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Transit-oriented development (TOD) is the concentration of construction in neighborhoods adjacent to public
transportation. States like Washington have encouraged TOD through legislation, such as 2025’s House Bill 1491,
which mandates that localities implement density standards, affordable housing requirements, and relief from taxes
and fees for projects near transit. This legislation is in the context of a substantial decline in housing permitting in
Washington state, and in the United States, since 2022 (figure 1). In this brief, we identify steps states can take to
counteract the downward-trending real estate market and help TOD achieve its potential.

FIGURE 1
Housing Permitting Is Declining in Washington State, Particularly in the Puget Sound
New private housing units per 1,000 residents authorized by building permits, annualized
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Source: Authors’ analysis of US Census Bureau data and New Private Housing Units Authorized by Building Permits data from the Federal
Reserve Bank of St. Louis.

Successful TOD depends on land-use regulations that allow mixed uses and density, plus a real estate market in
which projects “pencil out,” meaning they are financially feasible. In this brief, we use a multifamily development
model to test how revenue and cost scenarios influence feasibility. Our stylized analysis illuminates challenges
facing TOD, including inadequate market rents in some areas and high construction costs, issues that may be
aggravated by affordability requirements. We recommend the following mechanisms for states to encourage TOD:

= Fill the gap needed to fund TOD-related infrastructure through grants to municipalities.

= Right-size requirements to respond to market conditions, including by implementing higher-density zoning
standards in high-rent areas, reducing affordable housing requirements in low-rent communities, and
adjusting rules based on the strength of the overall economy.
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=  Provide funding for affordable housing investments, such as through assistance for projects with units
affordable for very low-income families and land, as well as through grants for land purchasing.

= Createincentives for projects in low-demand areas where TOD could catalyze economic growth.

Contributors to Variation in Housing Project Costs

The real estate environment influences TOD feasibility. In this section, we highlight key issues relevant to projects:
potential rents on the revenue side, and taxes, fees, financing, and construction expenditures on the cost side.

Market Rents and Affordable Housing Costs

The rents that developers expect to be able to charge for newly completed units (or the sale values of new homes for
purchase) affect feasibility because investors need to recoup land costs, pay for construction costs, account for risk,
and make a financial return that is competitive with other sorts of real estate investment (e.g., purchasing existing
buildings). Rents that are too low make unsubsidized projects impossible to pencil out. In Washington, median rents
differ substantially across housing markets, ranging from under $1,000 in Spokane to greater than $3,000 in the
central Puget Sound (figure 2). This geographic variation influences where developers invest because even though
construction costs are relatively stable across markets, returns are generally higher in high-rent locations.

FIGURE 2

Housing Rents Are Highest in the Central Puget Sound and Are Lowest in Spokane
Median rent, by census tract, 2019-23
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Source: Authors’ analysis of 2019-23 five-year American Community Survey data and Transit Explorer.
Notes: Tracts outside of Washington are not colored. The Puget Sound, Spokane, and Vancouver region maps are presented at different scales.

Variation in market rents is also relevant in the context of the required inclusion of on-site affordable housing in
market-rate development (i.e., inclusionary zoning), a common feature of TOD laws. The relationship between
market rents and government-mandated affordable rent levels influences project feasibility, determining whether
developers must sacrifice rental revenue to provide affordable units. In some areas, market rent exceeds affordable
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rent limits (typically set as a percentage of the area median income, or AMI). For example, we estimate that a typical
new two-bedroom apartment in Seattle’s Capitol Hill neighborhood can command up to $4,000 in monthly rent, far
more than the $2,100 that a developer could charge for an affordable unit.! When this occurs, developers face a
revenue gap: the difference between what they could charge at market rate and what the affordable program allows
them to charge. For projects to be financially viable, this gap must usually be offset by higher density levels or
subsidies, such as property tax exemptions. Market rents in other communities, such as Federal Way or Spokane, are
far closer to affordable rent levels, but even purely market-rate projects there are less likely to pencil out. As such,
affordability requirements may make project financing more challenging.?

Property Tax Rates and Impact Fees

Property tax rates differ by jurisdiction based on local levy decisions to fund general-purpose governments, schools,
fire districts, libraries, and more (revenues are often distributed among multiple entities). New developments in
jurisdictions with higher property tax rates face greater tax obligations relative to property values, which reduces
net operating income and overall project returns. This variation means that all else equal, an identical development
concept may be financially viable in a lower-tax jurisdiction but tenuous in a higher-tax area, independent of market
conditions or construction costs. In Washington, property tax rate variation is evident across the Puget Sound
region and other metropolitan areas (figure 3). In general, localities with lower property values charge higher rates
to cover their service costs. For example, parts of the southern Puget Sound (e.g., Kent, with levies of $9.52 per
$1,000 in assessed value) have higher rates than areas with high values, such as the cities east of Lake Washington
(e.g., Mercer Island at $6.54 per $1,000). Even so, Mercer Island collects substantially higher income per capita
because of that city’s property values, which are more than two times as high as Kent's.3

FIGURE 3
Property Tax Rates Are More Than Twice as High in Some Parts of the Puget Sound as Others
Levy rate, by tax code area, per $1,000 in assessed value, 2025
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Source: Authors’ analysis of county assessor data and Transit Explorer.
Notes: Tracts outside of study counties are not colored. The Puget Sound, Spokane, and Vancouver region maps are presented at different scales.
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While property taxes influence ongoing operating costs, impact fees (i.e., charges levied on development
projects to fund infrastructure, such as roads, parks, schools, and utilities) affect up-front capital costs. Seattle, for
example, has no such fees (though it does have affordable housing fees in some cases), while Issaquah charges more
than $16,000 per multifamily unit. Some low-income jurisdictions rely on impact fees to fund local services, while
some high-income localities use high fees to prevent construction. In either case, higher fees reduce project
feasibility (Freemark et al. 2025). Some jurisdictions provide impact fee reductions for TOD and affordable housing.

Development Costs

When analyzing a project’s potential feasibility, development financial analysts typically break down costs into the
following categories, many of which include contingencies to cover unforeseen overruns:

= property acquisition costs, including the cost of land

= construction costs, including contractor fees, labor, demolition, excavation, foundations, structure,
exteriors, roofing, interiors, mechanical, electrical, plumbing, finishes, furnishings, landscaping, and parking

= soft costs, including professional services such as architectural and engineering, fees, and marketing
= financing costs, covering the costs to obtain and carry debt

= developer fees and profits, incorporating the inherent risks of investment in new real estate

=  operating costs and reserves, including utilities, taxes, insurance, marketing, and staff

Costs differ by economic conditions, governmental policy, and project design details. Regulations affect costs.
Land costs generally increase when local rules allow higher development density. Financing sources also influence
costs. Developers with projects receiving government-sourced financing must often pay prevailing wages, which are
typically much higher than market-rate project labor costs. Ultimately, development costs determine the rents or
sale values needed for developers to move forward with the capital investment required for new development.

Currently, unfavorable macroeconomic conditions are causing projects that previously penciled out to become
infeasible. Overall construction costs have doubled since 2010 and have risen quicker in the Puget Sound than in the
rest of the nation (Chapman and Jenkins 2025). Insurance costs have increased, as have median hourly wages of
construction laborers.* Meanwhile, prices for construction materials have risen in the face of pandemic-induced
supply shortages, inflation, and import tariffs.” But costs do not rise directly in line with project size, as there are
distinct thresholds in building codes that trigger material requirements and engineering specifications. As a rule of
thumb, the taller the building, the higher the per-square-foot costs (table 1). Rents and home values must be high to
cover the costs of tall construction.

TABLE 1
Construction Materials and Per-Square-Foot Costs Rise with Building Heights

Construction costs

General construction type Stories Material system per square foot

“Slab on grade” buildings 1-5 Light wood-frame (“stick built”) $200-$275

“Podium” buildings 6-8 Wood interior framing with noncombustible ~ $225-$285
exterior over concrete podium

High-rise multifamily buildings 9+ Fully noncombustible structural steel or $300-$400

reinforced concrete

Sources: Authors' interviews with developers and Michael Eriksen and Anthony Orland, “Returns to Scale in Residential Construction: The
Marginal Impact of Building Height,” Real Estate Economics 50, no. 2 (2022): 534-64.
Note: Underground parking is much more expensive than at-grade parking.
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These construction cost thresholds influence what projects pencil out given local context. Because land
acquisition, permitting, and marketing are typically fixed costs, developers will often build as many units and as much
height as possible—but without exceeding building code thresholds. This allows them to avoid, for example, having
to build fully concrete and steel structures, which may be prohibitively expensive even if they enable more units.

Beyond rising material and labor costs, developers face interest rate challenges. Higher borrowing costs for
short-term and long-term debt to cover up-front land acquisition, permitting, and construction increase the returns
developers need to justify investment. Developers must expect substantially higher returns through rent payments
or home sales than the cost of debt to justify investment in new construction rather than investment in other,
sometimes less risky, real estate investment options, such as buying existing units.¢

In the face of these economic headwinds, housing permitting has declined. State and local governments can try
to offset some of these costs and provide incentives for development by reducing impact fees, offering property tax
exemptions, or making free or low-cost land available, but these efforts may have only limited impact in the face of
broader macroeconomic forces, building code requirements, and the realities of local demand for new housing.

The Financial Feasibility of TOD: Where It Works and Where It May Be Challenging

Development requires case-by-case assessments of its feasibility. Investors must scout out parcels to build on,
conform with land-use policies, design a structure, secure permits to build, and attract financing. Each jurisdiction
has a unique real estate market, has its own regulations, and levies its own property taxes and fees for building.
There is no one-size-fits-all solution to the challenges involved in housing development.

Nevertheless, we leverage a pro forma model to test the feasibility of housing-focused TOD in Washington. This
model, which we refined through feedback from local developers recently involved in large multifamily projects,
enables us to explore prototypical projects to compare how changes to model assumptions—such as those related to
local policies—affect project financing (contact the authors for detailed information). The model integrates
information about development and financing costs, localized rents and property values, and impact fees, among
other characteristics. We caution readers that the outputs we present are sketch level, represent data for 2025, and
should not be interpreted as definitive. Developers, for example, may be unable to build a project that matches the
prototypes we explore because of a lack of land availability or a concern that units would not be quickly filled. But
our findings show how different inputs affect generalized outcomes.

How Local Differences Affect Project Feasibility

We use the pro forma model to test project characteristics, with several key local contributors of interest:

=  Market rents and home values: Communities with higher market rents attract investors, who are more
likely to earn their expected return on capital investment if they can charge more for new housing units.

= Land value: Low land costs reduce development expenses, enabling projects (the judicious use of publicly
owned land can help reduce costs, as well). But lower land costs often signal a weaker market or restrictive
local land-use regulations that make higher-density projects more difficult to pencil out. Developers often
seek a middle ground, attempting to find communities where they expect high future market rents but have
been able to identify low- or reasonably priced land.

= Property taxes and impact fees: Communities with higher property taxes and impact fees may impede
housing construction by increasing development costs.

These local contributors interact and layer on top of local land-use policies, themselves affected by state
regulations. Building a development project requires accommodating zoning and positive market conditions.
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Density Boosts

We begin by examining how increases in project density affect project finances. Using our pro forma model, we
analyze the feasibility of a prototypical 200-unit housing development at different density levels across 12 transit-
adjacent neighborhoods in Washington. In each instance, we estimate how much higher rents would have to be (if at
all) relative to similar units to make a project feasible, given differences in local conditions (figure 4). In some
communities, such as downtown Bellevue, projects are likely feasible today. In others, such as downtown Spokane,
rents residents are currently willing to pay are too low to enable projects to pencil out.

FIGURE 4

Many Projects Are Unlikely to Pencil Out Given Current Conditions—and Higher Density Only
Sometimes Improves Feasibility

How much higher per unit monthly rents would need to be to make projects pencil out, compared with area market rents
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Source: Authors’ analysis using the Urban Institute’s pro forma model.
Notes: FAR = floor area ratio. Projects we model in Bellevue, Redmond, Seattle, and Vancouver would pencil out based on current rents landlords
can charge in the area. Project dimensions, used to calculate project costs, differ: 2.5 FAR projects would have five-story buildings on 80,000-
square-foot sites; 3.5 FAR projects would have five-story buildings on 57,000-square-foot sites; and 5 FAR projects would have six-story
buildings on 40,000-square-foot sites. The projects with FARs of 3.5 or greater would have underground parking. All projects would have 10
percent of units permanently affordable to residents at 60 percent of area median income and receive 20 years of property tax exemptions,
similar to the rules implemented in Washington House Bill 1491. Each area’s market rents were calculated by taking the average of rents per
square foot for similar recent buildings in the area, listed on Zillow.

The outcomes presented in figure 4 do not represent all possible scenarios but generally reflect TOD potential
across the state right now. House Bill 1491 mandated that communities plan for an average zoned floor area ratio
(FAR) of 2.5 near bus rapid transit stops and 3.5 near light rail stops, in exchange for projects that include on-site
affordable housing and receive both property tax exemptions and transportation impact fee reductions. Higher
densities—assuming they are accompanied by higher height limits—enable developers to construct more housing on
smaller parcels. The comparison we present in figure 4 shows the following:

®=  |nthe current economy, market rents in many areas cannot cover project costs, even accounting for the
benefits and regulations related to TOD in House Bill 1491, which helps explain why permitting is declining
throughout the state. In cities like Everett, Renton, and Spokane, rents developers can charge are too low to
make most development projects financially feasible. The exceptions where projects can theoretically still
pencil out include some neighborhoods in Bellevue, Kirkland, Redmond, Seattle, and Vancouver that are at
the center of their respective regions and have the highest rents.
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=  |nneighborhoods with high land costs and high rents, such as Kirkland, higher density improves feasibility.
Low-density projects that we modeled there were financially infeasible (they would require higher rents
than residents are likely willing to pay), while higher-density projects penciled out. In places like Redmond,
projects of multiple densities were feasible, but higher densities improve profit margins (not shown)
because high land costs can be recouped only if they can be shared among many housing units.

= |ncommunities with low or moderate land costs and rents, higher-density development may be less feasible,
requiring higher rents than the local market may bear to make a project financeable. This results from the
fact that higher construction costs for taller buildings dilute the benefit of increased density if the local
market does not command enough rent to recoup the added costs.

These results show that increasing allowed density levels may not systematically result in more housing being
built. Communities with low market demand may see no effect, while those with high demand may see a major
effect.

Affordability Requirements and Property Tax Reductions

Governments have often imposed affordability requirements as part of their TOD policies. House Bill 1491
mandates that municipalities require 10 percent of TOD units to be permanently affordable to households at 60
percent of the AMI or 20 percent of units to be affordable at 80 percent of the AMI. That said, localities may
implement their own affordability requirements (or retain their existing rules) if they provide similar or greater
affordability as the state requirements, and these rules do not apply in circumstances in which the area already has
high zoned densities, which is the case for many affected areas. This affordability requirement is associated with a 50
percent discount on municipal transportation impact fees, plus multifamily property tax exemptions (MFTEs), which
eliminate property taxes on residential improvement value (but not land values or commercial improvement value)
for 20 years postcompletion.

The MFTE was already extensively used in Washington (though without a specific TOD focus), with options for
applying it over 8 years, with no affordability requirements, or over 12 or 20 years, in exchange for increasing levels
of affordability, with an emphasis on housing affordable to renters or owners earning 80 to 115 percent of the AMI.
Cities can set their own, stricter, affordability standards. Seattle, for example, requires affordable units with lower
rents relative to the AMI.” But the MFTE was at least originally designed as a tool primarily to stimulate new
construction and thus economic development, not to guarantee deep housing affordability for the lowest-income
households, who have the greatest needs (Phillips, Bourassa, and Virant 2024). Developers noted that they are likely
to use the MFTE when it is well calibrated, because it typically offers a financial incentive. Washington’s high rate of
housing construction compared with the rest of the nation during the 2010s could be at least partially a result of the
widespread use of the MFTE, which is not often used elsewhere.

To demonstrate the impact of House Bill 1491’s affordability requirements, MFTE benefits, and impact fee
reductions, we used our pro forma model to test a prototypical project in downtown Bellevue. In figure 5, we
evaluate a key barometer of project feasibility: the difference between the long-term value of MFTE tax abatements
received (over 0, 8, 12, or 20 years) and the long-term cost in lost rent of on-site affordable housing units either
permanently or timed to the receipt of MFTE benefits. This comparison shows whether projects are more feasible or
less feasible than a project with no affordability and no use of the MFTE. This comparison does not account for the
potential added project complexity resulting from the inclusion of affordable units, attributable to compliance costs
and vacancy while waiting for tenant approval.
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FIGURE 5

Project Feasibility Varies Depending on Affordability Requirements and Tax Exemptions
Difference between net present value of tax abatements and lost revenue attributable to on-site affordability requirements,
per unit, for a prototypical project in downtown Bellevue, by years of multifamily property tax exemption
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Source: Authors’ analysis using the Urban Institute’s pro forma model.

Notes: AMI = area median income, used to calculate affordable rents; FAR = floor area ratio; MFTE = multifamily property tax exemption
(prototypical projects with MFTE would also receive impact fee reductions). Project dimensions used to calculate costs are 200 units, 5 FAR, six
stories, a 40,000-square-foot lot, and underground parking. Does not include outcomes for scenarios with no affordability and MFTE beyond
eight years. Project feasibility in other cities varies based on the combination of local tax rates and rents.

The tests in figure 5 illustrate several factors at play in the interaction between MFTE and affordability
requirements:

=  Projects with no MFTE are infeasible if they include on-site affordable housing (e.g., column A). More MFTE
years result in higher long-term value. Projects with no affordable units benefit more from the MFTE, even if
over only 8 years (column B), than projects with permanently affordable units and 20 years of MFTE (e.g.,
column C). Our model shows that projects with permanent affordability and 20 years of MFTE are
somewhat more feasible than those with no affordability and no use of MFTE (at least in downtown
Bellevue), but developers we interviewed said this was not their experience.

=  Providing permanent affordable units in exchange for 20 years of MFTE (e.g., column C, which is the new
standard in House Bill 1491) results in substantially less value to investors than providing such units but
only over the MFTE’s term (e.g., column D). This value difference is larger for shorter MFTE terms.

Overall, these tests suggest that projects meeting House Bill 1491’s MFTE and on-site affordability
requirements (e.g., column C) could be less financially feasible than projects with no affordability but still receiving a
short-term MFTE boost (column B). This could encourage developers to direct investments to areas farther from
transit if they are not subject to affordability requirements. Outcomes differ by market—downtown Bellevue is a
uniquely attractive area to invest—but these findings raise concerns that permanent affordability requirements
could dissuade TOD. This could particularly be a concern in areas where the affordability requirement is more
stringent than the state’s, as in Seattle.
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Implications of MFTE and Impact Fee Reductions on Local Revenues

House Bill 1491’s MFTE and transportation impact fee reductions are designed to make up for the costs of providing
on-site affordable housing and to encourage development near transit, respectively. These cost reductions can be
thought of in two ways. On one hand, they may be needed for developers to advance projects. MFTE and impact fee
reduction benefits improve project financial feasibility (figure 5). Without these benefits, fewer housing units may be
constructed, which can reduce local economic growth, for example, by limiting the number of residents purchasing
products in local stores and restaurants. Similarly, less housing development in transit areas may mean more housing
development in outlying communities far from public transportation, which would result in increased pollution and
congestion—plus increased transportation costs for residents.

On the other hand, some local government staff members worry that the reduction in impact fee collections may
limit their ability to fund infrastructure adequate to meet transit area needs (Freemark et al. 2025). From their
perspective, impact fees are needed to improve neighborhoods around transit stations to become convenient and
comfortable for riders or to fund crucial infrastructure that residents in those neighborhoods will need (e.g., roads,
sewers, schools, fire departments, and parks). Many of the new transit stations along light rail lines are currently
poorly served by sidewalks or bike lanes. Moreover, surrounding streets are poorly landscaped. These conditions are
unattractive for potential investors. To attract developers, municipalities thus need funds to reconstruct major
arterials from spaces designed primarily for car commuters into streets that are primarily meant for pedestrians and
bikers.

To examine the pros and cons of the state’s impact fee and property tax policy, we estimate the relative income
loss to local jurisdictions, first, from a 50 percent reduction in transportation impact fees. Using data from 2000 to
2020, we calculate the average annual number of housing units constructed in each of the 33 Washington cities with
access to rail or bus rapid transit. This figure ranges from 20 units in Lake Forest Park to 4,900 units in Seattle, with
about 16,600 added overall every year. We compare these counts with locally assessed transportation impact fees;
these range from $0 in cities like Tacoma to greater than $5,000 in Bothell. Assuming that 50 percent of new
housing in each city is completed in transit areas and that they maintain construction rates at the 20-year average,
we estimate that cities would lose about $9.5 million in fees annually (this is a high-end estimate of revenue loss).
This figure ranges from $0 in cities without fees to more than $1 million in cities with fees and high construction
levels, such as Kirkland and Renton. At the same time, if cities double their housing production, the total fees
collected would, by definition, remain steady. Given that this is unlikely, this analysis suggests that cities with impact
fees are likely to lose revenue because of this provision.

We also estimate how property tax revenues may change under House Bill 1491 requirements, again using a
sketch-level approximation. Assuming a constant rate of construction, steady property tax rates, and 50 percent of
new construction in transit areas, we estimate that in the first year of the MFTE program, cities would exempt the
equivalent of $28 million in property tax revenues across the 33 cities (in general, cities shift this revenue loss onto
other taxpayers, meaning that to afford the same level of service, they would have to increase their overall property
tax rate to make up the gap). This amount would increase to $215 million (in 2025 dollars) by the program’s 20th
year. By city, these foregone revenues are equivalent to 0.2 percent of total budget expenditures in Seattle, 0.4
percent in Bellevue, 0.5 percent in Spokane, 1.5 percent in Kent, 2.2 percent in Federal Way, and 5.6 percentin
Mountlake Terrace, for instance, meaning they are significant but not overwhelming, especially because many of
these cities already use the MFTE program. In general, less wealthy communities may be more affected by this
change, though the effect depends on comparisons with current policy. Moreover, if the MFTE policy results in
greater economic activity (e.g., through sales tax revenues), it may have a net positive effect on overall local
revenues.
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Considerations for Implementation

Advancing TOD requires an accommodating land-use regulatory system and a healthy real estate market. This
includes the availability of developable land, zoning that enables the construction of dense projects, and financing
that is feasible given local rents, affordable housing requirements, and property taxes. The results we present in this
brief should be interpreted as illustrative and directional rather than definitive. Real projects require more study, as
outcomes differ by city and financing (e.g., some developers do not rely on debt to finance projects).

Our findings suggest several reasons for both optimism and concern. From a positive perspective, we estimate
that higher density in cities with the highest rents generally improve project feasibility, making projects more
feasible than they would otherwise be. We also show that the MFTE is an essential tool to cover the costs inherent in
providing on-site affordable housing. Without it, projects with such units would not pencil out.

On the other hand, we find that outside of the highest-rent areas, prototypical TOD projects rarely pencil out,
which is one explanation for declining permitting levels statewide. Similarly, higher development costs for taller
buildings may make such projects infeasible. In much of the state, mid- and high-rise TOD is unlikely to be built even
if local governments alter zoning to allow it. Moreover, in many cases, affordability requirements associated with the
MFTE may be too stringent in many cities, potentially undermining development potential. Upzoning and the MFTE
do not sufficiently offset the cost of lost rent. Finally, some municipalities—especially those with less expensive real
estate—may lose substantial revenues from impact fee reductions and find themselves incapable of funding the
infrastructure improvements they need to attract TOD.

States and cities must coordinate to ensure that requirements and benefits associated with TOD match
(Colburn, Collins, and Wang 2024). We recommend that states advance the following strategies:

= Fill the gap needed to fund TOD-related infrastructure. Municipalities hoping to expand development near
stations need funds to improve neighborhoods. Reducing impact fees can help make projects possible—but
also deprives localities of revenues they need to attract investment in the first place. States can stepin
through new funding, especially in cities where revenue losses create large funding gaps, which is the case in
some of the state’s lower-income cities.

=  Right-size requirements to account for local differences. States should consider developing TOD-related
zoning rules mandating even higher levels of density than in House Bill 1491, but this is needed only in
neighborhoods where there is a strong existing real estate market capable of making high-density projects
pencil out (these higher density levels would not hurt in other communities but would have little effect). At
the same time, TOD-related affordable housing requirements should be automatically adjusted over time
and place to match local markets and the economy. Affordability mandates may make projects infeasible in
low-rent areas or make projects more difficult amid challenging market conditions, such as now. At the same
time, if the real estate market improves, those mandates could reasonably be increased.

= Provide grant funding for affordable housing investments. The households with the lowest incomes are not
adequately supported by requirements designed to meet the needs of households earning 60 to 80 percent
of the AMI. To better support those families, states should provide additional targeted grant funding (e.g.,
through the state housing trust fund) to subsidize TOD projects—including those of private developers that
do not build fully income-restricted properties—that include such units. In addition, states can help cities
and community organizations fund land banking to reduce project development costs.

= Create new incentives for development in low-demand areas. TOD is infeasible in many communities at
any density because local rent levels will not bring in enough revenue to cover costs. States seeking to
encourage building around transit stations should consider implementing additional state incentives, such
as targeting the use of Opportunity Zones or other tax credits, to support projects in those areas.
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Notes

1 Assuming a two-bedroom unit at 60 percent of the AMI, which in Washington is defined at the county level. See HFC (2025).

Washington state’s new rent stabilization law, passed in 2025 (House Bill 1217), caps rent increases to 10 percent or 7 percent
plus inflation, whichever is lower. This could affect the financing of existing units (especially in neighborhoods where
developers expect rapid future rent growth), but the law exempts new construction for the first 12 years after completion, so
the impact on new building is likely minimal.

Depending on the context, a higher property tax rate combined with lower property values could result in a lower tax burden
than a lower tax rate with high property values. Our multifamily development model accounts for this variation.

“Average Hourly Earnings of All Employees: Construction,” Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, last updated November 20,
2025, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/CES2000000003.

“Producer Price Index by Commodity: Special Indexes: Construction Materials,” Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, last
updated November 25, 2025, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/WPUSI012011; Sebastian Obando, “There Is a Limit’: Rising
Material Costs Test Construction’s Breaking Point,” Construction Dive, September 11, 2025,
https://www.constructiondive.com/news/rising-materials-costs-test-construction-producer-price-index/759940/; and
Robert Dietz, “Costs and Tariff Uncertainty Weighs on Markets,” National Association of Home Builders blog, March 21, 2025,
https://www.nahb.org/blog/2025/03/eoe-summary-cost-tariff-uncertainty.

Paul Emrath, “Credit Conditions for Builders Tighten,” Eye on Housing (blog), National Association of Home Builders, August 15,
2025, https://eyeonhousing.org/2025/08/credit-conditions-for-builders-tighten/.

7 “Multifamily Property Tax Exemption (MFTE) Program 7,” City of Seattle, accessed December 4, 2025,
https://www.seattle.gov/housing/housing-developers/multifamily-tax-exemption/mfte-program-7.

Some cities already provide discounts on impact fees, so this figure may overstate revenue losses.
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Mandating Density Near Transit

Practices by States and Provinces in the United States and

Canada to Direct Housing Growth to Transit Areas

Yonah Freemark, Lydia Lo, and Yipeng Su
December 2025

Transit-oriented development (TOD) creates dense, mixed-use, and walkable communities close to stations served
by frequent and reliable public transportation (Calthorpe 1993; Renne and Appleyard 2019). TOD residents and
workers benefit from easy access to affordable, environmentally sustainable, and convenient transit; a variety of
services within walking distance; and less driving to get to the places they need to go. TOD can thus reduce
transportation costs, pollution, and traffic congestion while increasing transit ridership and accommodating growth
(Nasri and Zhang 2014; Renne et al. 2016). TOD’s advantages are particularly substantial when affordable housing is
integrated into projects, because families with low and moderate incomes are less likely to own cars and are more
likely to benefit from expanded mobility through transit access (Boarnet et al. 2017).

TOD implementation requires accommodating regulations. In the United States and Canada, localities have
historically shaped development through land-use policies; they can, for example, implement zoning rules that
enable high densities and a mix of uses near transit. But not all cities have done so; many use exclusionary zoning to
prevent dense construction.! In response, in recent years, some state and provincial legislatures have passed laws
mandating for the first time that localities plan for additional housing (Lo, Rosenow, and Freemark 2025). TOD also
requires an accommodating economic environment, meaning a strong enough real-estate market to make
developing market-rate housing financially feasible, or public subsidies to make up the gap.

In this brief, we examine laws adopted by US states and Canadian provinces to direct housing growth to transit
areas by mandating that localities adopt land-use regulations designed to enable higher density. We show how these
approaches compare, but readers should examine the laws for details. We have inadequate information to ascertain
the laws’ outcomes, such as impacts on construction. We do not analyze local TOD laws or other types of legislation,
such as laws that streamline permitting or set housing targets, which mandate that municipalities plan for growth
concordant with local demand and population (Stacy, Mehrotra, and Hendey 2025).2

We recommend several practices for states and provinces seeking to expand investment through TOD:

= Introduce minimum density requirements designed to encourage a diversity of investments in new
construction in areas near transit, while counteracting local efforts to evade density standards.

= Associate developer requirements, such as for on-site affordable housing, with adequate compensation.

®  Provide assistance to localities for TOD-supportive infrastructure to improve quality of life in the areas
surrounding stations.

= Maximize the use of public land, leveraging government-owned property to advance public benefits, such as
for affordable housing.

= Enable transit agencies to act as developers or more easily partner with developers.

= Fund tracking mechanisms to evaluate TOD policies’ impact on construction and housing affordability.
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How Effectively Are States Adding Homes Near Transit?

Urban development patterns in the United States shifted over the 20th century from being primarily structured
around walking and transit to being focused on automobile use (Brown, Morris, and Taylor 2009). The massive
federal investment in the Interstate Highway System, which vastly outweighed spending on public transit, reshaped
metropolitan growth and was linked with state and local policies to enable construction around roadways, mandate
parking around new projects, and discourage walking (Ellis 2001). These trends were associated with reduced urban
populations and outward sprawl, which, in turn, furthered automobile dependency (Baum-Snow 2010).

Since the 1970s, mounting public concerns about the negative impacts of highway building have slowed the
construction of highways and increased investment in transportation alternatives (Mohl 2012).3 Simultaneously,
planning practitioners developed the TOD concept and many policymakers adopted it into local comprehensive
plans and zoning strategies. This approach has, in the process, risen in popularity as a mechanism to accommodate
growth in urban areas nationwide (Freemark 2023).4

US states are increasingly focusing development near transit. Housing growth near rail stations in the typical
state increased from 9.7 percent between 2000 and 2010 to 13.7 percent between 2010 and 2020 (we did not
examine trends in Canada). In all but one state, housing growth near rail stations was more rapid than statewide
during the second period (figure 1). This could be a result of several factors, including budding interest in living near
transit, new investments in transit service, and altered local land-use policy. New state- and provincial-level
regulations and financing aid can help generate more growth in transit areas.

FIGURE 1
Housing Supply Grew More Quickly Near Rail Transit Stations in the 2010s Than in the 2000s

Percentage growth in housing units within a half mile of rail transit stations, compared with statewide housing growth
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Source: Authors’ analysis of data from the 2000, 2010, and 2020 US censuses, and Transit Explorer, using areal interpolation of tract-level data.
Notes: Includes data for stations that were operational or under construction in 2025. Excludes data for states where the total housing units in
2020 inrelevant tracts was fewer than 100,000. Includes data for metro, light rail, commuter rail, monorail, and streetcar stations. Trends around
bus rapid transit stations differ by state and are not shown in this figure. Data for Canada were not examined.
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A Review of Recent Legislative Action by States and Provinces to Mandate Transit-Oriented

Development Density

We identified seven major laws states and provinces have adopted to specifically mandate the implementation of
density standards in areas near transit in British Columbia, California, Colorado, Massachusetts, Ontario, and
Washington (table 1).°> These laws, which have all been enacted since 2020, set requirements that localities must
follow regarding zoning; in some cases, they build on local policies designed to promote TOD and related state
policies, such as those enabling middle-scale housing construction. In the remainder of this brief, we focus our
attention on the contours of these seven state and provincial laws, while also referencing related laws.

TABLE 1

Summary of Recent Major State and Provincial Transit-Oriented Development Legislation

Legislation and year enacted Municipal applicability = Zone types Transit areas
British Columbia Bill 47 (enacted as Cities with transit access ~ All zones where % mile from metro; % mile from
Chapter 48, Housing Statutes (Transit- residential is commuter rail and bus hubs
Oriented Areas) Amendment Act, 2023, allowed
Statutes of 2023)
California Assembly Bill 2011 (enacted as Metropolitan-area Commercial %2 mile from major transit stops
Chapter 647, AB-2011 Affordable jurisdictions with at least ~ zones and

100,000 residents corridors

Housing and High Road Jobs Act of 2022,
Statutes of 2022)2

California Senate Bill 79 (enacted as
Chapter 512, An act to add Chapter 4.1.5
(commencing with Section 65912.155) to
Division 1 of Title 7 of the Government
Code, relating to land use, Statutes of
2025)

Colorado House Bill 24-1313 (enacted as
Chapter 168, Housing in Transit-Oriented
Communities, Session Laws of 2024)

Massachusetts House Bill 5250 (enacted
as Chapter 358, An Act Enabling
Partnerships for Growth, the Acts of
2020)

Ontario Provincial Planning Statement
2024b

Washington House Bill 1491 (enacted as
Chapter 267, Transit-Oriented Housing
Development, Laws of 2025)

Jurisdictions in counties
with at least 15 rail
stations (8 counties
statewide)

Metropolitan-area
jurisdictions with at least
4,000 residents and at
least 75 transit-adjacent
acres

Cities and towns served
by MBTA, except Boston

Municipalities served by
fixed-guideway transit

Cities with transit access

All zones where
residential is
allowed

All zones (with
minor
exceptions)

Upto
jurisdiction

All zones

All zones where
residential is
allowed

% mile from fixed-guideway
transit (% mile in cities with fewer
than 35,000 people)

% mile from light and commuter
rail; % mile from frequent bus
service

50 acres or 1.5% of jurisdiction’s
land area, mostly within % mile of
transit

% mile from fixed-guideway
transit

% mile from light and commuter
rail (% mile from BRT and in cities
with fewer than 15,000 people)

Source: Author analysis of state and provincial laws and regulations.

Notes: BRT = bus rapid transit; MBTA = Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority

2Expanded by 2024’s California Assembly Bill 2243; data presented here reflect that expansion.
b Ontario developed this statement under rules established by the provincial Planning Act (R.S.0. 1990, Chapter P.13).

The laws in table 1 define neighborhoods within a half mile of transit stations as those where localities should
plan for TOD. In some cases, this distance is reduced, such as for bus service areas or in smaller cities (rules also
differ based on distance; see below). Not all laws apply to all localities; California Senate Bill 79, for example, only
affects localities in eight counties, a decision resulting from political debate about the law’s potential consequences
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on other areas.® Massachusetts House Bill 5250 takes a unique approach, enabling cities and towns with transit
access to determine for themselves what section of the community they will classify as a transit area.”

The key mechanism by which states and provinces regulate how localities must plan near transit is by setting
standards related to building density and, relatedly, height (table 2). These standards are the “base”; localities can
zone at higher densities if they desire. But the approaches by which the laws implement this base are not uniform.

TABLE 2
States and Provinces Differ in What Density Requirements They Enforce on Localities
Density and height requirements, by transit mode and distance from stations

Light Rail, Frequent Bus,
Metro?® Commuter Rail® Bus Rapid Transit
Density
Legislation rule Transit zone Density Height Density Height Density Height
British Min. 660 ft. 5FAR 20fl. 4FAR 12fl.
Columbia Bill 47 % mile 4 FAR 121l 3FAR 8 fl.
(enacted 2023) % mile 3FAR 8fl.
California Min. All transit zones  80u/a 65 ft. 80u/a 65 ft. 80u/a 65 ft.
Assembly Bill (%2 mile)
2011 (enacted
2022)¢
California Min. 200 ft. 4.5FAR, 95 ft. 4FAR,120 85ft. 4FAR,120 85ft.
Senate Bill 79 160u/a u/a u/a
(enacted 2025) Y% mile 3.5FAR, 75 ft. 3FAR,100 65ft. 3FAR,100  65ft.
120u/a u/a u/a
% mile 3FAR,100 65ft. 25FAR,60 55ft 2.5FAR,60 55ft
u/a u/a u/a
ColoradoHouse Average  Alltransitzones 40u/a 40u/a
Bill 24-1313 (Yaor %2 mile)
(enacted 2024)
Massachusetts Min. All transit zones  15u/a 15u/a 15u/a
House Bill 5250 (%2 mile)
(enacted 2020)
Ontario Min. Alltransitzones 81 jobs, 61-65 jobs, 65 jobs,
Provincial (% mile) people/acre people/acre people/acre
Planning
Statement
2024¢
Washington Average  All transit zones 3.5FAR 2.5 FAR®
House Bill 1491 (% or %2 mile)
(enacted 2025)

Source: Author analysis of state and provincial laws and regulations.

Notes: Min. = minimum; FAR = floor area ratio; u/a = units per acre. Where no information is noted, bill did not specify requirements. Depending

on the law, density rules are enforced through requiring localities to rezone or accept development proposals meeting a certain density level.

2 For California Senate Bill 79, includes commuter rail services with at least 72 trains per day per direction.

b For California Senate Bill 79, only applies to commuter rail services with at least 48 trains per day per direction.
¢ Expanded by California Assembly Bill 2243 (enacted as Chapter 272, statutes of 2024); data presented reflect that expansion.
4 Ontario developed this statement under rules established by the provincial Planning Act (revised statutes of 1990, Chapter P.13).

¢ FAR of 3if cities exempt 25 percent of area from requirements.
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Key differences between the seven laws in tables 1 and 2 include the following:

= Types of transit: In general, laws introduce the highest-density rules near metro services; then near light rail
and commuter rail services; then near bus services. This follows the assumption that densities should be
higher near rail stations—often perceived, sometimes inaccurately, as higher quality than bus stations.

= Distance from transit stations: Two laws—British Columbia Bill 47 and California Senate Bill 79—enforce
higher density requirements closer to stations, under the assumption that concentrations of activity should
be focused in the areas immediately adjacent to stations.8 There is evidence that this appropriately reflects
higher transit use among people living and working nearest to stations (Guerra, Cervero, and Tischler 2012).

=  Floor arearatio, units per acre, or building heights: The laws differ in how they implement density
requirements. Some use a measure of building density, floor area ratio (FAR), defined as the ratio of building
square footage to land area;’ others use a measure of housing density, units per acre, defined as the number
of housing units per land area; still others implement a height requirement, expressed in feet or stories; and
Ontario uses an estimate of floor space needed to accommodate a minimum density of people and jobs.

These requirements are also sometimes associated with setting housing targets, such as through California’s
regional housing needs allocation process. Massachusetts House Bill 5250 includes a target-setting approach,
requiring that municipalities to which the law applies accommodate the equivalent of 10 to 25 percent of citywide
housing in locally determined transit districts. The laws in table 2 are typically enforced by the relevant state or
provincial government; in Massachusetts, for instance, noncompliant localities face loss of grant funding.1®

Minimum Versus Average Density Requirements

A key issue is whether laws mandate a minimum or average density. Mandating a minimum density means
municipalities cannot zone at densities lower than a certain level, or cannot ban projects at that density (often with
some exceptions). For example, British Columbia Bill 47 mandates that, within 660 feet of SkyTrain metro stations,
cities cannot reject proposals for buildings with densities of 5 FAR and 20 stories.!* California’s Assembly Bill 2011,
designed to encourage housing in commercial zones, mandates that cities zone for at least 80 housing units per acre
near transit stops (cities are allowed to “trade” density from one location to another).12 A minimum density
requirement means that the average zoned density in transit areas may ultimately be higher than that minimum.

Colorado House Bill 24-1313 and Washington House Bill 1491, on the other hand, mandate average densities
near stations.! California Senate Bill 79, while implementing a minimum density requirement, nevertheless also
authorizes cities to adopt average minimum densities across all transit stations within their boundaries, such as by
reducing density on some sites by up to 50 percent and increasing it on others by up to 100 percent. This approach is
intended to provide localities some freedom in their decisionmaking.

Infigure 2, we illustrate three scenarios for how an average zoning requirement at 3 FAR could theoretically be
applied by a locality. Scenario A concentrates high or very high densities (10 or 15 FAR) in just a small percentage of
the transit area, with low densities (1 FAR) elsewhere in the transit area; scenario B mixes densities throughout the
transit area; and scenario C has the whole transit area being zoned for moderate density (3 FAR).

Imposing an average density requirement, rather than a minimum requirement, may create openings for cities
seeking to evade the intent of state or provincial TOD laws. A municipality may choose to concentrate high density
zoning into a small area (figure 2 scenario A). Some municipalities may strategically assign higher densities to sites
unlikely to be redeveloped, such as those occupied by a high-valued existing use or subject to historic preservation
requirements. Although this approach would follow the letter of the law, it might not achieve broader TOD benefits.
First, it could freeze conditions in low-density neighborhoods, even in some areas directly adjacent to stations.
Second, it could limit the potential for middle-scale developments by constraining them to just a small portion of
transit areas. At the same time, very high-density zoning may not result in high-density structures, since some types
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of projects—such as with steel and concrete construction—typically only become financially feasible when market-
rate values are quite high. Similarly, zoning the whole area to a minimum density (as in figure 2 scenario C) may make
it more difficult for developers to build larger structures, potentially limiting construction.

FIGURE 2
Theoretical Approaches to Zone a Transit Neighborhood for an Average Density of 3 FAR

I Very high density (15 FAR) [l High density (10FAR) [ Middle density (5 FAR) [ Moderate density (3 FAR) Low density (1 FAR)
Scenario A Scenario B ScenarioC

/\\ >

1/2 mile radius "
Higher densities are concentrated in a small Land is zoned for a mix of densities, ranging All land is zoned to moderate densities, at 3
area, with 84% of land zoned for low densities. from low to high. FAR.
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Source: The authors.
Notes: FAR = floor area ratio.

States and provinces have opportunities to counter local evasion of density requirements. California Senate Bill
79 requires localities to waive development rules—such as setback restrictions—that would physically preclude the
construction of projects meeting the law’s minimum density rules. The law also enables the state to fine
municipalities if they deny permits for legally compliant projects in certain neighborhoods.

Complementary Approaches to Encouraging Transit-Oriented Development

Density requirements are the focus of most state and provincial TOD-related legislative action, but these are just
one tactic of many that state and provincial governments are taking to expand development near transit. In this
section, we review several related approaches, in some cases describing other legislation.

Affordable Housing Requirements

Several states attach affordable housing requirements to density mandates. Colorado House Bill 24-1313 requests
that localities identify approaches to address affordability. More concretely, California Assembly Bill 2011,
California Senate Bill 79, and Washington House Bill 1491 mandate that localities implement inclusionary zoning
regulations. Inclusionary zoning requires that market-rate housing projects include units affordable to households
with low or moderate incomes. The below-market rent of these affordable units is theoretically subsidized through
the added density noted above and/or tax relief (as in Washington), but some inclusionary zoning rules may
undermine project financing. The three laws mentioned above each mandate that localities offer developers several
options for affordable-unit allowances (table 3), ranging from units affordable to families with extremely low
incomes (at or below 30 percent of metropolitan median income) to units affordable to families with low incomes (at
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or below 80 percent of median income). These laws are sometimes associated with project subsidies (see below).
Localities typically have the opportunity to require deeper levels of affordability.

New Jersey encourages cities to meet their fair-share affordable housing obligations by locating such units in
areas near transit stations.’* Washington State requires Sound Transit (a Seattle-region transit provider) to commit
80 percent of surplus land from public transportation project construction to developers that will guarantee
affordability to moderate income households in 80 percent of units (Freemark et al. 2025).

Other states have enabled affordable housing projects to supersede local zoning ordinances that otherwise
would stand in the way of affordable housing construction. For example, Florida’s Live Local Act (enacted as Chapter
2023-17 in 2023) allows affordable housing developers to preempt local zoning for eligible projects. Until
Washington House Bill 1491 in 2025, however, these mandates did not focus on TOD. But Washington’s law
provides a boost for affordable housing in the zoning code by requiring that localities provide developers a 1.5 FAR
density boost over baseline zoning allowances for projects that comprise only units affordable at or below 80
percent of metropolitan area median income.

TABLE 3
Approaches for Transit-Oriented Development-Related Affordable Housing Requirements
Differ by State

Legislation Affordable housing requirement
California Assembly Bill 20112 Three options:
(1) All units at 80% of AMI
(2) Market rate, but 8% of units at 50% of AMI and 5% of units at 30% of AMI
(3) Market rate, but 15% of units at 60% of AMI
California Senate Bill 79 Four options:
(1) All affordable
(2) Market rate, but 7% of units at 30% of AMI
(3) Market rate, but 10% of units at 50% of AMI
(4) Market rate, but 13% of units at 60% of AMI
Colorado House Bill 24-1313 Cities must identify strategies to address affordability and displacement.
Washington House Bill 1491 Four options:
(1) All affordable
(2) Market rate, but 10% of units at 60% of AMI
(3) Market rate, but 20% of units at 80% of AMI
(4) Market rate, but 10% of units at 80% of AMI if at least 10% of building units are 3+
bedroom

Source: Author analysis of state and provincial laws and regulations.

Notes: AMI = Area median income. Inclusionary zoning requirements are enforced by many of municipalities, including in transit areas; typically,
these supersede state or provincial requirements. California enforces some antidisplacement provisions in its laws, such as protections for
tenant-occupied buildings, which are not reflected here. British Columbia Bill 47 (2023), Massachusetts House Bill 5250 (2020), and Ontario
Provincial Planning Statement (2024) do not include any specific affordable housing requirements.

2 Expanded by California Assembly Bill 2243 (enacted as Chapter 272, statutes of 2024), which is reflected here.

Subsidies for Development Projects Near Transit

Because units affordable to households with low incomes have rents that are too low to cover the costs of building
those units, developers need to look elsewhere to make up the costs of providing affordable housing as part of
development projects. In association with affordable housing requirements, some states have created subsidies for
TOD. These subsidies help market-rate developers recoup some of their costs, beyond the benefit developers
receive through TOD density boosts.
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Washington House Bill 1491 expands the state’s multifamily property tax exemption program. Localities that
implement TOD affordability requirements must also provide developers a 20-year property tax exemption on
improvement value (the tax exemption does not apply to land value). That said, cities can enforce alternative
inclusionary zoning requirements, associated with the property tax exemption, if they desire. In addition, the law
requires that localities provide a 50 percent reduction in transportation impact fees for relevant TOD projects.

Hawaii House Bill 1409 (enacted as Act 159 in 2025), also subsidizes development projects, but as an approach
to incentivize local governments to zone for higher density. The law created a new state revolving fund for mixed-
income housing and dedicated 51 percent of its funds to counties that have zoned for at least 6 FAR in the areas
within a half mile of transit stations, and at least 7 FAR in areas within a quarter mile. Similarly, Colorado House Bill
24-1313 dedicated $30 million in new state affordable housing tax credits to neighborhoods located near transit.

Grants for Local Infrastructure Investment in Transit Areas

To accommodate TOD, localities need supportive infrastructure. This can take several forms: investment in
improved streetscapes designed for pedestrians and cyclists, rather than just drivers, to ensure safe and comfortable
passage to and from transit stations; quality-of-life-improving local amenities, such as neighborhood parks, libraries,
and community centers; and sewer and water infrastructure to handle the demand from a growing population. These
improvements can help make neighborhoods near transit attractive for developers that otherwise might be
skeptical of making investments; this need is particularly acute in cities with otherwise weak housing markets.
Several states have developed incentive programs with grants or other approaches directed to localities, specifically
designed to support TOD.

Both Maryland and New Jersey have state growth legislation that is designed to direct investment into infill
(already developed) areas, including communities near transit. These policies have been in effect for several decades
and have helped focus state funding to those neighborhoods. More recently, Connecticut House Bill 5278 (enacted
as File Number 403 in 2024) provided grants to municipalities to conduct TOD planning, which is necessary for some
localities to assist them in determining how they want the future of their transit neighborhoods to look. Utah Senate
Bill 217 (enacted as Chapter 411 of the 2021 session laws), enables cities and counties to create tax increment
financing districts near transit that can capture increases in local property tax revenues for the purpose of funding
improvements.

In some cases, states have sought to directly fund local projects to bolster the potential for TOD. Colorado
House Bill 24-1313 includes a provision allocating $35 million in infrastructure grants for municipalities investing in
their transit areas. Washington House Bill 1491, section 4, includes the creation of a TOD infrastructure grant
program, which would build on the state’s other grant programs designed to support municipal needs. Yet the state
legislature has not funded this new program as of this writing.

Eliminating Parking Minimum Requirements for Projects Near Transit

Parking minimum requirements are associated with higher development costs and increased car use, each of which
run contrary to the goal of increasing housing supply through TOD (Shoup 1999). In many cases, these minimums are
set at much higher levels than needed, leading to empty, unused parking spaces. More than 100 cities throughout
the United States have eliminated parking requirements.’ Now some states are eliminating parking minimums in
transit neighborhoods, in some cases as part of the density mandate laws described above. These laws allow
developers to provide parking at the level they desire, though some municipalities are piloting parking maximums.

California’s Assembly Bill 2097 (enacted as Chapter 459, Statutes of 2022) eliminated parking requirements for
projects within a half mile of major transit stops, as did Illinois’ Senate Bill 2111 (passed by the legislature in 2025).16
Colorado’s House Bill 24-1304 (enacted as Chapter 159, Session Laws of 2024) eliminated parking requirements for
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residential or mixed-use projects, though it maintained localities’ ability to enforce requirements on affordable
housing projects or large developments when local governments present substantial evidence for parking needs. In
2022, under its legal authority, Oregon’s Land Conservation and Development Commission eliminated all parking
requirements within a half mile of frequent transit. And Washington’s House Bill 1491 (2025) eliminated parking
rules for projects in transit areas. Washington Senate Bill 5184 (enacted as Chapter 204, Laws of 2025) eliminated
parking requirements for many uses statewide, including all residences with less than 1,200 square feet.

Leveraging Public Resources, Including Public Land and Public Developers, in Transit Areas

States and provinces have increasingly encouraged TOD by leveraging public resources. One key opportunity is
better using federal, state, and local government-owned public land, which is often available in areas surrounding
transit construction because transit projects often use land beyond the end-project footprint for crews and
materials storage.’” On that land, public agencies can lead joint development projects with housing, with the goal of
not having to rely on private developers to get projects moving.

Higher-level governments can encourage or require public agencies to lead projects. Washington House Bill
1491 includes a provision for Sound Transit to pilot mixed-use projects on three of its existing park-and-ride lots
that are located along the routes of planned bus rapid transit lines. lllinois Senate Bill 2111 provides transit agencies
the power to acquire land for TOD and lead or partner on development projects. In British Columbia, the provincial
government has given the Vancouver region Translink transit agency to collaborate with developers to build dense
housing complexes, often directly adjacent to stations. The Ontario Transit-Oriented Communities Act (Chapter 18,
Statutes of 2020), similarly enabled the Minister of Infrastructure to pursue joint developments near transit; these
powers can be delegated to the Toronto region Metrolinx transit agency and to other public agencies.

Finally, California Senate Bill 79, enacted in 2025, expands transit agencies’ ability to develop their land; it builds
on Assembly Bill 2923 (enacted as Chapter 1000, Statutes of 2018), which delegated such powers to the Bay Area
Rapid Transit agency. The 2025 law entitles agencies to set TOD development standards at up to twice the density
of those for projects in general, though localities can limit building heights. The law also enables agencies to lead
joint development projects on their land, with the provision that 20 percent of housing is affordable to households
with low or moderate incomes, and that projects meet higher environmental and labor standards; these
requirements may make developments difficult to finance.

Recommendations for State Policymakers Seeking to Advance Transit-Oriented
Development

This brief documents how states and provinces are taking strides toward increasing housing near transit through
laws that mandate localities to implement higher density standards and that provide complementary investments in
affordable housing and local infrastructure. Although the recency of these laws means they have not yet had time to
produce many tangible development outcomes, our conversations with planners, policymakers, and developers
provided insights into risks and mitigation measures for states and provinces considering similar laws. TOD policies
can help reinforce the progress states and provinces are already making in expanding the share of housing near
transit, which can reduce car dependence, increase transit ridership, and limit pollution.

Based on the examples we profile, we recommend that states and provinces take the following actions:

" Introduce minimum density requirements that ensure that dense, mixed-use projects can be built near
transit. These requirements must be designed to prevent localities from taking actions such as
concentrating density in areas where development is unlikely, which would evade the intent of state or
provincial rules. Rule-breaking localities should face fines, enforced by higher-level governments.
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= Associate developer requirements with adequate compensation. Although affordable housing is necessary
in transit areas to ensure everyone can live in TODs, inclusionary zoning rules that are too tough may
imperil construction. Such mandates should be carefully calibrated and made dynamic or responsive to
market conditions (e.g., by varying requirements based on recent construction levels) to ensure they enable
projects to pencil out. Additional subsidies for projects or households with incomes too low to afford living
in TOD may be a mechanism to fill the gap.

= Provide localities grant assistance for TOD-supportive infrastructure. Cities with limited tax bases need
funding to cover the costs of sewer, water, street improvements, landscaping, and more. States and
provinces can help distribute funds to the communities that need assistance the most.

= Maximize the use of public land, which can be leveraged to reduce development costs and make projects
feasible in communities with high land costs.

= Enable transit agencies to act as developers or partner in development, which can speed projects in certain
areas, especially in the context of the construction of new transit lines.

®  Fund tracking mechanisms to evaluate the effectiveness of TOD policies. Specific state or metropolitan-
level agencies should be appointed to determine the degree to which housing is being concentrated in areas
near transit, and to ensure that that housing offers residents a high quality of life.

More action is needed to maximize the potential for housing production in transit areas. We could not identify
mandates for localities to promote TOD in most states or provinces, including in many of those with the most
effective transit systems, such as New York and Pennsylvania. Policymakers elected in these states and provinces
should evaluate what kinds of TOD strategies might be transferable to their locales. Moreover, there is considerable
variation even in the approaches taken by the states and provinces we profile here. Research is needed to
understand which policies are working most effectively to add housing in areas near transit.

We also believe there are opportunities to go beyond the examples we describe. One option is for states,
provinces, and localities to direct public agencies and publicly funded agencies providing services (e.g., public
libraries) to lease space in TOD buildings—or jointly develop such buildings—as a default. This can help ensure that
transit areas provide a mix of services and improve quality of life for residents of these neighborhoods.

Notes

1Yonah Freemark, “Exclusionary Zoning Limits Opportunity by Concentrating Subsidized Housing in a Small Part of the Puget
Sound Region,” Urban Institute Urban Wire, June 22, 2023, https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/exclusionary-zoning-limits-
opportunity-concentrating-subsidized-housing-small-part-puget.

2 Some metropolitan areas, such as Montreal, Quebec’s, have implemented regional TOD policies that mandate minimum zoning
through the implementation of the metropolitan plan. See Communauté métropolitaine de Montréal, "Plan Métropolitain
d'Aménagement et de Développement | PMAD," accessed December 8, 2025, https://cmm.qc.ca/planification/plan-
metropolitain-damenagement-et-de-developpement-pmad/.

3Yonah Freemark, “Transit Expansion in the United States: A 2024 Roundup and a Look Ahead to 2025,” The Transport Politic,
January 6, 2025, https://www.thetransportpolitic.com/2025/01/06/transit-expansion-in-the-united-states-a-2024-roundup-
and-a-look-ahead-t0-2025/.

4Yonah Freemark, “Spurring Housing Development Near Transit through Federally Funded Land Acquisition,” Urban Institute
Urban Wire, February 27, 2024, https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/spurring-housing-development-near-transit-through-
federally-funded-land-acquisition.

5 Close to publication, Connecticut enacted new legislation related to TOD (House Bill 8002, enacted as An Act Concerning
Housing Growth, Public Act Number 25-1), but because of timeline, we do not include it in our analysis. The law mandates that
municipalities enable projects within a half mile of rail and bus service that have two to nine housing units on lots zoned for
commercial and mixed uses. In addition, the law encourages, but does not require, localities to enact allowances for such
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middle housing projects on residentially zoned lots, as well as to create transit-oriented districts where zoning allows by-right
development of projects that (a) have ten or more units, of which at least 30 percent are affordable; and (b) are fully affordable
and located on lots owned by the municipality, a public housing authority, a nonprofit entity, or a religious entity. The law
provides municipalities incentives in the form of access to grants and reduced state affordable housing requirements.

6 An act to add Chapter 4.1.5 (commencing with Section 65912.155) to Division 1 of Title 7 of the Government Code, relating to
land use. SB 79, Chapter 512 (CA 2025), https://legiscan.com/CA/text/SB79/2025.

7 An Act Enabling Partnerships for Growth, HB 5250, Chapter 358 (MA 2020),
https://malegislature.gov/Laws/SessionLaws/Acts/2020/Chapter358.

8 Housing Statutes (Transit-Oriented Areas) Amendment Act, 2023, 2023 Leg., 4th Sess., 42nd Parl. (BC 2023),
https://www.bclaws.gov.bc.ca/civix/document/id/bills/billsprevious/4th42nd:gov47-3.

? We use shorthand for this ratio throughout this brief. For example, 5 FAR indicates a 5:1 ratio of building square footage to land
area; if a parcel were 50 percent occupied by a building, a 5 FAR building would have 10 stories.

10 Tréa Lavery, “Mass. adds new penalties for towns not following MBTA Communities zoning law,” Mass Live, August 17, 2023,
https://www.masslive.com/politics/2023/08/mass-adds-new-penalties-for-towns-not-following-mbta-communities-zoning-
law.html.

11 At least based on their density levels; the law may enable municipalities to use other tools to prevent projects from being built.
See Howard Chai, “BC’s Transit-Oriented Development Policy Leaves Many Questions Unanswered,” Stories, December 21,
2023, https://storeys.com/bc-transit-oriented-development-policy/.

12 AB-2011 Affordable Housing and High Road Jobs Act of 2022, CA AB-2011, Chapter 647 (CA 2022)
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/bilINavClient.xhtml?bill id=202120220AB2011.

13 Housing in Transit-Oriented Communities, 2024 Leg. 1st Sess. 75th Gen. Assem. (CO 2024).
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb24-1313; Transit-Oriented Housing Development, 69th Leg. 2025 Sess., Chapter 267, (WA
2025), https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1491-S3.SL.pdf#page=1.

14 NJTOD, “The 4th Round of New Jersey Affordable Housing Obligations,” October 29, 2024, https://www.njtod.org/the-4th-
round-of-new-jersey-affordable-housing-obligations-a-transit-friendly-perspective/.

15 parking Reform Network, “Map,” accessed October 6, 2025, https://parkingreform.org/resources/mandates-map/.

16 llinois’ law also eliminates parking requirements within an eighth mile of bus routes with service every 15 minutes.

17 Jorge Gonzalez-Hermoso and Yonah Freemark, “Leveraging Underused Transit Properties Could Produce More Affordable
Housing,” Urban Institute Urban Wire, November 30, 2023, https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/leveraging-underused-transit-
properties-could-produce-more-affordable-housing.
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Tracking Transit-Oriented Development

Key Performance Indicators to Assess Progress in Creating

Vibrant, Livable, and Affordable Communities Near Transit

Yonah Freemark, Yipeng Su, and Lydia Lo
December 2025

Transit-oriented development, or TOD, is a built environment that is dense, diverse, walkable, and served by
effective public transportation options. It holds promise for creating vibrant, accessible, and equitable communities.
As investment in TOD grows across the United States, measuring how communities compare in implementation can
help establish trends and identify potential areas of concern. Yet few jurisdictions have established frameworks to
evaluate whether these investments are achieving their intended goals—and fewer have systematically measured
outcomes. Existing efforts to track TOD performance remain underdeveloped: most focus on individual station
areas or specific projects rather than providing comprehensive, corridor-level, jurisdiction-wide, metropolitan-wide,
or statewide assessments. Planning tools abound to help estimate potential impacts of proposed developments, but
ongoing evaluation frameworks that monitor actual outcomes are rare.

In this brief, we conduct a national review of existing efforts by cities, metropolitan areas, and transportation
agencies to assess progress in creating vibrant, livable, and affordable communities near transit. Then, based on the
results of a dialogue with stakeholders engaged in this topic around the country, we develop a set of indicators to aid
policymakers in achieving related goals. These goals reflect the connected need to create vibrant neighborhoods
near transit, while also ensuring that people in those neighborhoods have access to other areas via the transit
system. Stakeholders can use data to answer key questions about TOD, including the following:

= Adhering to planning standards: Are transit-rich localities meeting state or regional requirements for
accommodating growth, where those rules exist?

= Expanding housing availability and economic value: Is new development concentrating in transit areas?
=  Producing and preserving affordable housing: Are homes near transit affordable for a diversity of people?

=  Preventing unwanted demographic change: Are transit areas experiencing neighborhood change in the
form of impoverishment, gentrification, and/or displacement?

= Guaranteeing high transportation quality: Is the noncar transportation network accessible, convenient,
safe, and healthy?

= Encouraging noncar transportation use: Do people in transit areas get around without driving?
= Building access to employment: Are employment opportunities available within a reasonable distance?

= Offering access to public resources: Can residents of transit areas get to public services, including parks,
libraries, and more, with little difficulty?

=  Promoting mixed uses: Do transit areas include commercial spaces, child care facilities, and cultural spaces?

For each goal, we identify indicators for which data can be collected to assess performance. Using these
indicators, stakeholders can develop new policies and target resources to create neighborhoods near transit that
are good places to live, work, and visit for a broad set of people, while cumulatively building a city- and
metropolitan-wide network of linked transit-served nodes of activity.
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Existing Efforts to Track TOD

Existing efforts to track TOD in the US focus on measuring different aspects of project progress, along with tools
that help communities assess the impact of potential TOD projects. These efforts vary significantly in their scope,
scale, and purpose. Some are ex-ante planning tools to evaluate potential projects or prioritize investments, while
others track development outcomes at the station-area level. Notably, most existing frameworks focus on
conditions and development within individual station areas, rather than providing jurisdiction- or metropolitan-wide
evaluation systems. Overall, however, these tools have mostly been developed as one-time efforts; they have not yet
been used systematically to track progress nor to alter investment priorities, both of which are opportunities for
public sector entities considering investment in TOD. They also have not beenimplemented at the state level, where
there are plentiful opportunities to support TOD.

Our review of current practice reveals four main types of TOD measurement approaches, including:

= Planning tools, such as the Equitable TOD (ETOD) Social
Impact Calculator for Cook County, Illinois,* and the TOD
Ridership Impact Tool in Washington, DC,2 help
stakeholders estimate the potential impacts of proposed While many transit agencies, localities, and

CHALLENGES WITH EXISTING
APPROACHES TO TRACK TOD

developments before they are built. states prioritize TOD, there has been little
= Prioritization frameworks, like the ETOD Priority Tool in effective tracking of TOD initiatives’
Austin® and the TOD Classification Tool in the performance, for several reasons, including:

Minneapolis-St. Paul region,* assist communities in
identifying which station areas should receive
investment attention based on current conditions and
market potential.

= Lack of follow-through: There is limited
public-sector funding or resolve to track
outcomes over time.

= Progress-tracking systems, exemplified by Denver " Limited geographical context: There is

Regional Transportation District's annual status report disagreement about what scale of
(RTD 2024) and Washington, DC’s Development information is appropriate to evaluate
Tracker,® monitor the delivery of outcomes such as TOD performance.

housing units, commercial space, and economic impacts. . .
g ’ pace, P ® Tenuous link between indicators and

= Evaluation frameworks provide assessments of TOD decisionmaking: Policymakers often do
performance across multiple dimensions. not use indicators to make choices.

Among these approaches, Chicago’s ETOD Policy Plan®
stands out as one example that could function as a comprehensive evaluation framework at the jurisdiction-wide
level. Adopted in 2021, Chicago’s plan is designed to track a broad set of indicators, including housing and transit
costs, affordable housing production and preservation, accessibility, economic development, public health impacts,
environmental justice concerns, and the transportation and demographic characteristics of TOD residents. The plan
calls for annual reporting on these metrics across the city’s transit areas. However, even with this ambitious
framework, actual implementation and regular updates have been difficult to come by; as of this writing, recent
annual reports are not readily available.”

In contrast to Chicago’s citywide approach, other initiatives focus on station-adjacent areas or specific transit
corridors. Denver’s Regional Transportation District tracks new residential units, affordable units, commercial
square footage, and hotel rooms opened near transit stations. Washington, DC, monitors similar metrics for joint
development projects, specifically on Metro-owned property. Austin’s Project Connect ETOD study® examines
conditions along corridors through dimensions related to people (population, displacement risk, jobs, and
businesses) and places (urban fabric, real estate market, and mobility). These station- and corridor-focused
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approaches provide granular information but do not offer the jurisdiction-wide perspective that could enable a
comprehensive assessment of how transit areas are performing relative to broader community goals.

The landscape of TOD measurement also includes several tools designed primarily for planning rather than
ongoing evaluation. The Atlanta Regional Commission’s project evaluation framework uses a key decision-point
framework to assess proposed transit expansion projects based on mobility and access, equity, safety, and resilience
(ARC 2024). The Minneapolis-St. Paul metropolitan area’s TOD Classification Tool helps communities prioritize
investments by assessing TOD readiness (intersection density, car-free population, amenities, transit frequency, and
intensity) and market potential (increased job access, land value, development potential, and sales activity) within
different station areas.

This review of existing practice reveals both the diversity of approaches to TOD measurement and also the
relative scarcity of comprehensive, ongoing evaluation systems (table 1). Although planning tools and project-
specific progress reports are common, few jurisdictions have implemented systematic frameworks for regularly
tracking and reporting on a broad set of community-defined TOD performance indicators across all their transit
areas. There are good reasons for this outcome: tracking is hard and requires a consistent focus on transit areas,
which are not always a priority for cities facing frequently changing planning needs. But this gap highlights the need
for the comprehensive indicator framework we propose—one that can be applied consistently across different
geographies to understand how TOD contributes to achieving community goals.

TABLE 1
Types of Measurement Frameworks to Track and Prioritize Transit-Oriented Development

Measurement Tracking
Type Description Examples area frequency
Planning Ex-ante assessment tools Cook County ETOD Social Impact Station areas One-time or as-
tools that help estimate potential  Calculator (estimates financial, social,and  or corridors needed
impacts of proposed environmental benefits); Washington, DC assessments
developments or current TOD Scenario Builder (estimates
conditions before ridership and development impacts);
implementation Austin Project Connect ETOD Study
(assesses existing conditions)
Prioritization  Tools designed to help Austin ETOD Priority Tool (identifies Station areas One-time or
frameworks communities identify which  policy priorities by station); Minneapolis- or proposed periodic
areas should receive St. Paul TOD Classification Tool (assesses  transit reassessment
investment based on TOD readiness and market potential) projects
potential
Progress Systems that monitor Denver Regional Transportation District Station- Periodic
tracking actual development Status Report (tracks residential units, adjacentareas  updates
outcomes and economic commercial space, hotel rooms); or transit
impacts in transit areas, Washington, DC Development Tracker agency
focusing on what has been (tracks annual taxes, residential units, property
built or delivered office square feet, retail square feet)
Evaluation Comprehensive assessment  Chicago ETOD Policy Plan (tracks housing  Jurisdiction- Intended to be
frameworks systems designed to track and transit affordability, affordable wide (citywide) annual (though
TOD performance across housing production/preservation, implementation
multiple dimensions, accessibility, economic development, uncertain)
typically with regular public health, environmental justice, and
reporting demographic characteristics)

Source: Authors’ analysis, based on a review of recent TOD tracking approaches.
Notes: ETOD = equitable transit-oriented development.
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A Recommended Set of TOD Indicators

Indicator tracking can assist governmental entities, private citizens, private investors, and others to understand how
different places compare with one another and how changes are occurring. It can also enable policymakers and other

key stakeholders to target resources to the places that need them most. Ultimately, indicators can be used both to
understand needs around individual stations and ensure that jurisdictions encompass a growing number of vibrant
and convenient transit-oriented neighborhoods.

In table 2, we list our recommended set of TOD indicators, specifying what each is designed to assess and which
data sources can be leveraged to calculate the outcomes of interest (the data sources mentioned are
recommendations, but not the only options). These indicators are designed to be relevant to multiple geographical
scales and their corresponding governmental units: neighborhoods around a transit station, localities like cities and
counties with transit systems, metropolitan planning organizations, or state governments. Stakeholders in each
could take on the role of tracking certain indicators if their leaders desire—though it may be logistically easiest for
metropolitan and state governments to do the tracking, given economies of scale; they can track both local and
regional indicators. No single approach will tell stakeholders everything they want to know; we emphasize that
combining indicators is an option, but, no matter what, the indicators used should represent local priorities.

The indicators in table 2 are agnostic about defining “transit” or “transit areas” for tracking. Much of the
research on TOD has used half-mile circles around stations to define “transit areas,” while focusing primarily on rail
transit (Dittmar and Ohland 2012; Guerra, Cervero, and Tischler 2012). But some communities focus their TOD
investments in areas even closer to transit stations, while others emphasize the potential for development in areas
adjacent to bus rapid transit networks (Cervero and Dai 2014). These indicators can also be leveraged for both static
and changing outcomes. It may be reasonable to use these metrics to assess both current conditions and the degree
to which they represent change to achieve the broadest picture of how TOD is working in a particular community.

TABLE 2

Key Performance Indicators to Track Transit-Oriented Development
Indicators can be calculated both solely within transit areas and also by comparing transit and nontransit areas

Indicator

Summary

Why this indicator?

Data sources and notes

Adhering to planning standards (where applicable)

Meeting
associated state
requirements

Ensuring transit-
accessible land
is not used for
auto-centric
uses

The jurisdiction’s
comprehensive plan and
zoning have been updated
to meet state or regional
regulations for growth,
particularly near transit
Development near transit
was designed for transit
users

Reflects whether the
jurisdiction is making progress
in accommodating housing
growth, such as through
appropriate zoning

Shows whether transit
neighborhoods are maximizing
limited land

Expanding housing availability and economic value

State review of locally produced planning
documents

In Washington state, this is conducted by
the Department of Commerce and
defined as meeting the requirements of
the Growth Management Act

State review of locally produced planning
documents, e.g., identifying whether
zoning allows drive-throughs and surface
parking near transit

Overall
availability

Housing
development

Share of jurisdiction’s

housing located in transit
areas

Share of jurisdiction’s

recent housing units

located in transit areas

Provides a baseline estimate of
whether a jurisdiction’s housing
is located near transit

Reflects whether new housing
is being focused in transit areas

ACS; updated annually; provides data on
the number of housing units*

Metropolitan, municipal, and county
permits data, updated throughout the
year; typically provided by address?
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Indicator

Summary

Why this indicator?

Data sources and notes

Value of new
development

Share of jurisdiction’s
investment value located
in transit areas

Generating and preserving affordable housing

Demonstrates the value of
transit-oriented development
as amechanism to increase
economic development

Private-market data sources such as
CoStar

Housing cost
burdens

Availability of
low-cost homes

Subsidized,
project-based
housing

Subsidized,
voucher-based
housing

Share of transit area
households paying more
than 30 or 50 percent of
income to rent

Share of homes in transit
areas that are affordable
to rent or purchase for
households with incomes
at 30, 60, and 80 percent
of area medianincome
Share of homes in transit
areas that are subsidized
with project-based sources
and affordable to
households with low and
moderate incomes

Share of households in
transit areas that receive
federal housing
affordability vouchers

Preventing unwanted demographic change

Offers insight into whether
transit area renters are
struggling to afford housing

Quantifies the stock of homes
that offer affordable rents or
can be purchased by
households with low or
moderate incomes

Reflects the degree to which
transit areas are
accommodating households
using public subsidies

Reflects the degree to which
transit areas are
accommodating households
using public subsidies

ACS; provides data on household
spending on rent*

Housing + Transportation Cost Index,
updated frequently

ACS; provides dataonrent levels and
home values for homes* Private sources
such as Zillow or Zonda, updated daily;
provides data on rent levels and home
costs for housing on the market by
address

National Housing Preservation Database,
updated annually; provides information
on housing units subsidized by Low
Income Housing Tax Credits, Section 8;
Public Housing, and other federal
programs. Some localities maintain their
own databases of subsidized housing
created through inclusionary zoning and
other programs

US Department of Housing and Urban
Development Picture of Subsidized
Households, updated annually; provides
data on households supported by Housing
Choice Vouchers per census tract*

Neighborhood
impoverishment

Gentrification

Displacement

Change inshare of
households near transit
living under the federal
poverty line

Near transit, change in per
capitaincome; share
population non-Hispanic
white; share adults with a
bachelor’s degree

The rate at which people
with low and moderate
incomes move out of
transit areas, compared
with the rate for people
with high incomes

Guaranteeing high transportation quality

Provides insight into whether
neighborhoods are
concentrating households in
poverty

Offers information about
whether neighborhood is
experiencing changes that
signify growing wealth and
concentration of privilege

Enables examination of
whether vulnerable people are
experiencing challenges
remaining in their homes

ACS; provides data on the share of
households living under the federal
poverty line*

Can be measured in terms of change over
previous decade

ACS; provides data on per capita income,
share of population by race and ethnicity,
and share adults with higher education
degrees (all are indicators of
gentrification)*

Can be measured in terms of change over
previous decade

Private-market credit data sources (e.g.,
Data Axle), updated frequently; provide
data onindividual household residential
addresses and incomes, and enables
researchers to track changes in address
over time

Reflects whether transit
options are of sufficient quality
to be useful for residents and
visitors

Center for Neighborhood Technology’s
AllTransit tool, updated annually; uses
General Transit Feed Specification data to
calculate transit service availability

Transit Number of buses and
frequency trains stopping at
neighborhoods stations
per week
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Indicator

Summary

Why this indicator?

Data sources and notes

Pedestrian-
friendly streets

Cycling-friendly

streets

Safe streets

Low-pollution
streets

Connectivity of sidewalk
network, short block
crossings, and landscaping
in areas near transit

Share of street mileage
near transit with quality
cycling infrastructure.

Number of fatalities and
major injuries for people
involved in transportation-
related crashes in transit
areas

Average exposure to air
and noise pollutionin
transit areas

Encouraging noncar transportation use

Informs whether the
neighborhood is comfortable
for pedestrians to walk around
in

Explains whether
neighborhood provides
protective, reliable travel
options for cyclists

Provides information on
whether neighborhood streets
are safe for use

Reflects whether the
neighborhood is healthy for
residents and visitors

Requires manually calculating whether
the local sidewalk network is complete,
measuring arterial crossing distances, and
identifying the extent of tree canopy
coverage alongstreets

PeopleForBikes’ Bicycle Network
Analysis tool, updated annually, provides
data on quality cycling infrastructure and
high- or low-stress neighborhood ways
(including bikeways); can be compared
with local street data

Data are typically assembled by state
agencies (e.g., Washington Traffic Safety
Commission) and are point-based; can be
disaggregated for car occupants,
pedestrians, and cyclists

Requires manually identifying granular
data on air and noise pollution; local and
state governments provide some data

Transitridership  Number of people

Car ownership

Cycling rates®

boarding trains and buses
at stations in transit areas
on atypical day

Share of households that
do not own a car in transit
areas

Number of cyclistsin
transit areas

Building access to employment

Shows whether transit services
are well-used by residents,
workers, and visitors

Represents the degree to which
living in a neighborhood is
feasible for people without car
access

Reflects whether the
neighborhood is accessible for
cyclists

Transit agencies may provide stop- and
station-based data about average daily
ridership

ACS; provides data on the share of
commuters traveling to work by transit*
ACS; provides data on resident
households, by number of cars to which
they have access*

Some localities have counters that
automatically register the number of
cyclists on some streets on a daily basis
ACS; provides data on the share of
residents commuting to work by bike*
The National Household Travel Survey
may also be useful

Jobs within
commuting
distance

Jobs in transit
areas

Number of jobs accessible
in 30 minutes by transit or
walking for the average
resident of transit areas

Number of jobs located in
transit areas

Offering access to public resources

Provides information about
whether residents of transit
areas have access to jobs via
the public transportation
system

Shows the degree to which the
neighborhood offers places for
work

Center for Neighborhood Technology’s
AllTransit tool, updated annually; uses
General Transit Feed Specification data to
calculate transit service availability. Data
can be disaggregated based on job types
US Census’ Longitudinal Employer-
Household Dynamics data (available using
On The Map tool), updated annually; can
be disaggregated based on job types

Public service
availability

Parks and open
space access

Number of public services,
including schools, libraries,
gyms, and public
restrooms, in transit areas
Availability of parks and
plazas within a five-minute
walk of homes

Reflects the ability of residents,
workers, and visitors to take
advantage of public resources
within an easy distance
Suggests whether the
community provides
recreational space

Localities often provide data identifying
the location of schools, libraries,
gyms/pools, and restrooms, among other
resources

Trust for Public Land’s ParkServe tool,
and locally provided data on parks and
plazas
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Indicator Summary Why this indicator? Data sources and notes
Promoting mixed uses
Groceries, retail, Number of groceries, retail Demonstrates whether transit US Department of Agriculture Food

and restaurants  stores, and restaurants areas offer opportunities to Access Research Atlas, updated

located in transit areas shop and dine infrequently. Private-market data sources

(e.g., Walkscore), updated frequently

Child care Number of daycare Represents whether parents State child care regulatory departments
access facilities available in candrop off children in areas offer lists of licensed operators, their

transit areas near home and work capacity, and their locations
Culturalspaces ~ Number of cultural spaces, Offers information about Requires manually identifying which

such as theaters and art whether the community spaces are considered culturally

galleries, located intransit  provides a breadth of activities  important to local residents and mapping

areas them

Source: Authors’ analysis.

Notes: ACS = US Census American Community Survey (provides rolling, five-year estimates, with a two-year delay, updated annually). * Data
analysis for small areas (e.g., tracts) can be conducted using areal interpolation, a technique that leverages geospatial information to estimate how
demographic data are distributed across an area (e.g., the population within an area).

2Reviewers of this paper noted that permit data can vary substantially between communities and thus should be used carefully.

®In communities with bike sharing or scooter sharing options, tracking their availability near transit could be useful.

Despite the variety of options to use the indicators in table 2, users considering leveraging them for their own
TOD tracking must reach some agreement on how they define “transit” and “transit areas,” and which measurement
aspects—whether static or changing over time—are most important to them. This choice of definitions must be
agreed on as afirst step, as without it, there is no consistent mechanism to begin measuring.

The indicators in table 2 may not encompass the full range of metrics that policymakers and community
stakeholders consider important to achieving their TOD goals. These are a starting point for developing a
community-relevant set of datapoints to track.

Questions of Geography and Time

Performance indicators can provide insight into the relative performance of localities across multiple goals. Two key
guestions for policymakers and other stakeholders interested in effective measurement are: what geography to use
for the analysis, and over what time period to conduct it.

First, consider transit area geography, which influences how we think about outcomes. TOD indicator tracking
could be undertaken at the individual station level, such as for stations along a particular transit route (e.g., a light
rail line) or within a particular jurisdiction (e.g., a city). For example, data about conditions around a single station
may help us understand that particular community’s challenges, assets, or benefits from TOD, but may not tell us
much about the overall circumstances in TOD areas across an entire city or metropolitan area. In all cases, it is
important to compare indicators in transit-accessible areas with those in areas without transit access to determine
whether transit neighborhoods are unique in some way. One additional—and potentially more important—
consideration is comparing development within transit areas with development just beyond those areas, because
some TOD incentives and regulations, such as grants or requirements for on-site affordable housing, may push
development out of or into those zones. Such comparisons can provide insight as to whether policymakers are
achieving the desired goal of maximizing quality of life in transit areas for all.

For example, cost burdens help show whether renters face difficulties covering their housing costs. Consider the
Puget Sound region in Washington State (the Seattle metropolitan area), where Census data show that almost 50
percent of renters pay at least 30 percent of their incomes to rent (figure 1). Examining transit areas across the
metropolitan area, or even just within Seattle, the region’s largest city, evidence suggests that cost burdens are a
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lesser concern, since they are lower than the metropolitan or citywide average. Nevertheless, exploring data within
specific transit neighborhoods opens up greater insight; for instance, while renters do not face higher cost burdens
around the Capitol Hill light rail station in Seattle, a greater share of those who live near other Seattle light rail
stations, like Northgate and Othello, face burdens. A granular geographic examination can help parse out these
differences and contextualize them within broader contexts.

FIGURE 1
Key Indicators, Such as Renter Cost Burdens, Can Be Calculated at Multiple Geographies
Share of renter households that are cost-burdened, select geographies, 2019-23

m 30 to 49 percent of income to rent 50 percent or more of income to rent
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
Puget Sound Puget Sound Puget Sound Seattle Seattle Seattle light | Capitol Hill Northgate Othello
transitareas  light rail transitareas rail areas | stationarea stationarea stationarea
areas
Metropolitan-wide Citywide Individual station areas

URBAN INSTITUTE

Source: Authors’ analysis of American Community Survey 2019-23 data at the tract level, using areal interpolation.
Notes: Transit areas are defined as within a half mile of stations. Puget Sound data encompass King, Pierce, and Snohomish, Washington,
counties. Includes data for transit that is existing or under construction in 2025.

Geographical measures can represent conditions within a specific geography (e.g., figure 1). But they can also
reflect the ability to access other geographies, especially by using transit. This is important because people living in
transit areas ideally should be able to use trains or buses to get to other neighborhoods in a reasonable amount of
time. In table 2, we include an indicator representing the number of jobs to which people living in transit areas can
commute. It would be reasonable to apply this concept of access to regionally relevant destinations, such as
universities, hospitals, or major shopping centers.

Second, TOD indicator tracking must incorporate temporal change.” We compare different geographies in
terms of the educational degrees of adult residents in figure 2. The Othello station area has a considerably lower
share of adult residents with a bachelor’s degree or higher than the other station areas or broader geographies. But
the Othello station’s share of such higher-educated residents increased more than twice as quickly over the previous
decade as did the share across the Puget Sound as a whole. This may reflect gentrification that would not be
apparent if looking at one year of data alone. Stakeholders may benefit from integrating both static and temporal
datainto indicator tracking.

8 ++»««URBAN-INSTITUTE -



FIGURE 2
Temporal Data Can Offer Insight into What Areas Are Experiencing Change
Share of adults 25 or older with a bachelor’s degree or more, with percent change over period labeled, select geographies
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Puget Sound Puget Sound Puget Sound| Seattle Seattle  Seattlelight| Capitol Hill Northgate Othello
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areas
Metropolitan-wide Citywide Individual station areas

URBAN INSTITUTE

Source: Authors’ analysis of American Community Survey 2009-13 and 2019-23 data at the tract level, using areal interpolation.
Notes: Transit areas are defined as within a half mile of stations. Puget Sound data encompass King, Pierce, and Snohomish, Washington,
counties. Only includes data for existing or under-construction transit as of 2025.

Considerations for Implementation of TOD Tracking Approaches

TOD areas are, by design, often among the most rapidly evolving parts of many metropolitan areas. At the same
time, states, localities, and transit agencies have rarely, if ever, systematically tracked how their neighborhoods
located near transit compare or how they are helping to meet public goals. Nonetheless, they have a great
opportunity to do so now. Tracking indicators can help identify the extent to which TOD areas are living up to their
potential and assist policymakers in targeting resources to communities that need assistance. Policymakers
devoting resources to TOD policy—such as by investing in neighborhood infrastructure near train stations and bus
rapid transit stops—should be aware that those public investments may themselves result in changes over time. As a
result, public stakeholders would benefit from the data provided by those indicators. Ultimately, leveraging
indicators can help communities achieve two interconnected goals. They can improve the quality of life in
neighborhoods around specific transit stations, creating vibrant, livable, and affordable places where people want to
live. At the same time, they can build toward creating a region of interconnected TOD nodes where people can
reliably use transit to get to and from their homes, offices, schools, recreation, and other key destinations.

We recommend that states and cities interested in supporting additional TOD adopt some or all of the
indicators listed in table 2 above, adjusting and adding their own when appropriate, in the context of a particular
community’s conditions and future goals. Transit lines and station areas often cross between multiple jurisdictions,
each with its own policymakers, priorities, and regulations. The indicators we recommend are relevant to both
transportation and land use planners, so regional and cross-agency coordination is imperative. Committing to
indicator tracking over the years is an essential element of this work, necessary to conduct the sorts of
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multigeography and temporal analyses we point to in the previous section. Without these comparisons, it may be
difficult to determine whether TOD-related goals are being achieved.

To prevent a coordination problem, states should assign and fund a specific entity—such as a regional
governance body like a metropolitan planning organization or a state-level agency like the department of commerce
or transportation—to regularly assess and report on indicator performance and change over time. This entity should
consistently provide recommendations on how findings indicate potential areas for new public action across
different jurisdictions or agencies. This entity should develop a public-facing tracking website with a frequently
updated data dashboard to provide the latest information on indicators at multiple geographic levels to stakeholders
interested in effectively implementing TOD in their communities. This dashboard can help hold policymakers
accountable for the investments they have made both in the transit system and the surrounding neighborhoods.

Keeping track of indicators is no easy task for governmental agencies that often lack the capacity even to
conduct the work they have already been assigned. Policymakers must ensure that these agencies are well-staffed
and adequately funded to undertake this endeavor; they should work with philanthropies and seek out federal
assistance where feasible to help support these efforts. These agencies will, in particular, need resources to maintain
databases with information collected from third-party, private sources. Ideally, agencies can make the most of
existing public resources to minimize additional work. Even so, several of the indicators that we recommend could
require manual data collection, which could be time-intensive.

Those keeping track of TOD-related indicators are also likely to face the reality that—especially in the early
years of their work—dramatic changes in outcomes, such as related to housing construction, housing affordability, or
gentrification, are unlikely. Policymakers should be careful not to expect too much change over a short period. Once
a system for tracking indicators has been implemented, the agency responsible for it should begin estimating how
rapidly they expect change to occur, based on experience in other communities. They should then help policymakers
understand this context as they judge TOD performance.

Notes

1“ETOD Calculator,” Center for Neighborhood Technology and Metropolitan Planning Council, updated 2022,
https://etod.cnt.org/.

2“Metro Ridership Impact Tool,” Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority, accessed October 27, 2025,
https://tod.wmata.com/Scenarios.

3“ETOD Priority Tool,” CapMetro, accessed October 27,2025,
https://experience.arcgis.com/experience/0388c5d05c0b45d495d2c2c74500f60a/page/Station-Typologies.

4 Reconnecting America, “Overview: Transit Oriented Development Classification Tool,” accessed November 21, 2025.

5 “Metro's Development Tracker,” Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority, accessed October 27, 2025,
https://tod.wmata.com/Tracker.

6 “Equitable Transit-Oriented Development,” City of Chicago, accessed October 27, 2025,
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/sites/equitable-transit-oriented-development/home.html.

7 Former staff of the City of Chicago with whom we spoke noted that the lack of follow-through resulted from the fact that
elected officials did not require staff to update the indicators, and there was little or no public pressure to do so, either.

8 “Transit-Oriented Development (TOD),” CapMetro, accessed November 21, 2025, https://www.capmetro.org/plans-
development/tod.

? Calculating temporal change using data from sources such as the American Community Survey can be complicated by changing
geographies, such as tract boundaries. There are mechanisms to get around this, such as through areal interpolation, but this
can add error. Analysts should take care to acknowledge the limitations of their work.
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https://metrocouncil.org/Communities/Services/Livable-Communities-Grants/LCA-Programs/Transit-Oriented-Development/TOD/TOD-Classification-Tool-Summary.aspx
https://tod.wmata.com/Tracker
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