
The California Association for Local 
Economic Development (CALED) defines 
economic development as “the creation of 
wealth from which community benefits are 
realized.” Economic development typically 
involves a broad, strategic effort to create 
jobs and support current and potential 
businesses. But it’s more than a jobs pro-
gram — it is an investment in expanding 
the local economy and improving prosper-
ity and the quality of life for all residents. 
This investment starts with fostering 
collaboration among your city’s staff, com-
munity stakeholders, and partners who can 
enhance local business resources. 

In most cities, economic development com-
petes for resources and attention as local 
officials deal with urgent issues that include 
affordable housing, emergency response, 

and more. Despite these challenges, many 
cities are building momentum in realizing 
their economic development goals. This 
article explores some of the tools, potential 
team members, and tactics that can help 
your city boost its economic vitality. 

Making the Best Use of  
Available Tools

Economic development activities can be 
divided into two types: traditional and 
technical. Traditional activities include 
helping companies thrive through efforts 
that retain, expand, create, and attract 
businesses. Technical activities comprise 
cities’ efforts to prepare and assemble land 
for investment projects and opportunities. 
Today, California cities have access to many 
tools to support both types of activities.

For many years, redevelopment was the pri-
mary technical economic development tool 
in the Golden State. Redevelopment used 
tax-increment financing to revitalize blighted 
areas. At its peak, redevelopment generated 
over $6 billion a year for cities. But in 2011, 
the state abolished redevelopment. 

Beginning in 2014, the Legislature devel-
oped several tools to help replace some 
of redevelopment’s components. En-
hanced Infrastructure Financing Districts 
(EIFDs) and Community Revitalization 
Investment Authorities (CRIAs) are now 
the primary economic development tax-
increment financing tools. While both 
have useful powers, cities are turning more 
to EIFDs to further their economic devel-
opment goals. The chart (on page 9) com-
pares the features of EIFDs and CRIAs.
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Redding’s Market Center Project, slated for 
completion in September 2020, is revitalizing 
the city’s downtown.
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In 2017, the City of West Sacramento 
(pop. 53,911) was the first to create an 
EIFD. Several more have been created 
since, including the first city-county 
collaboration with the City of Placentia 
(pop. 52,333) and Orange County.  
At least a dozen or more are underway; 
for example, the City of Sacramento 
(pop. 508,172) recently formed an EIFD 
to revitalize a former railyard site and 
jump-start local economic investment 
specifically to finance infrastructure  
that will support a Major League Soccer 

stadium and surrounding development. 
In addition, AB 806 (Chapter 503, Stat-
utes of 2016) allows cities and counties 
to acquire, sell, or lease real property to 
promote economic development. 

Opportunities still exist to improve the 
available technical economic development 
tools. More bills to address this issue will 
likely be introduced in 2020.

The most important tool is effective lo-
cal leadership. By listening to residents’ 
needs, creating a long-term vision for the 
city, articulating that vision in a strategy, 
and championing and funding the work 
needed to meet the metrics identified 
in the strategy, city leaders can create a 
vibrant future for their communities. 

For example, over the past decade, the 
City of Needles (pop. 5,085) has worked 

to embrace cannabis-related businesses 
in an effort to raise revenue for com-
munity benefits and create jobs. The city 
embarked on this effort in 2012 — six 
years before recreational cannabis became 
legal statewide — because local leaders 
had a vision to prepare for opportunity, 
and they knew cannabis would provide 
a way to increase economic options for 
their residents.

Along with strong local leadership, the 
following tools can also be helpful.

Economic Development Element and 
Strategy. Because economic development 
doesn’t happen overnight, cities need to 
thoughtfully plan their future and chart 
a course in a document that current and 
future leaders can use to maintain focus 
and benchmark success. The Economic  

Find More  
Information Online
For additional information and links to 

related resources, read the online version 

of this article at www.westerncity.com.

continued

POWERS
ACTIVITY ENHANCED INFRASTRuCTuRE FINANCINg  

DISTRICT (EIFD)
COMMuNITY REVITALIzATION INVESTMENT 
AuTHORITY (CRIA)

Infrastructure Financing
Yes — for public capital facilities and projects  
of communitywide significance

Yes

Land Acquisition Yes — finance acquisition only Yes — may acquire or finance acquisition

Eminent Domain
Under Gatto Act, only for environmental  
remediation

Yes — 12-year limit

Land Conveyance No Yes — may convey surplus properties

Environmental Remediation Yes Yes

Affordable Housing Set-Aside
Yes — no set-aside but any housing units  
assisted must be affordable

Yes — 25 percent set-aside

Maintenance, Operations, and Services
Yes — maintenance of improvements financed 
by EIFD

No

FINANCING
DETAILS ENHANCED INFRASTRuCTuRE FINANCINg  

DISTRICT (EIFD)
COMMuNITY REVITALIzATION INVESTMENT 
AuTHORITY (CRIA)

Property-Tax Increment
Yes — only for consenting taxing agencies 
based on shares designated in plan. Education 
districts may not consent.

Yes — only for consenting taxing agencies 
based on shares designated in plan. Educa-
tion districts may not consent.

Other Tax Revenues
Yes — only for consenting agencies to fund 
housing and infrastructure

No

Issuance of Tax Allocation Bonds Yes — no voter approval required Yes — no voter approval required

Term Up to 45 years from issuance of bonds Up to 45 years from district formation

LEgEND

  Full Power     Limited Power     No Power

Comparing Economic Development Tools

Source: CALED Economic Development Finance & Real Estate Committee
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Development Element of a city’s General 
Plan provides a mechanism for this. Many 
cities already include this element in their 
plans; for example, in the City of Chico 
(pop. 112,111), the Economic Develop-
ment Element “guides the city’s use of 
resources to protect and improve Chico’s 
economic vitality.” Numerous examples 
can be located with an online search; city 
officials may find those most recently ad-
opted or amended to be of greatest use.

Data. To support existing businesses 
and attract new ones, you must know 
your city’s competitive advantages and 
disadvantages, including demographics 
and key assets. Cities can access many 
data sources; in selecting one, make 
certain the data is current and maintained 
regularly, based on sound methodology, 
and paints an accurate picture of what 
your community has to offer. Such data is 
an essential component in developing the 
business case for your city; for example, 
the cities of Stockton (pop. 316,410) and 
Long Beach (pop. 475,013) used this type 
of information in marketing tools created 
to attract Opportunity Zone investments 
(see “About Opportunity Zones,” below). 

Permitting. Many cities, such as Riv-
erside (pop. 328,101), have done an 
excellent job of streamlining permitting 
processes to ensure compliance with local 
ordinances and to provide value to de-
velopers and businesses. Many cities post 
their process and fee schedules online and 
provide a direct point of contact for the 
business to facilitate faster turnaround on 
permit requests. To increase certainty and 
transparency, some cities offer developers 
and businesses an online portal to track 
their progress in the permitting process.

Zoning. Land use and zoning are im-
portant tools for encouraging economic 
development. Many cities are seeing the 
benefit in creating Specific Plans, incor-
porating density bonuses, and adding to 
and capturing value through how prop-
erty is zoned. For example, increasing a 
parcel’s density allowance or changing 
the land-use zoning increases the value of 
the land, and the city may then use that 
increased value as leverage to negotiate 
community improvements with a devel-
oper interested in the property.

Infrastructure. The availability and 
adequacy of public infrastructure is 
frequently a “make or break” issue for 
economic development projects. Cities 
often prioritize infrastructure investments 
based on the benefits such improvements 
can offer to businesses; in these cases, 
the city strives to balance the needs of 
residents and businesses.

Land Assembly. It can take many years 
and significant investment to assemble 
land needed for a priority economic de-
velopment project. Cities are often better 
positioned than developers or others to 
undertake these long-term efforts.

Training and Staffing. Cities can’t always 
fund every aspect of economic develop-
ment, but they can invest in staff to 
research and identify partnerships and 

funding resources — and gain the exper-
tise to apply for those funds. For example, 
cities applying to the state Department of 
Housing and Community Development 
to access federal Community Develop-
ment Block Grant (CDBG) funds need 
time to learn the rules, national objec-
tives, and application process if they are 
to succeed. The 2020 Notice of Fund-
ing includes approximately $18 million 
available for economic development in 
California’s rural cities. CDBG is one of 
many resources to help cities with eco-
nomic development. 

Building the Economic  
Development Team

Your city’s economic development team 
should extend well beyond city staff. 
You can leverage your city’s resources 
and create greater impact by convening 
the individuals and organizations that 
are working on making an impact in 
areas that coincide with your economic 
development goals — and aligning their 
efforts with those of the city. Through 
this team approach, the city can share 
resources and expertise and have a greater 
impact. Consider the following potential 
key partners.

The Governor’s Office of Business and 
Economic Development (GO-Biz). 
Seeking assistance from GO-Biz can sup-
port your city’s economic development 
efforts in many ways, including:

•	 Working to retain or attract businesses in 
partnership with its California Business 
Investment Services (CalBIS) unit.

•	 Funding infrastructure through 
its Infrastructure and Economic 
Development Bank’s Infrastructure 
State Revolving Fund Program. 

•	 Working with its international team on 
recruiting foreign direct investment. 

•	 Helping local businesses apply for the 
California Competes Tax Credit.

About Opportunity zones
An Opportunity Zone (OZ) is an economi-

cally distressed community where new 

investments may be eligible for preferen-

tial tax treatment under certain conditions. 

The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act created OZs in 

December 2017. To qualify as an OZ, the 

state nominated specific census tracts, 

and the U.S. Treasury certified the state 

list via the Internal Revenue Service. This 

tool is designed to stimulate economic 

development and job creation by provid-

ing tax benefits to investors. California 

has 879 OZs.

For more information, read “Opportunity 

Zones: Is Your City Ready?” at  

www.westerncity.com.

An artist’s rendering shows 
planned development and 
waterfront features in the 
City of West Sacramento;  
far right Oceanside is part of 
the Innovate78 partnership.
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Regional Groups. Regional economic 
development corporations partner with 
many cities to help them reach their eco-
nomic development goals; for example, the 
Greater Sacramento Economic Council 
works diligently on behalf of its cities to 
promote the region and attract businesses. 
Other regional groups include councils 
of government, workforce development 
boards, and community college districts.

Some cities have created their own regional 
effort; for example, the cities of Carlsbad, 
Escondido, Oceanside, San Marcos, and 
Vista collaborated in 2012 to create In-
novate78, a program to boost economic 
prosperity along the State Highway 78 cor-
ridor. The effort has grown to also include 
Startup78, a service that helps startups 
launch their businesses.

In 2013, in response to the dissolution of 
redevelopment, cities and resource partners 
formed the Orange County Economic 
Development Working Group, a collab-
orative forum composed of the 34 cities 
in Orange County and local, state, and 
federal business resource agencies. This 
group conducts quarterly meetings and 
training sessions where members learn best 
practices, hear presentations from industry 
experts, and engage in roundtable discus-
sions on pertinent topics and legislation 
affecting their business communities. 

Federal Partners. Among the numerous 
federal economic development part-
ners, some of the most engaged agencies 
include the U.S. Economic Development 
Administration, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture Rural Development program, 
the U.S. Small Business Administration, 
and the U.S. Department of Commerce 
International Trade Administration’s 
SelectUSA Program.

Local Partners. Some of the most impor-
tant potential partners on your team are 
already active in your community, such 

as bankers, alternative lenders, nonprofit 
organizations, chambers of commerce, 
industry-specific groups like manufactur-
ing councils, and commercial real estate 
brokers. Because brokers are familiar with 
the local business community’s current 
needs, cities often conduct familiarization 
tours and meetings with brokers to build 
relationships and share resources. 

Taking Action: Tactics

Economic development is not a one-
size-fits-all proposition; what might be 
good for one community may not be 
right for another. It’s both challenging 
and critically important to identify and 
articulate what economic development 
success looks like in the context of the 
city’s unique competitive advantages and 
the needs of its residents, instead of using 
the metrics of another city to measure a 
program’s effectiveness.

Preparing for Action

Before engaging in tactics, make sure you: 

1. Are familiar with the components 
you have in place, such as a General 
Plan element, strategy, economic 
development resolution, etc. 

2. Know your team’s composition and 
the people working on economic 
development issues in your community 
who should be on your team. 

3. Take time to develop current, relevant 
success metrics. 

Examples of City Successes

The following examples illustrate how  
cities of different sizes implement eco-
nomic development.

The City of Tehachapi (pop. 13,668) 
worked closely with a private company 
to revitalize the city’s oldest commer-
cial building, which was one of the few 

masonry structures to survive the 1952 
White Wolf earthquake. The building 
opened in April 2018 as the new head-
quarters for a wind and solar energy 
company that trains workers in renewable 
energy and manages projects nationwide.

The City of Santa Clarita (pop. 218,103) 
created a Film Incentive Program focused 
on attracting and retaining reoccurring 
productions that film within the city 
limits. The program refunds permit fees 
to qualifying productions and is designed 
to reward repeat customers. Since 2009, 
filming days attributed to these produc-
tions produced an estimated economic 
impact of more than $125 million.

The City of Redding (pop. 92,839) 
entered into a public-private partnership 
with a developer to revitalize the down-
town through the Market Center Project. 
The project includes the construction 
of a four-story, mixed-use building with 
82 residential units and approximately 
22,000 square feet of ground-floor com-
mercial/retail space. In conjunction with 
the development, the city is preparing to 
extend streets and add a two-way bike 
lane separated from traffic. Both the 
mixed-use and streets projects are targeted 
for completion in September 2020. 

Cities approach economic development 
differently depending on their unique 
needs. As the examples here demonstrate, 
the benefit of creating a healthy, diversi-
fied, sustainable local economy is well 
worth the investment. Fortunately, city 
officials don’t have to go it alone. Whether 
you are engaging in retention efforts to 
recognize the businesses that have already 
invested in your community, helping 
entrepreneurs looking to grow or locate in 
your city, or investing in public infrastruc-
ture to spur private real estate investment, 
many tools, partners, and methods are 
available to make a positive difference in 
boosting your local economy. ■

The most important tool is 
effective local leadership.

left The City of Carlsbad participates in a regional partnership; 
below Tehachapi officials and residents celebrate the opening of new 
headquarters for a national company that provides jobs and training.
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