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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

OVERVIEW 

Fairfield, Iowa is a vibrant small town in southeastern Iowa with a population that has 

consistently hovered around 9,500 over the past three-and-a-half decades. The city is located at the 

crossroads of Iowa Hwy 1 and U.S. Route 34, approximately 60 miles southwest of Iowa City and 60 

miles west of the Mississippi River.1 Fairfield is the county seat of Jefferson County and has a total area 

of 5.74 square miles.2 Fairfield attracts diverse residents and visitors, with university students making up 

approximately one-tenth of its population. 

Vacant land and homes were highlighted as a community concern and subject for this study in 

2016. The complexity of accurately tracking the quantity and location of these areas makes developing 

these areas a challenge. Other housing concerns also complicate infill: housing values in the city are 

lower than comparably-sized communities and far below state levels, yet affordably priced housing is 

scarce for certain age groups and income levels, especially those earning entry-level wages. Furthermore, 

a 2014 windshield survey of 2,835 single-family homes revealed over 30% to be in poor or dilapidated 

condition. Current inspection and code enforcement regimes have not been sufficient to maintain housing 

quality throughout the city. The presence of aging and dilapidated homes near developable land is a 

challenge both to developers and those seeking affordably priced homes in Fairfield, as it makes 

producing quality housing less economically viable. Infrastructure costs and the inability to develop 

higher-density residential housing have become barriers to development and revitalization efforts within 

established neighborhoods.  

Vacant parcels, and otherwise underutilized development opportunities, throughout the city 

provide an opportunity for infill development that brings high-quality housing to existing neighborhoods 

and increases the overall supply. Many programs are in place at the city level to incentivize development 

within Fairfield. Whether or not these programs are sufficient to meet the needs of developers and low- to 

moderate-income households in Fairfield is not yet certain. Strategies are needed to make development on 

these parcels viable and most beneficial for the city’s needs. 

 

 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

This study was conducted from February-May 2016 for the Fairfield Economic Development Agency 

(FEDA) to build on FEDA’s 2014 Housing Needs Assessment and survey on perceived housing needs and 

preferences by providing resources on vacant parcels within the city and recommendations for infill 

development strategies. The study:  

 Presents strategies for addressing vacant parcels and promoting in-fill development in Fairfield that 

also address pressing housing needs in Fairfield; and  

 Provides guidance on implementation and funding options. 

 Provide tools to the city to implement study recommendations.  

 

 

                                                                 
1 Jefferson County Iowa. (2015). http://www.jeffersoncountyiowa.com/history.htm 
2 City of Fairfield. (2014). City of Fairfield: Housing Needs Assessment. 
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DELIVERABLES OF THE STUDY 

 A study report (this document) 

 A set of GIS maps (delivered separately) locating all parcels, streets, infrastructure lines, and 

major amenities within the city.  These maps are editable and include information on vacant 

parcels. Maps produced by Neil Menjares.  

 Two Excel spreadsheets delivered separately; one with information on vacant parcels identified 

by the Jefferson County Assessor and FEDA; and the other with detailed information on 42 

parcels (referenced in the recommendations).  Detailed information about the 42 parcels includes 

dimensions of parcel, parcel area, name(s) of owner(s), assessed values and photographs taken in 

Spring 2016.  Spreadsheets produced by Will Mackaman and Trenton Seubert. 

 PowerPoint presentation summarizing the study.  Delivered separately.  Presentation produced by 

Emily Seiple and Holly McKee.  

 

 

PROJECT TEAM 

 Dr. Jerry Anthony (Associate Professor, School of Urban & Regional Planning, University of 

Iowa) – Team Leader and project supervisor 

 Kevin Garza, Will Mackaman, Holly McKee, Neil Menjares, Samuel Odeyemi, Scott Roberts & 

Emily Seiple (Graduate students at the University of Iowa) 

 Carter Bell, Lauren Freeman & Trenton Seubert (Undergraduate students at the University of 

Iowa) 

 

 

MAJOR FINDINGS 

1. The project team identified 69 total vacant parcels of land within city limits, 42 of which are suitable 

for immediate development. 

2. The ongoing presence of underutilized land presents a significant opportunity cost to the city in 

foregone tax revenue and is a barrier to future development.  

3. There is a demonstrated preference by current residents and commuters considering buying or 

building housing for a diversity of smaller and medium-density housing types in the range of 

$90,000-130,000 in cost. 

4. The high proportion of households earning between $20,000-35,000 annually and paying too much 

for housing may threaten the ability of those who work in Fairfield to live there. Similarly a 105% 

increase in the number of cost-burdened homeowners between the ages of 25 to 34 signals a barrier to 

young professional homeownership.  

5. One of the biggest challenges to infill is the gap between development costs and market prices; 

outreach to developers and analysis of development constraints show a wide range of incentives and 

proactive code enforcement are necessary to spur and preserve development. 

6. A unique built environment dominated by the Square and eclectic architecture, in addition to a 

diverse economic base and value for innovation make Fairfield well-poised to meet a challenge 

shared by cities all over the U.S.   
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7. The City of Fairfield and FEDA have shown administrative flexibility and proactive leadership in 

developing approaches to promote development and growth. The following recommendations build 

on and depend on this precedent.  

 

 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

1. Front-End Financial Assistance: The City of Fairfield could offer land as a subsidy for the 

development of vacant lots and could consider an additional $1,000 per unit subsidy for infrastructure 

costs, providing front-end support to development that is most viable for low- to medium-density 

ownership units. 

2. Zoning Amendments: Amending the zoning code is a cost-effective way to incentivize development. 

Reducing minimum dimensions, permitting more uses by right, and offering density bonuses gives 

developers the ability to do more with the same land and enhances other incentive programs.  

3. Implement a Land Bank: A land bank would incorporate the benefits of the subsidy policy as part 

of a targeted, long-term approach rather than on a project-by-project basis. The city could purchase 

multiple parcels to create a “bank” of land to have to offer for free for the right housing projects. This 

avoids the risk of escalating land prices and gives the opportunity of marketing land, as FEDA has 

done in the past. 

4. Establish and Strengthen Mechanisms that Preserve Property Values: Changes to code 

enforcement, inspection regimes, and value assessments are critical to a long-term approach to 

creating a development-friendly community. Failure to address decline and preserve new 

development will lead to the ongoing need for incentives and city intervention, while diminishing 

property tax revenues.  

5. Supplementary Recommendations: Additional considerations regarding the TIF policy, community 

partnerships, and ongoing needs assessments address other issues.   
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PART I: INTRODUCTION 

 

FAIRFIELD: A COMMUNITY REINVENTS ITSELF 

Fairfield has a long history of culture, creativity, and entrepreneurship. Jefferson County was 

incorporated in 1839, soon after which Fairfield’s settlement population grew from 110 in 1840 to 650 in 

1847. Parsons College was founded in 1875. The institution brought economic and cultural influence to 

the city for nearly a century before closing in 1973. The campus was bought and replaced by Maharishi 

University of Management. Maharishi University is a unique higher education institution that offers a 

consciousness-based approach to learning and enrolls nearly 1,500 students from 75 different countries.3  

Fairfield was the location of the first Iowa State Fair and also the first city in Iowa to open a 

public library. BNSF Railroad reached Fairfield in 1858; Rock Island Railroad followed before going 

bankrupt in 1980. Today, parts of the rail line have been converted into trails for bicyclists and 

pedestrians. In the 1880’s, two large manufacturing establishments located in Fairfield. The Louden 

Company and the Joey Turney & Co. Wagon Works quickly became the city’s largest industries and 

employers, establishing what would later become a manufacturing and industrial economic core. 

Manufacturing, entrepreneurial businesses, and small businesses form the economic base of the 

city.4 Since Maharishi University’s founding, and an accompanying influx of young people, 

entrepreneurial newcomers have created more than 400 new businesses.5 These new businesses, 

combined with a unique higher education institution, have earned the city such distinctions as one of the 

Smithsonian’s, “best small towns to visit,” and, “America’s most unusual town,” according to Oprah. 

Various associations, alliances, and districts have been founded in Fairfield over the last half-century with 

the goal in mind of fostering art, cultural heritage, and recreational opportunities for the city’s residents.6 

The built environment displays these values, with a vibrant downtown scene centered on the Square, 

eclectic architectures that embrace both past and new traditions, and a high proportion of businesses based 

in residential areas. The combination of a diverse economic community, compelling town layout, and 

non-traditional university scene puts Fairfield in a prime position for progressive development. 

Established in 1977, the Fairfield Economic Development Association (FEDA) provides a 

number of resources and programs to many local organizations and businesses to facilitate economic 

growth for the city and foster entrepreneurial activity. FEDA notes that "the residents of Fairfield have 

helped Fairfield to continuously reinvent itself into a creative and diverse community,” and in 2003 and 

2004 the city won two awards for its entrepreneurial spirit. The Fairfield CoLab, a co-working space 

located on the Square downtown, opened in fall of 2015 to provide a community space for fostering start-

ups and economic leadership.7 The city is experiencing a gradual economic transition from manufacturing 

and industry to entrepreneurship, technology-information, and retail business. In 2012, 12.1% of the 

population worked from home, whereas the statewide average was only 4.7%.  

                                                                 
3 Maharishi University of Management. (2016). https://www.mum.edu/university-at-a-glance 
4 Ibid. 
5 Sherman, Bernard. (2011). Look to Iowa's Future, Not Its Past: A Response to Bloom: The Atlantic. 

http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2011/12/look-to-iowas-future-not-its-past-a-response-to-bloom/250117/ 
6 Fairfield Cultural Alliance. (2014). http://www.fairfieldculturaldistrict.org/history.htm 
7 Hynes, Casey. (2016, April 3). CoLabs create a community of leaders: The Gazette. 

http://www.thegazette.com/subject/opinion/guest-columnists/colabs-create-a-community-of-leaders-20160403 
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Yet economic development extends beyond innovation and initiatives like CoLab: in 2014, 

FEDA conducted a Housing Needs Assessment in partnership with the Area 15 Regional Planning 

Commission. The Assessment combined census data, a housing quality windshield study, and survey 

results from business leaders and realtors to holistically identify the ways in which housing impacts the 

economic and community health of Fairfield. In addition, FEDA conducted a survey of community 

members who live and work in Fairfield regarding housing needs, concerns, and preferences. FEDA also 

educates developers through workshops and ongoing discussion on incentives and opportunities available 

in order to spur continued investment in the city and the provision of attractive and reasonably-priced 

housing. This report contributes to those efforts by providing strategies for infill development on 

currently vacant parcels or underutilized parcels in Fairfield.  

 

 

VACANT LAND AND PROPERTIES: A CHALLENGE TO COMMUNITIES AND DEVELOPMENT 

Vacant land parcels and abandoned properties are a common problem in the United States, found 

in communities of all sizes and locations. Aside from indicating larger economic issues, vacant and 

abandoned properties are associated with crime and other risks to health and welfare, in addition to acting 

as a deterrent to people considering moving to a particular community or neighborhood. The presence of 

vacant parcels has a deflationary effect on surrounding occupied property and escalates municipal costs 

due to maintenance, demolition, and the underutilization of existing infrastructure. Generally, they are 

linked to community divestment and various forms of decline.8 Property owner abandonment of parcels 

and homes, neglected routine maintenance, and/or failure to make mortgage and property tax payments 

causes vacant properties to become truly problematic.9  

From an environmental standpoint, vacant lots may attract illegal dumping and the incineration of 

litter, large objects, and hazardous materials, clear threats to personal safety and to the environment. In 

the event of dumping or arson, the empty lot can become a hazard to neighboring families and a liability 

for the city. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) also notes the possibility of vacant parcels 

becoming breeding grounds for pests, such as rats, snakes, and ticks.10  

All issues described above can become part of a vicious cycle, as problems associated with vacant 

parcels and properties inhibit the in-fill development needed to correct the problem. Parcels may vary 

widely in size, shape, and former use, making them incompatible with current zoning ordinances or 

otherwise less profitable for development. In addition, developers undertaking new construction in 

established neighborhoods are unlikely to receive a full return on their investment, due to the depreciated 

housing values of surrounding properties.  

Fairfield’s Strategic Plan outlines the “Cornerstone Values” of the city, placing special emphasis 

on community cohesion, conservation of natural resources, aesthetic beauty, and a unified sense of 

identity. Vacant lots pose a threat to these cornerstone values, in that they disrupt the continuity of 

established neighborhoods and drive up the cost of needed development in those communities. However, 

                                                                 
8 U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Office of Policy Development and Research. (2014). Vacant and 

Abandoned Properties: Turning Liabilities into Assets. https://www.huduser.gov/portal/periodicals/em/winter14/highlight1.html 
9 Ibid. 
10 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. (2015, July). Smart Growth Self-Assessment for Rural Communities.  

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-12/documents/rural_self_assessment_121815.pdf 
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being aware of these problems can help a city like Fairfield adopt innovative approaches to zoning and in-

fill development. 

 

 

METHODOLOGY FOR IDENTIFYING VACANT PARCELS OF LAND 

Perhaps the biggest challenge to addressing vacant lots and homes is that many communities do 

not have reliable systems in place to account for the problematic properties existing within their borders. 

Irregular updates and outdated records prevent the flow of accurate information between county 

assessors’ offices, potential developers, and community members.11 The lack of reliable mechanisms for 

defining and tracking vacant parcels and homes makes management and strategic development of such 

parcels difficult. The following section describes the project team’s methodology for identifying and 

mapping vacant land within the city of Fairfield.  

Much of the data regarding the status and availability of vacant parcels in Fairfield was collected 

through primary research. Members of the project team traveled repeatedly to Fairfield in order to collect 

data concerning vacant parcels. The team toured neighborhoods, photographed vacant parcels of land, and 

noted the conditions of the parcel, such as the presence of structures and trees or the grade of the land. 

 

Vacant Parcels as Identified by the Jefferson County Assessor’s Office and FEDA 

The map in Figure 1 below portrays the total list of vacant parcels according to the Jefferson 

County Assessor’s Office and FEDA. In September 2015, FEDA produced an illustrative map of vacant 

parcels located within Fairfield city limits. The map is for illustrative purposes and does not represent an 

accurate, timely, or complete survey, per the author’s note. Likewise, the Jefferson County Assessor has 

noted that vacant parcels are difficult to sort out from occupied parcels. The Assessor’s website continues 

to use the word “vacant” to label any parcel that has ever been listed that way, including both buildings 

and land. As a result, parcels that now contain occupied units or newly built homes may still retain the 

“vacant” classification.  Even so, the list of vacant parcels according to FEDA were combined with the 

list of vacant parcels according to the Jefferson County Assessor to create the following map that displays 

a preliminary catalogue of the total number of vacant parcels in Fairfield (Figure 1).  

Vacancy status is constantly changing and thus requires ongoing revision and updates. The 

project team found the majority of the vacant parcels according to the Assessor’s website and FEDA are 

not suitable for development. For example, many parcels listed as “vacant” were discovered to contain 

occupied structures by the project team. Therefore, to account for and correctly identify parcels with out-

of-date “vacant” status, the project team made several field visits to Fairfield to survey the list of 474 

parcels determined to have been vacant in the past by the Assessor and FEDA. A substantial amount of 

the 474 listed vacant properties were eliminated as a result of these site visits. Altogether, the Fairfield 

Project Report Group found 69 parcels of land to be truly vacant.  

 

 

 

                                                                 
11 National Vacant Properties Campaign. (2005, August). Summary: Vacant Properties: the True Costs to Communities. 

http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/documents/true-costs.pdf 
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FIGURE 1. TOTAL VACANT PARCELS IDENTIFIED BY ASSESSOR WEBSITE 

 
FIGURE 2. VACANT PARCELS WITHOUT DEVELOPMENT CONSTRAINTS 
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Ideal Vacant Parcels for Development 

To create a final list of vacant parcels deemed suitable for development, the list of 69 parcels was 

reduced further. Of the 69 parcels, 21 were removed due to tree coverage and two were removed due to 

unsuitable grade. Four parcels in the list of 69 are sub-lots attached to larger lots of land. Altogether, 

parcels were removed from the original list to produce a final list of 42 vacant parcels that are ideal for 

development (Figure 2). Although this final list may exclude certain parcels of land that are suitable for 

development, the project team methodically investigated the list of vacant parcels according to the 

Assessor and FEDA, and has determined these 42 parcels to be the most suitable for development. Thus, 

the final list of ideal vacant parcels forms the pool of parcels that the project team recommends for 

priority development. 
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PART II: ASSESSMENT OF CURRENT CONDITIONS 

 

While vacant parcels come with challenges, they also present an opportunity for development. An 

accurate understanding of the current housing stock and community housing needs is necessary for 

crafting recommendations for infill development that will best serve the unique circumstances of the city 

of Fairfield. A comprehensive profile of households, housing stock, and needs regarding affordability and 

quality help illuminate the connection between housing and economic growth in a community. Data for 

the following section was gathered from the U.S. Census, Fairfield’s 2014 Housing Needs Assessment, 

and a survey conducted by FEDA. Additional input from interviews with city officials and developers 

revealed consensus on community housing needs and barriers to meeting those needs.  

 

 

HOUSEHOLD CHARACTERISTICS  

Population Data 

Fairfield’s population has remained near 9,500 since 1980. The 2014 population was 9,615. It 

grew to 9,768 in 1990, before dropping back down to 9,509 in 2000 and 9,464 in 2010.12 According to the 

2014 Fairfield Housing Needs Assessment, Jefferson County’s 2040 population is expected to be 372 

fewer than it was in 2010, while the Iowa Data Center projects an increase of approximately 1,000 

residents by 2040 compared to 2010 levels (Woods & Poole 2009). Even with the higher estimate, the 

increase amounts to only 33 new county residents each year, an annual growth rate of 0.2%. This 

indicates that the city of Fairfield’s population will remain relatively stable in the near future (Table 1).13 

 

TABLE 1. POPULATION TRENDS FOR FAIRFIELD 1970-2014 

Trends in Population from 1970-2014 

 Iowa Fairfield 

 Population % 

Change 

Population % 

Change 

1970 2,824,376 - 8,715 - 

1980 2,913,387 3.15% 9,428 8.18% 

1990 2,776,755 -4.69% 9,768 3.61% 

2000 2,926,324 5.39% 9,509 -2.65% 

2010 3,046,355 4.10% 9,464 -0.47% 

2014 3,078,116 1.04% 9,615 1.60% 

Source: U.S. Census, ACS (2009-2014) 

 

 The population between the ages of 20-24 is the largest proportion of the population (10.9%), 

while the proportion between 60 and 64 is a close second (10.1%). [See Figure 3 below]. As could be 

                                                                 
12 U.S. Census Bureau, ACS (5-Year Estimates). (2009-2014). 
13 City of Fairfield. (2014). 
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expected, five years prior in 2009 the largest age group was 55-59 years (11.6%). However, the 

proportion between 20 and 24 was only 6.5% in 2009. The Maharishi University of Management factors 

heavily into Fairfield’s population size. Enrolling 1,500 students plus faculty and staff, the university 

brings a large inflow of international young people to the city. This steady turnover of young people is in 

contrast to Fairfield’s large older population and high median age of 42 years. The presence of these two 

demographic groups over the past thirty years has resulted in a stable population trend over that time 

period.  

 

FIGURE 3. FAIRFIELD 2014 POPULATION BY AGE GROUP 

 

Source: U.S. Census, ACS (2009-2014) 

 

Occupancy Status  

In 2014 Fairfield had 4,354 housing units, of which 3,990 (91.6%) were occupied and 364 (8.4%) 

were vacant. Of all vacant units, 20.1% were for rent and 7.7% were for sale; over 20% were for seasonal, 

recreational, or occasional use, and nearly 50% were in the ‘other vacant’ category. This again signals the 

need for the city to consider tracking vacant structures as well as land.  

 

Tenure 

Of occupied units, 60.8% are owner-occupied, with 39.2% renter-occupied. Fairfield’s renter 

population is higher than surrounding communities, complemented by the city’s low homeownership rate 

compared to regional, state, and national benchmarks (Table 2). The city also has the lowest homeowner 

vacancy and rental vacancy rates across all benchmarks. This indicates that demand and supply for both 

types of housing are not in equilibrium and that demand exceeds the housing units available in Fairfield. 

Historically, economists and housing policy analysts have assumed supply and demand for rental housing 

to be in equilibrium when the vacancy rate is approximately 5%.14   

                                                                 
14 Belsky, Eric. Rental Vacancy Rates: A Policy Primer. Housing Policy Debate. Volume 3, Issue 3.  

http://content.knowledgeplex.org/kp2/img/cache/kp/2627.pdf 
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TABLE 2. REGIONAL AND NATIONAL COMPARISON OF OCCUPANCY STATUS AND TENURE 

Geography 

Owner 

Occupied 

Renter 

Occupied 

Vacant 

Housing Units 

Homeowner 

Vacancy Rate 

Rental 

Vacancy Rate 

United States 64.4% 35.6% 12.5% 2.1% 6.9% 

Iowa 71.8% 28.2% 8.6% 1.7% 6.2% 

Mt Pleasant 64.8% 35.2% 8.3%% 2.2% 7.1% 

Oskaloosa 61.8% 38.2% 6.6%% 2.3% 6.5% 

Fairfield 60.8% 39.2% 8.4% 1.1% 4.4% 

Source: U.S. Census, ACS (2009-2014) 

 

Household Age and Size 

Fairfield’s older population plays a large role in the housing market. Nearly half of all owners and 

one-third of all renters in the city are over 60 years old (Table 3). Developments such as the proposed 

Louden Senior Housing project are critical in meeting the needs of an aging population. Senior 

homeowners, especially those who live alone, may struggle financially and/or physically to maintain their 

homes or undertake necessary repairs. The AHEAD Regional Housing Trust Fund indicates that the 

majority of their allocations in Fairfield go towards rehabilitation of homes owned by seniors who live 

alone.15 

 

TABLE 3. HOUSEHOLDER AGE BY TENURE 

  Owners Renters 

Below 34 309 13% 500 32% 

35 to 44 268 11% 214 14% 

45 to 59 709 29% 369 24% 

60 and over 1,140 47% 481 31% 

Total 2426 100% 1564 100% 

Source: U.S. Census, ACS (2009-2014) 

 

On the other hand, householders below 34 years of age also make up a large proportion of renters 

(32%).  Those between 35 and 44 years of age represent only 14%. However, nearly 1 in 4 renters are 

between 45 and 59 years of age. With strong demand from young and senior renters, the city may 

consider incorporating life-cycle design or “visitability”16 standards in its incentive programs to meet both 

sets of needs in the short- and long-term. Substandard and/or aging housing is not likely to be equipped 

for allowing senior residents of Fairfield to age in place, and retro-fitting homes for accessibility may be 

out of financial reach for much of this population.  

                                                                 
15 Naumann, Matt. (2016, April). Interview by Emily Seiple. Phone Interview. 
16 Note: Life-cycle home design incorporates amenities such as ramped sidewalks, wheel-chair accessible kitchens and 

bathrooms, and other accessibility features that meet the needs of an aging population without detracting from home design 

attractive to younger households. It is significantly more cost effective to incorporate features in the original construction than to 

‘retrofit’ existing housing units. An example of standards from Iowa City, Iowa can be found here: 

http://www.nasuad.org/sites/nasuad/files/hcbs/files/71/3529/Iowa_City_Visitability.pdf.  

http://www.nasuad.org/sites/nasuad/files/hcbs/files/71/3529/Iowa_City_Visitability.pdf
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In 2014, realtor responses to a survey conducted by FEDA indicated a desire among prospective 

homebuyers for housing options with 3 or more bedrooms. The average size for homeowner households 

in Fairfield is larger than 2 (2.26), while the average household size for renters is 1.84. However, two-

thirds (66%) of all owner households have two people or less, while 80% of all renter households have 

two people or less (Table 4). Over half (52%) of all renter householders live alone.  

 

TABLE 4. HOUSEHOLD SIZE BY TENURE 

  Owner Renter 

1-person 694 29% 815 52% 

2-person 901 37% 432 28% 

3-person 405 17% 240 15% 

4-person 350 14% 13 1% 

5-or-more 76 3% 64 4% 

Average 2.26   1.84   

Source: U.S. Census, ACS (2009-2014) 

 

HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS  

Diversity of Housing Type 

Ownership housing is dominated by single-family detached structures (85%). The next largest 

percentage of ownership units are mobile homes (9%) (Table 5). FEDA’s survey of community 

preferences found 50% of respondents listed types of housing other than single-family homes as their top 

preference. Those who would like to see more duplexes, townhomes, and apartments represented 7%, 

13% and 14% of respondents, respectively, while an additional 15% reported housing types not 

categorized on the survey: tiny homes, smaller homes, and granny flats. Important to note were responses 

that indicated a preference for a mix of all housing types listed on the survey. The dominance of single-

family detached homes shows that current supply is not meeting changing preferences—many of which 

are more affordable to construct and own.  

Renter-occupied units are slightly more diverse in terms of building type. One-third are detached 

units, and an additional 29% are in 3 or 4-unit buildings. Slightly more than 10% are in buildings with 

more than ten units. Over 15% of renter-occupied units are mobile homes, with a large concentration near 

the university campus. Meeting needs of both owner and renter households may require a greater diversity 

of housing stock, particularly for those seeking home ownership.   

TABLE 5. NUMBER OF UNITS IN STRUCTURE BY TENURE 

UNITS IN STRUCTURE  Owner-occupied 

(100% = 2,426) 

 Renter-occupied 

(100%=1,564) 

  1, detached 84.7% 32.7% 

  1, attached 1.0% 0.0% 

  2 apartments 2.3% 5.7% 

  3 or 4 apartments 2.0% 28.5% 

  5 to 9 apartments 0.0% 6.7% 

  10 or more apartments 1.1% 10.9% 

  Mobile homes 8.9% 15.5% 

Source: U.S. Census, ACS (2009-2014) 
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Age and Quality 

About 1/3 of Fairfield’s housing units were constructed prior to 1940, with nearly 50% 

constructed prior to 1960. Less than 1% have been constructed since 2010 (Table 6). A Windshield 

survey conducted within the 2014 Housing Needs Assessment evaluated 2,835 single-family homes and 

revealed over 30% to be in poor or dilapidated condition, mostly concentrated in pockets north and 

northwest of the city, as well as southwest of the Square. Nearly 40% of respondents were very concerned 

about the structural quality of housing in Fairfield, while 43% were very concerned about visual 

appearance. Some respondents expressed concerns that certain homes passed safety inspections inspite of 

being seemingly unsafe and asserted that poor-quality housing was not worth their asking prices. Local 

employers and realtors also noted that prospective employees, home-buyers, and renters struggled to find 

well-maintained and attractive housing options. 

 

TABLE 6. AGE OF HOUSING STOCK 

YEAR STRUCTURE BUILT  % of Units 

  2010 or later 0.5 

  2000 to 2009 10.1 

  1980 to 1999 21.5 

  1960 to 1979 21.6 

  1940 to 1959 15.3 

  1939 or earlier 31.1 

Source: U.S. Census, ACS (2009-2014) 

 

Fairfield neighborhoods, particularly within the established center, are mixed in terms of housing 

condition. Driving through established neighborhoods, it is not uncommon to pass a house in good 

condition only one to two lots away from a house showing signs of deterioration, such as peeling paint or 

in need of substantial home repairs. This is demonstrated in the map accompanying the Windshield 

survey (Figure 4). 

Widely varying housing quality is a potential barrier to desirable in-fill development and 

homeowner rehabilitation. Developers face great difficulty recovering the cost of new construction where 

assessed values are low and homes are aging and/or deteriorating. Sales prices are determined by market, 

not by construction costs, making in-fill a risky undertaking. And the risk extends into the future, as it is 

difficult to protect an investment like a home renovation or new construction in an area where existing 

property owners are failing to maintain homes. New construction may appreciate less or even depreciate 

if neighborhoods continue on a downward decline. Ideally, new development will act as a catalyst to spur 

more development and investment in existing properties, but code enforcement is necessary for 

development to have this effect.  Implementing regulatory measures that require and/or incentivize 

homeowners and landlords to maintain properties is key to a long-term strategy for sustaining quality 

housing stock.  
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FIGURE 4. MAP OF HOUSING CONDITIONS IN FAIRFIELD 

 
Source: 2014 Housing Needs Assessment, Area 15 Regional Planning Commission  

 

Housing Values 

In Fairfield it is possible to find homes valued well below $50,000, yet the census also recorded 

13 homes in 2014 with values over $1 million. The city’s largest proportion of homes (41.6%) are valued 

between $50,000 and $99,999. This proportion far exceeds state and national levels, but is comparable to 

other southeastern Iowa towns. However, Fairfield has a much higher proportion of homes below $50,000 

(17%) than all other benchmarks. Fairfield’s median housing value in 2014 was $81,400, which is 

$55,000 below state median values and lower than comparable small towns in the region. In the past year, 

a citywide equalization order increased the assessed value of all residential and commercial properties by 

13% and 18%, respectively. 17 Even with this increase housing values are lowest in the region (Table 7).  

Fairfield’s proportion of homes between $100,000 and $149,999 is also relatively low. At 18.9%, 

the share of homes in this price range is almost 6 percentage points below state levels. According to the 

2014 Housing Needs Assessment, realtors believe 90% of prospective homebuyers are looking to 

purchase homes in the $50,000-$150,000 range. FEDA community survey results indicate that the 

                                                                 
17 Wemmie, Steve. (2016, April). Interview by Emily Seiple. Phone Interview. 
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window might be even smaller, from $90,000-130,000. In 2014, all vacant properties that went up for sale 

and sold had asking prices between $100,000 and $124,999, and $109,000 was the median value of 

owner-occupied properties that had been moved into since 2010. As will be shown later, this price range 

is affordable to a household earning 80% of the city’s median income.  

 

TABLE 7. HOUSING VALUES FOR UNITS WITH A MORTGAGE 

Geography 

Less 

than 

$50,000 

$50,000 

to 

$99,999 

$100,000 

to 

$149,999 

$150,000 

to 

$199,999 

$200,000 

to 

$299,999 

$300,000 

to 

$499,999 

$500,000 

or more 

Median 

Housing 

Value 

US 5% 13.80% 16.80% 16.20% 19.90% 17.40% 11% $193,500 

Iowa 7.40% 24.30% 24.60% 18% 16.40% 7.30% 2% $136,400 

Mt Pleasant 1.40% 39.40% 26.80% 22.70% 8.60% 1.10% 0% $115,200 

Oskaloosa 8.30% 46.50% 23.70% 11.10% 7.90% 1.70% 0.80% $95,000 

Fairfield 17% 41.60% 18.90% 11.20% 4.80% 5.60% 0.90% $81,400 

Source: U.S. Census, ACS (2009-2014) 

 

TABLE 8. GROSS RENT PAID BY RENTER HOUSEHOLDS 

Gross Rent 

Households 

Paying Rent 

Less than $299 163 10.4% 

$300-499 312 19.9% 

$500-699 471 30.1% 

$700-899 436 27.9% 

$900-$1,250 83 5.3% 

$1,250 or higher 74 4.7% 

No cash rent 25 1.6% 

Source: U.S. Census, ACS (2009-2014) 

 

TABLE 9. RENT PAID BY YEAR UNIT WAS BUILT 

 Year Structure Built Estimated Rent Margin of Error 

    Built 2010 or later N/A N/A 

    Built 2000 to 2009 $701 +/-285 

    Built 1990 to 1999 $714 +/-195 

    Built 1980 to 1989 $625 +/-114 

    Built 1970 to 1979 $604 +/-773 

    Built 1960 to 1969 $645 +/-169 

    Built 1950 to 1959 $598 +/-399 

    Built 1940 to 1949 $764 +/-177 

    Built 1939 or earlier $676 +/-34 

Median gross rent $662 +/-33 

Source: U.S. Census, ACS (2009-2014) 
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Rental Rates 

Nearly 40% of renters pay below $500 per month, and nearly one-third pay between $500 and 

$700. The remaining 40% or so pay rates upwards of $700 per month (Table 8 above). This was the upper 

bound of rent considered affordable by those who responded to FEDA’s survey in 2014. Rental rates 

gathered from the U.S. Census are subject to high margins of error in reporting. It is also difficult to 

discern how many units reported below may be splitting the rent between two or more tenants, thus 

lowering the rent per person. However, the fact that the majority of rental units are home to one tenant 

only means the U.S. Census data is useful despite certain limitations. 

It is important to note that rent levels do not decrease significantly as the age of the housing unit 

increases. Acknowledging the high margin of error, it is possible that tenants occupying units built prior 

to 1950 are paying more than tenants in housing built within the past decade (Table 9 above). The 2014 

Housing Needs Assessment described community concern over older homes that had been split into 

multiple rental units—higher rent costs may reflect a situation where multiple tenants live in a “split” 

home. But this is not the only explanation. Staff members of the Greater Fairfield Area Habitat for 

Humanity expressed concern over the rent levels charged for substandard housing, a theme echoed in 

write-in comments from FEDA’s community survey.18 Affordable housing is not only about a price point 

– it must be safe, decent housing. At least in the rental market, aging housing stock does not seem to be 

providing more affordable options and may in fact be a source of high rents and less-than-adequate living 

conditions.  

 

HOUSING IMPLICATIONS FOR ECONOMIC GROWTH 

Housing and Economic Development 

Housing is a vital component of the local economy. Often times, a community prides itself on 

assets, such as open space and parks, or on having a concentration of employment within a particular 

industry. But an insufficient supply of housing affordable to workers—especially those beginning their 

careers—within a community puts local economies at a competitive disadvantage when trying to attract 

and retain talented workers. For this reason, addressing quality of life issues, such as housing and other 

costs of living, has become a key tenet of economic development policy across the county. A workforce 

able to locate near its workplace benefits from reduced commutes and more stable home environments. 

They are less likely to leave their position for other opportunities. This in turn means less turnover, higher 

recruitment, and increased morale for employers and workplaces.19 For the city as a whole, there are 

benefits when employees become and remain residents—increased local spending in the community and 

increased property tax revenues. Incorporating strategies to provide appropriate housing for households in 

need with policies and programs that support in-fill development can revitalize older areas and encourage 

existing residents to improve their neighborhood and community.   

Beyond its workplace impact, lack of affordable housing contributes to additional problems for 

certain households within a community. High housing costs can lead to unstable housing conditions that 

have adverse effects on a household’s mental and physical well-being.20  When families pay more than 

                                                                 
18 Greater Fairfield Area Habitat for Humanity Staff. (2016, April). Interview by Kevin Garza and Scott Roberts. In-person 

Interview. 
19 Cadorette, Andrew. (2009). Employer-assisted Housing: A Solution to the Workforce Housing Issue in New Hampshire.  

http://academicarchive.snhu.edu/handle/10474/115 
20 National Center for Healthy Housing. (2015). Housing and Health: New Opportunities for Dialogue and Action. National 

Center for Healthy Housing. 
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30% of their gross income on housing, they have less income to spend on healthy food, transportation, 

childcare, and healthcare. The difficulty in continually having to pay high utility bills, mortgage 

payments, or home repairs can cause higher levels of stress and anxiety.21 Additionally, high housing 

costs not only deplete a family’s income but also contribute to a household being more prone to 

overcrowding and also frequent moving, which has spillover effects on school systems. 

 

2014 FEDA Survey Results on Affordability and Commuter Housing Demand 

FEDA defines economic development as “sustaining and improving the quality of life of the 

citizens of Fairfield,” and Community Development is one of its strategic priorities.22 Fostering a 

sufficient supply of quality homes for residents of all income levels is an integral factor to economic 

vitality within Fairfield. This means accounting for the financial needs of production workers, 

administrative assistants, school teachers, and entry-level occupations in all industries, whose capacity to 

purchase a home or afford quality rental housing differs from engineers or senior-level management.  

In 2014 FEDA conducted a housing survey to gather data on housing concerns, preferences, and 

to understand how Fairfield’s housing market is viewed by those living outside the city.  More than half 

of survey respondents self-reported being very concerned about affordability of housing in Fairfield. 

Approximately 54% of FEDA survey respondents indicated that monthly housing costs between $301-

700 were affordable. This is a large range: yearly earnings for households with these levels of monthly 

housing costs would range from just over $12,000 to $28,000 if costs in the reported range were truly 

affordable, i.e. less than 30% of household income. Written survey responses indicated that at a monthly 

cost between $500-600, well below the upper bound of $700, people may begin to look elsewhere for 

housing and even move to another community. According to HUD calculations for fair market rent 

(FMR) for the fiscal year 2014 in Fairfield, apartments with one, two, or three bedrooms would rent for 

$477, $639, and $796 per month, respectively. For 2- and 3-bedroom apartments, the FMR indicates 

levels at or beyond the upper bound of what survey respondents indicate as affordable and may 

discourage residency in Fairfield.  

Regarding ownership housing, the FEDA survey shows that 36% of respondents are considering 

either buying or building a home within the next five years. Two-thirds are interested in buying outright 

rather than building. To capture this demand, careful consideration should be given to the cost of new 

homes and to community preferences for greater variety in housing types, mentioned above. The smaller 

proportion considering building a home (41 total respondents) cited several factors as being prohibitive to 

building, including: lot costs, size, and location; in addition to contractor quality and responsiveness 

(Fairfield Housing Survey). In particular, land costs and the inability to build “smaller homes” were cited 

most frequently as barriers to families hoping to own a high-quality home in the $100,000 range. 

Results from FEDA’s housing survey show that of those who gave their reasoning for living 

outside of Fairfield, the majority (71%) own a home elsewhere. However, forty-three respondents had 

other reasons: over one-third cited the lack of affordable housing as prohibitive to locating in Fairfield, 

while other responses indicated that quality housing in the “upper middle” price range was lacking and 

that zoning prevented desirable (smaller) home sizes. Although 43 is a small sample size, the addition of 

even half of these households to the city’s tax base could have great economic benefit. Furthermore, two-

thirds of all survey respondents lived outside of the city, while more than one-third (36%) of all 

                                                                 
21 National Center for Healthy Housing. (2015). 
22 FEDA. (2016). http://www.growfairfield.com/ 
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respondents were reportedly considering buying or building a home within the next five years. This 

shows there are some households currently living outside the city who could be induced to move within 

city limits if there were more attractive housing opportunities in Fairfield.   

Similarly, 164 survey respondents explained why they choose to commute to Fairfield rather than 

live within the city. With 3,238 people commuting to jobs within Fairfield, the number of survey 

respondents who commute represents about 5% of the total workforce that commutes to work inside city 

limits (Table 10, Figure 5). Respondents highlighted the following housing-related reasons for 

commuting: mixed-quality neighborhoods discourage prospective buyers; housing prices and property 

taxes are too high compared to wages earned within the community; rental properties have serious safety 

and quality issues, regardless of rent. Only 1,913 of Fairfield’s residents are both employed within and 

living inside city limits. Intriguingly, external workers outnumber resident workers by a greater factor in 

younger age categories. There are 300 more external workers below the age of 29 than resident workers in 

the same age category, and there more than twice the number of external resident workers aged 30-54 

than Fairfield resident workers. Past the age of 55, the difference drops significantly. Still, across all age 

groups, external workers outnumber resident workers. Younger workers may be more willing to relocate 

to the city of their employment if housing opportunities make such a move feasible.  

 

TABLE 10. FAIRFIELD JOBS FILLED BY RESIDENTS AND NON-RESIDENTS 

 Jobs in Fairfield Filled 

by External Residents  

Jobs in Fairfield 

Filled by Residents  

Workers Aged 29 or younger 693 21.40% 394 20.60% 

Workers Aged 30 to 54 1,677 51.80% 765 40.00% 

Workers Aged 55 or older 868 26.80% 754 39.40% 

Workers Earning $1,250 per month or less 756 23.30% 579 30.30% 

Workers Earning $1,251 to $3,333 per month 1,333 41.20% 784 41.00% 

Workers Earning More than $3,333 per month 1,149 35.50% 550 28.80% 

Workers in the "Goods Producing" Industry Class 731 22.60% 344 18.00% 

Workers in the "Trade, Transportation, and Utilities" 696 21.50% 224 11.70% 

Workers in the "All Other Services" Industry Class 1,811 55.90% 1,345 70.30% 

Total Workers 3,238 62.9% 1,913 37.1% 

5,151 100% 

 

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, On The Map application; 2002-2014 LEHD Origin Destination Employment Statistics 

(LODES). 
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FIGURE 5. FAIRFIELD WORKFORCE INFLOW AND OUTFLOW 

 
Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, On The Map Application; 2002-2014 LEHD Origin Destination Employment Statistics (LODES). 

 

 

Analysis of Who Can Afford Housing in Fairfield 

The US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) defines affordability as a 

“household paying no more than 30% of its annual income on housing.”23 Beyond this threshold, a family 

or household is considered “cost-burdened.” As described above, high housing costs contribute to high 

stress and cut spending on other necessities. In many communities, monthly mortgage payments are lower 

than rent levels; however, cost-burdened renter households have great difficulty saving enough for a 

down payment on a home, creating a cycle that is difficult to escape. 

Despite low housing values, there is need for affordable housing in Fairfield. This analysis 

calculates needs based on Fairfield’s household median income, which was $39,044 in 2014 (Table 11), 

well below state levels. Conventionally, HUD analyzes and presents numbers of cost-burdened 

households based on the percentage (30%, 50%, and 80%) of family median income. This report is 

limited by census data, which reports cost-burdened families according to household income levels as 

opposed to conventionally used percentages. Cost-burden is reported at the following income levels: less 

than $10,000; between $10,001 and $19,999; and between 20,000 and $34,999. For Fairfield, these 

                                                                 
23 http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/comm_planning/affordablehousing. 
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income levels represented 23%, 45%, and 90% of household median income in 2014. Programs or 

policies targeting affordability often seek to provide housing opportunities for those earning 80% of the 

area’s household median income (AMI) or lower. This report will focus instead on households earning 

90% AMI ($35,000) or lower due to census data constraints. Cost-burdened households earning $35,000 

or less accounted for 26% of all households in the city.  

 

TABLE 11. 2014 HOUSEHOLD MEDIAN INCOME LEVELS IN IOWA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: U.S. Census, ACS (2009-2014) 

 

TABLE 12. TOTAL COST-BURDENED HOUSEHOLDS IN FAIRFIELD 

Total Cost-Burdened Households in Fairfield  

Tenure 

# of cost-

burdened 

households 

% of All 

Owners  % of all Renters 

% of All 

Fairfield 

Households 

Projected 2026 

Households 

Threshold >30% >50% >30% >50% >30% >50% >30% >50% >30% >50% 

Owner 424 187 17.5% 7.7% -- -- 10.6% 4.7% 434 192 

Renter 611 280 -- -- 39.1% 17.9% 15.3% 7.0% 626 287 

All HH 1035 467 -- -- -- -- 25.9% 11.7% 1060 478 

Source: U.S. Census, ACS (2009-2014) 

*Note: The table above includes the total number of cost-burdened households while the following tables (Table 13 below) delineate 

these numbers further by income brackets and age of households. 

 

            In 2014 the total number of households in Fairfield was 3,990. Nearly one-third (1,035 households) 

were cost-burdened (Table 12). Comparing by tenure, 424 were homeowners (18% of all owners), and 611 

were renters (39% of all renters). Of all cost-burdened households, nearly half (45%) were considered 

extremely cost-burdened, meaning they were paying more than 50% of their monthly income towards 

housing. The projected number of cost-burdened households in 2026 is based on the Jefferson County 

projection from the Iowa Data Center (see population section above). Using this projection, approximately 

1,060 households (owner and renter) will be cost-burdened by 2026. Holding constant the same proportions 

for tenure, the city of Fairfield will have 434 owners and 626 renters that are cost-burdened, and of those 

numbers, 192 owners and 287 renters would be extremely cost-burdened.   

In almost every income category, renter households outnumber owner households at both cost-burden 

thresholds. The only exception is for extremely cost-burdened owners earning between $20,000 and $34,999 

– in which there were 39 owners considered extremely cost-burdened relative to 27 renters. Overall, the 

amount of people cost-burdened at the 30% threshold decreases as income decreases. The largest number of 

cost-burdened households (both owner and renter) have incomes between $20,000 and $34,999 (50-80% 

AMI): there are 393 households at this income level compared to 285 cost-burdened households earning 

Geography Household Median Income 

Iowa $52,716 

Mt. Pleasant $45,977 

Oskaloosa $39,385 

Fairfield $39,044 

Ottumwa $38,095 



25 

 

below $10,000 (<30% AMI). There is often a perception that making housing affordable would not be 

necessary if people in the community worked hard enough. Clearly in Fairfield this perception is 

inaccurate—hardworking people within the community are struggling to afford housing where they work. An 

income between $20,000 and $35,000 corresponds to the wages of office administrative workers, production 

line workers, retail workers, and home health aides, among other occupations. 

However, extreme cost-burden shows the opposite trend. Those earning the least and paying the 

highest proportion of their income outnumber those at higher income levels. Cost-burden increases the 

likelihood of cutting out necessities when making decisions on how to spend a limited income. These 

decisions become more difficult for households as income levels decrease and cost-burden increases. Of all 

cost-burdened households, about one in four fall below 30% AMI. Households at the same income level 

(<30% AMI) who spend more than 50% of their income on housing account for one in five of all cost-

burdened households. They represent 5% of all households in the city. The number of owners and renters in 

this most vulnerable group is projected to increase to 79 and 133, respectively, by 2026. 

 

TABLE 13. COST-BURDENED HOUSEHOLDS IN FAIRFIELD AT VARIOUS INCOME LEVELS  

Cost-Burdened Households in Fairfield Earning $34,999 or Less 

Tenure 

# of cost-

burdened 

households 

% of All 

Owners  % of all Renters 

% of All 

Fairfield 

Households 

Projected 2026 

Households 

Threshold >30% >50% >30% >50% >30% >50% >30% >50% >30% >50% 

Owner 345 162 14.2% 6.7% -- -- 8.6% 4.1% 353 166 

Renter 587 280 -- -- 37.5% 17.9% 14.7% 7.0% 601 287 

All HH 932 442 -- -- -- -- 23.4% 11.1% 955 453 

*This table includes all households earning $35,000 or less, while tables below show smaller increments 
  

Cost-Burdened Households with Income between $20,000 and $34,999 

Tenure 

# of cost-

burdened 

households 

% of All 

Owners  % of all Renters 

% of All 

Fairfield 

Households 

Projected 2026 

Households 

Threshold >30% >50% >30% >50% >30% >50% >30% >50% >30% >50% 

Owner 178 39 7.3% 1.6% -- -- 4.5% 1.0% 182 40 

Renter 215 27 -- -- 13.7% 1.7% 5.4% 0.7% 220 28 

Total 393 66 -- -- -- -- 9.8% 1.7% 403 68 

           

Cost-Burdened Households with Income between $10,000 and $19,999 

Tenure 

# of cost-

burdened 

households 

% of All 

Owners  % of all Renters 

% of All 

Fairfield 

Households 

Projected 2026 

Households 

Threshold >30% >50% >30% >50% >30% >50% >30% >50% >30% >50% 

Owner 77 46 3.2% 1.9% -- -- 1.9% 1.2% 79 47 

Renter 177 123 -- -- 11.3% 7.9% 4.4% 3.1% 181 126 

All HH 254 169 -- -- -- -- 6.4% 4.2% 260 173 
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Cost-Burdened Households with Income At or Below $10,000 

Tenure 

# of cost-

burdened 

households 

% of All 

Owners  % of all Renters 

% of All 

Fairfield 

Households 

Projected 2026 

Households 

Threshold >30% >50% >30% >50% >30% >50% >30% >50% >30% >50% 

Owner 90 77 3.7% 3.2% -- -- 2.3% 1.9% 92 79 

Renter 195 130 -- -- 12.5% 8.3% 4.9% 3.3% 200 133 

All HH 285 207 -- -- -- -- 7.1% 5.2% 292 212 

Source for all: U.S. Census, ACS (2009-2014) 

 

TABLE 14. COST-BURDEN TRENDS FROM 2000-2014 BY AGE 

Cost-Burdened Households By Age 

Age 15 to 24 25 to 34 35 to 64 65 and over 

Year 2000 2014 

% 

Change 2000 2014 

% 

Change 2000 2014 

% 

Change 2000 2014 

% 

Change 

Owner 9 0 -100% 37 76 105% 199 231 16% 101 117 16% 

Renter 56 88 57% 127 114 -10% 295 292 -1% 119 117 -2% 

Total 65 88 35% 164 190 16% 494 523 6% 220 234 6% 
Source: U.S. Census, ACS (2009-2014) 

 

Table 14 displays cost-burdened households by age group from 2000 to 2014. The data indicates 

that household’s aged 15-24 saw an increase in cost-burdened renters by 57%. For households aged 25-

34, cost-burdened owners increased by 105% and decreased by 10% for renters. Households aged 35-64 

saw much less of a change in cost-burdened numbers when compared to the younger age brackets. Cost-

burdened owners increased by 16% and cost-burdened renters decreased by 1% for households aged 35-

64. For households aged 65 and over, the number of cost-burdened owners increased by 16% while 

renters decreased by 2%. Within each age bracket, there has been an increase in the number of cost-

burdened households in one housing category or the other.  

People that are within the 25-34 age range are likely to be first-time homebuyers and are vital for 

the local economy. The large increase in cost-burdened owner-occupied households is significant, and 

corroborates the finding of lack of available affordable housing options from the 2014 FEDA Survey. For 

households aged 25-34, it is very likely that they are starting out in their professional career and will 

congregate towards areas outside Fairfield that offer more affordable housing options.  

A useful method for understanding housing affordability is to assess it for common occupations 

in Fairfield. As Table 12 above indicates, there are 424 homeowners that are cost-burdened in Fairfield. 

In order to examine the challenges of homeownership in Fairfield, a housing wage analysis for 

prospective homebuyers is provided. Figure 6 below illustrates the annual salary of select occupations as 

a way to examine the challenges to homeownership. Data for 30 homes obtained from Zillow, craigslist, 

and other real estate services in the area showed that the Spring 2016 median listing price for homes is 

$167,000.  Assuming a 20% down-payment and a 3.98% interest rate, the salary needed to afford the 

mortgage amount of $133,920 for this home would be $35,760, with monthly payments of $834.39. The 

equivalent hourly wage, assuming a 40-hour work week, would be $17.19. Figure 6 indicates that with a 
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20% down-payment, fast-food workers, child-care workers, food preps, and home health aides are unable 

to afford even a home priced at $100,000; therefore would be unable to afford this home.  

 

FIGURE 6. COMPARISON OF ANNUAL SALARY TO INCOME NEEDED TO AFFORD HOMEOWNERSHIP 

 
Source: Iowa Workforce Development 2015, Home prices obtained from Zillow, Craigslist, and other Realtor websites 

 

 It should be noted that a 20% down-payment is nearly as much as the annual salary required to 

own a median-priced home. As such, it would take a family several years to accumulate enough to make a 

down-payment. For most mortgage loans, a loan-to-value ratio that exceeds 80% will require private 

mortgage insurance, thus making homeownership even more difficult for workers in low-skilled 

occupations.  

 The National Low Income Housing Coalition produces a report called Out of Reach that 

compares the cost of housing for states, counties, and metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas. The Out 

of Reach report is meant to show the difficulty for millions of Americans to find affordable housing. 

Figure 7 below illustrates Out of Reach: 2015 data for Jefferson County and compares the mean renter 
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wages of selected low- and moderate-skilled occupations.24 According to the data, the mean wage of 

renters in Jefferson County is $9.83, which is slightly higher than the hourly wage of $9.77 that is needed 

to afford a 1-bedroom apartment at the Fair Market Rent (FMR)25 of $508. However, even a 1-bedroom 

apartment at the FMR is slightly out of reach for low-income service type workers. In order to afford just 

a 1-bedroom apartment, these workers would have to take on a secondary job – which is very difficult for 

single-parent households (Figure 7). 

 

FIGURE 7. COMPARISON OF SELECTED OCCUPATION WAGES TO FAIR MARKET RENTS 

 
Sources: Iowa Workforce Development 2015, National Low Income Housing Coalition Out of Reach: 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                                 
24 Iowa Workforce Development. (2014). Occupational Employment Statistics (OES). 

https://www.iowaworkforcedevelopment.gov/occupational-employment-statistics 
25 Note: Fair Market Rents are for the year 2015. 
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PART III: SURVEY OF DEVELOPERS  

 

Preceding sections have pointed out the problems with undeveloped vacant land, as well as the 

need for housing affordable to certain income brackets. FEDA’s housing survey illustrates the potential 

for the city of Fairfield to attract commuters and appeal to different preferences by introducing more 

varieties of housing stock into the market. Even with land available and a demonstrated need for housing, 

development is still lacking. A greater understanding of the barriers to development is necessary.  

Personal interviews with for-profit and non-profit developers, in addition to city and FEDA staff, 

were conducted in April 2016. In addition, an 11-question survey (Appendix B) was sent out to over 30 

developers and professionals in housing-related fields. Seven developers responded and included 

insightful write-in comments. Responses shared in interviews and through the online questionnaire 

revealed consensus on barriers to development in Fairfield and are summarized below. Following the 

survey and interview process, the project team also assessed these barriers to determine their impact on 

the future of development in Fairfield.   

 

 

RESPONSES FROM ONLINE SURVEY AND INTERVIEWS 

The number of years of experience shared by the entire response pool totaled 90 years. The level 

of experience for individual respondents ranged from 1 to 30 years; the majority had over ten years of 

experience. Two respondents’ portfolios are majority rental units, while the remaining respondents had 

developed a mix of ownership, rental, and commercial development. No respondents indicated experience 

with mixed-use projects. At least one respondent had utilized Tax Increment Financing, Enterprise Zones, 

Workforce Housing Tax Credits, low-interest loans, and energy-efficiency related tax-credits from the 

state. Four respondents had utilized Fairfield’s tax abatement program.  

 

Incentive Awareness and Effectiveness 

Nearly all respondents (6) had attended FEDA’s housing workshop or discussed incentive 

programs with a FEDA representative, indicating that awareness of some programs is high among the 

development community. FEDA and city staff agree developer awareness of available programs is high. 

However, the majority of respondents also said that details on available incentive programs and 

application guidelines would be helpful, and two indicated that a lack of appropriate incentives acts as a 

barrier to development. Some developers that expressed great interest in certain programs at either the 

workshop or in follow-up meetings with FEDA have not pursued any development projects; this may be 

due to limited experience in building beyond homes for personal use.26 Developers may need additional 

guidance connecting specific programs to their needs or new incentive options.  

One example of lacking incentives are subsidies that would make new housing units truly 

affordable to low-income families. One respondent said that there is ambiguity between the need for 

‘more housing’ and the need for low-income housing: if low-income housing is the real community need, 

the city and/or county will have to take more action to subsidize housing costs. The respondent pointed 

out this may be a particular need in the rental housing market. There is little incentive for landlords to 

maintain or improve properties as rental rates are already high while wages are low. 

                                                                 
26 Harmon, Mike and Plagge, Adam. (2016, April). Interview by Scott Roberts and Emily Seiple. In-person Interview. 
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In addition, land and infrastructure costs may be an area where incentives and needs are 

mismatched. The TIF policy was developed in part to encourage infrastructure investment by developers, 

yet developers are still asking for financial support to start projects. In general, current incentives do not 

pay for roads, water, and sewer directly but offset costs in the form of tax relief. Some respondents who 

shared this view also said that zoning restrictions were a barrier to development and suggested that tri- 

and quad-plexes be permitted in R-2 zones where higher density could blend with existing housing. This 

may show that flexibility in zoning could offset costs enough to make up for limitations in current 

incentive programs.  

 

Zoning 

More than half of the respondents expressed concerns over zoning or made zoning-related 

suggestions. They asked for more areas of the city to be zoned R-3 to allow for low- to medium-density 

multi-family housing. Additionally, minimum lot size was another barrier, as were minimum home sizes. 

This was the same concern shared by prospective home builders who responded to FEDA’s housing 

survey. One respondent hoped that “tiny homes,” livable units that can be under 500 square feet, would be 

considered as a possibility for meeting community needs. Though not mentioned in connection with 

zoning, one respondent’s enthusiasm for the possibility of downtown apartment buildings may also 

require zoning adjustments. Overall, there is consensus on the type of housing developers and community 

members identify as needs: townhomes, condominiums, high-quality apartments, and smaller family 

homes offered at mid-range price points. Spurring these types of development on infill lots will require 

the strategic use of zoning flexibility (discussed in detail in Recommendation #2).  

 

Quality Standards 

Beyond zoning, developers commented on whether they would support changes to Fairfield’s 

building code and rental inspection regime. Multiple respondents indicated support for stricter 

requirements and heightened enforcement, expressing the “long run” benefits for the community in terms 

of safety and in tenants’ and homebuyers’ sense of confidence in their housing. Confidence is hard to 

quantify but nonetheless important in a city battling a housing stock that is both aging and decreasing in 

quality.  

 In personal interviews, developers expressed frustration with lacking rental inspection and its 

impact on the quality of life for renters paying high rents, again identifying how poor quality exacerbates 

affordability issues. It impacts the viability of development: one respondent cited unaddressed nuisance 

violations as a direct barrier to neighborhood improvements and new construction on infill lots. Another 

respondent’s comment is particularly notable: A developer new to Fairfield made the decision to build 

new rental units rather than rehabilitate existing housing because multifamily buildings were “subpar” or 

“required too much work to be brought up to what we considered safe.”27 A rental developer who 

repeatedly indicated concern about landlord tax levels was nonetheless in favor of a stricter code. One 

respondent was opposed to additional restrictions, and one declined to comment.   

Past surveys and reports corroborate the need for proactive enforcement. FEDA’s housing survey 

reveals widespread community concern over housing quality. In 2010, a community member said, “There 

is no code enforcement” in a survey conducted by a research team from Iowa State University. If housing 

                                                                 
27 Fairfield Developer Survey. (2016, April 21).   
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continues to deteriorate, rehabilitation will remain fiscally infeasible and returns on new investment will 

continue to decline.  

 

Other Needs 

Three of the seven online respondents cited zoning, infrastructure costs, and neighborhood 

opposition as barriers to development. Through personal interviews, we found that most neighborhood 

opposition was in response to the impact additional cars may have on residential streets, and the perceived 

character change renter housing would bring to the neighborhood. Our survey indicates that a significant 

barrier to providing housing at affordable levels is the difficulty developers face in finding available and 

suitable parcels. Developers want more information on developable land; one respondent suggested the 

creation of a website with this information, something we hope this study can contribute to. Concern that 

some available parcels have “strange proportions” or other issues may again signal a need for zoning 

flexibility to make building physically and financially feasible on odd-shaped parcels.  

 It is always positive to identify “low-hanging fruit” through outreach efforts. Conversation with 

personnel at the AHEAD Regional Housing Trust Fund revealed great interest in funding projects 

submitted by the Greater Fairfield Area Habitat for Humanity (Habitat). Additionally, interviews with 

Habitat found that the main barrier to increased home production is a lack of volunteers. This is an 

opportunity for FEDA and/or city administration to bolster outreach efforts through partnerships with 

large institutions and employers. A Habitat build would connect Maharishi University faculty and 

students to the wider community and could be incorporated into course requirements or incentivized in 

other ways. In addition, major employers could be sought out to encourage employee participation in 

Habitat builds. Many businesses incorporate team-building into professional development and morale-

boosting efforts; a build would connect Fairfield’s workforce to community needs and provide an 

excellent PR opportunity for local employers.  

Personal interviews and on-line respondents also revealed that the development community 

would like information on the housing needs of specific communities. Two main populations were 

identified: 1) the housing needs of major employers such as Cambridge Investment Research and 2) 

students at Maharishi University.  
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PART IV: ANALYSIS OF BARRIERS 

 

ZONING 

Many developers indicated that zoning prevents viable development and specifically took issue 

with the lack of land zoned for multifamily housing and smaller housing units. In comparison with other 

Iowa municipalities, Fairfield’s zoning code is found to be more restrictive in terms of promoting density 

and the construction of more affordable units.   

Title 20 of Fairfield’s City Code regulates residential development through five base zones:  

1. R-1 Single-Family Residence District 

2. R-2 General Residence District 

3. R-3 Multifamily Residence District 

4. R-4 Mobile Home Residence Park District 

5. General and Manufactured Home Residence District  

 

FIGURE 8. R-1 AND R-2 ZONING REGULATIONS 

 
Source: Zoning for Sustainability, Iowa State University, 2010 

  

In Fairfield, generally residential areas with the highest density (R-3) are near the city center. R-3 

zones allow for three or more units within a building. The maximum density allowed is approximately 30 

dwelling units (DU) per acre. 28 On the other end of the scale, R-1 zones form much of the periphery of 

the city, particularly in the east. R-1 allows single-family detached homes by right, permitting a maximum 

of around 4 DUs per acre. Lots in this zone must be a minimum of 10,000 sq. ft. (Figure 8). Much of the 

remaining land in the north and southwest portion of the city is zoned R-2, which includes all uses 

permitted in R-1 and also allows two-family attached housing by right. With smaller minimum lot sizes 

(7,500 sq. ft. for single-family and 8,580 sq. ft. for two-family), this zone could permit up to 10 DUs/acre 

with several two-family homes built in close proximity; however, most R-2 zones contain primarily 

single-family detached homes.  

                                                                 
28 Note: While Title 20 does not specify the maximum density allowed per acre in each residential zone, minimum lot sizes allow 

for the estimations given in this report. 
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Residential land use in Fairfield is not distributed evenly along a density gradient; there are 

several exceptions. On the far west of the city and in the north there are three areas of adjacent R-1 and R-

3 zones. There are also R-3 zones on the very edge of the city limits. Proximity to businesses or other 

factors may make higher-density zoning appropriate in some areas, even when located near single-family 

homes. The City of Fairfield has been willing to incorporate higher-density housing away from the city 

center in the past and will need to consider it again in the future. Finding ways to intermingle different 

housing densities will be critical to an in-fill strategy that meets affordability needs and helps developers 

identify financially viable projects.  

Other municipalities show much greater flexibility and density allowances, even in single-family 

zones. Fairfield has many regional examples of codes to consider emulating within its borders:   

 

Ottumwa 

Ottumwa’s single-family residential zone is subdivided into three separate density levels, ranging 

from 5 to 7 DUs per acre. The minimum lot area in the lowest density zone is 8,400 sq. ft., which is 1,600 

sq. ft. below Fairfield’s minimum. In areas allowing 7 DUs/acre, the minimum lot area is only 6,000 sq. 

ft. This is 1,500 sq. ft. less than the single-family lots permitted in Fairfield’s highest-density zone. In all 

other zones in Ottumwa, single-family detached homes can be built on lots 7,000 sq. ft. or above. 

Minimum lot areas for duplexes are also lower than those in Fairfield: 7,000 sq. ft. in size. Smaller lot 

sizes allow for smaller (and more affordable) homes, and may facilitate the subdivision of one vacant 

parcel into multiple lots. 

Ottumwa’s zoning code contains a “townhouse district” which allows for “small lot single family 

dwellings, two-family attached dwellings, and townhouses with gross densities at about 12 dwelling units 

per acre.” Many developers in Fairfield have expressed that higher density development in character with 

single-family neighborhoods could spur development in the community and provide the diversity of 

housing types currently in demand (see survey results). Allowing townhomes by right within Fairfield’s 

R-2 zone could be one way to facilitate higher densities without raising neighborhood concerns. 

Additionally, Ottumwa is in the midst of an upper-story restoration effort. This increases housing 

opportunities by rehabilitating vacant (or underutilized) upper-stories in existing commercial properties 

and contributes to a vibrant downtown scene. Under Title 20 of Fairfield’s City Code, residential uses are 

not listed as permissible within commercial zones.  

 

Dubuque 

In 2010, students from Iowa State University conducted a comprehensive analysis of Fairfield’s 

zoning ordinance; many of the report’s recommendations are still applicable to current housing needs. 

The report compared Fairfield’s code to Dubuque’s zoning requirements, where the minimum lot size for 

single-family homes in both low- and high-density residential zones is only 5,000 sq ft. This is exactly 

half the size requirement under Fairfield’s code. Allowing additional and smaller homes to be built on the 

same number of lots is an efficient way to increase housing supply. As a simplified example, of the 69 

truly vacant lots identified within city limits, 23 are zoned R-1. Without a developer seeking additional 

approval or a conditional permit, a single-family home must be developed on a lot no smaller than 10,000 

square feet. Assuming all vacant R-1 lots met this minimum standard, the number of homes developed 

would be 23—this number could be 46 under Dubuque’s minimum lot size standards. Allowing 

additional and smaller homes to be built on the same number of lots is an efficient way to increase 

housing supply.  
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Density Bonuses in Single-Family Zones 

Density bonuses maintain the character of the base zone while allowing zoning flexibility under 

certain conditions. The city sets the conditions that trigger the zoning exception based on community 

design priorities and needs. Once incorporated into the zoning code, density bonuses can save developers 

and city staff the time and effort of rezoning and variance processes. In Iowa City, for example, if access 

to garages and/or off-street parking spaces is restricted to an alley or private rear lane, the minimum lot 

size for a single-family home can be as small as 3,000 sq. ft. by right, depending on the base zone. In 

Coralville and North Liberty, lot sizes can be as small as 4,350 sq. ft. 

 

COST OF DEVELOPMENT 

Developers also indicated that costs for land and infrastructure, combined with low property 

values in existing neighborhoods, threaten the profitability of new construction. The following analysis 

not only confirms these claims but shows that it is difficult to produce housing affordable to households 

with annual earnings at or below 80% AMI.  

Calculations below were done based on the cost to develop a hypothetical residential property on 

an actual vacant lot on the northeastern edge of the city, 1110 Lakeside Dr. The lot is listed with a sales 

price of $15,500 on the county assessor’s website. It is 21,760 square feet in area and is located within an 

R-1 residential zone. It is adjacent to an existing R-3 zone near the water treatment plant. The calculations 

assume that the cost of development is $100 per square foot, which is slightly above regional estimates. 

According to RSMeans, an authoritative source for construction cost data, an average 1,500 sq ft, 1-story 

home constructed in Ottumwa, IA would cost $90 per square foot to develop (this price includes 

contractor fees of 15%). Table 15 below shows the cost of building a 1,500 sq ft single-family home is 

$165,500.  

The cost to develop must be compared to the market price of a comparable home. 1204 Lakeside 

Drive is a larger home in the same neighborhood, currently listed on the county assessor’s website with a 

value of $202,000. Adjusting for the difference in square footage and premium for new construction 

produces an estimated market price of $154,835 for the newly constructed single family home.29 This is a 

reasonable estimate based on current home listings throughout the city, where pricing varies dramatically 

by neighborhood: of a sample of thirty homes for sale in Fairfield, two homes ranging in price from 

$57,000 to $200,000 were both approximately 1,500 sq. ft. Based on the estimated $154,835, a developer 

could lose over $10,000 between the cost to develop and the return from a home sale.  

Furthermore, Table 16 below shows what low-income households can afford to pay as monthly 

rent or ownership costs. The maximum loan someone earning $35,000 annually could afford to take out 

with a 0% down payment is $115,000. With some form of down payment assistance, the loan amount 

increases to $143,750. Even at this amount, there is more than a $10,000 gap between the market price of 

the newly constructed home (Table 16) and what a household at this income level can reasonably afford. 

Of course, the gap increases as income level decreases.  

                                                                 
29 Note: The estimated market price was calculated by dividing the square footage of the hypothetical newly constructed home by 

the square footage of the existing home. This value was multiplied by the existing home’s price, and then a 30% price premium 

was added to account for the benefit of having a new home and up-to-date amenities.  
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TABLE 15. COST OF BUILDING SINGLE FAMILY HOME COMPARED TO MARKET PRICE 

Single Family Home on 1110 Lakeside Drive 1,500 sf 

Cost of Lot $15,500  

Cost of Building $150,000  

Total Cost $165,500  

Market Price of Comparable home $154,835 

 

 

TABLE 16. AFFORDABLE RENTS AND MORTGAGES FOR LOW- TO MODERATE-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS 

Affordable Monthly Costs for Owners and Renters 

 

Yearly earnings $35,000 

Affordable Monthly Cost (30%) $880 

After 15% for utilities* $748 

After 25% for taxes and insurance $572 

Maximum Loan (0% down payment) $115,000  

With down payment assistance $143,750  

*also indicates maximum rent levels for each income bracket; source: bankrate.com 

 

 

APPROACHES TO ADDRESS VACANT LAND AND DEVELOPMENT BARRIERS 

Issues with vacant land, vacant and abandoned homes, and a depressed housing market are 

common to cities of Fairfield size, as well as in much larger metropolitan areas. Analyzing how the City 

of Fairfield and other municipalities have addressed these issues can shed light on how to strengthen 

Fairfield’s existing initiatives and incorporate new, viable policies and programs into the city’s plan for 

the future.  

 

The City of Fairfield 

Fairfield and FEDA have been proactive in developing and promoting incentive programs offered at the 

city level. In fall of 2015, FEDA held a public workshop for developers. Glenn Lyons of Neighborhood 

Development Corporation in Des Moines addressed a crowd of approximately 40 people to provide 

information on the development process, on working through a pro-forma, and on available state-level 

incentive programs. FEDA made other resources available, including: utility and zoning maps for 

Fairfield, information on state and local incentives and other financing resources, and lists of developable 

property. Beyond this effort, FEDA staff meet multiple times a month with developers who are 

considering local projects.  

 

Tax Abatement: Addressing Vacant Parcels  

Two programs are highly promoted: the city’s tax abatement program, called the Urban Revitalization 

Tax Exemption program and the city’s Tax Increment Finance (TIF) program. The tax abatement 

program was adopted in 2013 and amended in 2015. The designated eligibility area is all land within city 

limits. Its goals include encouraging the new construction and remodeling of single- and multi-family 
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residential properties. Specifically it seeks to revitalize the city “through the promotion of new 

construction on vacant land and rehabilitation of existing property.”  

The largest abatement benefits are for commercial/industrial and multi-residential projects, 

defined as properties with three or more separate living quarters. Under either category, improvements 

that increase the value of a property by a minimum of 10% results in a three-year 100% property tax 

exemption on the actual value added. There is no cap on the value exempted from taxation. In October of 

2015, the city council voted to extend the tax abatement policy from three- to ten-year periods of tax 

exemption for multi-family residential development. While documentation on the city’s website does not 

reflect the change, conversation with city officials and information available on FEDA’s website confirms 

that the extension is only for multi-family residential projects. Iowa State tax law seems to indicate that 

only rental apartments are eligible for tax abatement; however, city officials will have to confirm this is 

the way the Fairfield policy was designed. For all other residential properties the program offers a three-

year, 100% property tax exemption on the first $75,000 of value added by improvements.  

Over the years the policy has been utilized by homeowners, business owners, and industrial 

expansions totaling millions of dollars in improvement costs. City council approval is necessary for all 

abatements. At the time of writing this report, the most recent six months of council minutes (October 

2015 through March 2016) showed a total of fifteen approvals for primarily residential tax abatement 

projects. Three were for residential improvements in existing neighborhoods, including the outer and 

interior remodeling of two single-family homes, the remodeling of a 4-unit multifamily building, and 

expanding a garage. Two involved vacant lots: two new homes received abatements in the “north 

campus” subdivision connected to the Maharishi University community, a development on the northern 

edge of the city. The remaining tax abatement applications were for commercial expansions.  

As noted above, the majority of developers who responded to our survey indicated utilizing tax 

abatement. The potential advantage of selling tax-abated homes is finding a buyer at a higher price point, 

as the new home owner will benefit from the tax exemption. One developer acknowledged this “implicit 

subsidy” as a reason for utilizing tax abatement. However, tax relief on single-family homes may not 

increase sales prices by a high enough degree to result in profitable development. In the case of the 

hypothetical new home above (Table 15), the tax exemption would apply only to $75,000 of the 

property’s value, resulting in a benefit of approximately $2,100 to the new homeowners over three years. 

If this amount were added to the market price of the home above ($154,835), the homeowners would in 

theory be willing to pay at most $157,000 for the home (the market price plus the amount accrued in tax 

relief). The higher price does not cover the gap between development costs ($165,500) and market price 

($154,835). Furthermore, higher home costs—induced by the abatement—also means higher down 

payments, which act as a barrier to households of less means. In addition, households attracted by the tax 

abatement will have to pay taxes in the long-term.    

While the policy has spurred remodeling and renovation within established neighborhoods, it may 

not be inducing new construction in these areas. It is still a vital tool in rehabilitation of existing housing 

units. Tax abatement may be an especially important to promote among landlords in order to preserve and 

raise the quality of the existing rental housing stock.  

 

Tax Increment Finance: Addressing Infrastructure Costs 

Several residential developments, such as the Southgate quad-plex development in southeast 

Fairfield, utilized Tax Increment Financing (TIF) prior to 2014. An updated policy was adopted in 2014 



37 

 

to facilitate an increased supply of diverse housing types at affordable levels, needs identified by the 2014 

Housing Needs Assessment. The TIF policy was implemented to address high construction and 

infrastructure costs by granting tax relief to developers who undertake these costs. Tax revenues from 

new development go towards the costs of the new construction. The TIF policy’s first objective is 

revitalizing existing neighborhoods in “high need” areas by prioritizing urban infill and transformation of 

dilapidated structures, encouraging higher design standards, and increasing the supply of affordable units. 

The second objective is providing a diverse range of new housing and “appropriately dense 

development.”  

TIF districts are established within Urban Renewal Areas (Figure 9). Within the policy document 

for the Urban Revitalization Tax Abatement (discussed above) there is a map showing the approximate 

location of 10 URAs. However, the exact boundaries are not shown on the map, and the 2014 TIF policy 

document does not say whether the same map of URAs applies to the new policy. Nor does it identify 

potential “high need” areas.30 This policy design means developers have great discretion to approach the 

city to propose Urban Renewal Areas. Relying on this policy for infill development could result in missed 

opportunities for the city to direct the type and geographic location of development most needed in the 

community.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: http://cityoffairfieldiowa.com/DocumentCenter/View/515 

 

Also, to be eligible for TIF support, applicants must demonstrate the “ability and intent” to invest 

a minimum of $250,000 in “infrastructure improvements within the TIF Area” for new development 

projects; for redevelopment projects the amount rises to $300,000. While the policy was meant to off-set 

development costs, it does so indirectly through tax relief while still requiring developers to make 

                                                                 
30 Note: A “high need” area should meet one or more of the following criteria: housing stock is deteriorating, property values are 

stagnant or declining, and conditions threaten safety and health.  

FIGURE 9. URBAN RENEWAL AREAS IN FAIRFIELD 

http://cityoffairfieldiowa.com/DocumentCenter/View/515
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infrastructure improvements. For developers of smaller-scale projects or with limited experience, these 

conditions may be prohibitive to using the policy. This is not necessarily negative but indicates the 

importance of having a wide range of incentives to meet a variety of developers’ needs. 

Since the policy’s implementation, one developer has utilized TIF support in a large development 

in northern Fairfield catered to the Maharishi University community. A variety of home sizes and types 

are present in the development at prices affordable to many income levels. However, as developers have 

noted, TIF requires a substantial amount of paperwork. The process for requesting a TIF incentive is 

similar to writing a grant proposal. Therefore, tax abatements are more preferable to TIF incentives, per 

the developer’s judgement.31 If these barriers are accounted for, future developments on FEDA-owned 

land may also utilize the TIF policy in the next 3-4 years. 

With limited utilization, it is unclear how the Iowa Economic Development Authority’s 

requirement to set aside 42.1% of the TIF rebate towards low- to moderate-income housing has impacted 

Fairfield. As TIF utilization may increase due to the FEDA RFP, it is important for the city to follow 

through on the creation of a committee that oversees the usage of affordable housing funds from the TIF 

rebate. Funding could be considered for recommendations outlined below.  

 

Planned Unit Development  

Fairfield has an ordinance for overlay zones, one regulatory mechanism for addressing in-fill. 

Ordinance No. 1091 effectively deleted "planned development" under Title 20 and introduced regulation 

for Planned United Developments for land parcels 1.5 acres or higher. PUDs are meant to preserve 

environmentally-sensitive land, provide flexibility on requirements for parcels with “topographical… or 

other practical difficulties,” encourage mixed-use development, and encourage development in 

established neighborhoods and on vacant parcels.32 Developers receive some zoning relief under PUDs in 

order to achieve these goals. Standards are determined through negotiation with city and planning 

officials.  

 Fairfield has taken a proactive step to address development barriers by implementing Planned 

Unit Development. However, comprehensive amendments to the zoning code itself are still needed, as 

PUDs only apply to parcels at least 1.5 acres in size and come with additional challenges. The approval 

process for PUDs can be time-consuming, as standards and requirements must be determined project-by-

project. This can also create “mini” zoning codes throughout the community in response to specific 

proposals.33 In Fairfield, the location of existing PUDs is not publicly accessible knowledge. The zoning 

map does not show existing PUDs, and the ordinance itself does not have an easily accessible link on the 

city’s website or within the City Code. Over time, property owners may feel threatened by not being able 

to predict what will be developed nearby, even though PUDs may spur ideal development.  

 In addition to the PUD ordinance, amending the zoning code with flexibility measures and 

updated lists of by-right and conditional uses will provide greater certainty to developers and property 

owners and reduce the time and cost of the approval process. It will also reduce the chance of 

accumulating PUD zones with varied requirements throughout the city. When PUD is reserved to aid with 

specific development challenges (either due to the parcel itself or neighborhood characteristics), it will 

                                                                 
31 Brett, Martin. (2016, May 18). Interview by Scott Roberts. Phone Interview. 
32 City of Fairfield. (2009, July 6). Ordinance No. 1091. 

https://iowa.sharepoint.com/sites/fairfieldprojectfolder2016/Shared%20Documents/Planned%20Unit%20Development%20Policy

.pdf 
33 EPA. (2012, February). Essential Smart Growth Fixes for Rural Planning, Zoning, and Development Codes. 

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/documents/essential_smart_growth_fixes_rural_0.pdf 
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retain its attractiveness as an incentive, as illustrated in the FEDA RFP process (see below). Most 

importantly, amendments done as part of a comprehensive zoning update will direct denser and otherwise 

desirable development towards areas of the community that most need it and are most suitable for it.  

 

FEDA Request for Proposal 

In May of 2015, FEDA issued a Request for Proposal (RFP) for residential development on a 10-

acre parcel of FEDA-owned land located at 12th Street and Gear Avenue at the northwest edge of 

Fairfield. The proposal highlighted the need in Fairfield for quality homes, as indicated by the Housing 

Needs Assessment and survey conducted by FEDA. It sought development proposals to provide single 

family, multi-family apartments and/or townhomes, or a combination of both on the available parcels. 

Interested developers could submit designs for the entire acreage or for parcels within it. The proposal 

was sent out to more than ten developers. Approximately one year later, the land has been divided 

between at least three different developers, with projects expected to be completed in the next 3-4 years.  

The FEDA RPF has induced development of a large area adjacent to a neighborhood found to 

have substantial quality issues in the 2014 Housing Needs Assessment. The proposal has several elements 

contributing to its success:  

 

 

Zoning Flexibility  

The RFP indicated willingness on the part of the city of Fairfield to rezone land in order to 

facilitate the implementation of proposals for the area. The site was eligible for consideration as a Planned 

Unit Development, which gives developers considerable flexibility compared to other residential base 

zones. (Limitations to PUDs have been discussed in the previous section.) 

 

FEDA Ownership & Ongoing Assistance 

Owning the land allowed FEDA to sell it on a sliding scale to help developers interested in the 

area achieve profitability and provide for community needs. This may have given FEDA discretion on 

which projects to subsidize over and above existing incentive programs. Because land and infrastructure 

costs are main barriers to development within Fairfield, discounted land costs put this area at a unique 

advantage over parcels elsewhere in the city. FEDA built on this advantage by offering assistance to 

developer seeking additional financial support through TIF, Workforce Housing Tax Credits from the 

state, and/or grants from the AHEAD Regional Housing Trust Fund.  

 

Targeted Strategy 

Perhaps the most significant achievement of the RFP was facilitating development in an area of 

high need in the community. The land is located near a high concentration of homes in substandard 

condition, with many receiving a “poor” ranking in the windshield survey. Through a targeted use of 

multiple subsidies and incentives, this area will be revitalized significantly in the next few years. It will 

not only meet needs for quality housing, but will potentially provide affordable units. One of the future 

developers is a non-profit, and any developers utilizing TIF policy will be held to its requirement to 

provide housing for low to moderate income families. The RFP also marketed the assets of the 10-acre 

parcel—another advantage of targeting a specific area. It outlined design considerations that would 

maximize the benefit of the land’s proximity to the Fairfield Loop Trail and to the future location of Sky 

Factory Sustainable Farms.  
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The City of Fairfield should seek to replicate this success: strategic support in areas of high need 

have the potential to impact the community in the ways it needs most. An increase in the supply of 

FEDA- or city-owned land may be a crucial long-term strategy for the city to pursue, in addition to 

tailoring existing incentives toward specific areas in need of revitalization. 

 

 

Other Approaches to Infill Development: Case Studies 

Other communities across the country face similar challenges. The following case studies 

highlight how regional metropolitan areas and similar cities in Iowa have addressed problems with vacant 

lands, homes, depressed housing values, and other unfavorable development conditions.   

 

Waverly, Iowa 

Waverly is located in the northeastern part of the state, in Bremer County, Iowa. On several 

measures, Waverly is similar to Fairfield. Waverly is the county seat of Bremer County and has a 

population of 10,035, as of 2012. Waverly is also home to a small liberal arts college, Wartburg College, 

which enrolls roughly 2,000 students. 34 In 2010, Waverly was chosen by the U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA) and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) to “receive technical 

assistance to assist in recovering from flooding that took place in June 2008.”35 The EPA and FEMA 

directly conducted workshops in Waverly, which resulted in a final report titled Waverly, Iowa Smart 

Planning Workshop: Policy Options and Project Designs. Although Waverly received assistance from the 

EPA and FEMA as a result of severe flooding while Fairfield does not have this type of assistance, the 

final Waverly, Iowa Smart Planning report nonetheless contains applicable lessons for infill development 

in Fairfield. One section of the report in particular makes two housing and policy infill suggestions that 

could be useful examples for affordable housing infill in Fairfield. 

 First, Waverly Smart Planning recommends providing a mix of housing types. A blend of 

housing types by different income levels can be achieved through minimum lot size reductions. Reducing 

minimum lot sizes can drastically reduce the cost of land, construction, and infrastructure. Smaller lot 

sizes could be used by Fairfield to increase infill development on smaller parcels within the city. As an 

example, Waverly Smart Planning illustrates a scenario in which a subdivision requires a certain 

percentage of lot sizes with the goal of increasing the diversity of housing types in the subdivision: 

“subdivisions involving 10 or more lots might require that a minimum of 20 percent be between 5,000 

and 7,000 square feet, with another 30 percent between 7,000 and 9,000 square feet, and the remainder 

over 9,000 square feet.” 

 Second, the report recommends permitting the construction of Accessory Dwelling Units 

(ADUs). Progressive cities such as Minneapolis, MN and Durango, CO have recently passed legislation 

authorizing ADUs.  By allowing ADUs, cities can increase the affordable housing stock in a sustainable 

manner much in line with smart growth. ADUs, also known as “granny flats”, are essentially in between 

rental housing and homeownership. Home owners may rent out ADUs for an additional source of income. 

Of important note for Fairfield’s older population, ADU’s allow for elderly individuals to live 

independently yet nearby to home owners. Granting careful regulation and proper collection of feedback 

                                                                 
34 City of Waverly, Economic Development. (2016). Demographics.  http://www.waverlyia.com/economic-

development/business-advantages/demographics.aspx 
35 EPA. (2010). Waverly, Iowa Smart Planning Workshop: Policy Options and Project Designs. 

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/documents/ia_waverly.pdf 
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from the public, ADUs could well-serve Fairfield’s desire for sustainable and affordable infill 

development. 

 

Newton, Iowa 

Another city in Iowa with similar characteristics to Fairfield, Newton has begun actively trying to 

stimulate housing development on existing empty parcels within its city limits. Newton is the county seat 

of Jasper County and has a population of 15,150 as of July 1, 2014.36 Newton was highlighted in a Des 

Moines Register article published in November, 2014. One quote in particular stands out from the article: 

"You go to any small community in Iowa and you've got good people, and if they believe in their 

community and are willing to take some risks, those are the communities that survive, and if they don't, 

those are the ones that fold,” said Barry Monaghan, a retired Guthrie Center banker and treasurer of Tiger 

Homes.37 

 In June, 2014 Newton launched a new incentive program to attract home builders. The program 

offers free lots in one subdivision, free building permits to developers, and $10,000 to anyone who 

purchases a new home priced at more than $160,000 including the cost of the land. Newton is 

simultaneously incentivizing developers and home buyers. However, one drawback of the incentive 

program is the reluctance of developers to construct speculative homes and the inclination of home buyers 

to favor purchasing finished homes over newly constructed houses. As in Fairfield, the market in Newton 

is not as inviting to developers as the markets of suburbs around the state. Newton also has a large supply 

of older homes in need of repair. 72% of the homes in Newton were built prior to 1980.38 Nonetheless, 

combining the techniques employed in Newton with other creative strategies, Fairfield has the potential to 

entice developers and home buyers to the city through strategic subsidies. From the Register article, the 

major lesson to be learned from Newton and various small-town rural communities in Iowa is the need for 

creativity and risk-taking in the effort to stimulate affordable housing, infill development and economic 

development in Fairfield. 

 

St Louis, Missouri 

In April 2015, members of the project team visited community development and housing 

agencies in the city of St. Louis and St. Louis County to explore best practices in providing affordable 

housing and revitalizing distressed neighborhoods. The team attended presentations and neighborhood 

tours facilitated by two agencies: RISE, a non-profit community development organization, and the 

Housing Authority of St. Louis County.  

 Although St. Louis has experienced significantly higher levels of property abandonment than 

Fairfield, the practices and strategies RISE has employed to transform vacant properties into affordable 

housing are nonetheless invaluable tools of reference for the City of Fairfield. “RISE uses a community 

capacity building model to help drive community revitalization. Capacity building activities are data 

driven and focused based on community and organizational assessments.”39 RISE commits a substantial 

amount of time and resources to real estate development, focusing particularly on residential units for 

                                                                 
36 U.S. Census Bureau, Population Estimates Program (PEP). (2014). 

http://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/PST045215/1956505 
37 Aschbrenner, Joel. (2014, November 1). Smaller towns get creative to beckon builders: The Des Moines Register. 

http://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/money/business/2014/11/01/small-towns-uniquely-luring-homebuilders/18305043/ 
38 Ibid. 
39 Acree, Stephen and Bonasch, Rick. (2016, April 9). Rise Community Development, University of Iowa St. Louis Visit. 

PowerPoint Presentation. 



42 

 

families and individuals earning less than the area median income. It also provides legal and 

administrative assistance to organizations within its network to utilize St Louis’ long-standing land bank. 

Careful record-keeping of maintenance violations, transfers of ownership, and contact with property 

owners are necessary to acquiring problematic land and properties and transforming them into profitable 

development.   

RISE implements GIS analysis to visualize and research areas in which the organization works. 

RISE also emphasizes community partnerships. Considering the lack of any high profile real estate 

development firm in Fairfield, private investments from many small-scale developers provide the clearest 

path towards more affordable multi-family housing for the city. Likewise, the City of Fairfield must 

support these developers in their endeavor to produce affordable housing. Business and grassroots leaders 

also possess the ability to influence the development of affordable housing, if relationships with these 

types of partners are pursued. 

 The Housing Authority of St. Louis County is a federally funded agency committed to helping 

low- to moderate-income people in St. Louis County find affordable housing. The Housing Authority 

pursues these goals by using existing federal programs, regional funding sources, and creating new 

opportunities of its own accord.40 Willingness to utilize a combination of funding streams, in addition to 

vigilance in meeting application deadlines and requirements, may mean the difference between a funded 

project and a failed plan. Continued collection and reporting on housing data and development needs will 

help Fairfield access funding in the future. Federal, regional, and local funding sources are summarized in 

the Funding Mechanisms section.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                                 
40 Housing Authority of St. Louis County. (2016). http://www.haslc.com/ 
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PART V: RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Previous sections have described the complexity of Fairfield’s current housing conditions. 

Undeveloped land is a challenge to manage, and it presents a missed opportunity for development that 

could alleviate cost-burden for Fairfield households and even attract those currently employed in the 

community to live within its limits. Existing barriers—such as depressed housing values and zoning 

constraints—make it difficult for developers to get a viable return on new construction, let alone provide 

units available for low-income households. The City of Fairfield’s past and ongoing attempts to address 

these barriers, as well as case studies of other communities, are a useful guide in crafting 

recommendations for the future. Funding mechanisms follow in a separate section after all 

recommendations have been described. 

To begin, a foundational recommendation is for FEDA staff and/or city officials to begin 

contacting owners of the vacant parcels identified by the project team. Identifying owners’ 

willingness to sell, potential asking prices for land, and other considerations will inform how to approach 

the recommendations that follow. Accuracy and management of information is a constant issue when 

dealing with vacant lands and homes; knowledge about property owners’ future plans for their land and/or 

homes is a key piece of the puzzle. All recommendations are based on three guiding principles:  

 

1. Promote development on vacant lots and use of vacant homes:  

Vacant lands and properties present significant opportunity costs to the city by contributing to decline 

in existing neighborhoods and failing to bring in higher property tax revenues. Their development 

maximizes existing infrastructure, brings in higher tax returns on newly developed parcels and 

surrounding properties, and acts as a tool for attracting and retaining a talented workforce. Proactive 

city assistance is necessary to address long-standing barriers to such development.  

 

2. Increase the supply of reasonably-priced housing stock: 

The analysis of cost-burden levels in Fairfield show that low-wage workers, many of whom may be at 

the onset of their careers, are struggling to afford housing within the city. The high burden on those 

earning between $20,000 and $35,000, in addition to the increasing strain on young homeowners, 

signals an opportunity to utilize previously undeveloped lands to address real needs in the 

community.  

 

3. Enhance community character and economic base:  

Future city intervention must take a long-term approach by preserving the value of new development 

and reversing the trends of deteriorating housing stock. Maintaining higher quality standards through 

code enforcement and incentives will build confidence for future developers and property owners. 

New types of development can meet unique preferences of Fairfield residents and overcome financial 

challenges. Attention to both the new and the old contributes to the vibrant and eclectic character of a 

community diverse in culture and economic base.  
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RECOMMENDATION #1: LAND AND PARTIAL INFRASTRUCTURE SUBSIDY 

Developers have expressed a need for upfront assistance to cover land and infrastructure costs, 

and analysis shown above indicates that without additional support, profitability and affordability of 

future development is at stake. For certain residential projects, Fairfield could offer land as a subsidy 

(with purchase price approved by the city) for the development of vacant lots and could consider an 

additional $1,000 per unit subsidy for infrastructure costs.  This subsidy policy would remove a portion of 

the cost of development and would spur in-fill projects in certain neighborhoods, allowing for the full use 

of underutilized infrastructure and expanding the supply of housing in the city. $1,000 will not cover the 

full cost of sewer or water connections, but it provides a baseline for the city to consider when 

determining financial support. Upfront support has the additional benefit of inducing developers with 

lower levels of experience to undertake projects in the community.  

To illustrate how the land subsidy works, the following calculations were done based on the cost 

to develop a hypothetical residential property on an actual vacant lot on the northeastern edge of the city, 

1110 Lakeside Dr. The lot is listed with a sales price of $15,500 on the county assessor’s website. It is 

21,760 square feet in area and is located within an R-1 residential zone. It is adjacent to an existing R-3 

zone near the water treatment plant. Table 17 shows the cost of building a 1,500 square-foot single-family 

home with and without the land subsidy: $165,500 compared to $150,000. The calculations assume that 

the cost of development is $100 per square foot, which gives a slight cushion above regional estimates. 

According to RS Means, an average 1,500 square-foot, single-story home constructed in Ottumwa, IA 

would cost $90 per square foot to developer, including 15% contractor fees (for details, see Appendix C). 

Property tax revenues were calculated using Fairfield rates as reported by Iowa Data Management and 

with a roll-back rate of 56%, per Iowa state law.  

A similar calculation was used earlier (see above section, “Cost of Development”) to illustrate 

that single-family residential development may not be financially feasible. The gap between the cost of 

development and estimated market prices for this specific area is more than $10,000. However, with the 

land subsidy, the selling price is nearly $5,000 above the cost of development. Table 18 shows the 

difference in property tax revenue brought in by the vacant (undeveloped) lot and revenue from the 

hypothetical 1,500 square foot home. If the city fully subsidized the land cost at $15,500, it would take 

just under ten years to recoup the subsidy through increased property tax revenue. It should be noted that 

at $154,835, this home is not affordable to households earning $35,000 or less per year. 

 

TABLE 17. COST OF SINGLE-FAMILY HOME WITH AND WITHOUT LAND SUBSIDY 

Single Family Home on 1110 Lakeside Dr 1,500 sf 

Cost of Lot $15,500  

Cost of Building $150,000  

Total Cost $165,500  

Cost With Subsidy $150,000  

Market Price of Comparable home $154,835 
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TABLE 18. CITY’S RETURN ON SUBSIDY PAYMENT 

Single Family Home on 1110 Lakeside Dr 1,500 sf 

Assessed value of new home $165,500  

Annual property tax revenue after 

improvement (home and land) 

$1,575  

Tax revenue from vacant (undeveloped) lot $148  

Difference in tax revenue annually $1,427  

Subsidy for land alone $15,500  

Years to recoup investment (Subsidy ÷ 

Total Tax Revenue) 

9.8 years 

 

Land Subsidy with Zoning Changes 

If the same lot (1110 Lakeside Drive) were zoned for multifamily residential development, the 

city could recoup its investment more quickly and spur the development of more units at more affordable 

prices. Assuming 50% lot coverage, a townhome development with 8, 10, or 12 units would be feasible, 

with square footage ranging from around 900 to 1400 square feet per unit, depending on the development. 

Table 19 shows that in only 2-3 years, the city would recoup its investment covering both the cost of the 

land and a $1,000-per-unit subsidy towards infrastructure costs. Furthermore, the city would earn around 

$75,000 more in tax revenues from the developed land than if it remained undeveloped over a period of 

ten years (Table 20). Both the 10- and 12-plex units would be affordable to households earning $35,000 

annually, assuming a 0% down payment (see Table 16). An 8-plex unit would be affordable to households 

in this income bracket if they received some form of down payment assistance. 

This development could be viable given current market prices for a number of reasons: the lower 

cost of construction for a smaller unit allows new construction to approach the cost of older existing 

housing; and the introduction of a new housing type into the market may attract buyers willing to pay a 

higher premium for a product that offers something different than single-family homes. FEDA’s housing 

survey indicated strong interest in townhomes, small homes, and other medium-density multi-family 

ownership options.  

 

TABLE 19. COST OF TOWNHOME DEVELOPMENT WITH LAND SUBSIDY 

Townhomes on Lakeside Dr 8-plex 10-plex 12-plex 

Square footage per unit 1,360 sf 1,088 sf 907 sf 

Cost per unit (including land) $137,938 $110,350 $91,958 

Cost per unit with land subsidy $136,000 $108,800 $90,667 

With infrastructure subsidy $135,000 $107,800 $89,667 

Property value after development  $1,103,504 same same 

New annual property tax revenue $10,505 same same 

Total subsidy paid by city $23,500 $25,500 $27,500 

Years to recoup investment (Subsidy 

÷ Difference in Tax Revenue)  

2.2 years 2.4 years 2.6 years 
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TABLE 20. PROPERTY TAX REVENUES AFTER TOWNHOME DEVELOPMENT OVER 10 YEARS 

Property Tax Revenue over 10 

year period 

With Improvement  

(Minus Subsidy) 

With no 

development 

Estimated Property Tax Revenue $77,550-$79,550 $1,480 

 

While Table 19 shows how the land subsidy could introduce new medium-density ownership 

options into Fairfield’s housing market, the subsidy is unlikely to provide sufficient assistance in the 

development of new rental housing affordable to low- to moderate-income renters. The project team 

calculated that the subsidy needed to make development economically viable and affordable to those 

earning $35,000 or less annually over a 20-year lifespan of the property could not be recouped within 

those 20 years. Developing rental properties with affordable units will likely require outside grant 

funding, other incentives, or the introduction of mixed-use housing developments within residential and 

commercial zones.   

 

Comparison to Other Subsidies and Tax-Based Incentives 

In comparison to Newton’s subsidy policy (described above), this subsidy recommendation varies 

by parcel and does not require a valuation threshold. This puts the emphasis on allowing higher density 

development to increase profitability through zoning and not just on financial subsidy. The above policy 

increases the value of the development without increasing the price of each unit or requiring a higher 

selling price, $160,000 in the case of Newton. While the valuation threshold also comes with a $10,000 

cash advance to new owners, a higher sales price requires a higher down payment and tax levels that may 

be prohibitive to low- to moderate-income homeowners. The goal of the subsidy recommended for 

Fairfield is to bring in higher tax revenues without burdening prospective home buyers.  

 Compared to the tax abatement and TIF policies (described above), the subsidy costs less to 

finance. Table 21 and Table 22 show the difference in tax revenues forgone and earned depending on the 

type of incentive. Numbers are based on the above hypothetical townhome development. Potentially more 

than $100,000 would be foregone over ten years by the city if the development utilized tax abatement, 

while more than $77,000 would be brought in over the same time period if only a subsidy were offered at 

the onset of development. It should be noted that with the TIF policy, $43,564 (42.1%) of foregone 

revenue would be required to fund housing assistance to low- to moderate-income households—perhaps 

toward a land subsidy on another parcel elsewhere in the city. The remaining revenue would be invested 

into the development or otherwise be returned to the developer.  

With lower cost to the city, the subsidy policy also results in a substantial difference in financial 

support ultimately received by the developer. It should be considered as an addition to the city’s existing 

incentives, offering a wider variety of support to meet the needs of different developers and proposals. 

Depending on the needs of specific projects, a tax-based or subsidy-based policy may be more 

appropriate. Despite lower costs in the long run, the subsidy investment requires money upfront from the 

city, which requires budgeting funds for this purpose or identifying another dedicated funding source. 

Opportunities to fund such a subsidy are described in Part VI.  
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TABLE 21. TAX REVENUE CALCULATION FOR TAX-RELIEF-BASED POLICIES 

Townhome Development Tax Revenues Foregone  

Number of years' of exemptions with TA or TIF 10 years  

Annual property tax revenues for improvement* $10,358  

Total foregone revenue $103,578  

*land value is not included, per tax abatement policy 

 

TABLE 22. TAX REVENUE CALCULATION FOR LAND SUBSIDY 

Land and Infrastructure Subsidy   

10 years' property tax revenues for improvement* $105,050  

Total subsidy for land costs and infrastructure assistance $25,500-27,500  

Total revenue over ten years $77,550-$79,550  

*land value is included 

 

Other Considerations: Depressed Housing Values and Mixed Uses 

The development on Lakeside Drive was only one example of how the land subsidy could 

function within the current market in Fairfield. Developers considering land in other neighborhoods may 

not find it sufficient, or may need to consider other types of development to make their projects 

financially feasible. For example, there are vacant lots near Pence Elementary school that are suitable for 

development. However, values of existing homes in the area range from around $40,000 to a little over 

$100,000, with homes built as early as 1890. Unlike the example above, a developer cannot receive a 

return on his or her investment through a land subsidy alone when constructing a typical 1,500-2,000 

square foot single family home. The gap in cost and market prices could be well over $100,000 in such a 

neighborhood. In this case, offering the subsidy in addition to increasing density or allowing for 

innovative projects—such as mixed-use development—are ways to create viable development 

opportunities. Appendix A shows a calculation for a quad-plex development this neighborhood. 

Recommendations regarding mixed-uses can be found in the proceeding recommendation.  

 

Increasing Homeownership 

The financial viability of ownership development is an opportunity for the city. Inducing 

development of units available for prospective owners confers many benefits. Fairfield has a high 

proportion of renters (39%), many of whom are cost-burdened. Affordable ownership options could 

reduce financial strain on these households, in addition to attracting and retaining entry-level workers and 

other talented workers who would otherwise choose to commute rather than live in Fairfield. This type of 

development may reverse the current trend of high cost-burden for homeowners between the ages of 25 

and 34, allowing more young professionals to enter and remain in Fairfield. On the other end of the 

spectrum, small and affordable ownership units provide for the needs of senior residents who want to 

continue living independently but face difficulty maintaining a larger home. Of benefit to developers, 

neighborhood opposition to new housing developments is less likely when the units are for owners rather 

than renters. 
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RECOMMENDATION #2: ZONING CONSIDERATIONS 

Analysis above shows that elements of Fairfield’s zoning code are more restrictive than 

comparable municipalities and act as a barrier to infill development. There are several options for 

amending the regulatory climate to better incentivize development at less cost to the city than offering 

exclusively monetary incentives. Innovative zoning strategies geared towards infill development take 

advantage of older neighborhood design and highlight unique community characteristics. Rear alleyways 

cutting across older blocks, a mix of traditional and eclectic architecture styles throughout the city, and 

the prevalence of home businesses give the City of Fairfield the opportunity to incorporate a great variety 

of development. 

Of the 69 parcels identified as truly vacant within city limits, 63 are zoned for residential 

development. Of these, 33% are zoned R-1 for single-family residence, while nearly 50% are zoned R-2, 

which allows single-family and duplexes by right (Table 23). Only seven vacant parcels currently allow 

multifamily. However, the presence of trees limits the number of lots that are “development-ready” in 

certain base zones. One-third of the parcels in R-2 zones are wooded, and two of the seven zoned R-3 for 

multifamily development have heavy tree cover (Table 24). Of the remaining multifamily parcels, four 

are sub-lots: they may require a different negotiation process with property owners or contain irregular 

dimensions. The limited number of parcels that are currently suitable and zoned to allow higher density 

development underscores the need for strategic zoning amendments that will allow the best usage of the 

land available for in-fill.   
 

TABLE 23. CURRENT ZONING OF VACANT PARCELS 

Zone # of Lots 

R-1 23   

R-2 30  

R-3 7 

R-5 2 

B-1 2  

B-2 2 

A-1 2 

 

TABLE 24. NON-WOODED RESIDENTIAL LOTS 

Residential 

Zone 

Non-Wooded 

R-1 18 

R-2 19 

R-3 5* 

R-5 1 

*Four are sub-lots 
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Minimum Lot Size Reductions 

Reducing minimum lot sizes, especially within R-1 and R-2 zones, is a necessary and needed 

change. It would allow existing lots to be subdivided, reducing the cost of land per lot and facilitating the 

development of smaller and more affordable homes that blend in with existing housing units. This would 

promote compact development, making greater utilization of city infrastructure. Minimum widths and 

setback requirements should also be evaluated and potentially reduced, as flexibility on these measures 

allows better use of smaller and irregularly-shaped parcels. For example, a vacant parcel across the street 

from Pence Elementary school has a width of 65 feet—too narrow for development under the city’s 

zoning ordinance. Many other parcels, especially in older neighborhoods within the city’s core, will face 

similar barriers. Reduced minimum widths would remove regulatory barriers to develop such lots.    

 

Density Bonuses 

Density bonuses are another form of zoning flexibility, and can be determined for multiple zoning 

base zones. A density bonus adjusts lot sizes, widths, setbacks, height limits, and/or coverage based on 

certain conditions, such as the developer’s willingness to provide housing units at a certain price point or 

incorporate a particular set of design standards or building materials. The construction of a quad-plex 

instead of a duplex would be another example of a density bonus. The City of Fairfield already has a 

checklist of “green” building standards used in calculations for TIF rebates—similar standards could 

grant zoning flexibility instead of tax relief. Density bonuses may also be allowed based on particular 

land characteristics. A lot with rear access to an alleyway could ‘trigger’ a density bonus—alleys allow 

for parking design options that do not add on-street parking to public residential streets, thus mitigating 

some of the challenges of incorporating higher-density development into existing neighborhoods.  

The ability for a developer to do more with the same land is a cost effective way for the city to 

incentivize development. It also gives the city the opportunity to determine when the incentive takes 

effect based on standards that are appropriate for its needs and character. In Fairfield, density bonuses 

would be an inexpensive addition to a wide range of existing incentives.  

 

By Right Uses: Multifamily, Mixed Uses, and Accessory Dwelling Units 

Text amendments adjust the uses allowed by right and by special permission within base zones, 

dramatically impacting the feasibility of developing vacant parcels.  

 

Expanding Multifamily Housing 

The City of Fairfield should consider allowing low- to medium-density multifamily housing 

within additional base zones by right. Following the example of Ottumwa’s townhouse district, zoning for 

small single-family homes, zero-lot-line homes, duplexes, quad-plexes, and townhome developments up 

to a set number of units can create an appropriate mix of housing types at various price points. Figure 10 

below demonstrates how townhomes (left) and quad-plexes (right) can mimic the style of single-family 

homes and add compelling aesthetic variety to neighborhoods. As illustrated in the calculations for the 

land subsidy, the profitability and affordability of new housing development depends on increasing 

permissible densities. Nationally, many communities are adopting approaches to incorporate mid-density 
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development into existing neighborhoods, a movement advocating for “missing middle” housing.41 

Benefits include making cities safer, walkable, community-oriented, and capable of providing affordable 

homes in mixed-income neighborhoods. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Mixed Uses  

The project team strongly recommends that planning and zoning personnel in Fairfield explore 

the potential of mixed-uses. Incorporating mixed-use development achieves many of the benefits 

mentioned above by adding to the quality of life within a community. Combining commercial and 

residential spaces promotes walkability and helps create a unique sense of place within neighborhoods. 

The City of Fairfield has asserted itself as a community of entrepreneurs and innovators, complete with a 

co-working space in the heart of the city and a high proportion of the population (12%) operating home 

businesses. Denser neighborhoods near the Square and in core business zones may be prime locations for 

mixed-use buildings, with significant economic ramifications: promoting the development of buildings 

with commercial and residential uses can effectively subsidize the cost of new housing supply, reducing if 

not eliminating the need for government subsidy.  

Commercial space sells and rents for a higher price than does residential; the profit per square 

foot of commercial space can create a substantial subsidy for residential units in the same development. 

Changes would need to be made to the zoning code to allow this type of development, as the current 

business district does not contain residential uses by right or by conditional use. Similar changes would 

need to be made if Fairfield were ever to undertake an upper-story restoration project as Ottumwa has 

done. The time and effort required to develop an ordinance allowing mixed-use could contribute to 

vibrant neighborhoods and enhance Fairfield’s already active downtown.   

 

                                                                 
41 Opticos Design, Inc. (2015). Missing Middle: Responding to the Demand for Walkable Urban Living. 

http://missingmiddlehousing.com/resources/ 

Source: www.missingmiddlehousing.com.  

 

FIGURE 10. MEDIUM DENSITY HOUSING TYPES WITH SINGLE-FAMILY CHARACTER 

http://www.missingmiddlehousing.com/
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Accessory Dwelling Units and Modular Homes 

The city should consider allowing accessory dwelling units (ADUs), also known as “granny 

flats,” and modular homes as by right and/or conditional uses in base zones. The City of Durango, CO 

recently passed an ordinance that allows and regulates ADUs to allay neighborhood concerns: capping the 

number of occupants, banning short-term rentals, and requiring owner-occupation of the primary property 

are some examples.42 As mentioned above, it is more difficult for the city of Fairfield to subsidize rental 

housing development. Allowing for ADUs could expand the supply of affordable rental units by making 

use of existing structures.  

In addition, the city could encourage the use of modular homes.  Modular homes are durable, 

customizable, and less expensive to construct per square foot due to economies of scale. Table 25 shows 

that the cost of a modular home per square foot is less than half of the construction costs used in previous 

estimates ($45 compared to $100). Actual costs would vary by manufacturer, detailed specifications of 

the home and the construction cost of foundations. Both single- and multi-family housing can be 

constructed by this method (see Figure 11).  The zoning ordinance could affirmatively allow for modular 

homes in all residential zones and this would reduce subsidies needed to develop new housing.  
 

TABLE 25. COST OF MODULAR CONSTRUCTION 

                                                                 
42 Flint, Anthony. (2016, May 17). How One Colorado City Instantly Created Affordable Housing: The Atlantic City Lab. 

http://www.citylab.com/design/2016/05/how-one-colorado-city-instantly-created-affordable-housing/483027/ 

New Modular 

Homes 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Ave. Sq. Footage 1,520 sf 1,465 sf 1,480 sf 1,470 sf 1,438 sf 

Ave. Sales Price $ 62,800 $ 60,500 $ 62,200 $ 64,000 $ 65,300 

Cost per Sq. Ft. $ 41.32 $ 41.30 $ 42.02 $ 43.54 $ 45.41 

Source: Manufactured Housing Institute, 2015. Includes typical installation cost, excludes land cost 
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FIGURE 11. MODULAR MULTIFAMILY HOUSING 

 

Source: www.pbsmodular.com.  

 

Rezoning  

Until comprehensive amendments can be made, the extension and additions of R-3 zones where 

appropriate is another way to increase opportunities for higher density development.  Figure 12 (below) 

shows a city-owned parcel of land near the Square, another ideal candidate for rezoning. Marketing the 

parcel after the example of FEDA’s RFP process may help the city attract development, as it already 

owns the land and can offer it for free or at a reduced priced. Rezoning the land would increase the 

amount of potential future tax revenue from development but can be justified in other ways: to the south 

of the parcel are the Logan Apartments, a building containing 48 one-bedroom apartments. The parcel is 

also less than a block away from two existing R-3 zones and a business district. All of these conditions 

indicate that the character of the neighborhood containing the parcel is suitable for higher-density 

development. This may also be an ideal site for a mixed-use project for the same reasons.  

Similarly, Figure 13 (below) shows an area in the northeastern corner of the city near the 

wastewater treatment plant. It contains several vacant parcels, with the majority zoned R-1. Above 

calculations for a hypothetical townhome development on Lakeview Drive were based on a parcel in this 

area. The townhome development (or a similar development) would be possible if the R-3 zone in the 

area were extended to include nearby vacant parcels. While some homes in the area are large single-

family residences, at least some of the parcels in the area were previously deemed by the city to be 

suitable for multifamily and were zoned accordingly. In light of housing needs and development barriers, 

a compelling case for extension could be made.  

http://www.pbsmodular.com/
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FIGURE 12. REZONING NEAR LOGAN APARTMENTS 

 

 

FIGURE 13. R-3 EXTENSION ALONG LAKEVIEW DRIVE 

 
 

Zoning Resources 

1. The EPA’s Smart Growth Self-Assessment for Rural Communities lays out a comprehensive chart of 

development goals and regulatory options communities could consider in order to reach those goals 

(https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-12/documents/rural_self_assessment_121815.pdf). 

The EPA has another guide titled, Essential Smart Growth Fixes for Rural Planning, Zoning, and 

Development Codes which offers additional guidance on zoning changes to achieve compact and 

infill development 

(https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/documents/essential_smart_growth_fixes_rural_0.pdf). 

 

2. The Puget Sound Regional Council has created a document with many intriguing zoning approaches 

for small lot development. The document provides links to case studies of communities that have 

implemented techniques such as minimum lot size reductions and density bonuses, in addition to 

offering guidance on issues like parking and community education 

(http://www.psrc.org/assets/6674/hip_small_lots.pdf?processed=true). 

 

3. MissingMiddleHousing.com identifies neighborhood-specific components that contribute to 

successful mid-density neighborhoods and compiles resources on other communities attempting to 

introduce a variety of housing types into their market. It also provides design layouts and photographs 

of mid-density housing types.  

 

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-12/documents/rural_self_assessment_121815.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/documents/essential_smart_growth_fixes_rural_0.pdf)
http://www.psrc.org/assets/6674/hip_small_lots.pdf?processed=true)
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RECOMMENDATION #3: STRENGTHEN AND ESTABLISH MECHANISMS THAT 

PRESERVE PROPERTY VALUES 

While code enforcement, inspections, and consistent property assessments require time and 

money, the alternative is far costlier. Lack of enforcement of building codes and nuisance laws 

perpetuates cycles of decline in existing neighborhoods. Unkempt properties serve as a de-motivator to 

other property owners to renovate their own homes, and neighborhoods with depressed housing values 

and substandard homes act as a major barrier to developers trying to earn a profit from infill development. 

Addressing these conditions requires subsidies, incentives, and other action from the city, while failure to 

inspect and properly assess new developments, renovations, and additions reduces property tax revenues.   

Of particular relevance to Fairfield is the interaction between city infrastructure, housing quality, 

and lacking building regulations. Wastewater treatment requires a significant investment on the part of the 

city – at present, Fairfield is undertaking roughly $40 billion in improvements to its wastewater treatment 

system to increase capacity for water retention as well as install new conveyance structures. With little 

code enforcement of these standards, improper connections can continue to be made to the wastewater 

system, either by direct connections or discharge into sinks, drains, and tubs that connect to the 

wastewater system.43 Homes and businesses can end up contributing a “significant amount”44 of water 

into a wastewater system that does not require treatment. This is an unnecessary use of the treatment plant 

and translates into increased utility costs and undue wear on the system. System overflows can also occur, 

leading to untreated water exiting the system into the ground, streets, and households, causing damage 

and sanitation hazards. It is common in Fairfield for a rain event to increase the flow of water into the 

wastewater system by a factor of 40,45 in part due to improper connections into the wastewater system. 

The impact from poorly enforced residential and commercial structural regulations should be addressed 

through attention to code enforcement, especially as the city completes such a large investment in the 

expansion of the waste water treatment system.  

Proactive enforcement is the only way to protect city investments and prevent the need for 

additional intervention. Quality control is a necessary component of a long-term strategy to create an 

environment that fosters, rather than hinders, future development. Recent online surveys, in-person 

interviews, and a number of past survey and report findings indicate support for changes to code 

enforcement and inspection regimes. Specific recommendations include:  

1. Increase rental property inspections to once every two years. Based on the current fee structure 

outlined on the city’s website, the project team estimated this would generate over $20,000 per year, 

which could be used to partially fund the salary for a Code Enforcement Officer (CEO).  

 

2. Hire a Code Enforcement Officer (CEO) for building code enforcement and/or management of 

property databases. Property and housing maintenance, as well as other inspection needs, would fall 

under this person’s purview. Funding could come from increasing rental fees, allocating city funds, 

and/or through a shared CEO partnership with a neighborhood community. In Alleghany County, 

NY, eight small communities share a CEO for building code enforcement, property maintenance, and 

housing maintenance. Each participating community pays pro-rata based on its number of assessable 

parcels and is considered a part-time employer for the percentage of hours the CEO works within the 

                                                                 
43 Xylem Inc. (2011). Global Water: Inflow and Infiltration. http://www.globalw.com/support/inflow.html 
44 Jefferson County Iowa. (2015). 
45 Harmon, Mike. (2016, April 11). Interview by Scott Roberts and Emily Seiple. In-person Interview. 
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community. Other models split fiscal responsibilities differently—one community may provide 

transportation, while another pays a higher portion of salary. Considerations for establishing such a 

partnership based on multiple New York case studies can be found here: 

http://lgec.org/content/Generic/View/19:field=documents;/content/Documents/File/45.pdf. 

However, if the CEO was to be in charge of managing information and inspection of vacant 

parcels and vacant homes (see below), the City of Fairfield should consider funding a salaried 

position exclusively for the city’s needs. 

 

3. Continue to reward high quality building standards (such as energy efficiency) through existing 

incentive programs and in future considerations. As Fairfield has not adopted the International 

Building Code, offering benefits for incorporating energy efficiency, high-quality building materials, 

and other best practices is another way to encourage quality, durable new construction without adding 

burdensome costs.  

 

4. Set aside short-term funds for renovation needs, and encourage community partnerships to provide 

support for property upkeep. Heightened code enforcement may identify needed maintenance for 

properties owned by those with little means to comply. Setting aside funding for this purpose should 

be considered in the first 2-5 years of the altered inspection regime. Additionally, encouraging 

residents to apply for AHEAD Regional Housing Trust Fund (AHEAD) grants in February 2017 (and 

subsequent years) will also help property owners comply with higher standards (see Grants and 

Incentives for details on AHEAD programs). In San Antonio, Texas, a “Community Toolshed” 

program rents tools such as lawnmowers, rakes, and weed-eaters to low-income property owners for 

home maintenance at little to no charge.46 A similar program could be started in partnership with the 

Habitat’s ReStore and through community donations. 

 

5. Evaluate effectiveness of enforcement and assessment process on a regular basis in partnership with 

community-based organizations such as neighborhood associations, the Beautification Commission, 

and the Greater Fairfield Area Habitat for Humanity. Organizations provide a neighborhood-level 

analysis of the consequences of code enforcement—both positive and negative—that may otherwise 

be missed.   

 

Due to the large discrepancy between the 474 vacant properties identified on the county assessor’s 

website and the 69 vacant land parcels found by the project team, there may be vacant homes or other 

underutilized properties within the city limits that need to be identified and incorporated into an ongoing 

tracking process. Additional recommendations address what may in the future be found to be a significant 

number of unidentified (or inaccurately classified) vacant or abandoned homes. Identifying such 

properties was outside the scope of this report. 

 

1. Vacant houses must be identified and have personnel dedicated to management. Part of the role of the 

above CEO could be onsite inspections—undertaking monthly rounds across the city to check for any 

properties that may have been vacated. Otherwise, another designated person or unit should carry out 

on-site inspections and maintain a database for vacant homes, described below. This unit would serve 

                                                                 
46 City of San Antonio. (2016). Community Tool Shed. https://www.sanantonio.gov/ces/resources/toolshed.aspx 

http://lgec.org/content/Generic/View/19:field=documents;/content/Documents/File/45.pdf
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as an intermediary between the property owner and various city departments, such as historic 

preservation, fire department, police force, among others.  

 

2. Create a separate database for vacant houses. Similar to the database for vacant parcels, a vacant 

homes database would contain pertinent information for each property—such as parcel number, 

square footage, lot dimensions, number of bedrooms, bathrooms, along with photographs. The 

properties listed in the database could be classified into three groups—Preserve, Renovate, and 

Demolish—based on the existing conditions of the properties. In the case of demolition, the newly 

vacant parcel should be transferred to the vacant parcels database. The city can mandate ongoing 

registration of vacant properties where residents intending to vacate their properties are required to 

have the property registered. Those who do not register will incur a fine.  

 

3. Infill development should be encouraged. Vacant houses in the inner part of the city should slated for 

preservation, renovation or demolition first before the properties in the fringes. 

 

 

RECOMMENDATION #4: IMPLEMENTATION OF LAND BANK 

In addition to offering a land subsidy on a project-by-project basis, Fairfield should consider an 

ongoing and proactive strategy of purchasing multiple vacant parcels to hold within a land bank. This 

avoids the risk of escalating land prices in the future and offers all the benefits of the subsidy program 

outlined above. With land ownership, the city taps into the successful precedent of FEDA’s request for 

proposal initiative—the ability to offer land at no cost gives the city a voice in the kind of future 

development that takes place and who can afford it. However, buying land in advance also allows the city 

to actively market specific parcels to developers based on unique qualities of that land.  

 Another advantage to land banking is that it can be done in phases. This allows the city to 

proactively target and incentivize development, even with limited funds. The city could purchase multiple 

vacant parcels in one area to focus on a particular vision for infill in that neighborhood. Subdivisions still 

in the early stages of development could be guided towards medium-density development that meets 

community preferences and affordability needs. Depending on the acreage, owning larger swaths of land 

outright could also allow for Planned Unit Development, which may be an attractive zoning incentive for 

developers. Alternatively, the city could select multiple parcels across the city to incentivize affordable 

units in multiple neighborhoods based on certain criteria. Lots could be chosen based on proximity to 

schools, highway access points, or workplaces, for example, or because they are sized to allow for higher-

density development.  

There are several pockets of vacant parcel clusters—some are on the edge of the city to the 

northeast and southeast. A number of lots are also south of the Square and west of Highway 1 in a 

densely-populated single-family neighborhood. Figure 14 shows an overlay of black boxes on the map of 

parcels considered ideal for development by the project team. The boxes indicate clusters of vacant 

parcels in neighborhoods with similar characteristics under similar zoning constraints. As an example, the 

city could choose to target development on vacant parcels in the neighborhood west of Highway 1, which 

has many homes built prior to 1900 and many identified as being in poor condition (Figure 4). Of the nine 

parcels contained within this area, one is already city-owned.  
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It is of course critical to contact property owners to have an accurate understanding of asking 

prices; realtors may also be consulted to find out how long lots have been on the market as a basis of 

negotiation. The risk of targeting parcels in an area with quality issues and low housing values could be 

balanced by land-banking parcels in newer subdivisions, such as those along Lakeside Drive (see 

previous calculations).  

  

FIGURE 14. EXAMPLE VACANT PARCELS FOR LAND BANKING CONSIDERATION 

 
 

Overview of Land Banking 

The first land banks were established in St. Louis, MO and Cleveland, OH in the 1970’s. Since 

then, approximately 120 land banks and land banking programs have been created in the United States, 

with the highest concentrations in Ohio, Michigan, and Georgia. The first land banks were created in 

response to the large decline in manufacturing jobs that resulted in an increasing number of abandoned 

and tax delinquent properties. As such, land banks were established so that local governments could 

acquire these properties and convert them into productive use – either through foreclosure, city purchase, 

non-profit transfer, or open-market purchases.47 This is done either through a newly created public entity 

or currently existing programs such as housing authorities, redevelopment authorities, or planning 

departments.48  

                                                                 
47 Center for Community Progress. (2016, January 19). Frequently Asked Questions on Land Banking. 

http://www.communityprogress.net/land-banking-faq-pages-449.php 
48 Ibid. 
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The concept of land banks and land banking have been an evolution consisting of three different 

generations.49 The first generation consists of land banks enacted in St Louis, Cleveland, Louisville, and 

Atlanta. Although authorized within different forms of state legislation, the first generation of land banks 

all had a common purpose of primarily addressing problem properties. The second generation refers to the 

land banks established in Genesee County, Michigan, and Ohio.50 This second generation of land banks 

built upon the successes of existing programs by reforming tax foreclosure laws to allow for quicker 

acquisition and transfers of land.51 The third generation consists of land banks that were established in 

2011. These land banks were authorized in Pennsylvania, New York, and Georgia. The third generation 

continued to build upon the lessons learned by the first two generations of land banks but went even 

further in reforming land acquisition powers by city and state. The authorizing legislation of the third 

generation was conscripted to be as clear and direct as possible, so to allow for easy interpretation and 

avoid lengthy and costly legal proceedings that often accompany the acquisition of problem properties.52 

The most common method to inventory land is through the acquisition of vacant, abandoned, 

and/or tax delinquent properties. By looking to the examples listed below, as well as other Midwestern 

cities, such as Arkansas City or Hutchison, Kansas, Fairfield could consider creating a land banking 

mechanism that seeks to acquire vacant parcels identified in this report. Land banking is a flexible tool 

that can be structured to serve the existing and future needs of the City.  It can be combined with other 

policies and incentives to leverage infill development – either by aligning funding sources towards 

specific parcels or by rezoning acquired parcels to allow for a specific type of development. In regards to 

housing, the land banking policy can have an element that requires the land be eventually conveyed to an 

affordable housing developer, or it can include an agreement that stipulates the inclusion of affordable 

housing on the property.  

 

Case Studies 

In Madison, Wisconsin, a land banking fund was created for use in development zones, known 

there locally as the Madison Development Zone Initiative. Since 2010, the land bank fund was awarded 

$5 million by the City of Madison Capital Budget. The initiative provides low-interest funding for the 

acquisition of key parcels to be used for redevelopment and reduce barriers to rental housing 

development. The benefits for doing so allow local governments to strategically align funding sources and 

concentrate them into the designated redevelopment areas. The City also mandated that acquisition of 

these target areas must have clear outcomes and parameters (i.e. require a portion of units be affordable, 

mixed-use, etc.). The objective of Madison’s land banking policy reads as follows: 

“This project provides funding to purchase and stabilize developable parcels of land. Priority will 

be given to parcels for which a development plan exists for a special area plan has been approved, 

but no development is forthcoming due to overall economic conditions or the financial condition 

of the developer, thereby making the parcels available at a below market price. Funds used for 

this purpose will be reimbursed through subsequent sale or ground lease of the property as part of 

the redevelopment or plan implementation process. The City will sell or transfer at market price 

any parcels purchased by the City with these funds. Upon sale by the City, these parcels are 

                                                                 
49 Alexander, F. S. (2011). Land Banks and Land Banking. Washington, D.C.: Center for Community Progress. Pg 20.  
50 Alexander, F. S. (2011). Land Banks and Land Banking. Washington, D.C.: Center for Community Progress. Pg 20. 
51 Ibid. Pg 21. 
52 Ibid. Pg 21-22. 
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expected to remain taxable. All transactions shall be approved by the Board of Estimates and 

Common Council. The Department of Planning and Community and Economic Development will 

develop implementation guidelines for the use of these funds.”53 

In 1999, The Valdosta-Lowndes County Land Bank Authority in Georgia and the local Habitat for 

Humanity chapter entered into a partnership that simultaneously moved 12 low-income families into 

homeownership and revitalized a blighted neighborhood.54 The City of Valdosta agreed to acquire land 

within the Fellowship Place neighborhood and demolish any existing blighted structures for $30,000.55 

However, according to Georgia law, public land was required to be sold at market prices and therefore 

could not be donated directly to Habitat for Humanity. State enabling legislature in Georgia allows for 

land banks to acquire land from government entities through easy transfers.56 Once the land is in the land 

bank’s inventory, it can convey that land to nonprofit organizations whose activities on that land will 

serve a public purpose. As a result, the Valdosta-Lowndes County Land Bank Authority was created as a 

way to acquire the Fellowship Place Neighborhood and directly donate parcels of land to Habitat for 

Humanity.  

 

 

RECOMMENDATION #5: SUPPLEMENTARY CONSIDERATIONS 

 

Continued Outreach and Expanded Partnerships 

We strongly encourage FEDA to continue hosting housing workshops for developers and to assist 

developers and community members to use the findings in this report to push for changes that will spur 

development in Fairfield.  

Conversation with personnel at the AHEAD Regional Housing Trust Fund revealed strong 

interest in funding projects submitted by the Greater Fairfield Area Habitat for Humanity (Habitat). 

AHEAD expressed interest in funding a Habitat project on an annual basis, despite the fact that Habitat 

has not applied that frequently in the past. Interviews with Habitat found that the main barrier to increased 

home production is a lack of volunteers—without volunteers, funding from grant sources will not be 

enough to complete projects. This is an opportunity for Habitat, FEDA, and/or city administration to 

bolster volunteer outreach efforts through partnerships with large institutions and employers. A Habitat 

build would connect Maharishi University faculty and students to the wider community and could be 

incorporated into course requirements or incentivized in other ways. In addition, major employers could 

be sought out to encourage employee participation in Habitat builds. Many businesses incorporate team-

building into professional development and morale-boosting efforts; a build would connect Fairfield’s 

workforce to community needs and provide an excellent PR opportunity for local employers.  

 

                                                                 
53 Madison Economic Development Division. (2010). Land Banking Fund Guidelines. Madison: Economic Development 

Committee. 
54 Alexander, F. S., & Toering, S. J. (2013). Georgia Land Bank Resource Manual. Washington D.C.: Center for Community 

Progress. 
55 Ibid. Pg 25. 
56 Ibid. Pg 25. 
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Ongoing Needs Assessments 

Personal interviews and on-line respondents showed that developers would like information on 

the housing need of specific groups within Fairfield. Two main populations were identified: the housing 

needs of major employers such as Cambridge Investment Research, university students, and recent 

university graduates. These needs are also important for the city to be aware of. If deteriorating housing 

near the university, such as units within Utopia Park, were to be demolished, the need for affordable 

rental housing would increase dramatically within the city. Also, new development occurring in Fairfield 

has been targeted towards residents connected to the Maharishi University. A better understanding about 

this population’s housing preferences could inform development of Fairfield’s vacant parcels.  
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PART VI: FUNDING MECHANISMS 

 

The recommendations above address barriers to development in Fairfield while promoting the 

types of development that will meet affordability needs of residents and enhance the quality of housing 

throughout the city. While many of these recommendations require less city money when compared over 

time with tax relief policies, the upfront costs of front-loaded development assistance will require careful 

consideration and may entail selling bonds and re-allocating existing funding streams.   

 

OPPORTUNITY #1: GENERAL OBLIGATION BONDS AND DEBT CAPACITY 

As of Fiscal Year 2015, the City of Fairfield has total non-TIF valuations amounting to 

$448,588,307. The State of Iowa limits the general obligation debt that cities can issue at 5% of total 

valuations. Therefore, the total G.O. debt capacity of Fairfield is $22,429,415. The outstanding balances 

of all G.O. debts are counted towards this capacity. The table below shows a list of G.O. debts that the 

City of Fairfield has, and the corresponding approximate outstanding balances (Table 26). 

 

TABLE 26. GENERAL OBLIGATION BONDS AND DEBT CAPACITY FOR FAIRFIELD 

G.O. Debts Principal Amount Annual 

Payment 

Approximate 

Amount Paid to 

Principal  

Approximate 

Outstanding 

G.O. Debt 

2010 G.O. Series  $          4,915,000   $        560,000   $    2,800,000   $    2,115,000  

2011 G.O. Refunding Series  $           1,135,000   $        235,000   $        940,000   $        195,000  

2006 G.O. Series  $           6,925,000   $        485,000   $    4,365,000   $    2,560,000  

2010 L.O.S.T.  $               500,000   $          65,000   $        325,000   $        175,000  

2013 G.O. Notes  $           1,900,000     $    1,900,000  

2014 G.O. Swimming 

Pool/Gym 

 $           3,775,000   $          50,000   $          50,000   $    3,725,000  

Total Approximate Outstanding G.O. Debt  $  10,670,000  

Source: Iowa Department of Management 

 

TABLE 27. COMPARISON OF FAIRFIELD'S BONDING CAPACITY TO OTHER MUNICIPALITIES 

Cities 

Population 

2014 ACS 5-Yr 

Estimate 

Total Non-TIF 

Valuations 

FY 2015/2016 

G.O.  

Debt  

Limit 

Approximate 

Outstanding 

G.O. Debts 

Approximate 

Available G.O. 

Capacity 

Fairfield                      9,615  $  448,588,307   $  22,429,415   $  10,670,000   $  11,759,415  

Oskaloosa                    11,555   $  503,685,360   $  25,184,268   $    2,910,000   $  22,274,268  

Le Mars                      9,783   $  491,250,782   $  24,562,539   $    2,765,000   $  21,797,539  

Keokuk                    10,742   $  400,042,122   $  20,002,106   $  16,690,000   $    3,312,106  

Source: Iowa Department of Management 

 

 The outstanding balances of these debts are not readily available from the Iowa Department of 

Management website. Therefore, the project team approximated the outstanding principal amounts of 

these debts based on when the debt was issued, as well as the annual payment paid in the recent fiscal 
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year. The total approximate outstanding G.O. debt amounts to $10.67 million. Therefore, the approximate 

available G.O. debt capacity of the City of Fairfield is estimated to be about $11.75 million. The city can 

use this capacity of $11.75 million to issue bonds as an option for financing the land subsidy, partial 

infrastructure subsidy, and land bank proposal outlined in the recommendations section of this report. 

Table 27 (above) shows a comparison of the approximate available G.O. debt capacities of 

selected similarly-sized cities. Oskaloosa and Le Mars have only a few G.O. bonds; thus, their available 

G.O. capacities are fairly high. In contrast, Keokuk has almost maxed out its G.O. debt capacity. Fairfield 

should take note of its outstanding obligations every fiscal year to check its fiscal capacity. 

G.O. debts are paid using property tax revenues. It is therefore important that the city regularly 

update and ensure the accuracy of its valuations so that it will have the property tax revenue to pay for 

these debts. This underscores the interconnected nature of all recommendations made in this report for 

tackling an issue as complex as housing.  

 

 

OPPORTUNITY #2: LOCAL OPTION SALES TAX (LOST) AND TIF 

On top of the sales tax rate in Iowa (6%), local governments in Iowa are allowed under certain 

conditions to collect a Local Option Sales Tax (LOST) of up to 1%. Of the 122 local tax jurisdictions 

across the state of Iowa, the average LOST rate is 0.89%. In Jefferson County, all local jurisdictions, 

including Fairfield, have a LOST rate of 1% and a total sales tax rate of 7%.57 The City of Fairfield 

currently presents 501(c)3 not-for-profit organizations with the opportunity to apply for the city’s LOST 

Community Betterment Funding Program. The city accepts applications for the program on an annual 

basis during the month of January. In order to apply, an agency must qualify as a 501(c)3, use the LOST 

funds for community betterment (excluding political or religiously-affiliated causes), and not duplicate 

work already being done in the community.58 Historically, revenues from the City of Fairfield’s LOST 

have been used to cover infrastructure costs, property tax relief, beautification projects, and select housing 

projects.  

Recommendations outlined above accomplish many of the same goals—they offer monetary 

support for infrastructure, limit foregone property tax revenue, and foster new housing development and 

preservation of property values. LOST has the potential to fund infill development if more of the revenue 

is allocated towards these recommendations. Determining a set-aside amount to allocate towards the 

creation of an Infill Development Fund could accomplish the same goals LOST has been used for in the 

past but will apply the revenue towards strategic long-term projects. If the city wishes to continue the 

competitive application process, it could adjust the scoring criteria to prioritize applicants with project 

ideas that contribute to housing goals in some way. It is of great importance to consider how LOST 

revenues could contribute to development and housing needs as the tax expiration date approaches. A 

super-majority of Fairfield’s city council could vote against sun-setting the tax and thus preserve a 

funding source for development and housing projects. In this way, LOST funding would extend the city’s 

ability to subsidize up-front costs of infill housing development.  

                                                                 
57 Sales Tax Handbook. (2016). Iowa Sales Tax Rates: Jefferson County.  

https://www.salestaxhandbook.com/iowa/rates/jefferson-county 
58 City of Fairfield. (2016). Application of Local Option Sales Tax.  http://cityoffairfieldiowa.com/DocumentCenter/View/601 



63 

 

The portion of TIF rebate set aside for affordable housing efforts could also become a source of 

funding for recommendations made by this report. Particularly if usage of the TIF policy increases, it is 

important to have clear goals for utilizing the funds so that the needs of cost-burdened populations in 

Fairfield are met in the short- and long-term. 

 

 

OPPORTUNITY #3: GRANTS AND INCENTIVES 

Understanding the priorities and deadlines of regional funding sources is critical to accessing needed 

support from outside sources. As FEDA continues to offer education and other outreach to developers, 

having up-to-date information on incentives, application requirements, and deadlines is critical. Future 

housing workshops could be scheduled based on dates for certain funding rounds or geared towards 

presentation information on programs that meet particular needs.  

 

AHEAD Regional Housing Trust Fund 

Jefferson County, Iowa is served by the AHEAD Regional Housing Trust Fund (AHEAD). The 

mission of AHEAD is to “promote the preservation of affordable housing for low-to-moderate income 

households” in a six-county region, of which Fairfield is an eligible jurisdiction. AHEAD receives 

$300,000 from the Iowa Finance Authority each year and provides a new construction program and a 

demolition/re-development program, both of which the City of Fairfield could utilize. Under the new 

construction program, AHEAD is able to provide up to $6,000 per housing unit and a maximum of 

$24,000 per development. Loans are provided at low interest rates and matching funds are required. 

Under the demolition/re-development program, AHEAD provides up to $5,000 per project with matching 

funds potentially required. The loans are 18 months in length, and AHEAD requires a replacement 

affordable owner-occupied housing unit to be constructed. In some cases, loans are re-paid when the 

rehabilitated home is sold, rather than based on a monthly payment system. In order to be eligible, all 

projects must serve households at or below 80% AMI, according to Iowa Finance Authority guidelines.59 

The main objective for AHEAD is to improve the safety of housing; within one project, funding 

that improves the safety and integrity of the home may be granted before other improvements. The 

applications are granted on a first-come, first-serve basis. Applications begin to be accepted in February, 

with funding allocations completed within 6-8 weeks. AHEAD’s main investment in Fairfield has come 

in the form of loans given to homeowners for rehabilitation projects, many of which have gone to single-

income and/or elderly homeowners. Additionally, AHEAD has set aside $50,000 for the Louden Senior 

Housing project under its “special project” designation. The “Special Projects” category was created 

intentionally as an open-ended category to encourage a wide variety of applicants to apply. According to 

conversations with AHEAD staff, historically the majority of funds have gone towards projects in 

Ottumwa.  

AHEAD’s emphasis on safety and maintenance could offer the city of Fairfield and property 

owners needed support in light of heightened code enforcement. Attention to helping applicants have 

materials ready by February 2017 could bring a significant amount of funding to Fairfield. Furthermore, 

AHEAD staff have expressed interest in allocating grant money to Greater Fairfield Area Habitat for 

                                                                 
59 AHEAD, Inc. (2016). Regional Housing Trust Fund Brochure. 

http://media.wix.com/ugd/ec775e_fd6e6f7d7af74e8b90ab39209292ca2a.pdf 
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Humanity on an annual basis, though the organization does not apply this frequently. AHEAD presents 

the City of Fairfield with an excellent opportunity for grant money that is earmarked for affordable 

housing development. 

 

Federal Funding for Rental Housing 

The United States Department of Agriculture Rural Development (USDA) provides several multi-

family housing grant opportunities that the City of Fairfield can tap into. These sources are especially 

important due to the fact that it is much more cost effective for the city to direct its limited funds toward 

multi-family ownership opportunities.  

 The Multi-Family Housing Direct Loans program “provides competitive financing for affordable 

multi-family rental housing for low-income, elderly, or disabled individuals and families in eligible 

rural areas.”60 Local governmental agencies located in cities with a population of 20,000 or less may 

apply. The funds must be used for construction or the purchase of multi-family rental housing for 

low-income families, or related activities such as purchasing land and expanding infrastructure to 

provide for affordable housing. Funding comes from direct, competitive loans, payable on up to 30 

year terms. 

 The Multi-Family Housing Loan Guarantees program “works with qualified private-sector lenders to 

provide financing to qualified borrowers to increase the supply of affordable rental housing for low- 

and moderate-income individuals and families in eligible rural areas and towns.”61 Eligible lenders 

may apply as well as eligible borrowers, including local governmental agencies. Rural towns with a 

population of 35,000 or fewer may apply. The fund use requirements are the same as the Multi-

Family Housing Direct Loan program. The Multi-Family Housing Loan Guarantees program comes 

with additional requirements including rent caps and a minimum number of units provided. 

 

State-Administered Funding 

The Iowa Economic Development Authority (IEDA) and Iowa Finance Authority (IFA) are two 

vehicles for allocating state and federal funding. Understanding state-specific priorities and deadlines will 

ensure eligibility and make applications more competitive.  

 Community Development Block Grants (CDBG) provide federal funding through the Iowa Economic 

Development Authority (IEDA) on an annual competitive grant basis. A targeted neighborhood is 

selected for rehabilitation and low/moderate income owner-occupants for home improvement 

projects. The City of Fairfield was awarded a CDBG owner-occupied housing rehabilitation grants in 

2005, which provided substantial rehabilitation and lead hazard reduction on ten homes located in 

neighborhood located on the southwest edge of the community. 

 The Workforce Housing Tax Incentive Program (WHTIP) is also administered through the IEDA.62 

Developers utilizing WHTIP produce a net increase in affordable housing units in their community of 

operation. In return, the Iowa Economic Development Authority (IEDA) can provide a sales and use 

tax refund and an investment tax credit based on qualifying new investment. WHTIP is further 

                                                                 
60 USDA. (2016). Programs & Services for Communities & Nonprofits. http://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/programs-

services-communities-nonprofits 
61 Ibid. http://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/multi-family-housing-loan-guarantees/ia 
62 Iowa Economic Development. (2016). Workforce Housing Tax Credits. 

https://www.iowaeconomicdevelopment.com/Community/WHTC 
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designed to encourage housing development where existing public infrastructure already exists – 

vacant lots, dilapidated properties, and mixed use buildings to suggest a few. Communities with a 

severe housing need can work with IEDA to seek designation as a Distressed Workforce Housing 

Community, as mentioned in the 2014 Housing Needs Assessment.  

 HOME provides federal funding administered instead through the Iowa Finance Authority. This 

program provides grant funds for new construction of both rental and homebuyer housing. This 

program also provides for adaptive reuse conversions into affordable rental units. All beneficiaries of 

HOME funded projects must be less than 80% low-to moderate (LMI) income. 

 The Housing Tax Credit Program, often referred to as LIHTC (Low Income Housing Tax Credits) is 

a highly competitive program also offered through the Iowa Finance Authority. It provides tax credits 

to incentive development of affordable rental housing, for low-to-moderate individuals/families. As 

of 2014, the program was not being utilized in Fairfield. If the city is interested in tax credit projects, 

it will take careful analysis of the IFA’s most recent Qualified Allocation Plan, found at 

iowafinanceauthority.gov. Changes to the QAP may be published throughout the year and contain 

significant implications for which projects will receive tax credits.  

 

City Incentive Programs 

The desire to induce development despite these challenges has led to a wide range of incentives at the 

city level. Regional and state grants and programs also contribute to the resources available to developers 

considering projects within the city. 

 The Urban Revitalization Tax Abatement has been described in detail above. All properties within 

city limits are eligible. Limits on value that can be exempted and the duration of the exemption 

depend upon the kind of development or renovation. 

 Enterprise Zones “offer a refund of state sales, service or use taxes paid during construction and an 

investment tax credit of up to a maximum of 10% of the investment directly related to the 

construction of the housing.”63 Eligible development is defined as the building or rehabilitation of at 

least four single-family homes or at least one multi-family building containing three or more units 

(Figure 15). 

 

                                                                 
63 FEDA. (2016). http://www.growfairfield.com/ 
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FIGURE 15. ENTERPRISE ZONES IN FAIRFIELD 

 
     Source: Fairfield Housing Needs Assessment 2014 

 

 The Fairfield Revitalization Loan Program was developed through a partnership with the Fairfield 

Chamber of Commerce and local lenders. Originally, this program made low-interest loans available 

for the improvements of new and existing buildings within three blocks of the Fairfield square. The 

boundary has since been expanded to include the entirety of the Fairfield Cultural District. The 

program can be used for rehabilitation of units and housing in the downtown area. 

  

Energy-Efficiency Incentives  

A number of developers reported using energy-related programs. These types of programs are ideal as 

they promote high-quality building standards and long-term affordability by reducing utility costs. The 

project team has compiled a list of “green” focused funding sources.  

 The Multifamily GREEN Program encourages multifamily properties to utilize energy efficient 

equipment and upgrade existing systems. Eligible projects receive a free energy review. Both 

conventional and affordable multifamily properties are eligible, in addition to cooperatives and 

senior, military and student housing properties. Green Rewards provides property owners with extra 

loan proceeds and lower interest rates64. 

 The Residential Energy Efficiency Tax Credit applies to energy efficiency improvements of existing 

homes and for the purchase of more efficient heating, cooling, and water-heating equipment. 

Restrictions to the tax credit are as follows: “The maximum tax credit for all improvements made in 

2011 - 2016 is $500. The cap includes tax credits for any improvements made in any previous year. If 

a taxpayer claimed $500 or more of these tax credits in any previous year, any purchases made in 

2011 - 2016 will be ineligible for a tax credit”65. 

 The Renewable Energy Equipment Exemption is a state program offering sales tax exemption for the 

purchase of solar, wind, and hydroelectricity equipment66.  

                                                                 
64 https://www.fanniemae.com/multifamily/green-initiative 
65 http://energy.gov/savings/residential-energy-efficiency-tax-credit 
66 http://energy.gov/savings/renewable-energy-equipment-exemption 
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 Property Tax Exemption for Renewable Energy Systems offers another form of tax exemption. It 

exempts the state property tax that would be charged on the market value added to a property by a 

solar or wind energy system. The exemption lasts for 5 full assessment years. Residential geothermal 

systems receive a 10-year exemption67. 

  Taken from the Department of Energy’s website, eligible systems include: 

o “a system of equipment capable of collecting and converting incident solar radiation or wind 

energy into thermal, mechanical, or electrical energy and transforming these forms of energy 

by a separate apparatus to storage or to a point of use which is constructed or installed after 

January 1, 1978; 

o “a system that uses the basic design of the building to maximize solar heat gain during the 

cold season and to minimize solar heat gain in the hot season and that uses natural means to 

collect, store, and distribute solar energy which is constructed or installed after January 1, 

1981; and 

o “a residential geothermal system, new or retrofitted, installed on or after July 1, 2012, 

including all equipment included in the installation or labor required for the construction, as 

well as the proportionate value of any well field associated with the system or attributed to 

the owner.” 

 MidAmerican Energy rebates offers financial incentives to customers who improve energy efficiency. 

“Rebates are available for insulation and duct sealing, central air conditioning systems, heat pumps, 

geothermal heat pumps, appliances, and appliance recycling,” in addition to incentivized home energy 

assessments and HVAC maintenance. Improvements to windows, doors, and siding may also qualify 

for financial assistance. Participants must submit a completed Equipment Rebate Application and 

invoice to MidAmerican68.  

 

Funding to Address Vacant and Abandoned Homes 

The following are the possible funding sources that the city can pursue to undertake programs for 

vacant houses: 

 Neighborhood Stabilization Program (NSP), administrated by an interagency partnership of HUD, 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and Department of Transportation (DOT) provides grants 

for the rehabilitation of abandoned houses. 

 Anti-Crime Funds, U.S. Department of Justice. The correlation of vacant properties and crime has 

been proven. Thus, local governments can apply for grants for neighborhoods with a concentration of 

structurally deficient, abandoned houses.  

 Nuisance Property and Abandoned Building Remediation, a program of Iowa Economic 

Development Authority (IEDA), which provides financial assistance to communities facing the issues 

of dilapidated houses. However, the City of Fairfield is only qualified to apply for uncommitted funds 

after September 1, 2016. However, the program is still worth pursuing. 

 Demolition Assistance offers up to $50,000 in project-based grants through the IFA. Funds can go 

towards property acquisition and demolition. A requirement for this grant is that the city has to 

demonstrate that it will complete a “1”-for- “1” replacement project: a new, affordable home must be 

constructed in place of the unit that is being demolished. The city may donate land to a non-profit, 

                                                                 
67 http://energy.gov/savings/property-tax-exemption-renewable-energy-systems-0 
68 http://programs.dsireusa.org/system/program/detail/4735 
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such as a Habitat for Humanity chapter, to develop new housing on the lot. Demolition of vacant, 

abandoned properties could have a positive impact on the community and would provide lots for-in 

fill developments. 
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APPENDIX A. Additional Calculation for Land and Infrastructure Subsidy  

 

Subsidy for Development in Neighborhood with Low Existing Housing Values 

An existing vacant lot on S 6th Street is 9,240 square feet in size and valued at $7,700. It is 

located near Pence Elementary, a childcare center, and is within convenient driving distance of Hwy 1. It 

could be an ideal location for young families considering locating to Fairfield. Furthermore, the lot is 

accessible by an alleyway, which could help create out-of-sight parking space without contributing to 

congestion on residential roads. Using the same assumptions for cost ($100/sf) and lot coverage (50%), 

Table 28 shows how the cost of developing a new 1,500 square foot single family home and new quad-

plex development would compare to the current assessed value of an existing home in the neighborhood. 

Using the assessor’s website, this calculation compares new development options to a 1,544 square foot 

home on the 900-block of S 6th Street, valued at $119,000 and constructed in 1962. Adjusting again for 

the difference the square footage and the amenities of a newly constructed home, the “market price” of a 

quad-plex unit has been approximated to be $115,700.69 Newly constructed townhomes within Fairfield 

range in price from $90,000 to over $120,000.70 

A new single-family home would cost significantly more to build than what market prices will 

return to the developer—the gap is even greater than the shown in the previous calculation, $30,700 with 

land and some infrastructure costs subsidized. The subsidy does completely close the gap for the quad-

plex units. Home buyers may be willing to pay a slightly higher price for a newly constructed unit that 

offers different qualities than a single-family home constructed more than 50 years ago. It is significant 

that with the land and infrastructure subsidy, the quadplex unit is affordable to a household earning 80% 

AMI. Comparing the property tax revenue of the vacant lot and the quadplex development, the city would 

recoup a land and infrastructure subsidy totaling $11,700 in under 3 years (Table 29).  

 

TABLE 28. NEW CONSTRUCTION COMPARED TO ESTIMATED MARKET PRICES ON S 6TH STREET 

Potential Development on S 6th St Single Family  Quadplex 

Square footage per unit 1,500 sf 1,155 sf 

Cost of land $7,700 $7,700 

Cost per unit (including land) $157,700 $116,600 

Gap between cost and estimated 

market value in neighborhood 

$38,700 

 

$875 

Cost per unit with land and 

infrastructure subsidy 

$149,000 $114,500 

Gap after land and infrastructure 

subsidy 

$30,000 No gap ($1,224 under 

approximated market 

price) 

 

 

                                                                 
69 Note: The estimated market price was calculated by dividing the square footage of the hypothetical newly constructed home by 

the square footage of the existing home. This value was multiplied by the existing home’s price, and then a 30% price premium 

was added to account for the benefit of having a new home and up-to-date amenities. 
70 Karpen, Jim. (2016, February 18). Construction of Affordable Homes Begins in North Campus Village: Maharishi University 

of Management. https://www.mum.edu/construction-of-affordable-homes-begins-in-north-campus-village/ 
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TABLE 29. CITY'S RETURN ON INVESTMENT FOR QUADPLEX 

Quadplex Development on S 6th St  

Assessed value of new development $466,400 

Annual property tax revenue after 

improvement 

$4,400 

Tax revenue from vacant (undeveloped) 

lot 

$131 

Difference in tax revenue annually $4,269  

Total subsidy for land and infrastructure $11,700 

Years to recoup investment (Subsidy ÷ 

Difference in  Tax Revenue) 

2.7 years 
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APPENDIX B. Online Questionnaire Sent to Developers  
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APPENDIX C. Construction Cost Estimates from RS Means Online  

 

 

 
 

Square Foot Cost Estimate Report   Date: 5/18/2016 

Estimate Name: Fairfield Estimate         

Building Type: 
Average 1 Story with Brick Veneer - 

Wood Frame         

Location: OTTUMWA, IA 

 

  
 

      

Story Count: 1       

Story Height (L.F.): 8       

Floor Area (S.F.): 1500       

Labor Type: RES       

Basement Included: No        

Data Release: Year 2016 Costs are derived from a building model with basic components. 

Cost Per Square 

Foot: $89.91  Scope differences and market conditions can cause costs to vary significantly. 

Building Cost: $134,868.66    

      

      
% of 

Total 

Cost Per 

S.F. Cost 

01 Site Work 1.68% 1.32 1,975.18 

  Footing excavation, building, 26' x 46', 4' deep 1.32 1,975.18 

02 Foundation 14.50% 11.34 17,010.58 

  Footing systems, 10" thick by 20" wide footing 1.78 2,675.47 

  Block wall systems, 8" wall, grouted, full height 6.21 9,311.40 

  Floor slab systems, 4" thick slab 3.35 5,023.71 

03 Framing 6.86% 5.36 8,041.79 

  Exterior wall framing systems, 2" x 6", 16" OC 3.33 4,993.81 

  Exterior wall framing systems, 2" x 6", 16" OC 0.32 473.14 

  Partition framing systems, 2" x 4", 16" OC 1.72 2,574.84 

04 Exterior Walls 23.59% 18.44 27,664.29 

  Brick/stone veneer systems, red faced common brick 9.35 14,024.85 

  Brick/stone veneer systems, red faced common brick 0.89 1,328.77 

  Non-rigid insul, batts, fbgls, kraft faced, 6" thick, R19, 15" wide 0.6 899.55 

  Non-rigid insul, batts, fbgls, kraft faced, 12" thick, R38, 15" wide 1.43 2,149.95 

  Double hung window systems, builder's quality wood window 2' x 3' 4.15 6,220.75 

  Door systems, solid core birch, flush, 3' x 6'-8" 1.53 2,293.46 

  Storm door, al, combination, storm & screen, anodized, 3'-0" x 6'-8" 0.5 746.96 

05 Roofing 5.50% 4.3 6,455.10 

  Gable end roofing, asphalt, roof shingles, class A 4.3 6,455.10 

06 Interiors 27.63% 21.6 32,398.47 

  Wall system, 1/2" drywall, taped & finished 5.08 7,625.79 
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  Wall system, 1/2" drywall, taped & finished 1.92 2,886.32 

  1/2" gypsum wallboard, taped & finished ceilings 1.99 2,981.64 

  Birch, flush door, hollow core, interior 2.76 4,139.45 

  Closet door, bi-fold, pine, louvered, 6'-0" x 6'-8" 2.65 3,976.91 

  Carpet, Olefin, 22 oz 0.89 1,331.44 

  Padding, felt, 32 oz to 56 oz, minimum 0.37 556.58 

  Resilient flooring, vinyl sheet goods, backed, .070" thick, maximum 0.96 1,433.56 

  Resilient flooring, prefinished, oak, 2-1/2" wide 2.96 4,443.67 

  Resilient flooring, sleepers, treated, 16" OC, 1" x 3" 0.84 1,261.08 

  Resilient flooring, subfloor, plywood, 1/2" thick 0.74 1,103.69 

  Resilient flooring, ceramic tile, color group 2, 1" x 1" 0.44 658.34 

07 Specialties 7.46% 5.83 8,751.43 

  Kitchen, average grade 4 5,995.72 

  Sinks, stainless steel, single bowl 22" x 25" 0.98 1,471.27 

  Water heater, electric, 40 gallon 0.86 1,284.44 

08 Mechanical 8.29% 6.48 9,720.30 

  Three fixture bathroom installed with vanity 2.85 4,273.19 

  Furnace, gas heating only, 100 MBH, area to 1200 SF 0.66 986.09 

  Intermittent pilot, 100 MBH furnace 0.11 169.77 

  Supply duct, rectangular, area to 1200 SF, rigid fiberglass 0.58 874.79 

  Return duct, sheet metal galvanized, to 1500 SF 0.69 1,037.58 

  Lateral ducts, flexible round 6" insulated, to 1200 SF 0.71 1,072.11 

  Register elbows, to 1500 SF 0.4 596.68 

  Floor registers, enameled steel w/damper, to 1500 SF 0.23 338.05 

  Return air grille, area to 1500 SF 12" x 12" 0.08 117.42 

  Thermostat, manual, 1 set back 0.07 109.8 

  Plenum, heating only, 100 MBH 0.1 144.82 

09 Electrical 4.49% 3.51 5,259.96 

  200 amp electric service 1.11 1,671.32 

  Wiring device systems, average to 1200 S.F. 1.73 2,601.95 

  Light fixture systems, average to 1200 S.F. 0.66 986.7 

      

      

SubTotal 100% $78.18  $117,277.10  

Contractor Fees (General Conditions,Overhead,Profit) 15.00% $11.73  $17,591.56  

Architectural Fees 0.00% $0.00  $0.00  

User Fees 0.00% $0.00  $0.00  

Total Building Cost $89.91  $134,868.66  

 

**** Indicates Assemblies or Components have been customized. 
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