A Advisors, Inc. Cincinnati Incentives Policy Review| 47

CRA ECONOMIC IMPACT – MULTIFAMILY

The 65 participants in the CRA Multifamily program created 820 permanent direct jobs in Cincinnati with a total 

payroll of $183 million for project jobs, and $2.33 billion in payroll for new residents over the term of the deal.  

* 2015 dollars

** Construction jobs generated via IMPLAN based on project investment amount.

One-time project investment* $669,900,000

Total construction payroll created $164,000,000

Construction jobs created as a 

result of  one-time investment**
3,120

Total payroll of  new full-time jobs 

over lifetime of  deal*
$183,300,000

Total full-time jobs created 820

Ongoing Full-Time Job & Payroll Impacts - Project Jobs

One-Time Construction Impacts 

Earnings tax revenue received from 

permanent jobs
$3,800,000

Earnings tax revenue received from

new residents
$48,800,000

Earnings tax revenue received from 

construction jobs
$3,400,000

Total fiscal impact $56,000,000

Fiscal Benefits & Costs to the City

Economic Output Fiscal Impacts

Total payroll associated with new 

residents over lifetime of  deal*
$2,323,300,000

Total units created 4,800

Ongoing Full-Time Job & Payroll Impacts - New Residents
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CRA ECONOMIC IMPACT – OTHER COMMERCIAL

The 53 participants in the CRA Other Commercial program created 2,210 permanent direct jobs in Cincinnati 

with a total payroll of $1.2 billion for project jobs over the term of the deal.  

One-time project investment* $276,100,000

Total construction payroll created* $100,100,000

Construction jobs created as a 

result of  one-time investment**
1,670

Total payroll of  new full-time jobs 

over lifetime of  deal*
$1,214,500,000

Total full-time jobs created 2,210

Earnings tax revenue received from 

permanent jobs
$25,500,000

Earnings tax revenue received from

new residents
$0

Earnings tax revenue received from 

construction jobs
$2,100,000

Total fiscal impact $27,600,000

Fiscal Benefits & Costs to the City
Ongoing Full-Time Job & Payroll Impacts - Project Jobs

One-Time Construction Impacts 

Economic Output Fiscal Impacts

Ongoing Full-Time Job & Payroll Impacts - New Residents

Total payroll associated with new 

residents over lifetime of  deal*
$0

Total units created 0

*2015 dollars

**Construction jobs generated via IMPLAN based on project investment amount.
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CRA MULTIFAMILY BENEFIT RATIO ANALYSIS

Under the City’s current tax policy, the Multifamily CRA program has a benefit ratio of 0%, indicating that the 

multifamily CRA program is revenue neutral.  

The benefit ratio is:

0%

Interpretation of Benefit Ratio 

The Multifamily CRA Program is revenue 

neutral. Assuming that the developer would not 

have made the property investment in Cincinnati 

“but for” the incentive, the City receives a net 

benefit of 100 cents that it would have 

otherwise not have received.

Evaluating Benefit Ratio Results

Due to Cincinnati’s current tax cap policy, the Multifamily CRA program has a benefit ratio 

of zero, as foregone property taxes from new projects do not impact direct revenue to the 

City’s general fund over the term of the incentive. If the current tax policy were not in place, 

Multifamily CRA projects would have a benefit ratio of 41% owing to the foregone property 

tax revenue. In either case, financial returns benefit from earnings taxes generated by 

project jobs. 

As Multifamily CRA benefits have become somewhat “as-of-right” for development projects, 

there is a likelihood that some projects may have still proceeded absent the incentive. The 

property tax cap may nonetheless mitigate the financial impacts of that risk in favor of 

driving more development activity. This could be tested through an analysis of multifamily 

development economics in different neighborhoods where the program is utilized. Such an 

analysis could also help evaluate whether projects in specific neighborhoods could bear the 

added cost of a VTICA-like instrument. 

$0 million
property tax 

foregone over deal 

lifetime. 

$52.6 million 
earnings tax 

generated by ongoing 

net new jobs (project 

and residential) over 

deal lifetime. 

$3.4 million 
earnings tax 

generated by one-time 

construction jobs tied to 

project investment. 

$0 million 
property tax 

generated from project 

investment over deal 

lifetime, plus a 5-year 

period after that. 

City Costs City Benefits
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CRA OTHER COMMERCIAL BENEFIT RATIO ANALYSIS

Under the City’s current tax policy, the Other Commercial CRA program has a benefit ratio of 0%, indicating 

that the multifamily CRA program is revenue neutral. 

$0 million
property tax 

foregone over deal 

lifetime. 

$25.5 million 
earnings tax 

generated by ongoing 

net new jobs (project 

and residential) over 

deal lifetime. 

$2.1 million 
earnings tax 

generated by one-time 

construction jobs tied to 

project investment. 

$0 million 
property tax 

generated from project 

investment over deal 

lifetime, plus a 5-year 

period after that. 

City Costs City BenefitsThe benefit ratio is:

0%

Interpretation of Benefit Ratio 

The Other Commercial CRA program is revenue 

neutral. Assuming that the developer would not 

have made the property investment in Cincinnati 

“but for” the incentive, the City receives a net 

benefit of 100 cents that it would have otherwise 

not have received.

Evaluating Benefit Ratio Results

Like the Multifamily CRA program, the Other Commercial CRA program has a benefit 

ratio of zero due to Cincinnati’s current tax policy. However, if the current tax policy 

were not in place, Other Commercial projects would have a benefit ratio of 40% owing 

to foregone revenue. In either case, financial returns benefit from earnings taxes 

generated by project jobs. 

Based on conversations with City staff, in comparison to evaluating the financial gap for 

residential projects, it is more complex to model the financial gap for Other Commercial 

projects because this frequently involves understanding the business operational model 

of the applicants. It will therefore likely be more difficult to determine on an aggregate 

basis whether such projects could bear the added cost of a VTICA-like instrument in 

different neighborhood market contexts. 
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DEAL PROFILE: OTHER COMMERCIAL CRA 
Cincinnati granted a local brewing company a 10-year CRA to rehabilitate two industrial buildings in Over-the-

Rhine.

Rhinegeist is a brewing company founded in Cincinnati. Its three founders opened the brewery and tap room in Over-the-Rhine in June 

2013, leasing the former Christian Moerlein bottling facility. From its start, Rhinegeist was successful. In January 2014, in response to customer 

demand, it started canning its beer. In fall 2014, Rhinegeist launched a major expansion, seeking to triple its production. In November 

2014, the founders purchased their existing leased building and an adjacent building for $4,400,000 to expand brewing capacity and create a 

larger event space.

For the City of Cincinnati, the deal offered an opportunity to support a local business, strengthen Cincinnati’s brand through the 

development of a nationally-recognized product and facility, and support the revitalization of Northern Over-the-Rhine. For Rhinegeist, the deal 

offered an opportunity to expand their business and attract more visitors to their facility, especially given their proximity to the new streetcar. 

Total City Incentive* Granted

*For this deal profile, in contrast to the program-wide analysis, we used actual, instead of projected, employees and payroll, based on data provided during interview with 

firm and City stakeholders. 

Cincinnati granted Rhinegeist a CRA at 100% for 10 years to significantly renovate its two new buildings. In 

return, Rhinegeist committed to invest $2,200,000 in building and site improvements and create 30 new jobs with 

$900,000 in new payroll. Rhinegeist also committed to provide a 7.5% VTICA payment, under which property 

owners in the Downtown and Over-the-Rhine neighborhoods support streetcar operations. The value of 

Rhinegeist’s contributions through the VITCA is roughly $51,000 (undiscounted) over the lifetime of the deal. 

Interpretation

Given the City’s property tax cap, the Rhinegeist project had a benefit ratio of zero. The deal demonstrates the prudent 

use of CRA in supporting new job creation, as Rhinegeist created more jobs (65 instead of 30) at a higher payroll ($40k 

instead of $30k per job) than committed to in its original agreement. Moreover, because Rhinegeist participated in the 

VTICA program, the City was able to harness $51,000 for public benefit, even without direct property tax revenue. 

Finally, Rhinegeist has added to the revitalization of Northern Over-the-Rhine, which should produce additional indirect 

economic benefits for the City. 

Benefit Ratio

0%
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EXISTING BEST PRACTICES IN CINCINNATI’S DEPLOYMENT OF CRA
Cincinnati uses the CRA program to support local hiring and ensure properties remain up to code. 

1. Preventing “incentive hopping.” 

In accordance with State policy, property owners must indicate 

in their CRA applications if they are relocating all or part of 

their operations from another county or municipality in Ohio to 

the CRA site, and then the City must formally notify the other 

county or municipality. In addition, property owners are not 

allowed to receive CRAs if, within the last 5 years, they have 

discontinued operations at another site in the state during the 

term of a property tax abatement.  

2. Deploying local hiring and Small Business 

Enterprise requirements. 

Developers are required to pursue hiring practices to ensure 

that at least 25% of new project employees are Cincinnati 

residents, and also give preference to Cincinnati residents vs. 

Ohio residents who live outside the City. Firms are also required 

to use their “best efforts” to spend at least 30% of their dollars 

on construction and professional services with Small Business 

Enterprises.

3. Covering program administrative costs. 

Firms are required to pay the greater of an annual fee of $500 

or 1% of the annual property taxes exempted under the 

agreement, but not exceeding $2,500.
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RECOMMENDED IMPROVEMENTS IN CRA PROGRAM APPLICATION

Cincinnati can leverage Commercial CRA more effectively for place-based investment and job growth.

1. Consider opportunities to geographically 

target the program by evaluating real estate 

economics in different neighborhoods and 

considering extending the incentive length in 

specific neighborhoods with development cost 

gaps.  

Recognizing the changes that have occurred in Cincinnati’s real 

estate market over time, the City can consider opportunities to 

utilize the CRA program to catalyze investment in certain 

neighborhoods where development feasibility remains 

challenging, based on project financial gap analysis. CRA 

targeting could be accomplished by providing a longer term in 

targeted neighborhoods.

2. Expand the use of VTICA-like instruments to 

recapture property tax revenues for 

reinvestment in infrastructure and other 

catalyst projects. 

In markets where the developer can bear the additional cost, 

VITCA offers an opportunity to derive additional public benefit, 

as it has Downtown and in Over-the-Rhine.

3. Building on the success of the LEED-CRA 

program, consider how to use the program to 

support a range of desired policy objectives.

These policy objectives could include an as-of-right abatement 

for historic rehabilitation and middle-income housing creation. 

4. Consider opportunities to formalize job 

creation requirements for commercial projects.

Currently, there are no formal requirements for the number of 

jobs that Other Commercial CRA projects must create. Instead, 

firms commit to a self-selected number of jobs following 

discussions with the City.  

5. While CRA deals are revenue neutral, the City 

should establish a long-term policy for use of 

CRA.

The long-term policy for CRA use should consider additional 

service demands generated by new development and the 

possibility of future rate reductions for the existing tax base.
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Job Creation Tax Credit
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INTRODUCTION TO THE JOB CREATION TAX CREDIT PROGRAM

The purpose of the program is to encourage firms to expand in or relocate to Cincinnati and promote job 

creation and capital investment. 

Overview. Originally established in 1993, the Cincinnati JCTC program was intended to be a local job creation incentive complementing the state

of Ohio JCTC program. In 2014, state legislation decoupled the mandatory coordination of the local JCTC and state JCTC, allowing Cincinnati to

offer the JCTC incentive without the State’s participation. In 2015, Council passed an ordinance that all Property Investment Reimbursements (PIR) be

converted to economically equivalent JCTC-Rs.

Interaction with CRA Program. Firms that receive a JCTC income tax abatement can also receive a CRA property tax abatement if they are

the owner-occupant or dominant tenant of a new building being constructed or existing building being renovated that receives a CRA.

In the following section, only “Pure JCTCs” are considered, totaling 18 projects between 2005 and 2015. Combined JCTCs-CRAs, including 5 deals

during this period, will be assessed in a subsequent sub-section.

Structure & Requirements

Mechanism Generally, non-refundable tax credit applied against firms’ municipal business net profits liability. 

Maximum Term and Rate Discretionary

Job Creation
Firms must create at least 25 net new jobs or 10 high-wage jobs. Firms must add their committed number 

of new employees within three years. 

Payroll Net new jobs must be at least 200% of minimum wage. High-wage jobs must pay at least +$100,000. 

Project Investment
JCTCs have no required project investment associated with them if not formally specified in the JCTC 

agreement.

Employee Retention Period
Firms are required to maintain their committed number of employees for not only the full Tax Credit Term, 

but also an additional increment beyond that. The full length of time (Tax Credit Term + increment) that 

they are required to stay in Cincinnati is known as the “Employment Retention Period.”
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JCTC PARTICIPANTS

The 18 firms that entered the JCTC program between 2005 and 2015 are within various sectors spread 

throughout the economy, with the highest concentration in professional services. 

Professional Services (6) Year Jobs Created

Northlich, Inc. 2005 25

Rockfish 2011 75

Epipheo 2014 100

Whapps, LLC 2014 20

Empower MediaMarketing, Inc. 2015 40

Powerhouse Factories, LLC 2015 30

Subtotal 290

Manufacturing (3)
Kao Brands USA 2009 161

Procter & Gamble (Winton Hills relocation) 2011 650

Vega Americas, Inc. 2013 40

Subtotal 851

Information (3)

DotLoop Company 2012 71

AlvaEDU, Inc. 2014 50

Global Cloud, Ltd. 2015 20

Subtotal 141

Transportation and Warehousing (1)

Total Quality Logistics 2013 80

Retail (3) Year Jobs Created

Macy's, Inc. 2009 125

Omnicare, Inc. 2012 484

Tom and Chee Worldwide, LLC 2014 65

Subtotal 674

Administrative and Support Services (2)

CBS Personnel Holdings, Inc. 2005 62

Advantage IQ 2009 33

Subtotal 95

While Cincinnati has not yet developed policies to target industry-specific growth, the City has been successful in attracting new and

supporting the expansion of existing firms in the professional services and manufacturing sectors in particular. Many of

these professional services and manufacturing firms are linked to Cincinnati’s established industry clusters in consumer packaged goods

manufacturing and product branding. For example, in the professional services category, Cincinnati has a strong concentration in advertising, public

relations, and related services.

Jobs Added Per 

Industry By Deal 

Start Date

2005-2010 2011-2015

Transportation and
Warehousing

Retail Trade

Professional, Scientific, and
Technical Services

Manufacturing

Information

Administrative and Support
Services
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JCTC INVESTMENT LOCATION

Cincinnati has used the majority of its 2005-2015 JCTC deals to attract new firms to or support the expansion 

of existing firms in Downtown Cincinnati.

Only seven neighborhoods in 

Cincinnati have been home to 

companies receiving JCTC deals. This 

outcome fits with JCTC’s historical intent, with 

the initial 1993 ordinance (R-36) 

establishing the program stating that it “is 

most applicable to downtown Cincinnati, 

because of downtown’s excessive office 

vacancy levels and susceptibility to interstate 

competition for business relocation and 

expansion.” While Downtown represents 

50% of the total JCTC deals closed in 

Cincinnati, it represents only 42% of the 

total jobs created under the program.

Neighborhoods of  

Firms Receiving JCTC

2005-2015
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In more recent JCTC deals (2011-2015), Cincinnati has 

succeeded in reducing the average incentive term, and the 

average incentive rate to a lesser extent, which helps limit foregone 

City tax revenues. The terms for all analyzed deals ranged between 5 

and 10 years, with recent deals (2011-2015) clustering primarily in 

the 5-6 year range. 

JCTC DEAL STRUCTURE TRENDS OVER TIME

While average term and rate have declined over time, so has the retention period during which recipients are 

required to stay in Cincinnati. 

Average Term

Years

Average Rate Average Number of  

Years Firm is Required to 

Stay Post-Incentive

However, at the same time the term and rate have been reduced, the 

average length of time that firms are required to stay in 

Cincinnati post-incentive has also fallen. This is not necessarily 

surprising, as this period is linked to the incentive term, but it reduces 

the City’s ability to “catch up” on any lost revenue on the back end, 

assuming that the requirement to stay does influence firm behavior.
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JCTC ECONOMIC IMPACT

The 18 participants in the JCTC program created 2,100 permanent direct jobs in Cincinnati with a total payroll 

of $1.304 billion over the term and retention periods of the deals.  

One-time project investment* $34,100,000

Total construction payroll created* $12,600,000

Construction jobs created as a 

result of  one-time investment**
210

Total payroll of  new full-time jobs 

over lifetime of  deal*
$1,304,300,000

Total full-time jobs created 2,100

Ongoing Full-Time Job & Payroll Impacts

One-Time Construction Impacts 

* 2015 dollars

** Construction jobs generated via IMPLAN based on project investment amount.

Earnings tax revenue received from 

permanent jobs
$17,900,000

Earnings tax revenue received from 

construction jobs
$300,000

Earnings tax revenue foregone from 

permanent jobs
($9,500,000)

Total fiscal impact $8,700,000

Fiscal Benefits & Costs to the City

Economic Output Fiscal Impacts
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Note: In this analysis, the cost to the City represents an upper bound. The JCTC is a credit against firms’ municipal business net profits tax liability. Due to privacy issues, the 

City is not able to report data on the percentage of total credits earned in a given year that are actually redeemed. Firms can carry the JCTC forward for up to 5 years. 

HR&A assumed that all credits generated in a given year were redeemed in that year.

The benefit ratio is:

52%

JCTC BENEFIT RATIO ANALYSIS

The JCTC Program has a benefit ratio of 52%, meaning that it foregoes 52 cents in earnings tax for every 

dollar of new tax revenue received from the participating projects.  

$9.5 million

earnings tax 

foregone on net 

new jobs over deal 

lifetime. 

$17.9 million 

earnings tax 

generated by 

ongoing net new jobs 

over deal lifetime. 

$0.3 million 

earnings tax 

generated by one-

time construction jobs 

tied to project 

investment. 

$0 million

property tax 

generated from 

project investment 

over deal lifetime, 

plus a 5-year period 

after that. 

City Costs City Benefits

Interpretation of Benefit Ratio

For every dollar the City receives from a JCTC deal, it forgoes 

52 cents. Assuming that a firm would not have created the jobs 

in Cincinnati “but for” the incentive, the City receives a net 

benefit of 48 cents that it would have otherwise not have 

received. 

- Or, another way of looking at it -

The JCTC is fiscally rational if it accounts for 52% of firms’ 

decision to stay and/or expand in Cincinnati, or if companies 

representing 52% of the benefits generated would not have 

located in Cincinnati “but for” the incentive.

Evaluating Benefit Ratio Results

It is very difficult to determine whether firms that participate in the JCTC 

program would otherwise choose to locate in the City. Certainly, JCTC 

participants are frequently larger companies with the ability to seriously 

consider other locations. 

Per this analysis, we understand that even if Cincinnati is wrong ~50% of 

the time (i.e. one out of every two companies participating in JCTC would 

have located in the City anyways), the program still produces a net fiscal 

benefit to the City. Moreover, deal participants are often companies with 

positive “soft factors,” such as symbolic value and creators of quality jobs.  
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JCTC COST PER JOB ANALYSIS

While the average cost per job associated with the program is $4,400, this metric ranges from $1,200 to 

$8,900 on individual deals. 

For JCTCs, the incentive average cost per job 

(undiscounted):

$4,400

Cost Per Job Definition 

The cost per job indicates the incentive cost associated with a single 

job. In the case of JCTC, this cost consists of the foregone earnings 

tax not received by the City of Cincinnati. This metric provide a 

normalized method of comparison across deals of various sizes to 

determine how “cost effective” they are at creating jobs. 

Cost Per Job

18 JCTC Deals, 

2005-2015

As shown in the chart below, the cost per job varies significantly for 

individual deals. Ideally, those deals with especially high costs per 

job would offer ancillary benefits in terms of job quality, 

neighborhood activation, branding, or other factors that would 

justify their higher cost to the City. 
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EXISTING BEST PRACTICES IN CINCINNATI’S DEPLOYMENT OF JCTC
Cincinnati emphasizes job quality and small business participation while enforcing the retention of participants. 

1. Prioritizing job quality. 

Firms are required to create either 25 regular jobs (200% of 

minimum wage) or 10 high-wage jobs. 

2. Leveraging employment retention periods. 

The Employment Retention Period helps increase the City’s 

benefits on the back end, once the incentive has expired, 

although the length of the term is trending downward. 

3. Using Small Business Enterprise requirements.

Per the agreement, firms are required to use their “best efforts” 

to spend at least 30% of their dollars on construction and 

professional services with Small Business Enterprises.

4. Deploying a flexible incentive structure, but 

with retention requirements linked to net new 

jobs claimed. 

If firms end up creating more jobs than they originally planned, 

they can elect to claim the JCTC on these jobs. However, they 

have to maintain 90% of the highest number of net new jobs on 

which they claimed the JCTC during the Tax Credit Term for the 

rest of the Employment Retention Period. If firms want to limit 

their future employment retention obligations, they can claim the 

JCTC on fewer net new employees than they actually employed 

during the Tax Credit Term. 
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RECOMMENDED IMPROVEMENTS IN JCTC PROGRAM APPLICATION

Cincinnati should refine the use of JCTC to maximize return on investment for the City

1. Continue to utilize JCTC, as it plays a crucial 

role in attracting and retaining major 

employment, but do so judiciously to mitigate 

impacts to the General Fund. Where possible, 

utilize CRA. 

To use JCTC judiciously, given the challenges associated with 

evaluating these types of deals (i.e., it is difficult to perform a 

financial gap analysis for business operations in the same way 

as real estate projects), the City should deploy a set of 

standardized metrics, such as the program benefit ratio, return 

on investment, and cost per job. In addition, where possible, 

given Cincinnati’s current property tax cap policy, Cincinnati 

should utilize CRA. 

2. Understand the most effective levers within 

deals to maximize the benefit to the City, and 

focus on understanding firm relocation 

behavior to better target JCTC.

When structuring JCTC deals, the City should consider all of the 

levers that it can pull to maximize its benefit. These levers 

include not only the deals’ rate and term, but also the length of 

time that firms are required to stay in the City after their 

incentive expires. The City should specifically evaluate the 

likelihood of firms leaving once their Employment Retention 

Period is complete. If firms are often leaving, than the City may 

want to consider extending the retention period. If firms 

typically stay, the City can consider using the retention period as 

a bargaining chip for reduced terms and rates In addition, the 

City should not compensate firms for inflation. Payroll should be 

inflation-adjusted to the base/initial year.

3. Limit use of amendments to extend the 

incentive term if firms create more jobs 

and/or capital investments than they 

originally planned.

The City should seek to capture the positive benefits of the 

additional jobs and/or additional investment as the “upside” of 

a successfully-granted incentive once the original deal expires, 

rather than extending the duration of its support.
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4. Consider opportunities to target deals to high-

potential industries. 

The City could deploy JCTC as part of a targeted cluster-based 

economic development strategy, as articulated in Grow Cincinnati, 

to promote high-value, export-oriented industries with high 

multipliers that build on Cincinnati’s strengths. These industries 

could receive explicit preference in the structuring of deal terms.

5. Consider opportunities to expand geographic 

range of deals. 

The City may want to consider pursuing strategies to proactively 

encourage JCTC use outside of Downtown, to supplement business 

location trends. The average number of jobs created by JCTC 

deals indicates an opportunity to use JCTCs to focus on the 

attraction or expansion of medium-sized businesses as part of a 

larger neighborhood revitalization strategy.

RECOMMENDED IMPROVEMENTS IN JCTC PROGRAM APPLICATION

Cincinnati should refine the use of JCTC to maximize return on investment for the City



HR&A Advisors, Inc. Cincinnati Incentives Policy Review| 65

Combined JCTC-CRA
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INTRODUCTION TO COMBINED JCTC-CRA
Combined JCTCs-CRAs are a subset of deals wherein a firm receives a JCTC income tax abatement on new jobs 

created and a CRA property tax abatement on the capital investments required to serve the expanding firm.

Overview. Firms can receive a combined JCTC-CRA if they are the owner-occupant or dominant tenant of a new building being constructed or

existing building being renovated and are adding jobs. It is important to treat these combined deals as a separate group from Pure JCTCs and

Pure CRAs in order to understand the full benefit flowing to the relevant firms and avoid double-counting jobs, payroll, and property investment

across the two programs.

Structure & Requirements

Mechanism Combined income and property tax abatement.

Maximum Term and Rate JCTC term and rate are discretionary.

CRA term and rate depend on project type, as summarized in the CRA overview. 

Job Creation
Required for JCTC. Firms must create at least 25 net new jobs or 10 high-wage jobs. Firms must add their 

committed number of new employees within three years. 

Payroll Net new jobs must be at least 200% of minimum wage. High-wage jobs must pay at least +$100,000. 

Project Investment $40,000 minimum investment required for CRA.

Employee Retention Period Required for JCTC. 
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COMBINED JCTC-CRA PARTICIPANTS

Of the four projects that received combined JCTC-CRAs from 2005-2015, three are in the manufacturing sector. 

*In identifying combined deals, HR&A considered only the overlap between JCTCs with Start Year 2005-2015 and CRAs with First Abated Year 2005-2015. The Rough

Brothers deal and General Electric deal are not included in this analysis because the First Abated Year for both deals fell after 2015.

In contrast to firms receiving “Pure” JCTCs, which tend to be in the professional services sector, firms receiving combined JCTC-CRAs are

concentrated in manufacturing. It is not surprising that manufacturing firms would seek incentives for both job creation and capital investment,

given the costs associated with constructing and/or renovating industrial space. Reflecting the predominance of manufacturing, firms receiving

combined JCTC-CRAs tend not to be located in downtown, but in the outer parts of Cincinnati with good highway access. There has also been a

significant range in the number of jobs created in these deals.

Professional Services (1) Year Jobs Created

Links Unlimited 2010 10

Manufacturing (3)

Eurostampa 2010 & 2013 100

Medpace 2011 844

Meyer Tool 2012 50

Madisonville Roselawn Camp Washington

Neighborhoods of  Firms Receiving 

Combined JCTC-CRA

2005-2015
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COMBINED JCTC-CRA STRUCTURE

While the small number of JCTC-CRA deals limits analysis, JCTC-CRA deals have sometimes been used to 

support relatively large amounts of job creation and project investment. 

Combined 

JCTC-CRAs

Pure JCTCs Pure Other

Comm. CRAs

Deal Terms

Total number of deals closed 4 18 53

JCTC term and rate 8.3 / 49% 6.3 / 52% N/A

CRA term and rate (on incremental value) 14.3 / 100% N/A 12.4 / 100%

Projected Job Creation & Investment

Average number of FT jobs created per deal 251 118 41.7

Average wage of created jobs $52,900 $62,400 $52,300

Average number of jobs retained per deal 166 120 24.7

Average project investment per deal $10,150,000 $1,667,700 $4,885,500 

Incentives Granted

Average total value for combined incentive (undiscounted) $1,082,700 $519,400 $264,100

Average cost to City per job (undiscounted) $4,300 $4,400 $0

The four JCTC-CRA deals examined demonstrate significant range in the number of jobs and total capital investments created. The very large 

size of the Medpace deal drives the comparatively high average job and capital investment numbers for the JCTC-CRA deals, relative to both 

the Pure JCTC and Commercial CRA deals. However, the Links Unlimited and Meyer Tool deals were significantly smaller. Combined JCTC-CRA 

deals and Pure JCTC deals have roughly the same cost per job (calculated by dividing total foregone earnings tax revenue by the number of 

created jobs). However, it is important to note that with JCTC-CRA deals, the firm receives the benefit of not only reduced earnings (net profits) 

taxes, but also reduced property taxes. 
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COMBINED JCTC-CRA ECONOMIC IMPACT

The 4 participants in the Combined JCTC-CRA program created approximately 1,000 permanent direct jobs in 

Cincinnati, with a total payroll of $521 million for project jobs over the term of the deal.  

One-time project investment* $44,400,000

Total construction payroll created* $16,300,000

Construction jobs created as a 

result of  one-time investment**
270

Total payroll of  new full-time jobs 

over lifetime of  deal*
$521,300,000

Total full-time jobs created 1,000

Ongoing Full-Time Job & Payroll Impacts

One-Time Construction Impacts 

* 2015 dollars

** Construction jobs generated via IMPLAN based on project investment amount.

Earnings tax revenue received from 

permanent jobs
$6,600,000

Earnings tax revenue received from

new residents
$0

Earnings tax revenue received from 

construction jobs
$300,000

Earning tax revenue foregone ($4,300,000)

Total fiscal impact $2,600,000

Fiscal Benefits & Costs to the City

Economic Output Fiscal Impacts
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DEAL PROFILE: COMBINED JCTC-CRA
Cincinnati granted an international manufacturer located in Roselawn a 12-year JCTC and two 12-year CRAs, 

one on headquarters construction and one on headquarters expansion.

Total City Incentive Granted *

2010: Cincinnati granted a CRA at 100% for 10 years and a JCTC at 50% for 10 years. Eurostampa 

committed to invest $5,000,000 and create 30 new jobs.

2013: Cincinnati granted a 2-year extension on the existing CRA and JCTC incentives, and an additional 12-

year CRA on the incremental value of expansion. In return, Eurostampa committed to invest $4,000,000 on the 

expansion and create 40 new jobs, on top of the 30 new jobs required by the original CRA deal and an 

extra 30 jobs created at HQ since 2010, for a total commitment of 100 new jobs at the facility.

Eurostampa is an international manufacturing company that prints labels for consumer products. The firm was founded in Italy in 1966, 

and brought its North American headquarters to Roselawn in 2007. In 2010, Eurostampa began construction of a new 73,000-square foot 

headquarters at 1440 Seymour Avenue on 6.8 acres of City-owned land purchased at fair market value, enabling it to consolidate its 

operations from three leased locations. In 2013, Eurostampa elected to add a 52,000 square-foot expansion at the facility. 

For the City of Cincinnati, the deal offered an opportunity to retain an international firm in Cincinnati that supports one of the City’s core 

industries, consumer goods. 

Interpretation

The benefit ratio for the Eurostampa deal (48%) vs. the Rhinegeist deal (0%) reflects the cost of the foregone earnings 

tax revenue granted to Eurostampa; the CRA component of the deal is revenue neutral. The lower benefit ratio of the 

Eurostampa deal versus all JCTC and Combined JCTC-CRA deals reflects the long period of time (12 years) that 

Eurostampa is required to stay in Cincinnati after its JCTC incentive expires, a positive benefit to the City. 

If the City’s current property tax cap were not in place, the benefit ratio for this deal would be higher, due to the cost 

associated with foregone property tax revenue. 

Benefit Ratio

48%

*For the individual deal profiles, in contrast to the program-wide analyses, we used actual, instead of projected, new employees and payroll, based on data provided during 

interview with firm and City stakeholders. 
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COMBINED JCTC-CRA BENEFIT RATIO ANALYSIS

The CRA Other Commercial program has a benefit ratio of 61%, meaning that it foregoes 61 cents in income 

tax for every dollar of new tax revenue received from the participating projects. 

The benefit ratio is:

61%

Interpretation of Benefit Ratio

For every dollar of benefit the City receives from a 

Combined JCTC-CRA deal, it forgoes 61 cents. 

Assuming that the owner would not have created the 

new jobs and made the property investment in 

Cincinnati “but for” the incentive, the City receives a 

net benefit of 39 cents that it would have otherwise 

not have received.

- Or, another way of looking at it -

The Combined JCTC-CRA is fiscally rational if it 

accounts for 61% of owners’ decision to invest in 

Cincinnati. 

Evaluating Benefit Ratio Results

The Combined JCTC-CRA deals have a higher benefit ratio than the Pure JCTC 

deals. While demonstrating roughly the same average JCTC incentive rate (49% 

vs. 52%), these deals last for a longer average duration (8.3 vs. 6.3 years). This 

finding suggests an opportunity to sharpen the JCTC component of these deals by 

reducing their duration. 

If the City’s current property tax cap were not in place, the benefit ratio for the 

Combined JCTC-CRA deals relative to the Pure CRA deals would be even higher, 

because the “stacking” of the CRA and JCTC components would increase total 

costs (in terms of both foregone property tax revenue and earnings tax revenue), 

assuming that jobs and investment did not increase proportionally to offset them. 

Given this, the City should review these deals to ensure that they are delivering 

adequately higher levels of job creation and capital investment.

$4.3 million

earnings tax 

foregone over deal 

lifetime. 

$0 million

property tax 

foregone over deal 

lifetime. 

$6.6 million 

earnings tax 

generated by 

ongoing net new jobs 

(project and 

residential) over deal 

lifetime. 

$300,000 

earnings tax 

generated by one-

time construction jobs 

tied to project 

investment. 

$0

property tax 

generated from 

project investment 

over deal lifetime, 

plus a 5-year period 

after that. 

City Costs City Benefits
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RECOMMENDED FUTURE BEST PRACTICES IN DEPLOYMENT OF JCTC-CRAS

1. For firms that receive both a CRA and a JCTC, 

consider emphasizing the CRA component of 

the deal to minimize cost to the City. 

In structuring Combined CRA-JCTC deals, the City should 

consider the CRA and JCTC components as a full package to the 

developer. Given that CRA deals are revenue-neutral under the 

City’s current property tax cap policy, while JCTC deals create 

a direct cost in terms of foregone revenue to the City’s General 

Fund, the City should emphasize the CRA component of these 

combined deals to minimize total cost to the City. 

2. Reserve Combined CRA-JCTC deals for 

projects that generate truly significant 

external economic development benefits. 

With Combined CRA-JCTC deals, the developer receives a 

ongoing operating subsidy by partially circumventing payment 

of both property and earnings taxes. Even though under the 

City’s current property tax policy, the direct cost to the City 

consists only of foregone earnings tax revenue, Cincinnati should 

make sure that the benefit provided to the City in terms of 

project investment, job creation and other indirect benefits is 

commensurate with the abatements granted to the recipient. 

3. Consider opportunities to pull deal “levers” to 

increase benefits to the City. 

For the JCTC component of the deal, these levers include 

reducing the rate and/or term and extending the Employment 

Retention Period. For the CRA component of the deal, these 

levers include requiring greater investment and/or job creation. 

4. Limit use of amendments to extend the term 

of these incentives if firms create more jobs 

and/or capital investments than they 

originally planned. 

The incentives should be used to catalyze these outcomes, not 

provide ongoing support, enabling the City to capture the 

upside associated with its incentives. 
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Homeownership and Rental 

Development Loans
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INTRODUCTION TO HOMEOWNERSHIP & RENTAL DEVELOPMENT LOANS

The purpose of the loan program is to support the production of new and renovated housing units, support 

homeownership, and preserve and improve affordable housing. 

Overview. Cincinnati uses both City capital funds and federal Community Development Block Grant (CDBG), HOME Investment Partnership 

Program, and Neighborhood Stabilization Program (NSP) funds to provide loans to create rental and homeownership units. City capital dollars are 

used to construct or rehabilitate housing or complete public improvements necessary for housing projects. 

Structure & Requirements

Mechanism Direct loans, some of which are designed to be forgivable. 

Maximum Term and Rate Variable, and based on deal-by-deal underwriting. 

Job Creation Not required.

Project Investment
The minimum mixed-income and affordable rental project size is 10 units. The minimum homeownership 

and market-rate rental project size is 4 contiguous units. 

Affordability Requirements 

City capital funds do not have mandatory income restriction requirements associated with them, unless 

they are a condition of the disbursement. 

CDBG and HOME funds are targeted to projects that benefit low- to moderate-income persons, and NSP 

funds are reserved for projects that rehabilitate or redevelop foreclosed, abandoned, or vacant 

properties.
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HOUSING LOAN USE

Of the 64 projects and 2,698 total units produced with Homeownership and Rental Development loans 

originated between 2005 and 2015, the vast majority of units have been affordable rental. 

Total Units Produced By Type of  Project (2005-2015) % of Projects % of Units

Affordable vs. Market-Rate

Affordable 70% 92%

Market-Rate 14% 5%

Mixed-Income 3% 1%

Not specified 13% 1%

Homeownership vs. Market-Rate

Rental 50% 96%

Homeownership 41% 3%

Not specified 9% 1%

2,429

115 34 61 21 4 34

R: Affordable R: Market-Rate R: Mixed-Income H: Affordable H: Market-Rate H: Mixed-Income Not specified

Total units: 2,575

Total projects: 31 

Total units: 86

Total projects: 25

Rental

Homeownership

The “Not Specified” category includes 8 projects with incomplete Rental/Homeownership and Affordable/Market-Rate data, and 4 of these projects do not 

have unit data.  
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HOUSING LOANS LOCATION

The City has provided Homeownership and Rental Development loans in a range of neighborhoods, including 

Over-the-Rhine, Northside, West Price Hill, and Madisonville. 

Cincinnati has granted loans across a diverse range of neighborhoods. In doing so, it has sought to provide quality housing and reduce vacant and 

abandoned buildings, while also decreasing concentrations of poverty by avoiding excessive concentration of publicly-assisted low-income rental 

units, under its anti-impaction ordinance. 

Neighborhoods of  Projects Receiving 

Housing Loans

2005-2015

Madisonville, 7

Multiple, 11

Northside, 9

Over the Rhine, 11

West Price Hill, 7

Projects that involved units in multiple neighborhoods (i.e., multi-parcel, scattered-site developments) are recorded under both the “Multiple” category and the

neighborhoods in which each unit sits.

Total units: 2,698
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HOUSING LOAN FUNDING SOURCES

Of the 66 Homeownership and Rental Development loans made between 2005 and 2015, 90% were made 

with federal funds (CDBG, HOME, NSP or a combination of multiple federal sources). 

Due to fiscal constraints, the City has had limited capital funding available to support housing production. As a result, the Housing Division’s primary 

function is determining how to leverage federal housing funding for maximum benefit in Cincinnati. Of these federal dollars, the City has had 

relatively limited CDBG funding available for Homeownership and Rental Development loans, but significant amounts of HOME and NSP funding. 

Total Loan Amount

2005-2015

There are 66 loans and 64 projects because one project (same address and developer) received two loans. 

$3,760,000

$240,000

$23,700,000

$3,180,000

$8,900,000

City Capital CDBG HOME Multiple Fed. Sources NSP

City Sources

Federal Sources
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AVERAGE LOAN PER PROJECT & UNIT

The City’s HOME funds have been used judiciously to subsidize the development of new units at a fraction of the 

cost of other sources. 

Based on average loan per project, NSP loans have been used for the costliest projects, which is not surprising, given that NSP is targeted towards 

vacant, abandoned, and foreclosed properties that are likely to be in poor condition and require significant rehabilitation. Based on average loan 

per unit, the HOME program has been very efficient in subsidizing units ($10,000 average loan per unit), with City capital funds also proving 

efficient ($20,000 average loan per unit). 

Average Loan Per Project and Unit

2005-2015

$342,000

$121,000

$564,000

$795,000

$1,271,000

$20,000 $40,000 $10,000
$81,000

$109,000

City Capital CDBG HOME Multiple Fed. Sources NSP

Average Loan/Project Average Loan/Unit
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HOUSING LOANS STRUCTURE

Cincinnati’s housing loans fall into three general categories (forgivable, cash flow, and balloon or lump sum), but 

term length and loan rate vary substantially. 

From 2005-2015, approximately one-third of Cincinnati’s housing 

loans were forgivable (36%) and one-third were cash flow loans 

(32%). However, there is overlap between these categories, with 

some cash flow loans requiring a lump sum payment at the end of 

their terms and some forgivable loans being converted to 

performing loans upon the developer failing to meet obligations. 

Loan Typologies

2005-2015

Balloon/lump
sum
Cash flow

Forgivable
under contract
Other

Cincinnati has provided a large number of no-interest and 

low-interest loans, with 35% of total loans issued having 0% 

interest and 58% of loans having interest rates less than 2%. 

The majority (70%) of no-interest loans have been forgivable. 

The City has primarily issued short-term (under 5 years, 32% 

of total loans) and long-term loans (25 or more years, 44% of 

total loans). 

2

19

4

4

11

18

8

Less than 1

1 to 4.9

5 to 14.9

15 to 24.9

25 to 34.9

35 and greater

Not specified

23

3

12

6

9

5

3

5

0

Under 1%

1 to 1.9%

2 to 2.9%

3 to 3.9%

4 to 4.9%

5% or greater

Not specified

Loan Rate

Loan Term Length (yrs.)

Of 66 total loans, 57 had loan rate data and 58 had loan term data.
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LOAN PERFORMANCE OVER TIME

Cincinnati’s loan performance has improved over time, with fewer delinquencies and write-offs. 

Comparing loans issued pre-2005 to those issued between 

2005 and 2015 reveals that Cincinnati has been successful in 

enhancing loan performance, likely due to a combination of the 

strengthening investment climate and improved enforcement. In 

assessing the City’s loan portfolio, it is important to differentiate 

between loans forgiven because they were intended to be 

under contract and loans that had to be written off for non-

performance. Of active loans, a higher percentage of pre-2005 

loans are delinquent than 2005-2015 loans (15% vs. 2%). Of 

extinguished loans, a higher percentage of pre-2005 loans 

were written off (52% vs. 13%). 
83%

13%

4%

Forgiven under
contract

Written off

Not specified

29%

52%

20%

Loan Performance

28%

13%

59%
64%

2%

35%

Current Delinquent Extinguished

Pre-2005

2005-2015

Pre-2005 2005-2015
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AVERAGE LOAN PER UNIT & CITY GAP FUNDING PERCENTAGE

Loans for affordable rental projects are the most successful at mobilizing other capital and delivering 

affordable units.

Affordable rental units comprise the most significant segment of investment for City funds, with total units delivered far outpacing other 

residential products. As evidenced by their relatively low average loan amount per unit and City gap funding percentage, affordable rental 

units are relatively cost-efficient for the City in terms of cost vs. units produced. The same is true of market-rate rental units. 

In contrast, both affordable and market-rate homeownership units demonstrate higher average loan amount per unit and higher City gap 

funding percentage, reflecting the fact that substantial additional subsidy is required to achieve the City’s goals for neighborhood stabilization 

and community wealth-building through homeownership. 

Total Projects Total Units

Average Loan 

Amount

Per Unit

City Gap Funding 

as Percentage of  

Total Devt. Cost*

Rental 

Affordable 27 2,429 $12,200 12%

Market-Rate 3 115 $14,800 8%

All Rental* 31 2,578 $12,300 12%

Homeownership

Affordable 18 61 $49,900 42%

Market-Rate 6 21 $55,600 22%

All Homeownership* 25 86 $56,800 38%

The one mixed-income rental project (34 units) and one mixed-income homeownership project (4 units) are included in the “All” category. Metrics were calculated for 

projects with complete investment and loan data.

The City gap funding percentage is calculated by dividing the total City loan amount granted to a project by its total development cost. The City loan amount includes both 

direct funds from the City’s General Fund and federal pass-through funds (CBDG, HOME, and NSP) given to Cincinnati to directly administer. It is important to note that 

projects may be leveraging other types of public (state or federal) funds beyond City money, in addition to private funds. 
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AVERAGE CITY GAP FUNDING PERCENTAGE

The significant variation in City gap funding percentages across projects suggests an opportunity for the City to 

standardize requirements for use of public loans to catalyze the greatest possible investment. 

With the goal of using City housing funds to catalyze the greatest 

total amount of non-City investment, while also achieving the right 

unit mix, Cincinnati can use the City Gap Funding Percentage as a 

standardized metric to evaluate and compare deals. In this context, 

non-City investment includes both private capital and other public 

funds beyond federal pass-throughs to the City that are targeted for 

housing support (CDBG, HOME, and NSP). 

City Gap Funding Percentages

2005-2015

For loans originated between 2005 and 2015, there is a broad 

range of City Gap Funding Percentages. The average City Gap 

Funding Percentage for all projects is 13%. The average City Gap 

Funding Percentage is elevated by homeownership projects, which 

tend to require greater levels of City support relative to total project 

investment. 

The range of City Gap Funding percentages are for the 55 loans with complete loan amount and investment data. 

17

13

6
8

2
3

2
1

2
1

10% and
under

11-20% 21-30% 31-40% 41-50% 51-60% 61-70% 71-80% 81-90% 91-100%
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EXISTING BEST PRACTICES IN CINCINNATI’S DEPLOYMENT OF HOUSING LOANS

Cincinnati has succeeded in incentivizing affordable rental housing. 

1. Prioritizing affordable housing. 

Cincinnati has used the majority of its housing loans to prioritize 

affordable housing creation, both rental and homeownership, 

and limited subsidy for market-rate projects.  

2. Positioning City funds as the “last money in” 

and using a standardized “gap financing” 

test.  

Before they request funding from the City, Cincinnati encourages 

developers to access a broad range of other funding sources, 

including Section 8 Housing Assistance Payment contracts; Low 

Income Housing Tax Credits competitively allocated by the Ohio 

Housing Finance Agency; Ohio Housing Development Assistance 

Program funds; State federal pass-through funds; and private 

bank loans. When the City evaluates loan applications, staff use 

a standardized gap financing test designed in partnership with 

the National Development Council (NDC). Their findings are then 

independently reviewed by NDC consultants.  

3. Making forgivable loans contingent on 

performance. 

The City has established conditions converting forgivable loans 

into performing loans if developers do not meet their 

obligations. 

4. Limiting developer fees and sales 

commissions, and also capturing some of the 

upside associated with projects that perform 

better than expected. 

The City requires that developer fees not exceed 15% of total 

project cost and sales commissions not exceed 6%. In addition, 

for some homeownership projects, the City has set conditions for 

recapturing part of the proceeds above a base sales price.

5. Instituting a competitive RFP process and 

scorecard. 

The City has implemented a biannual Notice of Funding 

Availability (NOFA) to enable developers to compete for 

housing grants and/or loans. The applications are evaluated on 

4 criteria: financial strength, developer capacity, project 

characteristics and/or alignment with City goals; and readiness 

to proceed. Under the scorecard, projects receive priority if they 

are located within the City’s CoreFour Targeted Areas or are 

within 1/4 mile of a Neighborhood Business District or Activity 

Center.
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RECOMMENDED FUTURE BEST PRACTICES IN DEPLOYMENT OF HOUSING LOANS

Better tracking will enable Cincinnati to evaluate potential projects against standard metrics and formalize 

policies for the treatment of non-performing loans. 

1. Use standardized cost effectiveness and 

return-on-investment metrics to evaluate 

deals. 

To evaluate the cost effectiveness of deals, the City can use 

standardized metrics, including average loan amount per unit 

and City gap funding percentage. Currently, under its 

scorecard, the City prioritizes projects where the owner equity 

(excluding deferred developer fee) covers 5% or more of total 

project costs. 

2. Consider the full incentive package provided 

by the City, including both one-time and 

ongoing incentives. 

In evaluating projects, the City should consider other incentives 

and subsidies that the project is likely to receive. One-time 

subsidies include below-market sale of City land and lead 

abatement grants. Ongoing subsidies include CRA abatements 

and public improvement grants. 19% of projects done with loans 

originated from 2005-2015 received CRA Multifamily 

abatements. 

3. Develop formalized policies and procedures 

for treatment of non-performing loans, loan 

amendments, and loan forgiveness. 

Cincinnati should clearly differentiate between loans designed 

to be forgivable and performing loans that are not meeting 

their obligations and may need to be written off. The City’s loan 

forgiveness policy could define conditions under which loans 

designed to be forgiven will be issued. 

The non-performing loan policy could define protocols for how 

the City will follow up with delinquent loans and determine when 

it will defer payment; subordinate the loan; and/or write off 

the balance. The amendment process could define protocols for 

when the City will offer additional funds to projects and accept 

refinancing (new subordination, loan restructuring, etc.).

4. Use projects to build developer capacity. 

Through its Notice of Funding Availability process, the City could 

explore opportunities to support a broad and diverse pipeline 

of developers. 
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Project Tax Increment Financing
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INTRODUCTION TO PROJECT TIF
The purpose of the program is to enable projects that support community and economic development by helping 

them meet the financing gap for public improvements. 

Overview. Under Ohio law (R.C. Section 5709.40, .42, and .43), Cincinnati is able to use project-based Tax Increment Financing to support urban

redevelopment. The City deploys Project TIFs to provide gap financing for projects by using TIF revenues to fund infrastructure improvements that

create a public benefit. TIF revenues are collected via statutory service payments, which are equal to the real estate taxes that would have been

paid on the increased value.

Structure & Requirements

Mechanism Project-based tax increment financing. 

Maximum Term and Rate

30 years. / Up to 100% of improved value. 

The developer must pay a statutory service payment in lieu of real estate taxes that is equal to 100% of 

full taxes otherwise due, with 25% of each payment reserved for Cincinnati Public Schools. 

Job Creation Not required.

Payroll Not required. 

Project Investment Generally, Project TIFs are reserved for projects $25 million and over. 

Employee Retention Period Not required 

Other Requirements

Bonds must have 1.25 debt service coverage, with 0% growth assumed in TIF revenues. 

TIF funds are reserved for improvements that create a public benefit. 

Project TIFs must be consistent with existing urban renewal and/or blight remediation plans. 
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PROJECT TIF PARTICIPATION: OFFICE

Since 2005, the City has done 14 Project TIF deals, with 9 supporting office-driven projects. 

Office-driven projects (9)
Columbia Square 9-acre mixed-use development, with Phase I consisting of a 49,000 SF office building and parking; Phase II of a 

29,000 SF neighborhood retail center; and Phase III of a 34,000 SF office building.

2007

Baldwin 

300/Corporex

4.4-acre mixed-use development, including 250,000 SF of office, a 123-room hotel, and 1,100-space parking 

garage. Site of the new Humana regional market sales office and call center (Humana Center).

2007

Queen City Square Tallest office tower and largest LEED office project in Cincinnati, linked to the 303 Broadway project. 2008

Keystone Parke I 7-acre office campus, with 400,000 SF of development planned. Phase I involved the construction of a 60,000 SF 

office building.

2008

Vernon Manor Conversion of historic Vernon Manor Hotel into office space for Cincinnati Children’s Hospital, allowing them to 

consolidate their back-office operations and open up additional space for job creation on their main campus. 

2010

Fifth & Race St. Mixed-use project, with an 280,000 SF office tower to serve as dunnhumby HQ, 25,000 SF ground-level retail, 

and below and above-grade structured parking 

2012

Keystone Parke II Continuation of Keystone Parke project, with construction of a second 60,000 SF office building for an acute care 

rehabilitation hospital.

2014

Mercy Health Construction of a new office building to serve as Mercy Health headquarters. 2014

Gateway West 10-acre office campus with 350,000 SF of space that was the former HQ of Paycor, Inc. and is now undergoing 

redevelopment

2015

Approximately 64% of Project TIF deals supported office-driven development. These projects consist of large office towers or office campuses, 

with or without a retail component. Of the 9 office-driven projects, 44% have provided space for a single tenant, with the rest serving multiple 

tenants. 
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PROJECT TIF PARTICIPATION: RESIDENTIAL & MIXED-USE PROJECTS

The remaining 5 deals consist of residential-driven projects and mixed-use districts. 

Approximately one-third of Project TIF deals (5 out of 14 deals) have involved a residential component. In contrast to projects done with 

Homeownership and Rental Development Loans, which have focused on affordable housing production, the majority of Project TIF deals with 

housing units have involved the creation of market-rate units. In 2004, Cincinnati’s Mayor issued a motion requesting that the City explore 

opportunities to use Project TIF to create market-rate homeownership units. 

Residential-driven projects (3)
Adams Landing A 28-acre, 330-unit residential development. Village A consists of the Captain’s Watch, a 40-unit luxury condo 

building. Previous developer constructed 77-unit Adams Crossing. 

2005

Adams Landing B Continuation of Adams Landing project, with Village B consisting of 18 additional residential units. 2005

Fourth & Race Mixed-use project, including a 30-story residential tower, grocery store, and new parking garage. 2015

Mixed-use districts with residential, office & retail uses (2)
U Square @ The 

Loop

Mixed-use development, with 155 residential units and 120,000 SF of office and retail development. 2011

Oakley Station 74-acre mixed-use project, with 855,000 SF of development planned. Phase I includes a 55,000 SF movie 

theater and 302 residential units.

2011
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PROJECT TIF USE: PRIVATE DEVELOPMENT

Project TIF deals have facilitated the creation of significant private development, including 2.3M SF of office 

and 970 residential units either constructed or in the pipeline. 

Total Project TIF

Development Office SF Retail SF

Residential

Units

Hotel 

Rooms

Structure 

Parking 

Spaces

Office-driven projects 2,050,000 90,000 0 120 6,400

Residential-driven projects 0 30,000 560 0 930

Mixed-use districts 290,000 490,000 410 0 720

Total 2,340,000 610,000 970 120 8,050

Development information is incomplete for one project (Gateway West).

Office-driven projects account for 88% of the total office square footage, 80% of the total structured parking spaces, and 15% of the total 

retail square footage. Residential-driven projects have produced 58% of the total housing units. Mixed-use districts have produced 80% of the 

retail and 42% of the housing units. 
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PROJECT TIF USE: NATURE OF PUBLIC IMPROVEMENTS

Parking garages represent the primary type of public improvements for which TIF revenues have been used. 

TIF revenues primarily have been used to support the development of structured parking that serves desired vertical uses. These garages offer 

an ongoing benefit to the City, in that the developer assumes responsibility for all operating, maintenance, and insurance costs, and indemnifies 

the City against liability. However, TIF revenues are eligible to be used to fund a broader range of other public improvements, including energy, 

water, communications, and transportation infrastructure; public spaces (plazas, promenades, and parks); and green infrastructure. 

9

2 2

1

Structured parking
garage

Sidewalks, streetscape,
& site improvements

Road improvements Use TBD

Project Profile: Fourth & Race
Unlike in other projects, where the developer built a new garage, in the Fourth & 

Race Tower project, the developers involved (Flaherty & Collins Properties and the 

Cincinnati Center City Development Corp.) have committed to replacing an outdated 

existing parking garage. The developers plan to demolish Pogue’s Garage, 

constructed in 1967 and now suffering from multiple building code violations and 

extensive deferred maintenance, as well as the vehicular and pedestrian skywalk 

bridge that connects the garage to the adjacent Tower Place Mall. The developer will 

then build a new public parking garage to meet the demand for downtown parking.

Projects were assigned to categories based on the primary use of the public improvement funds.



HR&A Advisors, Inc. Cincinnati Incentives Policy Review| 91

ILLUSTRATIVE EXAMPLE: PROJECT COMPLEXITY

Cincinnati has tended to use Project TIF for large, complex deals that require multiple phases, which has made 

tracking of costs and benefits by phase challenging. 

Phase Component(s) Approved

Commencement Establishment of Oakley Station Planned Development District #64. May 2011

Phase 1A Construction of a 55,000 SF movie theater (Cinemark) Oct. 2011

Phase 1B Construction of a residential development (the Boulevard) Jan. 2012

Phase 1C Construction of a Kroger Marketplace May 2013

Phase 1D Full-service restaurant planned, but not constructed Dec. 2013

Phase 1E Multi-tenant retail building June 2014

Phase 1F Single-tenant retail building Feb. 2015

Amendment Planned expansion of residential development May 2015

Amendment Planned addition of 320,000 SF of office; an additional parking garage; and a 

120-room hotel. 

Sept. 2015

Project TIFs tend to be multi-phase projects with long pre-development or planning periods, due to land acquisition or financing challenges. 

Because of their size, many Project TIFs exist within Planned Development Districts, and have specific Development Plans associated with them. 

The Oakley Station deal, summarized below, is typical of multi-phase Project TIFs. As is the case for these projects, the project schedule has been 

affected by external supply and demand factors, and the development plan has been amended to reflect these. Oakley Station is a 5-phase 

project, with up to 950,000 SF of retail, office, and residential development planned. 
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PROJECT TIF STRUCTURAL CONSIDERATIONS

Due to their complexity, Project TIFs tend to be structured on a deal-by-deal basis. 

Project TIFs are based on a financial gap analysis and granted only if the developer can prove that, without the TIF incentive, the project could 

not go forward. Due to their complexity, Project TIFs tend to be structured on a deal-by-deal basis, with variation in the structural considerations 

below. 

Project TIF Structural Considerations

1 Deal type: upfront vs. 

“pay as you go” 

financing

Project TIFs can be structured as an upfront cash advance, bond issuance, or a “pay as you go” developer

reimbursement (installment sale). Due to their complexity, Project TIFs tend to have relatively high 

transaction costs. 

For Project TIFs involving bond issuance, transaction costs include bond underwriting and servicing. With 

transaction costs and capitalized interest, only about 90% of bond proceeds are available for construction. 

2 Debt source The City or the Port of Greater Cincinnati Development Authority can issue TIF bonds. For the Port to do so, 

the public improvements must constitute “port authority facilities” under ORC 4582.21-4582.59 and 

further the Port’s “authorized purposes,” including transportation and economic development.

Of the 11 Project TIFs involving bond issuance, the City has issued the debt for the majority of them (73%).

However, despite being involved in a smaller number of deals, the Port has issued a greater total amount of 

debt than the City. On average, Port bond issuances are roughly 3.5 times larger than those of the City, 

suggesting that the Port plays a critical role in handling large deals. 

3 Debt type The City can issue revenue or general obligation bonds. The Port can issue revenue bonds, which can be 

backed by a special assessment district. 

The Port created a special assessment district for one of the three deals that it bonded, the Oakley Station 

project. 
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PROJECT TIF STRUCTURAL CONSIDERATIONS (CONTINUED) 
Due to their complexity, Project TIFs tend to be structured on a deal-by-deal basis. 

Project TIF Structural Considerations

4 Ownership status Generally, with Project TIFs, the City or the Port take an interest in the property so it can be exempted 

from real estate taxes, and then master-lease the property back to the developer. The City or Port 

maintains its interest for the asset’s useful life, and then may offer the developer an option to buy. 

5 Interaction with other 

incentives

• District TIF: Project TIFs created within District TIFs can either be removed from or retained within them. 

64% of Project TIFs were created within existing District TIFs. 

• Commercial CRA: Project TIF deals receive a Commercial CRA on the private improvement component(s) 

of their projects. 29% of Project TIFs received a Commercial CRA on their private components. 

• Other: The City can also offer capital grants for public improvements, below-market sale of City land, 

and job creation incentives for tenants. 21% of projects included a tenant receiving a Property 

Investment Reimbursement. 

Project TIFs are based on a financial gap analysis and granted only if the developer can prove that, without the TIF incentive, the project could 

not go forward. Due to their complexity, Project TIFs tend to be structured on a deal-by-deal basis, with variation in the structural considerations 

below. 
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PROJECT TIF DEAL TYPES

Project TIFs can be grouped into three broad typologies, with bond issuance being the most common. 

Cash advance Bond issuance Developer reimbursement, 

including installment sale

City provides cash advance to developer, with 

capacity to reimburse itself from TIF revenues.

City or Port issues bonds and pays debt 

service with TIF revenues. 

Developer funds public improvements and 

City reimburses it with TIF revenues.

Example: Fourth & Race Tower

• City will provide a $4 million loan to 3CDC 

to construct the parking garage, which the 

City will own and lease to 3CDC. Loan to 

be repaid from 50% parking net 

operating income. 

• 3CDC will develop and own 25,000 SF of 

retail space. 

• City will provide $5.5 million grant to 

Flaherty & Collins to construct an 

apartment tower and lease the air lot to 

them. 

• City will enter into long-term leases for the 

air lots in which the garage and 

apartments will be built.

Example: Queen City Tower 

• City acquired title to site from Western & 

Southern and transferred it to Port.

• Port issued $54 million of taxable TIF 

bonds for public parking garage and 

$225 million of taxable lease revenue 

bonds for private improvements.

• Port contracted with Queen City Square 

Development as construction agent. Port 

mastered-leased project back to 303 

Broadway LLC, with option to buy. 

• City assigned service payments to Port. 

Example: Vernon Manor

• Developer constructed parking garage and 

conveyed it to City for 25 years. 

• City purchased the garage for $7.1M, to 

be paid in three installment payments using 

funds from Corryville District TIF. 

• Developer retained operating and 

maintenance responsibility. 

• City granted developer the option to 

purchase the garage at the end of its 

useful life.
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PROJECT TIF COSTS & BENEFITS

Project TIFs create a range of costs and benefits to the City, some of which are difficult to quantify. 

Costs
Quantifiable

Direct

Transaction costs: bond issuance and deal negotiation √
Costs of capital grants, for projects that receive capital 

grants √

Foregone sale revenue (difference between conveyance 

amount and market value), for projects that receive below-

market sale of City property
√

Fiscal: earnings taxes

Foregone earnings tax revenue from ongoing FT permanent, 

for projects that receive a JCTC or PIR √

Financial risks of  security pledges

Risk to City if it offers a pledge of its full faith, credit, and 

taxing power as security

Risk to other TIF Districts if their revenue is offered as 

security

Benefits
Quantifiable

Direct

Service fees to compensate for transaction costs √

End value of public improvements √

Fiscal: income and property tax

Any excess TIF property tax revenues associated with public 

improvements, beyond those required for debt service √

Earnings tax from ongoing FT permanent jobs at the project √

Earnings tax from new residents associated with housing units √

Earnings tax from one-time construction impacts √
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PROJECT TIF METRICS

While there are several standardized benefit-cost metrics available to support Project TIF deal evaluation, they 

are reliant on enhanced data tracking and coordination between City departments. 

Costs Benefits

Average City bond amount $8,990,000 Average total investment per project* $85,350,000

Average Port bond amount $31,610,000 Average jobs by project* 322

Average City transaction costs $900,000 Public improvements as a % of  total cost** 22%

Average Port transaction costs $3,160,000

Average City capital grant $2,630,000

Average PIR incentive $7,970,000

Metric Cost per deal Cost per job Leverage ratio

Enhanced 

tracking 

required

Track multi-phase projects by phase, 

with each phase and its associated 

capital investment and jobs treated 

as a new deal. This approach will 

enable public costs to be attached to 

development outcomes by phase, 

rather than having the costs linked 

only to full build-out across all phases.

Track total project, resident, and 

construction jobs by phase. 

Separate transaction costs (bond 

issuance, deal negotiation, etc.) from 

public improvement costs.

*Average total investment per project is based on the 11 projects with investment data. Investment data may include transaction costs. 

**Average jobs by project is based on the 8 projects with jobs data. Jobs data may be by full build-out, instead of by phase. 
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EXISTING BEST PRACTICES IN CINCINNATI’S DEPLOYMENT OF PROJECT TIF
The City has set underwriting standards for Project TIF, and also positioned these deals to act as catalysts for 

large-scale urban redevelopment. 

1. Using conservative underwriting standards, 

including requiring multiple layers of security 

for Project TIF debt. 

The City requires a debt service coverage ratio of 1.25, with 

0% growth in TIF revenues assumed.

The City generally requires three levels of security for TIF bonds. 

First, the developer must commit to minimum service payments 

sufficient to cover debt service on the bonds and required 

payments to Cincinnati Public Schools. In addition, the developer 

must establish a debt service reserve fund and escrow account, 

with the debt service reserve to be funded from bond proceeds 

and the escrow account to be funded directly by the developer 

with cash or a letter of credit. For parking garage projects, the 

net operating income from the parking garage can serve as 

another layer of security.

2. Requiring developers to provide bond and 

completion guaranties.

The City requires the developer to provide bond and completion 

guaranties (to replenish the escrow fund as needed, pay bond 

debt service, and complete the public improvements). 

3. Using Project TIF deals to support Small 

Business Enterprises and diverse hiring. 

The City requires developers to use their best efforts to achieve 

goals of 30% SBE participation for construction; 15% for 

suppliers and services; and 10% for professional services. The 

City also requires developers to use their best efforts to secure 

a diverse construction workforce of no less than 11.8% minority 

persons and 6.9% females in each craft trade. For Project TIF 

deals involving the Port, developers are required to follow the 

Port’s Economic Inclusion Policy. 

4. Using Project TIFs as a catalyst for planned 

urban redevelopment. 

Project TIFs must be executed in accordance with approved 

Urban Renewal Plans. In addition, many Project TIFs fall within 

Planned Development Districts. 
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FUTURE BEST PRACTICES IN CINCINNATI’S DEPLOYMENT OF PROJECT TIF
The City can use Project TIFs for a broad range of public improvements.

1. Explore opportunities to expand the type of 

public improvements supported by Project TIF 

beyond parking garages to broader public 

enhancements. 

For example, Cincinnati could consider opportunities to support 

infrastructure and public realm improvements that can help 

catalyze broader reinvestment and neighborhood revitalization. 

As part of this effort, the City should also undertake a study of 

parking demand to evaluate the ongoing need for garages.  

2. Increase standardization in Project TIF deals 

to reduce the transaction costs of deal-by-deal 

negotiation.

Standardize Project TIF to reduce the transaction costs 

associated with deal-by-deal negotiation and facilitate project 

tracking, given the long-term multi-phase nature of these deals.

3. Be conservative in estimating the future 

benefits of Project TIF deals, treat each phase 

as a separate deal, and do not assume that 

future phases will move forward. 

During the evaluation process, the City should be conservative in 

estimating project benefits, treat each phase as a separate deal 

to be considered on its own merits, and assume that future 

phases may not move forward. In addition, the City should link 

all phases together, so the City can see the full project cost 

across all phases. 

4. Seek to limit Cincinnati’s risk exposure by 

avoiding pledges of the City’s full faith and 

credit and placing the responsibility for credit 

enhancement on the developer. 

TIF bonds should be payable only from TIF revenues, the debt 

service reserve fund, and the developer’s escrow account. The 

City should limit pledges of its full faith, credit, and taxing 

power, which it has offered for credit enhancement. If the City 

provides a pledge, it should set an expiration date (i.e., 5 years 

or 2 consecutive years in which the service payment is 1.25 

times the amount needed for debt service). The developer’s 

escrow account should be the credit enhancement. 
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FUTURE BEST PRACTICES IN CINCINNATI’S DEPLOYMENT OF PROJECT TIF
The City can improve tracking to better evaluate costs and benefits, especially for multi-phase deals. 

5. Update the City’s Project TIF policy (as 

approved by City Council on August 1, 2007).

The update should include defining appropriate conditions for 

deploying Project TIF alone or in conjunction with other 

incentives. Due to high transaction costs, the City should consider 

limiting its use of Project TIF to large, complex projects that 

cannot move forward with upfront funding. 

6. Consider opportunities to partner with the 

Port Authority and State of Ohio to reduce 

City bonding needs.

The Port Authority has one advantage over the City in bond 

issuance, in that it can issue bonds backed by a special 

assessment as a form of credit enhancement. The Port did this 

for the bonds issued for Oakley Station. 

The City has also successfully tapped State funds in the past. For 

the Keystone Parke II project, the City leveraged an Ohio State 

Infrastructure Bank grant. 

7. Improve tracking, especially for multi-phase 

Project TIFs. Given the long-range nature of 

Project TIFs, enforce yearly reporting 

requirements to support compliance tracking. 

Since Project TIFs tend to be complex, multi-year efforts, the City 

should enforce reporting requirements to ensure that projects 

are meeting the commitments outlined in their development and 

service agreements (i.e., completion deadlines, job creation and 

project investment thresholds, etc.). In addition, since Project TIFs 

fall under the jurisdiction of multiple departments, enhanced 

tracking will require cross-department coordination. 
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Peer City Benchmarking
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Looking beyond Cincinnati’s city limits to peer cities helps to establish an understanding of best practices in incentive 

policy for competing jurisdictions. HR&A benchmarked five peer cities: two regional competitors, two national competitors, and a national 

exemplar. Richmond, VA was identified as a national exemplar due to its success leveraging housing and commercial incentive for neighborhood 

revitalization. These five cities were identified through our interviews with Cincinnati officials and stakeholders, seeking to weigh a number of 

factors, including:

• Geographic location

• Economic positioning

• Inventive program and tax revenue structure 

• Regional competitive dynamics

CLEVELAND, OH

LOUISVILLE, KY

CINCINNATI, OH

KANSAS CITY, MO RICHMOND, VA

NASHVILLE, TN

National Exemplar

Regional Competitors

National Competitors

BENCHMARKING OVERVIEW

HR&A surveyed best practices in economic development incentive deployment in five peer cities.
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PEER CITY COMPETITIVE POSITIONING

Drawing lessons requires an understanding of how demographic, economic, and governmental factors 

influence core economic objectives and key tools deployed in each peer city. 

Each of these cities has its own opportunities and 

challenges that shape its approach to incentive policy. 

Cincinnati is one of the geographically smallest cities in the comparison 

group, and as a result it ranks fifth in terms of both population and 

employment. While Cincinnati’s population has rebounded since 2010, 

it has the lowest share of millennials across peer cities. Cincinnati has 

had the largest decline in employment since 2002, but as described 

later has a similar median wage and education attainment levels as 

Nashville, the city with the highest employment growth rate in the peer 

group.

In addition to macroeconomic conditions, incentive policy 

in each city is also shaped by unique political and fiscal 

circumstances. For example, Kansas City, Missouri faces competition 

from surrounding Missouri suburbs as well as municipalities just over the 

state border, similar to Cincinnati’s regional competition. Nashville and 

Louisville have addressed regional competitiveness and service provision 

issues by establishing consolidated city-county governments. Tax 

structure also has a significant impact on incentive policy. Cleveland, like 

Cincinnati, has a revenue stream that skews largely towards earnings 

tax, while Richmond has a highly-diversified revenue stream. 

Population Cincinnati Cleveland Louisville Kansas City Nashville Richmond

2015 Population 298,000 383,300 613,000 471,000 634,000 218,000

Growth (2000 - 2010) -10.2% -17.7% 7.7% 3.9% 10.2% 5.4%

Growth (2010 - 2015) 1.3% -3.4% 1.4% 2.3% 5.5% 3.2%

Population between 25 - 34 11.7% 13.9% 14.0% 16.1% 17.4% 18.1%

Employment

2013 Jobs 193,300 262,700 307,500 272,000 390,000 147,100

Growth (2002 - 2010) -8.0% -3.2% 6.4% -0.5% -2.1% -8.2%

Growth (2010 - 2013) -5.9% 3.4% 8.4% 1.3% 5.8% 7.6%

Workers living in city (2013) 22.9% 23.2% 13.6% 35.7% 41.4% 21.8%

Employment to Population Ratio 65% 69% 50% 58% 62% 67%

Political Considerations

Municipal Structure City within County City within County
Consolidated 

City-County

City within four 

Counties

Consolidated 

City-County
Independent City

Source: ESRI Business Analyst, LEHD on the Map, Cities of Cleveland, Louisville, Kansas City, Nashville, and Richmond
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PEER CITY INCENTIVE LANDSCAPE

While the peer cities generally have incentive toolkits similar to Cincinnati, the contours of specific programs 

and their relative use varies widely. 

TIF
Property Tax Abatements 

or PILOT

Earnings Tax Abatements / 

Job Creation Tax Credit
Business Loans / Grants Housing Grants / Loans

Cincinnati Major emphasis Major emphasis Major emphasis Minor emphasis Major emphasis

Cleveland Major emphasis Minor emphasis Major emphasis Major emphasis Major emphasis

Louisville Major emphasis Minor emphasis Major emphasis Major emphasis Major emphasis

Nashville Major emphasis Major emphasis None Major emphasis Major emphasis

Kansas City Major emphasis Major emphasis Minor emphasis Minor emphasis Major emphasis

Richmond Minor emphasis Major emphasis None Major emphasis Major emphasis

Cleveland, OH deploys many tax incentives that are comparable to 

those of Cincinnati, but tends to focus their incentives on promoting job 

creation and neighborhood revitalization. The City’s economic 

development department prefers to make direct loans or grants to 

provide upfront capital to projects, and while it offers property tax 

abatements, rarely uses them to support commercial development. 

Automatic residential property abatements and the Vacant Properties 

Initiative are aimed at addressing the City’s disinvestment challenges.

Louisville, KY often employs an occupational tax abatement paired 

with the state-run Kentucky Business Incentive, along with direct loans 

and tax increment financing (TIF). Louisville does not often utilize 

property tax abatements, and it conducts a rigorous “but for” test to 

prove the necessity of incentives. It also tries to leverage a minimum of 

$8 for every dollar of public participation in a deal.

Nashville, TN deploys a fairly small toolkit of incentives that focus 

explicitly on job creation. It relies primarily on cash grants for large 

economic development projects, payment in lieu of taxes (PILOT), and 

TIF. As a consolidated-city county government, Nashville does not have 

any geographic preferences in awarding incentives. Nashville’s success 

has been built on becoming a talent magnet, aided by a low cost of 

business, diverse industries, and distinct culture.

Kansas City, MO deploys a variety of property tax abatements 

intended to incentivize capital improvements, and rarely grants 

earnings tax abatements. The City has recently introduced a scorecard 

to help objectively evaluate each deal and to better align deals with 

economic development goals.

Richmond, VA deploys an innovative set of programs,  with several 

place-based loan and property tax abatement programs. The City’s 

nationally-recognized Neighborhoods In Bloom program helped direct 

housing funds to priority neighborhoods. 
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CLEVELAND ECONOMIC CONTEXT

While Cleveland has experienced broad population loss in the past fifteen years, similar to Cincinnati, it too 

has experienced a more recent downtown revitalization.

Cleveland has not recovered from decades of deindustrialization, 

and remains one of the fastest shrinking cities in the country. 

Between 2000 and 2010, Cleveland’s population declined by 17.1% compared 

to a 10.2% decline in Cincinnati. While population growth has picked back up in 

Cincinnati in recent years, it has not in Cleveland, which has experienced a 3.4% 

decline since 2010. Cleveland contends with issues related to a glut of vacant 

properties, and has both a higher unemployment rate and a higher poverty rate 

than Cincinnati. However, Downtown Cleveland has seen an uptick in investment –

more than $5.5 billion since 2009. 

As the only other Ohio city in the peer group, Cleveland has 

similar regional competitiveness dynamics as Cincinnati. There is 

competition between Cleveland and its suburbs for firms that are looking to move 

to the region – and the suburbs often try to attract business directly from 

Cleveland.

Cleveland’s economic development department focuses on 

facilitating business expansion and relocation. The Economic 

Development Department has 18 employees and the purview of their work 

includes the fiscal administration and project management of incentive 

deployment. Officials in Cleveland note that their primary challenges consist of 

foreclosure rates and high residential and commercial vacancy rates, as the city 

contains many outdated structures that are not suitable to a modern market. 

Furthermore, Cleveland is not only grappling with population loss, but also an 

aging workforce and significant poverty. 

Indicator Cleveland Cincinnati

Total Population 383,000 298,000

Growth, 2000 – 2010 -17.1% -10.2%

Growth, 2010 – 2015 -3.4% 1.3%

Poverty Rate 39.2% 30.0%

Child Poverty Rate 58.5% 44.3%

Total employed 262,800 193,300

Unemployment 6.3% 4.3%

Job growth, 2002 - 2013 0.1% -13.5%

Average annual wage $51,900 $56,800 

Residential Market

Owned homes 41% 36%

Vacancy Rate 21.3% 19%

Commercial Market

Vacancy 19% 19.8%

Asking Rents, CBD $21.21 PSF $20.80 PSF
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CLEVELAND FISCAL CONTEXT

Though not to the same extent as Cincinnati, Cleveland’s primary revenue source is also earnings tax revenue.

Cleveland relies heavily on earnings tax 

revenue to support its general fund. While 

Cincinnati relies on income taxes more than 

Cleveland, both rely upon it heavily. Cleveland’s 

income tax is slightly lower than Cincinnati’s income 

tax, at 2.0% compared to 2.1%, respectively. 

Cleveland also supplements a sizeable share of its 

general funding streams with revenues collected from 

licensing and fees. General funds in both cities are 

supplied by a very similar share of property taxes, 

around 7 to 8%.

Property 
Tax
8%

Income 
Tax
72%

Other
20%

Cincinnati

$358 million

$542 million

Municipal 

Budget 

Revenues

fiscal year 

2015

Property 
Tax
7%

Income 
Tax
61%

Licenses 
& Fees
17%

Other
15%

Cleveland
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CLEVELAND INCENTIVE PORTFOLIO OVERVIEW

Cleveland focuses its commercial development incentives on up-front loans and grants versus property tax 

abatements.

D
ir

e
ct

 L
o
a

n 
/
 G

ra
nt

Ta
x
 

A
b
a
te

m
e
n
t Property Tax 

Abatement: Commercial

P
ro

g
ra

m
 M

e
ch

a
ni

sm

Like Cincinnati, Cleveland has a diverse economic development toolkit, but it emphasizes programs differently.

than forgoing future tax revenues.

3. Cleveland grants property tax abatements to 

commercial development only in rare circumstances. 

Tax abatements on commercial developments are only granted 

to address specific challenges. For example, Cleveland uses them 

to attract grocery stores to food deserts. Unlike in Cincinnati, 

property tax abatements are not a primary mechanism of 

stimulating commercial development. 

4. However, all residential development receives a 

property tax abatement. Automatic residential property tax 

abatements are available for the construction, conversion, and 

rehabilitation of single and multifamily homes. This policy hopes 

to combat the City’s severe, sustained population loss. 

1. Job creation is the specific impetus for the award of 

incentives. While City officials may look at total capital 

investment when awarding incentives, primary consideration is on 

the number of jobs being created.

2. Cleveland has developed a robust system of 

providing up-front grants and loans. Economic 

development officials in Cleveland prefer making loans and 

grants because it allows them to get money into the project up-

front. They also believe grants and loans are less controversial

Vacant 

Properties Initiative

Economic 

Development Loan

Neighborhood 

Retail Assistance

Technology 

Business Grant

Green Tech 

Business Grant

Job Creation 

Incentive Grant

Grow Cuyahoga 

County Fund
Equipment Loan

Minority 

Construction Loan

Municipal Small 

Business Initiative

Tax Increment Financing

Property Tax 

Abatement: Residential
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CLEVELAND INCENTIVE PORTFOLIO PROGRAM ANALYSIS

Cleveland’s portfolio has evolved to address specific issues including vacant properties and neighborhood 

revitalization.

Grants/Loan Programs

• Cleveland deploys many grant and loan programs, 

including the Vacant Properties Initiative, their largest 

program. This program facilitates renovation of vacant 

properties in order to address the acute vacancy challenge 

the city faces. This incentive offers a forgivable loan for 

companies that fulfill their obligations under the terms of the 

loan, essentially turning the loan into a grant. This program 

is employed about 30 times per year.

• The Neighborhood Retail Program is also frequently 

used and provides local businesses with financial assistance 

for interior or exterior capital improvements. This program is 

also utilized around 30 times per year.

• Cleveland has implemented a robust tracking system 

for every incentive that they offer. By tracking job creation 

and other incentive metrics, officials in Cleveland are able 

to better understand the performance of specific programs 

over time and develop a long-term view of the return on 

investment for the upfront funding they put into deals. 

Cleveland calculates ROI by looking at direct fiscal benefits 

from a deal, excluding benefits from indirect or multiplier 

effects.

Property Tax Abatements

• Cleveland uses property tax abatements on both commercial and 

residential developments. Commercial abatements are rarely 

given and are only used to tackle very specific policy issues. On 

the other hand, all new residential development automatically 

receives a tax abatement. Because the downtown market has picked 

up – with $5.5 billion in investment since 2009 – Cleveland has not 

been compelled to use property tax abatements as a gap financing 

tool downtown for commercial development. 

TIF

• TIF is only used for very large projects in Cleveland. 

Cleveland does not redirect any property tax revenue away from 

the school district, eliminating an often contentious concern in 

employing TIF. Since all residential development receives an 

abatement, tax revenue on residential uses is only captured after 

the residential abatement expires.

Job Creation Incentive

• Similar to Cincinnati’s JCTC-R program, Cleveland offers grants to 

back projected payroll revenue for companies creating new jobs 

in the city within one year of receiving the incentive. Cleveland has a 

lower job creation threshold than Cincinnati, at five jobs. The City 

considers the amount of the projected new payroll when considering 

whether or not to offer this incentive.
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KEY LESSONS FROM CLEVELAND

Cleveland’s fundamentally different approach to economic development raise several considerations for 

Cincinnati.

1. Cleveland offers a robust set of 

neighborhood-scale loans and grants to 

incentivize businesses.

Programs like the Neighborhood Retail Assistance Program and 

the Municipal Small Business Initiative are meant to incentivize 

business expansion at the neighborhood level. These programs 

help small businesses like restaurants and family retail expand. 

Cleveland manages these incentives in-house, while Cincinnati’s 

Grow Cincinnati Fund and MicroCity Fund are externally 

managed and not a major focus of the department. Applying 

these tools in a concentrated manner to support neighborhood 

revitalization could help Cincinnati replicate the successful 

revitalization of Over-the-Rhine. 

2. Cleveland’s application of TIF holds the 

School District harmless.

Cleveland’s use of TIF has no impact on funding received by the 

local school district. This helps to address a major point of 

discussion in considering the impacts of economic development 

incentives for officials seeking to use TIF to incentivize new 

development.

3. Cleveland’s comprehensive tracking system 

and ROI analysis allows for a thorough 

accounting of costs and benefits.

By constantly monitoring and tracking the performance of deals 

that received incentive funds, Cleveland applies significant 

scrutiny to its incentive application. Additionally, by conducting 

an initial ROI analysis, Cleveland develops a robust 

understanding of whether a deal will be good for the City. This 

cost and benefit analysis helps Cleveland to judiciously award 

incentives that align with its economic development goals. 

4. Cleveland is more targeted in its use of 

commercial tax abatements. 

Cleveland rarely uses commercial tax abatements, and deploys 

them largely in response to specific economic challenges, such 

as supporting grocery stores in food deserts. This poses an 

interesting lesson for Cincinnati in understanding how individual 

tools can be systematically used to target specific challenges at 

the neighborhood level. Cincinnati can look to the targeted 

nature of Cleveland’s commercial abatement and the Vacant 

Properties Initiative as examples. Supporting its targeting of 

commercial tax abatements, Cleveland has a robust 

organization focused on data analysis of neighborhoods, which 

it uses to support decision-making and evaluation of 

revitalization programs. 
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LOUISVILLE ECONOMIC CONTEXT

Louisville has experienced significant growth in the past decade, and merged its City and County governments 

in 2003.  

Driven by recent growth in manufacturing, Louisville has 

experienced the most significant job growth of the cities in the peer 

group. Between 2002 – 2013, employment in Louisville grew by 15.3%, a much 

higher growth rate than any other city in the peer group. Louisville also has the 

lowest unemployment rate, tied with Richmond, at 4.1%. While Louisville has 

benefited from such strong job growth, it lacks the corporate base and traditional 

strength in professional services of Cincinnati, and has a considerably lower 

average annual wage. Louisville and Cincinnati have very similar CBD office rents, 

in the range of $20 per square foot. 

The 2003 merger of Louisville and Jefferson County rationalized 

the government structure and reduced local incentive competition. 

According to a report by the Abell Foundation, “A 10-year perspective on the 

Merger of Louisville and Jefferson County,” before the merger took effect, City 

and County officials often found themselves competing over business prospects, 

even though the prospects stood to benefit the region as a whole. With a 

consolidated government, this type of competition was eliminated. Furthermore, the 

merger cleared impediments to economic development and streamlined incentives 

and other services meant to attract new business to the region.

The 25-person Economic Development Department is housed within 

Louisville Forward, the development authority for the combined 

government. While the majority of the department focuses on real estate and 

planning, a dedicated Economic Development Department oversees business 

attraction and retention. Louisville Forward’s primary economic development goal 

is to raise the median wage in the County. Another particular concern is supporting 

manufacturing, the City’s traditional economic base. 

Indicator Louisville Cincinnati

Total Population 606,000 298,000

Growth, 2000 – 2010 7.7% -10.2%

Growth, 2010 – 2015 1.4% 1.3%

Poverty Rate 18.8% 30.0%

Child Poverty Rate 27.6% 44.3%

Total employed 307,500 193,300

Unemployment 4.1% 4.3%

Job growth, 2002 - 2013 15.3% -13.5%

Average annual wage $46,700 $56,800 

Residential Market

Owned homes 58% 36%

Vacancy Rate 9% 19%

Commercial Market

Vacancy 6.3% 19.8%

Asking Rents, CBD $20.76 PSF $20.80 PSF
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LOUISVILLE FISCAL CONTEXT

Louisville draws upon a slightly more diverse set of revenue sources than Cincinnati. 

Occupational taxes are the largest 

component of Louisville’s General Fund 

revenue. Louisville has a local occupational tax that 

is levied at 1.25% of employee compensation and 

company net profits, as well as at 5% on the amount 

of premiums written by local insurance companies. 

Employees do not pay this tax directly, but rather 

companies withhold this from their income and pay it 

to the metro government. A majority of Louisville's 

general fund is supported by revenues from this 

occupational tax, though to a lesser extent than 

Cincinnati relies upon income tax revenues. Property 

taxes are Louisville’s second largest revenue stream, 

but the City’s ability to use property tax abatements 

is constrained by both the State Constitution and by 

the fact that Kentucky has the 45th lowest property 

taxes in the nation. 

Property 
Tax
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LOUISVILLE INCENTIVE PORTFOLIO OVERVIEW

Louisville offers diverse loan portfolio focused primarily on creating high-wage employment opportunities.
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Property Assessment 

Moratorium

Occupational 

Tax Incentive

Louisville’s incentive toolkit consists of tax increment financing, earnings and property tax abatements, industrial

revenue bonds, and direct grants and loans.

• Place-based initiatives focus on promoting growth in 

West Louisville. West Louisville is the most socioeconomically 

challenged part of the City, and the City leverages its incentive 

toolkit to encourage its revival. The City is willing to offer full 

incentives to firms creating jobs in the neighborhood, regardless 

of whether or not those jobs pay median wage. 

• Property tax incentives are not emphasized, as 

property taxes are very low. Instead, the City periodically 

issues Industrial Revenue Bonds to get around their limited ability 

to offer property tax abatements. However, the metro 

government uses these sparingly, because it is a total tax 

abatement that provides the City with no incremental tax revenue.

• Louisville applies rigorous financial analysis to 

determine the amount of incentive to award. While 

committed to the use of incentives to support development, the 

City consciously seeks to leverage $8 in private investment for 

every dollar provided by the public sector. As such, staff heavily 

scrutinize real estate deals to prove the “but for” test. 

• There is an explicit emphasis on increasing the 

median wage in the County. Louisville only offers a full 

occupational tax abatement to firms that offer jobs at or above 

the median wage of $18/hour with benefits. The City offers only 

a partial incentive for the creation of jobs that pay below this 

median wage.

Midi Loan
Gap Financing 

Loan

Go Green 

Loan

Façade Loan

Business Loan
Brownfield 

Loan

TIF
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LOUISVILLE INCENTIVE PORTFOLIO PROGRAM ANALYSIS

Louisville targets the use of incentive programs to meet economic development goals including neighborhood 

revitalization and growth of quality jobs.

Louisville’s Metro Loan Program offered targeted loans 

for specific business challenges. 

• Louisville runs a loan program – “The Metro Loan Program” 

– that offers loans to incentivize capital investment in 

neighborhoods. There are various iterations of this loan program, 

including façade, business, and brownfield cleanup loans.

• The loans vary in size, with façade improvement loans ranging 

from $50,000 to $70,000 and brownfield cleanup loans as high 

as $1 million, with state funding. 

• Unlike other incentive programs in Louisville, the Metro Loan 

Programs do not have quality job requirements. Louisville 

positions the loan portfolio as a local community development 

tool versus a business attraction incentive. 

Louisville’s occupational tax incentive piggybacks on the 

Kentucky Business Incentive program. 

• Louisville offers a 1% rebate of the local 1.25% occupational 

tax, in partnership with the State’s 3% rebate of its 6% income 

tax. The State will only give the rebate if the local jurisdiction 

does as well, and the State deploys a strict scorecard that 

takes into account jobs created and total investment. 

• While typically a full incentive is only given to firms that create 

above-median-wage jobs, Louisville also targets the full incentive 

towards businesses locating within a CDBG area that commit to 

provide 50% of the jobs to local residents. 

Louisville’s CDBG’s funds are employed for housing 

development strategically throughout the county. 

• Louisville deploys federal funds to build new housing, preserve 

existing housing affordability, and keep low-income people in 

homes. 

• The Mayor recently announced an initiative – Louisville 

CARES – that dedicates $1.3 million in general fund revenues 

and $10 to $11 million in bonds to fund the development of 

1,500 housing units over two years. 

• In West Louisville, the City is funding the construction of 

additional market rate housing through its general fund. 

The City feels the neighborhood is saturated with regulated 

affordable housing product and believes promoting market rate 

housing and home ownership is critical to the area’s revitalization. 

Louisville employs a standardized Local TIF, as well as a 

larger Signature TIF program. 

• Louisville’s Local TIF has been used to support three multifamily 

residential projects to date, with more in the pipeline.

• The Signature TIF combines local and state taxes on much 

larger projects, triggered at $200 million projects. Louisville turns 

to Signature TIF when possible, because it gives back almost 

every dollar of state money and can only be used on public 

infrastructure.
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KEY LESSONS FROM LOUISVILLE

Louisville’s incentive policies offer lessons for Cincinnati, primarily in the targeting of incentives to specific 

neighborhoods. 

1. Louisville’s focused application of business 

loan programs offers a template for 

neighborhood improvement and business 

retention.  

Louisville’s Metro Loan Program aims to help small businesses 

thrive and grow, creating jobs within local neighborhood and 

incentivizing economic development. Programs such as the 

façade loan target commercial corridor revitalization, while 

Midi Loans and Gap Financing Loans are targeted at helping 

small businesses grow and thrive. 

2. Louisville has rationalized the use of 

multiple incentives to assist its most 

struggling neighborhoods.

In Louisville West – one of Louisville’s most struggling 

neighborhoods – the City deploys multiple incentives and 

offers more flexible terms to incentivize growth. The City has 

dedicated general fund monies to build new housing, and has 

waived job quality requirements to incentivize job creation at 

all levels. 

3. Louisville’s application of incentives 

preserves upside for the City and school 

district. 

When Louisville uses a TIF, they ensure that the developer 

receives no more than 80% of the incremental increase in 

value. Furthermore, when using a PILOT agreement, the school 

district is always held harmless – the Metro Government is the 

only entity affected by the use of incentives. 

4. Louisville’s occupational tax incentive is 

tied to job quality and place-based 

investment. 

Louisville works with the State of Kentucky to offer an 

occupational tax incentive, paired with the State’s income tax 

abatement. The incentive is meant to encourage job growth 

above the median wage of $18/hour, and only awards a 

partial incentive to firms creating jobs below the City’s target 

wage. However, Louisville also uses this incentive to catalyze 

local hiring: the wage requirement is waived for companies in 

a CDBG area that commit to provide 50% or more of their 

new jobs to local residents. 
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NASHVILLE ECONOMIC CONTEXT

The largest city in the benchmarking group, Nashville has experienced significant economic growth in the past 

decade. 

Driven by strong economic fundamentals, Nashville’s national profile 

is rapidly increasing. Nashville’s population grew 10.2% between 2000 –

2010, and an additional 5.5% since 2010. PNC Bank (2014 2nd Quarter Market 

Outlook) attributes Nashville’s growth to the combination of a low cost business 

environment, diverse industry structure, and educated workfare. Nashville’s poverty 

rate is average compared to the other five cities, and considerably lower than 

Cincinnati’s. Nashville benefits from a growing labor force, but has a higher 

unemployment rate than Cincinnati. Cincinnati has an established labor force with 

high average wages, while Nashville is faster growing. Finally, Nashville has low 

commercial vacancy rates with new developments commanding rents as high as $30 -

$40 per square foot. 

Nashville’s combined city-county government has facilitated a 

regional approach to economic development. The Mayor’s Office of 

Economic and Community Development (MOECD) is the City’s economic development 

arm, whose primary function is to negotiate incentive deals and to coordinate 

collaboration across the numerous economic development entities in Nashville: The 

Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce, the Nashville Downtown Partnership, The 

State of Tennessee, and MOECD itself. The city-county regional government structure 

eliminates the city-suburban competition seen in other cities.

Nashville’s economic development function consists of a two-person 

office  working closely with regional partners. MOECD is a division of the 

Mayor’s office that coordinates and negotiates all incentives in Nashville. Every 

incentive deal is negotiated by the Mayor’s Office and approved by the Metro 

Council and the Industrial Development Board. 

Indicator Nashville Cincinnati

Total Population 634,000 298,000

Growth, 2000 – 2010 10.2% -10.2%

Growth, 2010 – 2015 5.5% 1.3%

Poverty Rate 20.2% 30.0%

Child Poverty Rate 33.8% 44.3%

Total employed 390,400 193,300

Unemployment 4.6% 4.3%

Job growth, 2002 - 2013 3.6% -13.5%

Average annual wage $56,400 $56,800 

Residential Market

Owned homes 51% 36%

Vacancy Rate 9% 19%

Commercial Market

Vacancy 7.6% 19.8%

Asking Rents, CBD $27.53 PSF $20.80 PSF
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NASHVILLE FISCAL CONTEXT

Nashville has a more diversified revenue structure than Cincinnati, with property tax the largest single source 

of general fund revenues.

Nashville has a diversified budget stream 

of which 50% is comprised of property tax 

revenue. While 50% of all general fund revenues 

in Nashville come from property taxes, an additional 

37% come from grants and contributions and sales 

tax. Unlike Cincinnati, Nashville does not have a local 

income tax but does have a sales tax of 2.25%. 

Tennessee Law limits Nashville’s ability to grant 

property tax breaks. Despite it being the largest 

revenue source for Nashville, the City has few tools 

available for property tax abatements. Given 

relatively limited incentive toolkit, MOECD’s primary 

objective in deploying incentives is to attract as many 

jobs for as little incentive money as possible.
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NASHVILLE INCENTIVE PORTFOLIO OVERVIEW

Nashville has a small incentive toolkit that it deploys county-wide to support development priorities.
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Nashville's principal economic development tools are cash grants, PILOT, and tax increment financing.

3. Due to Tennessee state law, property tax abatements 

cannot be directly provided because all property owners 

must pay property taxes and they must be at the same rate. 

Under the City’s PILOT program, the property is deeded to the 

Industrial Development Board and leased back to the property 

owners, who then pay a PILOT back to the Industrial 

Development Board. 

4. Nashville does not have geographic preferences in 

awarding incentives. As a combined city-county government, 

Nashville is sensitive to treating all parts of the county equally, 

and the primary focus of Nashville’s toolkit is creating jobs within 

Davidson County. 

1. Nashville focuses on encouraging job growth across 

the income spectrum. Each of Nashville’s tax incentives is 

tied to job creation. There are no wage or income requirements 

associated with new jobs, because the City is interested in 

creating jobs for residents at all skill levels.

2. Metropolitan Development and Housing Authority 

(MDHA) is responsible for administering housing 

loans. MDHA oversees all housing programs in Nashville – from 

housing loans to renters assistance and affordable housing. Many 

programs are funded by HUD and overseen by MDHA, which is 

an entity that is entirely separate from MOECD. MDHA also 

oversee the Redevelopment Districts – the City’s primary tax 

increment financing program.

PILOT
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NASHVILLE INCENTIVE PORTFOLIO PROGRAM ANALYSIS

Nashville is very targeted in the application of its small incentive portfolio. 

Cash Grants

• Nashville offers cash grants to companies that add 500 or 

more new jobs to Davidson County. The company can 

receive up to $500 per job for a set period of time, and there is 

no cap on the total amount of money that a company can 

receive. There is also no claw-back associated with the cash 

grant, as the City believes such provisions would deter prospects. 

Additionally, there are no income requirements tied to job 

creation; Nashville officials are primarily concerned with 

providing jobs to residents and less concerned with wage targets.  

• Economic development officials use these grants to attract 

major prospects, such as corporate headquarters. For 

firms moving into existing buildings, officials prefer to award 

cash grants as opposed to tax abatements, because there is an 

aversion to taking existing properties off the tax roll. 

• Cash grants are negotiated by the Mayor’s Office and 

each are assessed on their own merit. After negotiations 

are complete, the deal must be approved by the 40-member 

Metro Council and by the Industrial Development Board. The 

Council tends to approve one deal per quarter. 

• Nashville does not use a decision matrix or 

scorecard, as staff feel it would lead them to needlessly 

deploy incentives. Officials noted that a company recently moved 

350 jobs to Nashville without any deployment of incentive. 

TIF 

• There are two mechanisms for TIF in Nashville: MDHA 

Redevelopment Districts and the Industrial Development Board. 

• The Redevelopment Districts are intended to encouraged 

redevelopment in areas designated as blighted. MDHA targets 

TIF to publicly-beneficial projects. Recently, the MDHA has 

oriented TIF away from residential development and 

has begun focusing on encouraging commercial development.

• TIF has only been done through the Industrial Development Board 

once, to revitalize a dead mall in 2015. The process is intended 

to be used for anything beyond the Redevelopment Districts, but 

is too onerous to undertake frequently. 

PILOT

• Under the Tennessee constitution, all owners must 

pay property taxes and they must be paid at the same rate. 

To leverage property taxes, the City deeds the property to the 

Industrial Development Board, and owners then lease their own 

property back and pay the unabated portion of property taxes. 

• PILOTs in Nashville have significant transactional costs. As such, 

PILOT is typically only used for new construction and 

for large deals. For instance, one of the smallest deals for 

which a PILOT was used in Nashville was for 155 new IT jobs, 

and a $250 million data center.
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KEY LESSONS FROM NASHVILLE

Despite differences in regional governance, Nashville’s focused application of its incentive portfolio offers 

some lessons for Cincinnati.

1. Nashville’s focus on large job-producing 

projects offers lessons for Cincinnati.

Nashville’s toolkit focuses primarily on projects that create a 

significant number of jobs in Davidson County. Nashville employs 

these grants only for employers creating at least 500 jobs. 

Cincinnati may consider re-orienting its existing toolkit to prioritize 

projects adding a substantial number of jobs. For example, 

Cincinnati could consider increasing the job creation requirement 

for participation in JCTC, and/or consistently offering higher 

levels of incentive only to truly transformational, job-producing 

projects.

2. MDHA re-oriented TIF away from residential 

due to a booming market.

Fifteen years ago, there was no residential zoning in downtown 

Nashville, but MDHA made a major effort to incentivize 

residential development through the use of TIF. Now with 

multifamily residential product booming, MDHA has reoriented it’s 

use of TIF to focus on office development and parking structures 

downtown. As the pace of urban multifamily development has 

also increased in Cincinnati in recent years, Cincinnati should 

rigorously test multifamily pro-formas and consider deploying 

incentives, including LEED CRAs, on a more selective basis.

3. Nashville clearly targets its limited incentive 

portfolio to specific project situations.

Nashville primarily draws upon cash grants for corporate 

relocation to existing spaces and PILOT for new construction. 

Officials are hesitant to offer any sort of tax abatement to 

companies moving into existing properties because of the 

potential political ramifications and appearance of taking 

properties off of the tax rolls. This targeted application of 

incentives could offer lessons for Cincinnati in terms of how the 

City employs its incentives in specific situations. It may make 

sense for Cincinnati to develop clearer, consistent program-

wide preferences regarding which tools are most 

appropriate for specific purposes, e.g. fostering job creation 

versus encouraging capital improvements. . 
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KANSAS CITY ECONOMIC CONTEXT

Kansas City has experienced an urban stabilization and renewed downtown investment over the past decade.

Kansas City, Missouri has experienced a more pronounced urban 

revitalization than Cincinnati in recent years. Since 2010, its population 

has increased 2.3% versus 1.3% in Cincinnati. Kansas City benefits from a much 

lower poverty rate than Cincinnati, but has higher unemployment. Furthermore, 

there has been a tremendous amount of investment in the downtown core; aided 

by the effective positioning of TIF and other incentives, more than $6 billion has 

been invested in downtown Kansas City since 2005. 

Kansas City, MO faces similar regional competitiveness 

challenges to Cincinnati due to its shared border with a 

neighboring state: Kansas. Officials in Kansas City often feel that they not 

only compete with incentives of neighboring suburban communities, but that 

incentives from the state of Kansas are actually more enticing to corporations 

than those of their suburban Missouri competitors. Tax rates are play a role in 

relocation decisions, as Kansas has a state income tax of 4.6% compared to 

6.0% in Missouri.

The Economic Development Corporation of Kansas City’s (EDCKC) 

primary mission is to ensure a competitive, vibrant, and self-

sustaining economy. EDCKC is a non-profit agency that oversees six 

different redevelopment agencies. EDCKC works under contract with Kansas City 

to perform economic development services. EDCKC notes that its main priorities 

range from attracting and retaining business to supporting disadvantaged areas 

and marketing Kansas City to leading local economic growth. Additionally, 

EDCKC staff work on the City’s TIF Commission, the Land Clearance 

Redevelopment Authority (LCRA), and the Port Authority, among others.

Indicator Kansas City Cincinnati

Total Population 471,000 298,000

Growth, 2000 – 2010 3.9% -10.2%

Growth, 2010 – 2015 2.3% 1.3%

Poverty Rate 17.8% 30.0%

Child Poverty Rate 25.6% 44.3%

Total employed 272,000 193,300

Unemployment 5.2% 4.3%

Job growth, 2002 - 2013 0.8% -13.5%

Average annual wage $50,700 $56,800 

Residential Market

Owned homes 55% 36%

Vacancy Rate 14% 19%

Commercial Market

Vacancy 14.9% 19.8%

Asking Rents, CBD $19.60 PSF $20.80 PSF
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KANSAS CITY FISCAL CONTEXT

Kansas City draws from a more diverse set of tax revenues than does Cincinnati.

Kansas City has a very diversified budget 

stream. While 50% of all revenues come from 

either property taxes or income taxes, these are 

supplemented with a sales tax, utility taxes, service 

charges, and use taxes. Cincinnati’s revenue structure 

is largely dependent upon funds received from the 

local income tax of 2.1%. Kansas City, on the other 

hand, has an income tax of 1.0% and higher 

property taxes than Cincinnati. A diversified revenue 

stream offers Kansas City some flexibility in 

deploying tax abatements because it spreads risk 

across multiple revenue streams. 
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KANSAS CITY INCENTIVE PORTFOLIO OVERVIEW

Kansas City deploys an incentives portfolio that relies on a variety of tax abatements and a smaller number 

of direct loans.
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Kansas City’s incentive toolkit is comprised of tax abatements, tax credits, and direct loans.

• In the past decade incentives have been heavily focused on 

promoting investment in the downtown core, and Kansas City is 

now grappling with the challenge of repositioning 

abatements to neighborhoods where private 

investment has lagged. Kansas City has built into its deal 

scorecard a mechanism to award more points to projects in 

historically underserved areas.

• Like Cincinnati, Kansas City does not have a large pool of 

funds from which they could direct upfront money 

into deals.

• Kansas City uses property tax abatements more often 

than other incentives. Earnings taxes are seldom abated, 

and a small pool of direct loans are used to aid businesses. 

Chapter 100 bond financing and the Enhanced Enterprise Zone 

Tax Abatement program are the City’s most-frequently used tools. 

• Missouri state incentives target job creation, which has given 

Kansas City the flexibility to direct local incentive programs 

towards capital improvement and place-based 

economic development. 
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KANSAS CITY INCENTIVE PORTFOLIO PROGRAM ANALYSIS

Kansas City has become more targeted in its application of incentives through the use of a scorecard and 

increased scrutiny towards deals.

Kansas City deploys a number of property tax 

abatement programs intended to promote capital 

investment. 

• Officials in Kansas City note that one of their most successful 

programs is the LCRA Property Tax Abatement, which 

directs investment to blighted areas. More than 80 of these 

urban renewal zones have been established, offering a 100% 

property tax abatement on the incremental value created for up 

to ten years. 

• Additionally, the Planned Industrial Expansion Authority

offers abatements of up to 100% of incremental property tax 

for 10 years, and 50% for 15 additional years (25 years total 

term). In practice, this program is primarily used for commercial 

and multifamily development. In recent years, the City has been 

offering a reduced term and/or rate to these deals.

• Another key program is the Enhanced Enterprise Zone

Program, a placed-based incentive offered in conjunction with 

the State of Missouri. Kansas City provides a standard 10 year, 

50% property tax abatement on improvements in eligible zones 

in conjunction with a 2% credit on new payroll and 0.5% credit 

on new investment from the State.

Kansas City deploys both project-specific and district-

wide TIF, with a preference towards project TIF. 

• Since TIF can be very difficult to set up and has high 

administrative costs, it typically only makes financial sense 

for Kansas City to use them on projects worth $5 

million or higher. Projects receiving TIF receive a 100% 

abatement on incremental property tax and a 50% abatement 

on incremental economic activity tax. Kansas City typically 

completes around 30 to 40 TIFs per year. 

• Occasionally, in order to secure a deal, the City will 

award a “Super-TIF,” which functions like a project TIF with a 

100% abatement on incremental property tax and economic 

activity tax. 
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KEY LESSONS FROM KANSAS CITY

Kansas City has become more targeted in its application of incentives through the use of a scorecard and 

increased scrutiny towards deals.

1. Kansas City recently developed a scorecard to 

support alignment between its incentive 

awards and economic goals. 

The scorecard allows Kansas City to assess deals in a uniform 

manner. As constructed, it enables Kansas City to give extra points 

to specific goals – like LEED-certified development and job 

creation in targeted industry growth sectors – without making 

them automatic criteria. The scorecard helps City officials fit 

projects into a 4-tier scale: (1) Not Recommended, (2) Low Impact, 

(3) Standard Impact, and (4) High Impact. Projects are awarded 

a certain number of points based on criteria such as, type of 

project, location, total investment, wages, and jobs created or 

retained. Extra points are given, for instance, to (1) certified LEED 

Gold projects, (2) providing food access within a food desert, (3) 

within historically underserved census tracts, (4) with above-

average wages, and (5) high job creation or retention numbers.

2. Kansas City has begun to apply increased 

scrutiny to deals. 

Kansas City’s scorecard emerged at a time that it is experiencing 

improved macro-economic conditions and therefore applying 

greater scrutiny to deals. Officials are being more critical of 

deals and standard abatements are rarely given anymore. In 

fact, the City recently rejected their first deal.
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RICHMOND ECONOMIC CONTEXT

Richmond reversed decades of population loss in the 2000s, and has grown even more rapidly in recent 

years.

Richmond was one of the fastest growing cities in the peer group, 

driven by improving economic fundamentals. 

Since 2000, Richmond’s population has grown by 9 percent. Richmond has 

experienced job losses, but does have the highest average annual wage of the 

peer group as well as the lowest unemployment rate. Like Cincinnati, Richmond 

grapples with high poverty and low levels of homeownership. 

As a geographically small and independent city in the 

Commonwealth of Virginia, Richmond faces competition from 

other localities. Similar to Cincinnati, Richmond faces competition from 

surrounding counties and suburban localities. Economic development officials 

noted that incentives have been a useful tool in attracting and retaining 

businesses within the city limits, referencing the recent successful attraction of a 

business from neighboring Hanover County.

Richmond’s Department of Economic and Community 

Development focuses on business development and neighborhood 

revitalization. The Department views one of its core challenges to be 

addressing its concentrated poverty. The City deploys incentives and tools that 

are aimed at supporting and growing small businesses that will provide jobs for 

the local community. Additionally the Department focuses on revitalizing local 

neighborhoods through promoting capital improvements, business growth, and 

homeownership. The Department has recently sought to supplement its current 

toolkit to support its increasing focus on delivering district-level infrastructure. 

Indicator Richmond Cincinnati

Total Population 215,000 298,000

Growth, 2000 – 2010 5.4% -10.2%

Growth, 2010 – 2015 3.2% 1.3%

Poverty Rate 25.0% 30.0%

Child Poverty Rate 42.0% 44.3%

Total employed 147,100 193,300

Unemployment 4.1% 4.3%

Job growth, 2002 - 2013 -1.2% -13.5%

Average annual wage $62,600 $56,800 

Residential Market

Owned homes 40% 36%

Vacancy Rate 12% 19%

Commercial Market

Vacancy 12.4% 19.8%

Asking Rents, CBD $26.10 PSF $20.80 PSF
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RICHMOND FISCAL CONTEXT

In comparison to the peer group, Richmond has a highly diversified general fund revenue stream.

At 46%, property taxes represent the 

largest revenue source. Of this share, 38% 

comes from real property taxes, while the other 8% 

come from personal property taxes. Richmond 

receives 16% of its general fund from 

intergovernmental revenues – the State and Federal 

governments. While Richmond does not have an 

income tax like Cincinnati, it does have a 1% sales 

tax, which supports support 11% of Richmond’s 

budget. With such a diverse funding stream, 

Richmond has some flexibility in its deployment of 

tax incentives, as risk is diversified across multiple 

sources. 
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RICHMOND INCENTIVE PORTFOLIO OVERVIEW

Richmond has transitioned the emphasis of its portfolio in recent years to address challenges associated with 

growth and revitalization.
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Richmond’s toolkit consists primarily of tax abatements and local business loans and rebates, and has traditionally had

a strong spatial-orientation, focused on neighborhood revitalization.

• Richmond emphasizes creating economic opportunity 

for low- and moderate-income residents. As a direct 

response to Richmond’s high poverty rate, economic development 

officials seek to create jobs across the full income spectrum that 

will be accessible to all residents. Moreover, the mayor created 

an Office of Community Wealth Building to coordinate the City’s 

poverty reduction and wealth building initiatives. 

• Sometimes criticized for its stringent review process, 

Richmond rejects more real estate deals than it 

accepts. Richmond officials are rigorous in how they go about 

underwriting real estate deals – most deals end up failing the 

test. While the City does not use a scorecard, deals are 

holistically evaluated around their expected financial 

performance, tax revenue generation, and job creation. 

• Richmond does not target incentives to specific 

industries. While Richmond does not target specific industries, 

some of Richmond’s economic development tools directly target 

and prioritize the development of affordable housing.

• Richmond employs a variety of place-based 

programs. Richmond’s incentive portfolio very strategically 

targets underperforming neighborhoods. Programs such as 

Neighborhoods in Bloom, CARE, Extra-CARE, and Enterprise Zones 

use various forms of development tools to facilitate 

neighborhood-scale economic development. 
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RICHMOND INCENTIVE PORTFOLIO PROGRAM ANALYSIS

Richmond is introducing tax increment financing to enhance its economic development toolkit.

Richmond has deployed project-based TIF (synthetic 

TIF) but is now fashioning a TIF program to fund 

district infrastructure. 

• Richmond is currently seeking to find ways in which they can 

raise funds for large-scale district capital improvements. They 

currently deploy a TIF similar to Cincinnati’s Project TIF, but are 

exploring the creation of TIF districts. They are currently being 

advised by the National Development Council and plan to 

implement a TIF district, dividing property tax revenues in a 

50% / 50% split between the TIF fund and the local school 

district. 

Richmond partners with local small banks to do co-

lending and extend the impact of their housing dollars. 

• To overcome Richmond’s limited financial resources, the City 

works with small, private banks in the region to co-lend and 

provide gap financing for desired real estate projects, 

particularly affordable housing. In a typical arrangement, the 

bank will provide 60% of the debt financing, with the City 

funding 30%, and the borrower funding 10%. By working with 

community banks, Richmond is able to invest in more projects 

and extend the impact of its funds.

The City’s Neighborhoods in Bloom Program is a nationally 

recognized neighborhood development initiative. 

• In 1999, the Neighborhoods In Bloom Program (NiB) began in 

Richmond, seeking to increase homeownership and capital investment 

across seven neighborhoods. Each neighborhood targeted for 

participation had been deemed to have “significant problems” or to 

be showing “significant signs of decline.”

• The City’s Community Development Department asked for each of 

these communities to produce development plans that identified 

specific buildings to be acquired and then demolished or 

rehabilitated. The Richmond Redevelopment and Housing Authority 

(RHHA) would then acquire these properties through a tax-delinquent 

sale process, a negotiated sale from the owner, and occasionally 

through eminent domain. 

• The City allocated a significant portion of its CBDG and HOME funds 

to each neighborhood, and asked CDCs to apply for funds to 

rehabilitate or redevelop these properties. The City also provided 

down payment grants, long-term loans, real estate tax abatements, 

and permanent mortgage financing to potential homeowners. 

• While NiB is currently on hold, during the time it was in effect, sales 

prices increased 9.9% faster in target neighborhoods than the rest of 

the city, and home prices rose 20% when compared to the citywide 

average. City officials note that NiB attracted many first-time 

homebuyers and promoted the creation of mixed-income communities.
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KEY LESSONS FROM RICHMOND

Richmond’s targeted application of incentives to specific neighborhoods offers lessons for Cincinnati.

1. Richmond leveraged its housing funds in a 

concerted neighborhood-scale revitalization 

strategy.

The Neighborhoods in Bloom Program is an instance of a City 

applying federal funds in a way that directly targets 

neighborhood-specific revitalization. In addition to benefits 

available to homeowners, the City also spent millions of 

dollars in capital improvements to fund streetlights, alleys, 

sidewalks, and street improvements in target neighborhoods. 

Employing a model similar to Cincinnati’s focus in Over-the-

Rhine, Richmond was able to advance the revitalization of 

several residential neighborhoods at once. 

2. Richmond’s CARE program and EZ 

programs offer a suite of tools to stimulate 

neighborhood investments.

Richmond’s Commercial Area Revitalization Effort (CARE) 

operates in 13 neighborhoods and corridors. Incentives target 

exterior and interior rehabilitation, security improvements, 

fire safety, and leasehold improvements. Through the 

Enterprise Zone program, companies can receive real estate 

tax abatements, rebates for equipment, employment 

assistance grants, and business relocation rebates. This 

concentrated application of funding streams offers lessons for 

Cincinnati in stimulating neighborhood revitalization. 

3. Richmond has made loans, grants, and 

rebates to local businesses a strong part of 

its portfolio.

The City of Richmond uses a number of different tools to help 

support local business, and effectively deploys multiple tools 

within its incentive toolkit depending on the situation. For 

example, Richmond’s revolving loan programs are meant to 

promote permanent job creation within Richmond’s 

neighborhoods. Cincinnati, by contrast, outsources the 

administration of its small business and loan portfolio and has 

not made these programs a key emphasis in its development 

toolkit. Richmond shows that every tool in the incentive toolkit 

can be deployed to target specific and systemic economic 

development challenges.
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Concluding Recommendations
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RECOMMENDATION #1
Deploy a more streamlined and strategic deal evaluation process, including enhanced deal tracking 

mechanisms. 

1. Develop standard evaluation metrics for all 

programs.

These metrics should enable the City to consistently assess and 

track deals’ expected costs and benefits in order to enhance 

their individual benefits to the City and improve overall program 

performance over time. These metrics should consider the full 

lifetime fiscal costs and benefits of deals, in discounted or 

undiscounted terms. Potential metrics may include the benefit 

ratio analysis, cost per job, and City gap funding percentage.

Comparison of specific deals under review to program-wide 

averages should be used to rationalize awards and move the 

needle on tightening incentives. Given the complexity of deals, 

especially those involving more than one incentive, to the extent 

possible given constraints on staff resources, the City should 

calculate these metrics upfront and record them its tracking 

system to facilitate easy ongoing comparisons. 

Metrics can also be used to examine relative performance by 

programs over time, as well as across programs and between 

the Housing and Economic Development Divisions.

2. Convene a task force to reach alignment on core 

objectives related to “soft factors,” such as blight 

reduction, targeted neighborhood revitalization, and quality of  

life enhancements, to be memorialized in a “values matrix.” 

The matrix will ensure the systematic consideration of these 

values when evaluating deals. The task force convened to 

develop this matrix should frame core economic development 

goals and agree upon specific target neighborhoods, target 

industries, and core city-building activities to encourage. 

The task force should create a “values matrix,” which can be 

used to assess a project’s relative ability to meet these 

qualitative outcomes, quantified where possible. “Soft factors” 

can then be taken into account and used to justify departure 

from standard portfolio metrics when evaluating deals. This 

recommendation is being made in light of understanding that 

many cities find a formal scorecard too constraining in allowing 

economic development professionals the flexibility and creativity 

to do their jobs well.

3. Produce a template for a one-page “deal sheet” for 

City Council review that reports project performance in 

terms of standardized evaluation metrics and qualitative goals 

to facilitate deal review. 

Building upon the useful deal memos the Department has begun 

using for review of housing loans and other incentives, the City 

should develop a simple, standardized deal sheet that 

summarizes core quantitative and qualitative metrics for 

consideration. Evaluation metrics should allow City Council to 

focus time and attention on the most critical deals: large deals 

that pose large costs and/or benefits for the City, and may have 

metrics that depart from the portfolio standard.
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RECOMMENDATION #1
Deploy a more streamlined and strategic deal evaluation process, including enhanced deal tracking 

mechanisms.

4. Continue the migration to Salesforce for incentives 

tracking in order to achieve a comprehensive, 

integrated database across the City.

The database should enable staff to view the full set of 

incentives associated with a particular program and streamline 

coordination across various departments with oversight. In order 

to ensure data accuracy and timeliness, the City needs 

appropriate levels of staff familiar with both program 

requirements and Salesforce functionality. 

5. Ensure ability to track by deal, rather than merely by 

program.

Given that many deals receive multiple incentives, it is critical for 

deal and program tracking to account for the intricacies of these 

projects, and allow for evaluation of the individual deals and 

larger program interactions accordingly. For each deal, staff 

should be able to see the costs and benefits of all incentives 

attached to that deal. Benefits may include net new jobs created 

(project and construction jobs), payroll, housing units, commercial 

square footage, project investment, and personal property 

investment. 
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RECOMMENDATION #2
Leverage Commercial CRA more effectively for place-based investment and job growth.

1. Consider options to geographically target use of 

CRA. 

The City should evaluate opportunities to use CRA as a 

mechanism to encourage investment in target neighborhoods, 

which might include extending the incentive length. Recognizing 

that the investment climate in Cincinnati has changed over time 

and varies by neighborhood, the City should undertake a study 

to evaluate real estate economics in different neighborhoods 

and assess the extent of development feasibility gaps for 

various development products. Based on this analysis, the City 

can evaluate opportunities to provide a longer incentive in 

specific neighborhoods to catalyze development. 

2. Building on the success of the LEED-CRA program, 

consider how to use the program to support a range 

of desired policy objectives. 

By offering additional benefits (as-of-right incentive and/or 

extended incentive duration) for developers who construct or 

renovate buildings to LEED standards, the LEED-CRA program 

has been effective in motivating ‘green’ development, especially 

for new multifamily housing. Paralleling its work developing a 

“values matrix” to identify and prioritize qualitative outcomes 

for incentive use, the City should examine if there are other 

opportunities to use CRA to support targeted policy outcomes, 

such as historic rehabilitation and/or creation of mixed-income 

housing. 

3. Consider opportunities to formalize job creation 

requirements for commercial projects. 

Currently, there are no standardized job creation requirements 

for CRA projects, as there are for JCTC projects. Instead, 

developers may commit to creating a specific number of jobs as 

part of their individual deal negotiations. The City should 

consider the opportunity to implement job creation requirements 

by type of project (Other Commercial vs. Multifamily CRA 

projects), potentially based on a “sliding scale” with the number 

of jobs tied to wage level.  

4. While CRA deals have limited direct cost, the City 

should establish a long-term policy for use of CRA, 

balancing additional service demands generated and 

future rate reductions for the existing tax base.

Under the City’s current property tax cap policy, CRA deals are 

revenue-neutral. However, the City should still be judicious in 

their use. With each deal, the City should consider how to use the 

CRA incentive to catalyze the maximum amount of project 

investment and job creation and/or support specific qualitative 

outcomes. 
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RECOMMENDATION #3
Refine use of JCTC to maximize return on investment for the City.

1. Continue to utilize JCTC, as it plays a crucial role in 

attracting and retaining major employment, but do 

so judiciously to mitigate impacts to the General 

Fund. Where possible, utilize CRA. 

Based on analysis of past deals, the JCTC program has been 

used to support projects that involve relatively large amounts of 

job creation. However, recognizing that JCTC deals have a direct 

impact on the General Fund in terms of foregone revenue, for all 

deals, the City should ensure that the benefit it receives is 

commensurate with the deal cost. To do so, the City should 

deploy a set of standardized metrics, such as the benefit ratio, 

return on investment, and cost per job. In addition, where 

possible, given Cincinnati’s current property tax cap policy, 

Cincinnati should utilize CRA. 

2. Understand the most effective levers within deals to 

maximize the benefit to the City, and focus on 

understanding firm relocation behavior to better 

target JCTC.

When structuring JCTC deals, the City should consider all of the 

levers that it can pull to maximize its benefit. These levers include 

not only the deals’ rate and term, but also the length of time that 

firms are required to stay in the City after their incentive 

expires. The City should specifically evaluate the likelihood of 

firms leaving once their Employment Retention Period is 

complete. If firms are often leaving, than the City may want to 

consider extending the retention period. If firms typically stay, 

the City can consider using the retention period as a bargaining 

chip for reduced terms and rates In addition, the City should not 

compensate firms for inflation. Payroll should be inflation-

adjusted to the base/initial year.

3. Limit use of amendments to extend the incentive 

term if firms create more jobs and/or capital 

investments than they originally planned.

The City should seek to capture the positive benefits of the 

additional jobs and/or additional investment as the “upside” of 

a successfully-granted incentive once the original deal expires, 

rather than extending the duration of its support.
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RECOMMENDATION #3
Refine use of JCTC to maximize return on investment for the City.

4. Consider opportunities to target deals to high-

potential industries. 

The City could deploy JCTC as part of a targeted cluster-based 

economic development strategy, as articulated in Grow 

Cincinnati, to promote high-value, export-oriented industries with 

high multipliers that build on Cincinnati’s strengths. These 

industries could receive explicit preference in the structuring of 

deal terms.

5. Consider opportunities to expand geographic range 

of deals. 

The City may want to consider pursuing strategies to proactively 

encourage JCTC use outside of Downtown, to supplement 

business location trends. The average number of jobs created by 

JCTC deals indicates an opportunity to use JCTCs to focus on the 

attraction or expansion of medium-sized businesses as part of a 

larger neighborhood revitalization strategy.

6. For firms that receive both a CRA and a JCTC, 

consider emphasizing the CRA component of the 

deal to minimize cost to the City. 

In structuring Combined CRA-JCTC deals, the City should 

consider the CRA and JCTC components as a full package to the 

developer. The City should emphasize the CRA component of 

these combined deals to minimize total cost to the City. 
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RECOMMENDATION #4
Continue to innovate new mechanisms to reinvest property tax revenue in Cincinnati.

1. Explore opportunities to recapture value from CRA 

deals by employing VTICA-like instruments to direct 

funds for specific improvements in appropriate 

submarkets.

Given the widespread use of the CRA program across the City, 

and the significant benefit that CRA deals provide to 

developers, the City should explore opportunities to recapture 

some value from these deals to support needed public 

improvements. In particular, Cincinnati should consider deploying 

value capture tools similar to VTICA in particular neighborhoods 

to achieve high-priority outcomes, such as large-scale capital 

investment in communities that have experienced persistent 

disinvestment.

2. Explore opportunities to expand the type of public 

improvements supported by Project TIF. 

Currently, Project TIF is primarily used to support parking 

garage construction. However, the City could consider 

opportunities to potentially support other types of infrastructure 

and public realm improvements, such as pedestrian, bicycle, and 

transit improvements and/or streetscape or open space 

enhancements that could help catalyze broader reinvestment 

and neighborhood revitalization. 
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Housing 

Loans 

• Develop procedures to support greater housing diversity (i.e., mixed-income communities).

• Develop a specialized tool for converting obsolete and vacant building stock (residential and commercial) to quality housing.

Example: Cleveland’s Vacant Properties Initiative program.

• Use projects to build developer capacity.

• Develop formalized policies and procedures for treatment of non-performing loans, loan abatements, and loan forgiveness. 

RECOMMENDATION #5
Tailor use of programs generally to meet specific economic objectives. 

Objective #1. Housing stock diversification 

Build on the success of the City’s housing programs to diversify the housing products delivered in the City. 

Objective #2. Targeted industry growth

Consider a formal cluster-based strategy for incentive deployment. 

CRA &

JCTC

• Explore opportunities to prioritize job creation that is synergetic with current or desired economic strengths. Example: Kansas

City’s incentive scorecard.

Project TIF • Create infrastructure that supports catalytic projects for targeted industries (i.e., incubator or swing space).
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RECOMMENDATION #5
Tailor use of programs generally to meet specific economic objectives. 

Objective #3. Innovation and entrepreneurship 

Place greater emphasis on loan/grant programs that support small businesses and innovative start-ups.

CRA &

JCTC

• Conduct a study to define and segment emerging businesses’ needs. Leverage segmentation to guide efforts to deploy 

incentives and create partnerships for entrepreneurship. 

• Build on Cintrifuse’s success in pairing access to space with other incentives to support emerging businesses. 

• Deploy comprehensive packages of loans and grants to encourage place-based entrepreneurship. Example: Richmond’s 

Enterprise Zone program.

All 

Incentives

• Explore strategies to deploy multiple, reinforcing incentives to drive desired outcomes. 

• Explore partnerships with civic and nonprofit organizations like 3CDC to expand capacity. 

CRA • Explore opportunities to recapture value to City by employing VTICA-like instruments for improvements in specific submarkets.

Housing 

Loans

• Explore opportunities to target participation to specific neighborhoods and build revitalization momentum. Example:

Richmond’s Neighborhoods in Bloom program.

Objective #4. Place-based development 

Geographically target strategic combinations of incentives.
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RECOMMENDATION #5
Tailor use of programs generally to meet specific economic objectives. 

Objective #5. Workforce development 

Consider job creation requirements that emphasize job creation at all skill levels.

JCTC • Build on existing “sliding scale,” wherein firms that create lower-wage jobs must create more and firms that create higher-

wage jobs must create fewer. This approach fits with the City’s current JCTC policy, wherein firms are required to either create 

25 jobs at 200% of minimum wage or 10 high-wage jobs. 

• Support affiliated training programs that advance the needs of both businesses and residents, as possible.

CRA • Explore opportunity to formalize job creation requirements for projects. 

Project 

TIF

• Explore opportunity to introduce job creation requirements for projects.

• Explore opportunity to create catalytic infrastructure that supports workforce development. 

Project TIF • Explore opportunities to expand the type of public improvements supported.

• Consider opportunities to partner with the Port Authority and State of Ohio to reduce City bonding needs and open up funds 

for other projects. 

Objective #6. Enhancement of  built environment 

Leverage existing models to fund public realm improvements and amenities that enhance place-making in Cincinnati.
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Appendix 
Cincinnati Strengths and 

Weaknesses Assessment 
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STRENGTH: CORPORATE PRESENCE

Greater Cincinnati is home to ten Fortune 500 Companies

Cincinnati has a higher concentration of Fortune 500 companies than New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago. This is due in large part to Cincinnati’s

historic role as the center of commerce in the Midwest. Many companies moved here during Cincinnati’s economic boom and continue to call the

region home. Additionally, the region’s business-friendly policies have also contributed to the outsized corporate presence in Cincinnati. In

KPMG’s 2014 Competitive Alternatives Report, Cincinnati was rated as the City with the second most favorable tax structure for business in the

United States. The high density major companies is a major strategic advantage to Cincinnati – these companies bring jobs to the region and

their executives bring invaluable business expertise to the market.

Source: KPMG’s Competitive Alternatives Report, 2014

Appendix: Cincinnati Strengths and Weaknesses Assessment 
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University of  Cincinnati 

spinoffs

Robust Educational 

Institutions

56%

Graduates living in Cincinnati
(alumni of the 4 institutions at left)

STRENGTH: ROBUST HIGHER EDUCATION

Cincinnati’s local universities supply the local economy with a dedicated and talented 

pool of talent

Source: University of Cincinnati, Linkedin

Cincinnati is home to a number of very robust educational institutions that produce a large pool of talent for the local labor market. The

University of Cincinnati, Xavier University, Cincinnati State, the Art Academy of Cincinnati, and many others provide numerous benefits to the

regional economy.

Among alumni of the four universities listed below, 56% live and work in the greater Cincinnati Region. This points to strong educational

institutions that are able to effectively foster a workforce that is dedicated to making Cincinnati its home after graduation.

The University of Cincinnati is a source of innovation and produces spinoff companies, many of which come directly from the School of Chemistry.

Furthermore, the major affiliates of these universities – like the UC Medical Center – are is an invaluable resources to the City and employ

hundreds of local residents.

Appendix: Cincinnati Strengths and Weaknesses Assessment 
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Downtown Streetcar 2016 Downtown, Over-the-Rhine

Completion Neighborhoods Served

I-71 Interchange 2016 Uptown

Music Hall Renovation 2017 Over-the-Rhine

Cincy Red Bike 2014
Uptown, Downtown, OTR, 

Northern KY

Over the past decade, Cincinnati has invested in place-based initiatives that are beginning to pay off. For example, the laser-focus by the City

of Cincinnati and 3CDC on improving economic conditions in Over the Rhine has led to the restoration of numerous buildings, the development of

hundreds of thousands of square feet in additional commercial space, additional public parking, and significantly improved streets. Reports like

GO Cincinnati have paved the way for city planning efforts and place-based investments in additional neighborhoods and have led to the

creation of walkable, mixed-use neighborhoods where more and more Cincinnatians are choosing to live. This momentum will continue as more

investments like the Downtown Streetcar and the 1-71 Interchange redevelopment come to completion.

STRENGTH: URBAN MOMENTUM

An early investment in planning has given Cincinnati a roadmap that is already paying 

off

Appendix: Cincinnati Strengths and Weaknesses Assessment 
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STRENGTH: COMMITTED CIVIC LEADERSHIP

Cincinnati has a deep pool of committed civic leaders and institutions

The city has a deep pool of committed civic leaders and leadership organizations dedicated to helping Cincinnati thrive. From leaders of

Fortune 500 companies to neighborhood advocacy organizations and civic development corporations, Cincinnati draws on a long history of civic

commitment. The human factor matters significantly in economic development – strong civic leadership can go a long way. As a case in point

3CDC – one of Cincinnati’s premier development entities – is supported through strong corporate commitments that enable significant economic

development work to occur throughout Cincinnati.

Appendix: Cincinnati Strengths and Weaknesses Assessment 



HR&A Advisors, Inc. Cincinnati Incentives Policy Review| 144

STRENGTH: CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS

Cincinnati has the cultural amenities of a much larger city

Cincinnati has a large repertoire of cultural institutions. From major league sports teams to a wealth of museums, Cincinnati has the urban

amenities of a much larger city, in large part due to its history as a regional center of commerce. These urban amenities are a strategic

advantage for Cincinnati as urban centers are experiencing an influx of millennials, young families, and empty-nesters who prefer to locate near

cultural amenities that contribute to the rich vibrancy of urban centers.

Appendix: Cincinnati Strengths and Weaknesses Assessment 
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WEAKNESS: OFFICE MARKET

A glut of office supply has led to high vacancy rates and low rents

16.6%
Vacancy

$19.19
Average Rent

21.4%
Vacancy

$15.84
Average Rent

Submarket Vacancy Average Rent

CBD 17.6% $22.57 

Midtown 34.8% $23.58 

Blue Ash 7.9% $20.24 

Kenwood 5.5% $27.26 

Tri-County 15.3% $19.83 

Northern KY, Riverfront 32.5% $21.70 

Submarket Vacancy Average Rent

CBD 16.5% $16.58 

Midtown 5.6% $17.86 

Blue Ash 21.3% $15.81 

Kenwood 8.9% $20.50 

Tri-County 39.2% $14.94 

Northern KY, Riverfront 27.3% $16.95 

Class B Office SpaceClass A Office Space

Source: JLL, DTZ Office Reports

21 million SF 13 million SF

Cincinnati is suffering from a glut of office supply that does not meet modern standards. The office market is overbuilt, with a considerable

amount of additional product in the pipeline. As a result, vacancy is high throughout the city and the CBD has higher vacancy rates than seen in

competitor cities. Simultaneously, Cincinnati is competing with a suburban market that has cheaper land and adequate space to fill the parking

needs of major office developments. As Cincinnati turns to place-based economic development strategies, the challenge will lie in ensuring a

robust and competitive downtown office market.

Appendix: Cincinnati Strengths and Weaknesses Assessment 
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WEAKNESS: HOUSING STOCK

Cincinnati has an aging housing stock and low rates of homeownership 

Source: ESRI Business Analyst, American Community Survey

68

56

39

Cincinnati Hamilton County USA

Average Age of Housing Stock 
2015

36%

57%
63%

Cincinnati Hamilton County USA

Rate of Homeownership
2015

The average age of residential buildings in Cincinnati is 68 years old, and 88% of all housing units in Cincinnati were built before 1980. Many

of these older homes have not been maintained, which hinders competitiveness in the residential market. While the presence of newer homes

does not necessarily connote the presence of high-quality homes, a commitment to building new housing stock can be coupled with a commitment

to building quality housing stock. As more Cincinnatians own homes, this will only incentivize further community engagement, neighborhood

dedication, and volunteerism. Furthermore, increased levels of homeownership in Cincinnati will provide additional opportunities to residents to

create wealth.

Appendix: Cincinnati Strengths and Weaknesses Assessment 
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WEAKNESS: POVERTY

Cincinnati is dealing with high rates of poverty across social groups 

Source: American Community Survey 2013; Social Explorer

Cincinnati is dealing with persistent and concentrated poverty across many neighborhoods. The poverty rate in Cincinnati was 30% in 2014 and

44% among residents under the age of 18. Poverty is particularly concentrated among African American residents, with 42% living at or below

the poverty line. The disparity in poverty rates has been consistent over the past decade, and was the subject of a recent and well-publicized

report: The State of Black Cincinnati.

30%

44%

18%

42%

Total Poverty Rate Child Poverty Rate White Poverty Rate African American Poverty
Rate

Poverty Rates, 2014

Appendix: Cincinnati Strengths and Weaknesses Assessment 



HR&A Advisors, Inc. Cincinnati Incentives Policy Review| 148

WEAKNESS: PRIMARY & SECONDARY EDUCATION

Cincinnati’s schools consistently underperform when compared to competitor districts

Source: Ohio Schools Report Card, 2014
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School district ratings received in 2014 Ohio Schools Report Card

Cincinnati Cleveland Columbus Madeira Mariemont Forest Hills

Cincinnati’s public school system suffers relative to the suburbs and other regional cities. When compared to the immediate suburbs, Cincinnati

received a significantly higher number of “F” ratings on Ohio State Schools Report Cards than did the surrounding Mariemont, Madeira, and

Forest Hills. School performance is often a highly important factor in where people choose to live, especially for parents or young professionals

hoping to start a family.

Appendix: Cincinnati Strengths and Weaknesses Assessment 
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WEAKNESS: WORKFORCE PREPARATION

Not all of Cincinnati’s workforce is prepared for a 2020 labor market

Source: 2020 Jobs Outlook – A Regional Indicators Report, ESRI Business Analyst

About 35% of Cincinnati residents have a bachelor’s degree, while about 15% never graduated from high school. By 2020, “Jobs Outlook – A

Regional Indicators Report” has projected that 50% of jobs in the Cincinnati region will require more than post-secondary credentials and those

jobs will pay higher wages than those requiring only a high school diploma. To build a competitive and thriving labor force, Cincinnati will need

to ensure that its residents are equipped with the tools they need to perform in the workplace. To do this, investments in education, workforce

development, and job trainings are badly needed.

35%

50%

Share of Residents with
Bachelor's Degree

Jobs Requiring a Post-
Secondary Degree by 2020

Education Levels and Job Requirements

Appendix: Cincinnati Strengths and Weaknesses Assessment 
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In 2013, Cincinnati was rated the worst 

city in Ohio for traffic congestion. 

Cincinnati has a “one-size-fits-all” transit 

system: cars. – GoCincinnati Report

WEAKNESS: ACCESS TO TRANSPORTATION

Cincinnati’s labor force is largely dependent on cars and highways for its commute

Source: TomTom Americas Traffic Index, 2013; GoCincinnati; Cincinnati Enquirer

Only 28 percent of the region’s jobs are now reachable by public transportation in 90 minutes or 

less, which hurts employers and employees.
– Cincinnati Enquirer Editorial Board

A recent article in the Cincinnati Enquirer noted that only 28 percent of the regions jobs can be reached by public transportation in under 90

minutes. Cincinnati residents rely heavily on cars and freeways to get to and from work. Young professionals are moving at higher rates to cities

that offer great urban amenities like public transit, or neighborhoods that let them live within walking distance to their office. Furthermore, in a

competitive job market, employers are locating in urban settings that offer their employees such amenities. Cincinnati’s lack of a robust public

transit makes it less competitive when companies and potential residents are considering relocating.

Appendix: Cincinnati Strengths and Weaknesses Assessment 
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