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Executive Summary: To address changing climate patterns, cities in the US are expanding 
sustainable transportation options and implementing green infrastructure. Sustainable 
infrastructure projects help communities adapt, decrease CO2 emissions, promote community 
health, and provide economic benefits. These projects can also have unintended consequences, 
increasing gentrification and displacement of vulnerable communities through increased 
property values (i.e., green gentrification). The City of Madison maintains an extensive system 
of bike trails and continues to expand community access, with three projects recently 
completed or in development. We recommend that the City of Madison alter policy to use tax-
increment financing or community land trusts as a preventative measure to mitigate green 
gentrification of nearby areas for all current and future bike path construction projects. 

 
I. Background  
Developing urban bike paths and other sustainable 
infrastructure is important for combating climate 
change and promoting community health. However, 
benefits are not always equitably distributed. New 
sustainable infrastructure projects can have 
unintended consequences, increasing gentrification 
and displacement of surrounding vulnerable 
communities through increased property values. 
While additional property value can benefit 
communities through greater tax-revenue, it often 
increases rent for local tenants. Thus, benefits of 
infrastructure development are unequally 
distributed among community members, displacing 
people with fewer resources. To prevent this “green 
gentrification,” where implementation of green space 
excludes or displaces disenfranchised residents, 
preemptive measures are necessary to ensure equity.  
Urban planning experts argue that cities should be 
proactive and preserve affordable housing before 

implementing green infrastructure (Black 2020). For 
example, an abandoned rail line in Chicago was 
recently renovated into 2.7 miles of multi-use trail, 
serving as a transportation corridor and green space 
(“The 606”). The collaborative project resulted in 
green gentrification through higher property values, 
new development, and displacement of longtime 
residents (Black 2020). In 2018, property taxes near 
The 606 area saw the largest increase of any part of 
Chicago—over ten times the City average (Black 
2020). While the Chicago Mayor’s office promised to 
balance increased property values with protecting 
longtime residents, advocacy groups argue that rent 
subsidies were subject to future availability, allowing 
landlords to pursue higher-value options (Byrne 
2015). These issues do not diminish the need for 
sustainable infrastructure but support careful 
consideration of equity before and during 
development. 
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II. Current bike infrastructure development in 
Wisconsin  
Wisconsin, the first state to implement “rail trails'' 
(bike trails built on existing railroad corridors), 
continually invests in progressive bike infrastructure 
that benefits communities. The economic impact of 
biking in Wisconsin is significant, contributing over 
$1.4 billion to the State annually (Schlabowske n.d.). 
Near La Crosse, forty miles of new trail are expected 
to bring over $300 million in economic benefits 
through health, safety, transportation, and air quality 
(Schlabowske n.d.). In Milwaukee, re-designed 
streets in East Wauwatosa are making the community 
more bike friendly and livable, though the economic 
development has increased property values and 
displacement (Schlabowske n.d.).  
 
The City of Madison is committed to increasing bike 
accessibility. For example, the Madison Community 
Foundation gave a $99,200 community impact grant 
to provide used bikes, helmets, and repairs to 
underserved kids (Madison Community Foundation 
n.d.). The Madison Parks Department and 
International Mountain Biking Association partnered 
to create more off-road biking areas for overlooked 
communities (Hubbuch 2020). However, despite 
designation as a platinum-level bike friendly city by 
the League of American Bicyclists, the extensive 
commuter trail system in Madison is not yet 
uniformly distributed (Scott 2015). 
 
Wedged between two lakes, the city’s geography 
historically fostered bikeability with a less car-
focused inner urban layout. In the 1950s, 
development of wide, high-speed roads caused 
outward suburban sprawl and less bike friendly 
development. After 2000, development became bike 
friendly again at the edges of the city (Hardee 2020). 
Many of the city’s affordable housing options, and 
consequently, Madison’s more vulnerable 
communities, were developed from 1950-2000 in 
areas between the urban core and suburban fringe. 
The city has begun to address this bike infrastructure 
inequity with projects in vulnerable neighborhoods.  
 
III. Madison bike projects at risk of green 
gentrification 
Madison’s 2019 Equitable Development Report 
identifies vulnerable neighborhood tracts based on 
race, income, education, and rental rate. Ongoing 
projects in vulnerable areas address inequity in bike 

infrastructure yet present an opportunity for 
unintended green gentrification without concrete 
policy solutions. In western Madison, a $8.4 million 
bike path project in a demographically changing 
neighborhood created safer passage from affordable 
residential to downtown areas, allowing for more 
equitable access to community resources (Elbow 
2016). Similarly, near the city’s primary community 
college in eastern Madison, a second project is 
underway in a tract that has observed demographic 
change and increased rent/property values. A final 
re-development project in a gentrifying area (e.g. 
increases in college-educated populations, higher 
median incomes, and decreases in persons of color 
and rental units) with economically vulnerable 
populations seeks to increase bike infrastructure.  
 
Displacement of residents may occur in areas 
surrounding the aforementioned bike projects unless 
preventative measures are taken. Madison’s on-going 
low vacancy rate (3.7%, approximately half the 
national average) and affordable housing crisis 
amplify this issue (Garton 2020; “Multifamily Rental 
Vacancy Rates” 2021). While the City of Madison 
has outlined steps it will take to reduce general 
displacement, there has been no public-facing 
acknowledgement on the potential equity impact 
of these new trails. Policy options should be 
considered in each of these bike project areas to 
maintain affordability and prevent further 
displacement.  
 
IV. Policy options 
 
i. Option 1: Use tax-increment financing (TIF) to create 
a new tax district to fund new bike paths and 
affordable housing in the immediate surrounding area  
When a redevelopment project takes place, the value 
of real estate in the surrounding area is expected to 
increase and generate property tax revenue. TIF is a 
common method to fund redevelopment projects by 
diverting the future increase of property tax revenue 
to pay for the project itself. TIF revenue can also fund 
affordable housing. Greenville, South Carolina 
implemented this strategy to fund affordable housing 
immediately surrounding Unity Park, serving as a 
buffer against displacement while redeveloping the 
area (Rigolon and Christensen 2019). Madison’s 
current TIF policy requires that 10% of the district’s 
tax increments be used for affordable housing 
(Madison Equitable Development Report). A TIF tax 
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district typically remains open until all debt and 
project costs are paid off; of twelve sampled tax 
districts in Madison, the average district recovered all 
costs in ten to twelve years (Gromacki 2008). 
However, Madison also leverages TIF extensions that 
allow TIF districts to be open an extra year under 
Wisconsin Statute § 66.1105(6)(g), provided most of 
the funding supports affordable housing. $4 million in 
2018 and $2.7 million in 2020 was generated for 
affordable housing in Madison by leveraging TIF 
extensions for three tax districts (Pasque 2017). The 
revenue from TIF extensions can be used anywhere 
in Madison. We propose creating a TIF district around 
new bike infrastructure projects, when possible, to 
fund the project and affordable housing within the 
district using TIF and TIF extension revenue.   
 
Advantages 

• Funding affordable housing in the areas 
surrounding bike trails buffer against 
displacement.  

• Madison’s existing policies ensure TIF 
revenue is spent on affordable housing, with 
a history of using TIF for infrastructure 
projects.  

 
Disadvantages 

• Ability to generate money for affordable 
housing is subject to market fluctuations 
(Rigolon and Christensen 2019). 

• TIF can only be used on new projects since a 
baseline level of property tax revenue needs 
to be established in the beginning.  

• Madison policy states that TIF can only be 
used if the TIF revenue is necessary for the 
project to move forward. An application is 
submitted by the developers to the City and 
the Common Council makes the final decision. 

 
ii. Option 2: Leverage developer exactions to fund 
affordable housing projects in areas around bike 
infrastructure projects 
Developer exactions are provisions where the 
developer is expected to provide something to a local 
government in exchange for approvals to proceed 
with a project, often offsetting the burden of new 
development on a community. Exactions can include 
construction of public infrastructure, e.g., roads and 
affordable housing funding (World Bank Group n.d.). 
Exactions are applied on a project-by-project basis or 
through an ordinance. Similarly, impact fees are one-

time charges levied by a local government on the 
developer to cover infrastructure costs associated 
with the project. Linkage fees, a type of impact fee, are 
fees per square foot of construction and funds can pay 
for affordable housing (Inclusionary Housing n.d.). 
Alternatively, developers can construct affordable 
housing as an exaction (Madison Equitable 
Development Report). Not currently utilized, the City 
of Madison could leverage developer exactions or 
impact fees for affordable housing funding or 
construction in the surrounding area in exchange for 
project approval (Madison Equitable Development 
Report).  
 
Advantages 

• Developer exactions can be levied on a 
project-by-project basis to meet the needs of 
the community. 

 
Disadvantages 

• Impact fees, linkage fees and exactions to 
fund affordable housing projects require the 
government to carefully estimate costs (The 
World Bank n.d.). 

• Fees may dissuade developers, potentially 
harmful in a city with limited housing stock of 
all types.  

• Outside of the most profitable real estate 
markets, the fees may not provide enough 
funds to cover the full cost of infrastructure or 
affordable housing projects (The World Bank 
n.d.).  

 
iii. Option 3: Use the Madison Area Community Land 
Trust to acquire land in targeted areas around 
developing bike path projects 
A community land trust (CLT) is a local non-profit 
that acquires land and uses it for projects that benefit 
the community, such as creating affordable housing. 
CLTs build affordable housing on the land and sell it 
to a qualified homeowner, while retaining ownership 
of the underlying land. The land is leased to a 
homeowner typically for a period of ninety-eight 
years (Semuels 2015). Separating land ownership 
from home ownership helps keep housing affordable. 
Madison has one CLT, the Madison Area Community 
Land Trust (MACLT). Buying a home through MACLT 
saves homebuyers 30% on average (MACLT n.d.). The 
2021 city budget expanded funding from Madison's 
Affordable Housing Fund to non-profits like MACLT 
(Becker 2021). We propose Madison give funds to 
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MACLT to acquire land in targeted areas of bike path 
development, removing adjacent land from the 
market and developing affordable housing. 
 
Advantages 

• CLTs keep housing prices low for future 
homeowners by sharing the increase in the 
home’s value with the next buyer, extending 
affordable housing availability (MACLT n.d.). 

• Land stays in community possession and 
cannot be sold to developers (Semuels 2015). 

• People can still buy a home and earn equity 
on the structure. 

 
Disadvantages 

• Ground fees for land lease ($75 for single 
family homes through MACLT) generally do 
not cover all expenses and CLTs are typically 
reliant on external funding to sell homes at 
below market levels (Local Housing Solutions 
n.d.).  

 
V. Policy recommendation 
We recommend that the City of Madison enact a 
policy to prevent green gentrification surrounding 
any new bike infrastructure project by using a 
combination of tax increment financing and 

community land trusts (Options 1 and 3). TIF can only 
be leveraged for new bike infrastructure projects, but 
MACLT can be used for ongoing or completed 
projects. TIF can also only be implemented if all other 
possible financial alternatives are exhausted, e.g., 
federal and state funds, bonds, tax credits and loans. 
If TIF is implemented, we recommend the TIF 
revenue be used to fund affordable housing projects 
surrounding the developed area to prevent green 
gentrification. The MACLT should be leveraged to buy 
property adjacent to the new development in cases 
where TIF is not an option. Although these policies 
may reduce the ability to put redevelopment profits 
to other uses, proactive investment in affordable 
housing will ensure that Madison’s most vulnerable 
residents can remain in their current communities. If 
left unchecked, inequitable access to bike 
infrastructure could worsen despite the City’s efforts 
to prevent it. Implementing policy to specifically 
prevent green gentrification in Madison by bolstering 
affordable housing aligns with the City’s goals for 
equitable development and will ensure that the 
benefits of future investments are equitable among 
the community. Furthermore, implementing these 
policies for public infrastructure projects during 
development can serve as a model for other cities to 
consider and proactively prevent green 
gentrification. 
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