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Letter from the Truckee Meadows planning agency board
The Truckee Meadows Housing Study represents the collaborative effort
of many partners in understanding current housing conditions and future
housing needs in our community. This study provides a clear picture of the
current housing stock, and where housing is planned for the future. The
data also shows that where development is located can greatly impact the
cost to provide regional services and infrastructure.

The ideas in this report will help us get started. They include a competitive
grant fund to encourage different types of housing development, and
using existing spatial technology to identify possible infill/redevelopment
opportunities and infrastructure investment options. But the biggest idea
contained in this report is to challenge the way we think about how we
grow and what it costs.

This analysis demonstrates that we lack certain housing types, known as
“Missing Middle” housing. The region needs these housing types, both
now and in the future. It is clear that we need to work collaboratively with
the development community to understand these needs and ensure that
they are met. The region’s future vitality and economic competitiveness
hinges on our ability to provide diverse, appealing housing options, so that
the region remains attractive to workers and employers, as well as existing
residents.

This study is a call to action to take the information presented in
this report and host a community conversation. It is important to
recognize that this is the beginning of the discussion, and that we do
not have all of the answers at this point. At the same time, this study
does a commendable job of assessing current needs, and creating new
information. We need to use the tools and information generated through
this process to engage the community and stakeholders, and assess what
is possible for the future of our region.

Local governments and service providers all face pressing fiscal challenges
to provide services and infrastructure. Growth can further strain these
abilities, so adopting more cost-efficient development patterns is an
important step to ensuring a financially stable region. We need to look
at all the potential avenues to preserve and protect taxpayer dollars and
provide services.

Join us as we have this conversation: sign up at www.tmrpa.org to engage
or stay informed through our social media accounts on Twitter, Facebook,
Instagram, YouTube, and LinkedIn.

The idea of targeting development to specific areas to maximize the
public dollars invested in infrastructure and services is not new, as this
practice exists around the country. It is key that all local governments,
affected entities, and service providers understand both the revenues
and costs associated with any type of development. The location and type
of development can impact different government agencies and services
differently. Comprehending these differences can allow us to maximize tax
revenue possibilities and minimize service expenditures for each other as
growth occurs.

Charlene Bybee, Chair
Regional Planning Governing Board

David Bobzien, Vice-Chair
Regional Planning Governing Board

James Barnes, Chair
Regional Planning Commission

Art Sperber, Vice-Chair
Regional Planning Commission
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Introduction
The population of the Truckee Meadows
region is growing, resulting in more demand
for housing of all types. Planning for population
and housing growth requires information about
the characteristics of expected population
growth to understand the need and demand
for new housing. It also requires information
about housing market conditions in the Truckee
Meadows region and an accurate accounting of
land where housing can be built in the region.
This study presents information that describes
likely future housing needs based on
demographic, socioeconomic, and economic
trends. It presents different patterns of growth
in the region, one similar to historical growth
patterns and a more compact growth pattern.
The study also shows the variation in costs of
providing key infrastructure and services for new
households between the two patterns of growth.
This report addresses those topics in four sections:
Section 1: Current Supply of Housing and
Residential Land presents information about the
current housing stock, the amount of residential
land in the region, and how many new housing
units may be built on that land.
Section 2: Housing Needs provides information
about how much and where the region’s
population is likely to grow, the likely
characteristics of its households, and types of
housing they are likely to need.
Section 3: Future Housing Scenarios describes
where development may occur and what types of
housing would be developed if future growth was
similar to or different than historical development.

Section 4: Implications for Public Policy
describes the implications of the analysis for
housing policy in the region.

Map 1. Study Area for the Truckee Meadows
Housing Study

This report presents a summary of the analysis
developed for the region. A detailed explanation is
presented in the Truckee Meadows Housing Study
Appendices, available at www.tmrpa.org.
This study shows that the Truckee Meadows
region needs a wider variety of housing types
to meet expected demographic shifts and
affordable housing demands. A range of housing
types, known as “Missing Middle” housing,
includes single-family housing on smaller lots,
cottage housing, duplexes, townhouses, and
apartments, and could represent part of the
solution. These housing types are often more
affordable to the various price points that exist in
a diverse workforce.
This study also illustrates that the location of
new housing is very important, because the
capital costs of developing infrastructure is less
expensive with more compact development
patterns. Providing the conditions that support
the development of different housing types
in locations that are less expensive to serve is
essential for supporting economic growth.
By ensuring the availability of affordable
workforce housing in our community, and
maximizing the utility of our public facility assets,
we support a region that prioritizes vitality
and quality of life. Public agencies and private
businesses involved with housing development
can partner together to create this context, and
there are ideas in this report to get us started.

This report presents information about the Truckee
Meadows Services Area, shown above. We refer to this
area as either the region or the Truckee Meadows. The
two non-contiguous portions of the region located in the
north of this map are omitted from subsequent maps in
this report since fewer than 60 housing units are predicted
to build in these areas by 2035.
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1. Current Supply of Housing and Residential Land
The current conditions in the Truckee Meadows region are the result of historical housing market development and past public policy choices.
This section presents information about the housing stock in the region and vacant residential land.

1.1 Housing Types
This study groups housing based on the type of unit and the size of the lot the unit is on, such as a single-family house developed on a large lot in a rural
area, a townhouse on a small lot in a suburban location, or an apartment in a multi-story building in an urban center. The study uses the following five
groupings of housing to describe the current housing stock of the Truckee Meadows region.
Figure 1: Types of Housing in the Truckee Meadows Region, 2015
Housing Type

Low-Density
Single-Family

Moderate-Density
Single-Family

High-Density; SingleFamily/Low-Density
Multi-Family

Moderate-Density
Multi-Family

Example Housing Types

▪▪ Single-family detached unit on a lot of

▪▪ 9% of Total Housing Stock
▪▪ 15,000 housing units

▪▪ Single-family detached unit on a lot

▪▪ 45% of Total Housing Stock
▪▪ 80,000 housing units

▪▪ Single-family detached unit on a 4,500

▪▪ 18% of Total Housing Stock
▪▪ 31,000 housing units

20,000 square feet and larger

between 6,000 and 20,000 square feet

square foot lot
Townhouse on a 4,000 square foot lot
Tri-Plex with 3,000 square feet per unit

▪▪
▪▪
▪▪ Two or three story garden or walk-up

apartment building with about 15 to 30
dwelling units per acre

▪▪ Multi-story apartment or condominium
High-Density
Multi-Family

Existing Housing Stock in the Region

building with more than 30 dwelling
units per acre

Examples in the Truckee Meadows

▪▪ 19% of Total Housing Stock
▪▪ 34,000 housing units
▪▪ 9% of Total Housing Stock
▪▪ 15,000 housing units
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1.2. Land Where New Housing Can
Be Built
Forecasting future housing growth and different
development patterns requires an understanding of
the location and amount of land where housing can
be built. This study identifies lands within the Truckee
Meadows region that are available and suitable for
new housing development.
The Truckee Meadows region has about 41,800 acres
of suitable land zoned for new housing within the
Truckee Meadows Services Area. About 95% of this
land is currently vacant and the remainder is land
with existing development where additional infill or
redevelopment may occur. Map 2 shows that much
of the region’s vacant land is located at the edge
of the region. The majority of this land is zoned for
low- or moderate-density single-family housing,
primarily in the North Valleys, Spanish Springs, South
Meadows, and Southwest foothills.
One key factor influencing the amount and type of
housing that can be built on the region’s vacant land
is zoning. Under current zoning, about 83,000 new
houses could be built on the region’s vacant land.
Two-thirds of these new units would be low-density,
single-family, or moderate-density single-family houses.
Access to infrastructure also affects the location and
the type of housing that can be built. Some areas
located at the fringe of the region lack access to
infrastructure, such as municipal water or sanitary
sewer, or the roads necessary to support the traffic
that will result from housing development. It is
possible these areas may not develop to their full
potential due to these infrastructure deficiencies,
as development may be delayed until these services
are addressed.

Map 2. Residential Land Where New Housing Could Be Built, the Truckee Meadows Region, 2015

Legend
The housing types below
match the colors on the map.

Low-Density
Single-Family

Moderate-Density
Single-Family

High-Density; SingleFamily/Low-Density
Multi-Family

Moderate-Density
Multi-Family

High-Density
Multi-Family
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1.3. Housing Costs And Affordability
An important consideration in evaluating housing policies is whether
the housing market is producing housing that is affordable to
people currently living in the region. The term “affordable housing”
refers to a household’s ability to find housing within its financial
means. Housing affordability affects both higher- and lower-income
households. Public policy generally focuses on encouraging production
of housing for lower-income households because they have fewer
resources available to pay for housing and have the most difficulty
finding affordable housing.
A typical standard to determine affordability is that a household
should pay no more than 30% of household income for housing,
including payments and interest or rent, utilities, and insurance.
Households paying more than this for housing are “cost burdened,”
and may have fewer resources to pay for other necessities.
More than one-third of Washoe County households were cost
burdened in 2013. Almost half of renter households were cost
burdened, compared with 27% of homeowners. Higher transportation
costs for people living further from employment centers and services
exacerbate the problems of cost burden.
Figure 3 shows that the region lacks enough housing affordable to
lower-income renters. A household with an income of $20,000 or less in
the region can afford to pay $500 per month for housing costs. Nearly
20% of the region’s households have income of $20,000 or less, but
only 4% of housing in the region has rent costs of less than $500.
Housing affordability is also a challenge for moderate-income
households. A household must earn at least $60,000 per year to afford
a house at the median sales price of $275,000, assuming good credit
and a 20% down payment, which can be a barrier. Fifty-five percent of
households in the region cannot afford a house of this price.
The region lacks several types of relatively affordable workforce
housing, such as cottages, townhouses, duplexes, or garden
apartments. These housing types, referred to as the Missing Middle,
provide housing affordable to households with income between
$20,000 and $60,000, for both rental and ownership.

Figure 2. Percent of Cost-Burdened Households, Washoe County, 2013
All Households

36%

Owners

Renters

27%

49%

Figure 3. Illustrations of Housing Affordability by Income Level, Washoe County, 2013
Affordable
Monthly
Housing Cost

% of Existing
Households
with This
Income

Typical Housing
Type and
Tenure

Annual
Income

Monthly
Income

Less than
$20,000

Less than
$1,670

Up to $500

18%

Apartment
(Renter)

$20,000–
$40,000

$1,670–$3,330

$500–$1000

20%

Apartment
Small House
(Renter)

$40,000–
$60,000

$3,330–$5,000

$1,000–$1,500

17%

Small House
Townhouse
(Renter/Owner)

13%

Single-Family
House
Condominium
(Renter/Owner)

32%

Single-Family
House
Condominium
(Renter/Owner)

$60,000–
$80,000

$80,000 or
more

$5,000–$6,670

$1,500–$2,000

$6,670 or more

More than
$2,000
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Section 2. Housing Need

Figure 4: Illustration of Housing Life Cycle

Many factors affect housing needs, including population growth, household income,
housing prices, housing preferences, and willingness to commute. The prior section
presented information about the housing market in the Truckee Meadows region, which
describes the housing choices made by existing households in the region. This section
focuses on key demographics and socioeconomic changes that will affect growth of
housing and households’ housing needs in the future.

single
young adult

family

young
couple

2.1 Changing Characteristics that Impact Housing Need
Research about the factors affecting housing choice, including research by
ECONorthwest, show a clear linkage between a household’s demographic
characteristics and housing choice, as shown in Figure 4. Key relationships include:
Housing needs change over a person’s lifetime.

▪▪
▪▪ Homeownership rates increase as income and age increases.
▪▪ Choice of single-family detached housing increases as income increases.
▪▪ Renters are much more likely to choose multi-family housing than single-family housing.
▪▪ Income is a strong determinant of tenure and housing-type choice for all ages.

older
couple

family with
3 children
family with
1 child

Factors Affecting Housing Demand
This study considers the following factors that affect the location and type of housing built in a community. Information about many of these factors
is presented in this summary report. More information is also available in the Housing Study Appendices.
1. Prior housing products. The characteristics of the existing housing
stock indicate what people living in the area want now and suggest what
they might want in the future. The most relevant characteristics of the
existing housing stock include the amount of types of housing available,
vacancy rates, and locations.
2. Population. Even if none of the factors that follow were to change,
housing demand will change if population grows.
3. Purchasing power. The amount that a household can spend on housing
is dependent on household income and wealth, but the availability of
mortgage financing affects how income and wealth can be leveraged.

4. Preferences. Households have preferences about: (1) types of
housing, (2) housing amenities, (3) and locational amenities.
5. Prices (and costs) of housing. Prices tell households how much of what
they want in a house and they can afford to get.
6. Prices of locational amenities. One consideration in the choice of
where to live is the trade-off between quality of life with the cost of
commuting, or other higher costs in areas with high quality of life.
7. Policy. Governments affect the housing market through policies and
actions that encourage or discourage development of certain types of
housing in certain locations by affecting demand, supply, or prices.
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2.2 Current and Future
Household Characteristics

Figure 5. Demographic and Socioeconomic Factors Affecting Housing Need, the Truckee
Meadows Region, 1990 to 2014 and 2015 to 20351

Growth in population and households will drive need
for housing in the Truckee Meadows region. The 2014
Washoe County Consensus Forecast calls for growth of
about 128,000 new people, which will result in growth
of about 50,600 new households. The 2016 Consensus
Forecast projects about 25,000 fewer people or 20% less
population growth than the 2014 Consensus Forecast.

Aver age Population Growth Per Year, Historical and Future, Washoe County

The factors affecting housing needs of future households in
the Truckee Meadows through 2035 are:

▪▪ Aging of the population and growth in people over

age 60. The Baby Boomers are aging and by 2035 the
youngest Baby Boomers will be about 70 years old.
Between 2014 and 2035 people over 60 years old will
increase from 20% of the population to 24% of the
population.

Historical (1990–2014)
2.3%

181,000 new people
7,500 new people per year

▪▪ Growth of the Latino population. The Latino

population grew faster than overall population growth
over the last two decades. While there is no official
forecast for Latino population growth in Washoe
County, at the national level, Latino population is
expected to continue to grow faster than the overall
population.

▪▪ Change in income. Housing prices increased faster than
income. The faster pace of housing price increases,
relative to income, made housing less affordable in the
region. If this trend continues in the future, housing will
continue to become less affordable.

1.5%

128,000 new people
6,400 new people per year

Aging Population and Growth in People over Age 60, Washoe County
Historical (2013)

Forecast (2035)

20%

24%

44,600 more people 60+ in 2034

▪▪ Household formation and change in housing needs

of Millennials. The Millennials are currently between
15 and 35 years old and will be 35 to 55 years old by
2035. The number of Millennials in the region will grow
from about 123,000 people in 2014 to 145,000 people
in 2034.

Forecast (2015–2035)

Growth in Latino Population, Washoe County

2

Historical (1990–2014)

Forecast (2015–2035)

Grew from 17% to 23% of population:
44,700 new people

Grow to 32% of the population
59,000 new people

Change in Income and housing price, Nominal Dollars, Washoe County
Historical Income (2000–2013)

Historical Housing Price (2000-2015)
62%

17%

Increased 17%

Increased 62%
1
2

2014 Washoe County Consensus Forecast
Nevada State Demographer
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The implications of these demographic and
socioeconomic changes for housing needs in the
Truckee Meadows are:

▪▪

Aging Baby Boomers. National surveys of housing
preference show that most Baby Boomers prefer
to remain in the home as long as possible. Of
the Baby Boomers who move to another home,
they express a preference for a smaller home in
a walkable area near services, including medical
services.

▪▪ Household formation and housing needs of

Millennials. The Millennials will drive housing
demand through household formation. In
addition, their housing needs will change as they
form families. National surveys of Millennials
show that most would prefer to own a singlefamily detached home. Despite this preference,
financial constraints may prevent delay of
homeownership for Millennials. Millennials
will drive demand for affordable housing, such
as small single-family houses, townhouses, or
apartments.

▪▪ Growth of the Latino population. National

studies of Latino population show that Latinos
prefer homeownership, but housing affordability
is a significant concern. Growth in Latino
population will drive demand for a range of
affordable housing types of varying sizes,
including single-family houses and apartments.
Lower average incomes mean that Latinos are
more likely than average to be renters. Many
Latinos are also Millennials and may share housing
preferences with other Millennials.

Figure 6: Demographic Changes for Housing Need through 2035
Aging of the Baby Boomers

As the Baby Boomers age, their housing needs will change with shifts in their personal circumstances, such
as decreasing household size or declining health. The aging of the Baby Boomers will result in increased
demand in smaller housing units, such as small houses or apartments, in areas closer to services, such as
stores or medical services.
Likely Trends among Baby Boomer Households

Household Sizes
More one-person households

Homeownership Rates
Slowly decrease after 75 years old

Income
Income decreases, but some have
accumulated wealth

Household and Family Formation by the Millennials

Millennials are the largest generation in the nation. As they age, Millennials will drive household formation
and demand for new housing. The region’s ability to attract and retain Millennials will depend on the
availability of affordable owner- and renter-occupied housing, including small single-family housing and a
range of multi-family housing.
Likely Trends among Millennials Households

Household Sizes
Increase as they form families

Homeownership Rates
Increases with income

Income
Increases with age

Continued growth of the Latino Population

Nationwide, the Latino population is forecast to be the fastest growing group over the next decades.
Continued growth of Latinos will result in increased demand for owner- and renter-occupied housing that
can accommodate larger families, such as affordable single-family houses and large apartments.
Characteristics of Latino Households Compared with Non-Latino Households

Household Sizes
Larger than average household sizes

Homeownership Rates
Latino households become
homeowners at a younger age when
affordable housing is available

Income
Continued lower-than-average
income.
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Section 3: Future Housing scenarios
The future of housing in the Truckee Meadows region will depend on
development of land with the housing types discussed in Section 1, and
will be shaped by population growth, demographic changes, and housing
affordability issues discussed in Section 2. This section presents two ways
that housing might develop in the region, referred to as “scenarios of
future development.” The scenarios are: (1) Classic Scenario, where growth
patterns are similar to historical growth, and (2) McCarran Scenario, where
growth patterns assume more compact growth.

3.1 Future development
The two scenarios of future development begin with the forecast for
growth of 128,000 new people in the region by 2035, resulting in demand
for about 50,600 new housing units.
The Classic Scenario, illustrated in Map 3, assumes that the Truckee
Meadow’s development pattern over the 2015 to 2035 period is similar to
development in the region over the last 15 years. Most development occurs
at the edge of the region. Figure 7 shows that nearly two-thirds of these new
units are in low- and moderate-density single-family housing. Moderate- and
high-density multi-family accounts for less than one-fifth of new housing
units and are located generally toward the centers of Reno or Sparks.
While the Classic Scenario results in continued production of housing
throughout the region, it continues to under-produce housing that is
affordable to households with incomes below $40,000 to $60,000. Very
few of the forecasted housing units will be affordable to residents with
incomes below $40,000, and is especially true for residents with incomes
below $20,000.
The McCarran Scenario assumes a more compact development
pattern when compared to the Classic Scenario. Map 4 shows that the
McCarran Scenario places more development within the McCarran ring
(25% of forecasted units).
Figure 7 shows that about half of new units are in low- and moderatedensity single-family housing. Moderate- and high-density multi-family
accounts for nearly one-third of new housing units that are located

Figure 7: Housing Type Mixes, 2035
Classic Scenario
Low-Density
Single-Family

11%

5,554

51%

25,923

20%
Moderate-Density
Single-Family

13%

10,144
6,483

5% 2,603
High-Density; SingleFamily/Low-Density
Multi-Family

McCarran Scenario
7% 3,468

Moderate-Density
Multi-Family

23%
20%

High-Density
Multi-Family

21,239

42%
11,486
10,492

8% 3,937

generally toward the centers of Reno or Sparks. The increase in
development of higher density housing types can begin to address the
need for more housing affordable to households in the region with
incomes of $40,000 to $60,000. Lower income households, however, will
continue to have difficulty finding affordable housing and are likely to live in
older, existing housing, including housing located at the fringe of the region.
Both the Classic Scenario and the McCarran Scenario included
variations to the timing of development, assuming that population and
housing demand grew faster in the 2015 to 2020 period and slower
after 2020. These variations were consistent with regional economic
development projections of rapid job growth in the region through
2020, assuming faster housing development through 2020 resulted in
few changes to the development patterns shown in the Classic Scenario
and the McCarran Scenario.
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Map 3: Classic Scenario, Location of New Housing Units in 2035 under
Historical Development Patterns

Map 4: McCarran Scenario, Location of New Housing Units in 2035,
Assuming More Compact Development Patterns
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3.2 Current Development feasibility
The Classic Scenario and the McCarran Scenario present two distinct
and plausible residential growth patterns in the Truckee Meadows
region. These scenarios simulated the amount and types of housing that
could be developed given current zoning, but did not test the feasibility
of development under current market conditions. Concern around
profitability presents a real barrier for developers. In order to explore
market-based aspects of development, this study attempted a first-pass
analysis of the financial feasibility for different residential development types.
The financial feasibility analysis considered factors such as current zoning,
market-rate rents, and construction costs in the region. A pro forma-based
model approach allowed for more than 300,000 variations of financial
feasibility for development using prototypes of eleven residential building
types and parcels available for new housing development.
Initial results indicate that under current zoning and market conditions,
development of about 22,000 units is financially feasible. Approximately
17,000 (75%) of these units would be low- and moderate-density singlefamily housing types indicative of more traditional, suburban development.
The remaining 5,500 units resided in the Missing Middle housing types
introduced in Section 1.3. The analysis does not show feasibility for highdensity multi-family units under current market conditions. However, it is
possible that this housing type could be feasible in a few specific areas of
the region where rents are higher than regional averages.
In comparing these feasibility outcomes with the Classic and McCarran
scenarios, it is apparent that the region can meet demand for more
traditional suburban housing types for the next 10 years or more.
However, the financial feasibility of developing Missing Middle housing is
much lower, since results suggest a profitable supply of these types for
only 4-5 years in both scenarios. Interestingly, the financial feasibility of
higher-density products increased when zoning constraints were removed
from the model. In addition, infrastructure costs were not explicitly
included as model inputs in this iteration of the model. These and other
factors suggest further refinement of the model and support investigation
of opportunities for zoning changes to support targeted development.

Figure 8. Financially Feasible Housing Types Under Current Market
Conditions, the Truckee Meadows Region, 2015

Low-Density
Single-Family

Moderate-Density
Single-Family

High-Density; SingleFamily/Low-Density
Multi-Family

Moderate-Density
Multi-Family

High-Density
Multi-Family

12%

2,647
14,203

64%

14,203

8% 1,698

17%

3,810

N/A

3.3 Costs of providing key services for different
patterns of growth
This section shows the different capital costs for providing key services
under both scenarios. As the region grows, local governments will need to
build new schools, roads, pipes, and other infrastructure to accommodate
that growth. Map 5 shows a coarse estimation of areas that are currently
adequately served with key infrastructure versus areas that are currently
underserved. Significant infrastructure will need to be constructed in
underserved locations before new housing can be developed.
Infrastructure to serve new development is expensive. While infrastructure
service providers may simply respond to the growth as it happens by
finding a way to pay for the infrastructure that is needed, local
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Map 5: Infrastructure Availability, 2015

patterns. This analysis focuses on four key
infrastructures and services necessary to
support residential growth: transportation,
public schools, potable water, and wastewater.
Figure 9 shows that, with the exception of
schools, the costs of service are lower for each
in the McCarran Scenario (the more compact
development pattern).

▪▪ Transportation. People drive less

when development is more compact.
Transportation costs are nearly $560 million
(9%) lower for the McCarran Scenario.

▪▪ Schools. All of the District’s schools are near

governments have the ability to shape the
pattern of future growth through their land
use policies. When growth patterns are less
costly than others, these land use policies could
result in millions of dollars of cost savings for
infrastructure service providers, resulting in
lower taxes or more efficient and enhanced
services.
This analysis is intended to begin regional
discussions about the costs of different
development patterns. It provides a framework
for local governments, service providers, and
the TMRPA to work together as partners to
continue to refine and explore the cost (and
revenue) implications of future development

or over capacity now. The District has nearly
identical facility needs (and costs) in both
scenarios. Additional analysis may show a
difference in costs in the scenarios based
on the location of new schools and different
land costs across the region, as well as in the
operational costs of transportation (school
buses) since it varies across the region and
distance traveled.

▪▪ Potable Water. The costs of providing water

▪▪

service vary by location and existing water
facilities (such as pipes). Drinking water
infrastructure costs are nearly $115 million
(17%) lower for the McCarran Scenario.

Wastewater. The cost of providing
wastewater service also varies by
location and existing facilities (such as
pipes or pumping stations). Wastewater
infrastructure costs are nearly $105 million
(14%) lower for the McCarran Scenario.

Figure 9: Estimated Capital Costs for Developing
Key Infrastructure and Services for Both Scenarios,
the Truckee Meadows Region, 2015–2035
Transportation - Regional Transportation Commission
New roads in the
McCarran Scenario
cost about 9% or
$560 million less
than in the Classic
Scenario.

$7B

$6B

$5B

$4B

$6.1
billion

Classic Scenario

$5.6
billion
McCarran Scenario

Schools - Washoe County School District
Capital costs for
schools will cost
about the same in
both scenarios.

$1B
$800M
$600M

$1.1
billion

$1.1
billion

Classic Scenario

McCarran Scenario

$400M
$200M
0

Potable Water - Truckee Meadows Water Authority
New water facilities
in the McCarran
Scenario cost about
17% or $115 million
less than in the
Classic Scenario.

$700M
$500M

$697
million

$300M

$572
million

$100M
0

Classic Scenario

McCarran Scenario

Wastewater - Reno, Sparks, and Washoe County
New wastewater
facilities in the
McCarran Scenario
cost about 14% or
$105 million less
than in the Classic
Scenario.

$700M
$500M

$737
million

$632
million

$300M
$100M
0

Classic Scenario

McCarran Scenario
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Section 4: Implications for
Public Policy
This study examined the future demand and
needs for housing in the Truckee Meadows
region, as well as the location and amount
of land where housing can be built, the costs
of key regional infrastructure and services
to support new residential development,
and different patterns of future residential
development. This section summarizes the key
conclusions identified in the study and discusses
implications for public policy.

4.1 Conclusions
The Truckee Meadows region needs a wider
variety of housing types to meet anticipated
demographic shifts and affordable housing
needs. Like most metropolitan areas, the region
does not have enough housing affordable to
moderate- and lower-income households.
As of late 2015, there were approximately
175,000 housing units in the Truckee Meadows
region, and roughly 54% of these units were
single-family homes on lots of 6,000 acres and
larger. This analysis showed that the region has
enough residential land today to add another
83,000 housing units, mostly at the edges of the
community.
But there are some issues with developing
the same types of housing units in the same
pattern that we historically have. Over a third
of the households in the region today are cost
burdened, which means they are paying 30%
or more of their monthly income for housing.

Even without adding in transportation costs, the costs of ownership of single-family detached
housing in the Truckee Meadows has increased by more than 60% over the last two decades,
while household incomes have increased by about 17%.
While cost burden has not historically included
the cost of transportation, many communities
across the country are accepting that including
the cost of transportation is necessary to
understand the true price of housing.
Given this trend, the likelihood of residents
continuing to be able to afford homes similar to
the existing housing stock is diminishing.
Demographic trends provide additional reasons
to expect that demand for smaller, more
affordable housing will increase in the region
over the next two decades. These demographic
trends include the aging of the Baby Boomers,
household formation for Millennials, and
growth in the Latino population.

Smaller, more affordable housing types include
single-family detached housing on smaller
lots, cottage housing, duplexes, tri-plexes,
townhouses, and apartments. These types of
housing are referred to as the Missing Middle
and are increasingly recognized as critical for
providing more housing that is affordable to
moderate-income households. The need for
housing in mid-rise and high-rise apartment
buildings will also increase with regional growth.
The location of housing units is very important
to local government agencies, as servicing land
in a more compact development pattern is less
expensive. As a result, location of these more
affordable housing types is important.

Figure 10: Illustration of Missing Middle Housing Types

Illustration of the Missing Middle housing types by Opticos Design, Inc. For more information see: missingmiddlehousing.com
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They should be located in areas that can be
more economically serviced by public facilities
(especially transportation) and that are nearer
to services (such as grocery stores or medical
services) and employment centers. These are
areas where transportation costs for residents
are also likely to be lower.
Capital costs for infrastructure in the McCarran
Scenario, the more compact development
pattern, are expected to be about $780 million
lower than in the Classic Scenario. This analysis
focused on four types of regional infrastructure
and service, including transportation, schools,
potable water, and wastewater. A more detailed
analysis of additional infrastructure and
services, as well as operations and maintenance
costs, will likely show a larger savings in the
price of serving our region under a compact
growth scenario.

Potential savings in infrastructure costs of
$780 million in the McCarran Scenario.
The lower costs of infrastructure in the McCarran
Scenario make a compelling argument that the
Truckee Meadows should work together to
develop policies that support achieving a more
compact development pattern. While some of
the costs of new infrastructure are borne by
developers and people who purchase the newly
built housing, some of the costs are paid by the
taxpayers of the Truckee Meadows region. The
lower costs may result in savings to the region
when paying for infrastructure and reduce the
cost of developing housing.

4.2 Opportunities FOR PUBLIC
Action
This study has documented a housing problem
in the region. All of the interviews and
stakeholder meetings conducted support this
conclusion. There are differences on which
aspects of the problem are most pressing, and
there are certainly differences about the best way
to address the problem. But this report assumes
agreement on these fundamental points:
•

The private sector builds almost all of the
housing units in the region;

•

The types and location of housing built by
the private sector is primarily in response to
current housing market conditions, which
include current public policies like zoning,
public investment, and fees;

•

Thus, the public sector is a partner in the
provision of housing; and

•

The public sector has larger obligations to
ensure public health, safety, and welfare
that it must balance as it tries to assist the
private sector by reducing the costs of
housing production.

In other words, the private and public sectors
work together to create the context for housing
in a community. However, the public sector
has multiple obligations and therefore must
optimize across many services. Housing is
one very important consideration, but the
public sector must also consider longer-run
consequences for other public objectives such
as the cost of public services, the cost of private

services (such as personal transportation),
effects on the environment and multiple
aspects of quality of life.
Since neither the public nor the private sector
can tackle producing affordable workforce
housing alone, what can the public sector
do? How can local governments facilitate
development of diverse housing options
that are more affordable to middle-income
households, particularly:
•

Smaller homes in walkable areas near
services, including medical services;

•

Single-family homes for both purchase and
rent; and

•

Multi-family units for both purchase and rent.

One of the first steps that the public sector
can take is to increase awareness on the issues
of housing affordability in our region, building
upon the information gathered in this report,
and target education around affordability issues in
the Truckee Meadows.
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Some examples include:
•

An affordable housing forum will be
conducted in the Truckee Meadows in
January 2017. The work begun at this event
should be considered in public policy choices;

•

Start describing total housing cost burden
in the Truckee Meadows as the cumulative
cost of transportation and housing in any
assessment of affordability; and

•

Communicate to the community the current
and future issues of housing affordability
in the region, and that this is a concern for
many working households.

Further evaluation of the links that exist
between housing, employment, essential
services, and transportation in the community
would be extremely helpful. TMRPA could
partner with the Regional Transportation
Commission on research designed to answer
questions such as:
•

Where are transportation and housing
eﬀectively linked? What about future planned
development areas? Is it possible to identify
where an ineﬃcient link is being perpetuated?

•

What areas are poised to create new
proximity to transit?

•

What are the challenges relating to access to
essential services, such as medical care and
educational opportunities?

•

Does the planned transportation network,
including roads and transit, support planned
development?

Portland State University Recommendations
In 2015-16, TMRPA and the local jurisdictions
teamed up with Portland State University
(PSU) in a year-long partnership. One of
the outcomes was a review of the urban
services area in the region. In the report
Urban Service Area Boundaries and Urban
Growth Boundaries to Promote Compact
Regional Growth: The Experience of Other
Regions, authored specifically for the
Truckee Meadows region, PSU identified nine
recommendations for the Truckee Meadows,
including the following, to maximize the
effectiveness of the urban services area:

PSU also suggested that TMRPA and the
local jurisdictions partner to “Conduct a
review of tensions between market trends
and current land use regulations that inhibit
infill, redevelopment, and higher densities
of housing and employment, and make
recommendations for eliminating or reducing
these regulatory inhibitions.” One way for
local governments to accomplish this is to
conduct a comprehensive review of policies
that affect housing choice, such as master
plans, zoning codes, parking requirements,
building codes, and density requirements.

•

Determine actual fiscal capacity to
provide urban services within the TMSA;
and

•

Institute phasing of development in the
TMSA, based on regional and local fiscal
capacity and land use goals.

By creating a grant fund to help mitigate
developer risk for infill and redevelopment
projects, the public sector can potentially
support and partner with the private
sector in the production of housing
units in locations that are well served by
infrastructure and services.

SCENARIO PLANNING
As part of this housing study, TMRPA analyzed
different development patterns to look at
various potential futures. To our knowledge, this
is the first time our region has used the scenario
planning approach to help inform public policy
discussion. The opportunities for this type
of analysis, combined with spatial study, are
plentiful in the Truckee Meadows.
As part of the Regional Plan update, scenario
planning tools could answer some additional

questions about the differences in the
costs of regional infrastructure in different
development patterns. The results of the
housing study strongly suggest that the
region could spend less in total capital costs
for regional infrastructure, as seen in the
McCarran Scenario. But these results also beg
other questions, and some more information is
needed now, including:
•

Who is bearing the cost for various
development patterns?
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•

What is the split between public and private
dollars?

•

Can the savings resulting from a more
compact development pattern be shared
across both the public and private sectors?

•

Do different development patterns also
impact operations and maintenance costs?

Partnering with the local jurisdictions and
affected entities in a discussion about existing
and future capital improvement plans to
maximize the use of public resources is a step
that TMRPA can help facilitate.
Map 6. Vacant Land

Scenario planning tools should be
incorporated into the Regional Plan in the
2017 update.
Can a reduction in capital and O&M costs
for infrastructure be achieved through
comprehensive coordination of the current and
future capital improvement plans of the local
governments and affected entities?
Depending on the answers to these questions,
it may be prudent to consider developing
policies at both the regional and local levels
that promote more efficient use of existing
infrastructure and cost-efficient construction
of new infrastructure by targeting specific
areas of our region for various types of
development.
One step to accomplish this is to conduct a
review with the local jurisdictions and affected
entities that seeks to proactively maximize
existing public assets from both a geographic
and service-level standpoint. This type of
spatial analysis can also be used to pinpoint
neighborhoods to target for infrastructure
investment to help foster revitalization.
The assets that could be analyzed include:
•

Parks and community centers

•

Schools

•

Existing bus routes

•

Water and wastewater pipes and facilities

•

Police/fire stations

•

Other public assets as desired

Much of the region’s vacant land is located
at the edges, and infrastructure and public
services are available in some but not all of
these areas. This review should consider the
benefits and costs of serving housing types in
different parts of the region. Understanding
whether there are better or worse locations
at the periphery to facilitate missing housing
options is key.

Financial Feasibility Model
Using the financial feasibility model featured
in this housing study is another approach
to reviewing the effect of zoning policy
on development. While the results of the
model using current zoning are reported on
page 10, ECONorthwest also ran a simple
scenario that removed zoning restrictions
to test for financially feasible development
opportunities. The results were illuminating,
including the additional Missing Middle
housing that became feasible.
Gaining access to this model on a permanent
basis would allow the public sector to
understand market dynamics better, and
could result in identifying if/when to provide
public incentives to encourage specific types
of development. Partnering with the private
sector on this approach would help to create
a better understanding of market barriers
and allow both sectors to approach the
issue of housing mutually.
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Some factors that should be considered include:
•

The availability/capacity of infrastructure
and proximity to services;

•

Criteria to ensure the efficient use and
provision of infrastructure and services; and

•

Analysis of the long-term operations and
maintenance required of the public sector
to support this development pattern,
including a review of total costs versus total
revenues for services.

Once these areas are identified, they can be
prioritized for infrastructure investments and
services. For example, recreation facilities,
transit services, and improved school facilities
could be directed to areas to support higher
residential densities.
Broader Implications
The idea of prioritizing development in specific
areas to maximize the public dollars invested in
infrastructure and services is not new, in fact
this practice exists throughout the country.
Capitalizing on public resource investments by
supporting development in areas with lower
infrastructure and service costs is essential to
ensuring that local government agencies are
able to support new growth. When combined
with deliberate choices on the kinds of
development, the results are often increased
revenue for government agencies.
To better understand the fiscal capacity in the
region, it is necessary to understand both the
costs of infrastructure (as described in this
housing study) and the revenue generated from

The region’s future vitality and economic competitiveness hinges on our ability to provide
diverse, appealing housing options, so that the region remains attractive to workers and
employers, as well as existing residents.
different types of development. Knowing this
information, it is possible to fully value the fiscal
impact a development has on the community.
This approach, used throughout the country,
was presented to the Truckee Meadows in
the “Planning for Economic and Fiscal Health”
workshops held by TMRPA in 2013.

resilient region. While we acknowledge that
this housing study does not provide all the
answers, this report does provide a useful
starting point for regional discussion and
highlights that there is a clear and present
need for further study and implementation of
effective policies to manage growth.

Local governments and service providers
all face pressing fiscal challenges to provide
services and infrastructure. It is vital that
government agencies understand the costs and
revenues associated with different development
patterns. This is to ensure that choices about
location and type of development maximize
tax revenue possibilities and minimize service
expenditures. TMRPA has begun investigating a
potential partner to assist with examining this
subject area, and it is highly recommended that
this be the next improvement to the scenario
planning program.
Together, the Truckee Meadows must continue
to move this important conversation forward
and champion informed decision making,
grounded in a solid understanding of the
implications of future land use development.
Through the engagement of stakeholders from
the public and private sectors, as well as the
community, the Truckee Meadows can leverage
the information, tools, and ideas presented
in this report to foster a vibrant and fiscally
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