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notesTHE COMPREHENSIVE PLAN
The comprehensive plan is a tool to address the constant 
change, evolution, growth, and even decline of communities.  
According to Professor Gary D. Taylor of Iowa State 
University, a comprehensive plan serves these purposes:

The plan provides continuity. The plan provides continuity 
across time, and gives successive public bodies a common 
framework for addressing land-use issues.

It is the means by which a community can balance 
competing private interests. John Public may want to 
store oil drums on his property. Jane Citizen, his neighbor, 
would like to open a restaurant on her property. Planning 
seeks to strike a balance among the many competing 
demands on land by creating development patterns that 
are orderly and rational, provide the greatest benefits 
for individuals and the community as a whole and avoid 
nuisance conflicts between land uses.

It is the means by which a community can protect public 
investments. Planning is how a community avoids digging 
up last year’s new road to lay this year’s new sewer pipe. 
Well-planned, orderly and phased development patterns 
are also less expensive for a community to provide with 
public services than low-density, scattered development.

It allows communities to plan development in a way 
that protects valued resources. Planning can identify 
environmental features like wetlands, agricultural 
lands, woods and steep slopes and suggest strategies 
for preserving those resources from destruction or 
degradation by inappropriate development.

It provides guidance for shaping the appearance of the 
community. A plan can set forth policies that foster a 
distinctive sense of place.

It promotes economic development. The plan contains 
valuable information that drives the location decisions of 
prospective firms.

It provides justification for decisions. Plans provide a 
factual and objective basis to support zoning decisions 
and can be used by communities to defend their decisions 
if challenged in court.

Through public dialogue, citizens express a collective 
vision for the future. Last, but certainly not least, the 
planning process provides citizens an opportunity 
to brainstorm, debate and discuss the future of their 
community. A plan developed through a robust public 
input process enjoys strong community support. 
Subsequent decisions that are consistent with the plan’s 
policies are less likely to become embroiled in public 
controversy.1

In Indiana, State Law requires a Comprehensive Plan contain 

INTRO TO PLANNING
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notes little more than three paragraphs:

A statement of objectives for the future development of 
the jurisdiction.

A statement of policy for the land use development of the 
jurisdiction.

A statement of policy for the development of public ways, 
public places, public lands, public structures, and public 
utilities.2

In practice, however, most comprehensive plans include 
much more, and most utilize a map to communicate future 
land use desires.

THE COMPREHENSIVE PLAN FOR INDIANAPOLIS AND 
MARION COUNTY
In many jurisdictions, the comprehensive plan is actually 
a single plan document.  In Indy, the comprehensive 
plan is made up of dozens and dozens of neighborhood 
plans, township plans, transportation plans, and other 
infrastructure plans.  If you’ve been involved in planning 
processes before, you may associate the “Comp Plan” as the 
township land use plans, but the Comp Plan is actually made 
up of much, much more and we’re trying to do a better job 
communicating that by referring to the land use plans across 
the county as the “Marion County Land Use Plan.”

The Comprehensive Plan for Indianapolis and Marion County 
is organized into seven different elements, each with a 
primary system plan that serves as the key plan for that 
subject.  Some elements may have supporting plans as well 
that are more specific in geography or subject.  Together, all 
primary and supporting plans make up the Comprehensive 
Plan for Indianapolis and Marion County.  Think of primary 
system plans as chapters in the Comp Plan book and the 
supporting plans as subheadings within those chapters.

The Marion County Land Use Plan

The Marion County Land Use Plan is one element of the 
Comprehensive Plan for Indianapolis and Marion County. 
The plan is required by state statute as a basis for zoning 
and must include objectives and policies for future land use 
development.  It is a policy document, not law, designed 
to promote the orderly development and redevelopment 
of the county. The Marion County Land Use Plan consists 
of two major components: A Land Use Pattern Book and 
a Land Use Map. The Land Use Pattern Book is the written 
component of the Marion County Land Use Plan, and lays 
out the land uses and districts that are applied in the Land 
Use Map.

Are the excluded cities of 
Beech Grove, Lawrence, 
Southport, and Speedway 
included in the plan? 

Yes!  All excluded cities (and 
included towns) are covered 
by the Comprehensive Plan 
for Indianapolis and Marion 
County.  State law provides 
that the Metropolitan 
Development Commission is 
the planning authority for all 
of Marion County.

KEY CONCEPT
State law provides three 
basic requirements for 
Comprehensive Plans, but 
allows much more.

KEY CONCEPT
The “Comp Plan” is a 
collection of dozens of plans, 
not simply the land use plan.

KEY CONCEPT
The Marion County Land Use 
Plan has two pieces, the Land 
Use Pattern Book and the 
Land Use Map.
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notesDID YOU KNOW?
Marion County is 403 square 
miles!  How many other cities 
could fit inside ours?

Cincinnati: 5
Atlanta: 3
Detroit: 2.8
Chicago: 1.7

That’s because we have a 
consolidated city and county 
government (UniGov), 
meaning we have to plan 
and provide services for rural 
farms, small towns, suburbs, 
traditional neighborhoods, and 
a major downtown because we 
have them all within our city!

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 
for INDIANAPOLIS and 

MARION COUNTY
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of the Comp Plan is the 
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Agenda, which establishes 
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values that guide every other 
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notes WHAT IS PLANNING?
Many people get confused with the word “plan.”  If I have 
plans for a family vacation to Disney World, I probably 
mean that I’ve booked flights and hotel and have asked for 
time off of work.  In that sense, my “plan” is quite definite.  
Absent emergencies, my plan will happen.  But the land 
use plan is a little different.  Instead of what will happen, it 
describes what we would like to happen in the future.  It’s 
more akin to me saying “Before I die, I plan to climb Mount 
Everest.”  I don’t have my climbing permit in hand, my flights 
booked, or honestly, even any climbing gear.  But someday 
I would like to do that.  If you can remember the difference 
between planning to visit Mickey Mouse over spring break 
and planning to climb a mountain at some point in your life, 
you’re well on your way to understanding the role of the land 
use plan.   

PLANNING ALLOCATES RESOURCES
Think about the role of land use planning as your monthly 
family budget.  Your budget is all about helping you achieve 
goals.  You want to provide the best life for your family 
within your means, so you allocate your income to things like 
housing, transportation, food, utility, and hopefully some fun 
as well as savings.  You might also have a goal of taking your 
family on that trip to Disney World, so each month you set 
aside a little money to reach that goal.

The land use plan is similar.  It helps us allocate land and 
resources in ways that help our community achieve goals.  
Just like your family budget, a community has many 
different goals that often compete for the same resources.  
To make that Disney World trip happen, you might have to 
eat out less often or cut your fun budget.  For a city, we too 
want to live within our means, and so we want to allocate 
land to the highest and best use to balance our sometimes 
competing goals.  We want to provide jobs for our residents.  
We want to provide a range of housing choices for people 
at all stages of their life.  And we want to build the parks 
and amenities that make our city enjoyable and helps keep 
us competitive.  If we had only industrial land, we wouldn’t 
have places for workers to live, so they’d have to drive a lot 
farther from somewhere else, and that means we’d need 
to spend more on roads and workers would have to spend 
more on transportation.  If we only had houses, we wouldn’t 
have jobs that people could easily get to or parks for them 
to socialize and relax in.  You get the idea.  Planning, like 
your budget, is a balancing act that lays out a guideline for 
how to allocate resources to achieve goals.

KEY CONCEPT
Like a budget, planning 
allocates limited resources to 
achieve sometimes competing 
community goals.
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notesPLANNING MUST BE FLEXIBLE
Back to your budget.  When you make your family budget, 
you know many things.  Your mortgage or rent payment is 
probably a set amount each month.  Same for a car payment 
or bus pass.  You can also make estimates based on past 
behaviors.  You can see what your recent electric or water 
bills are and assume they’ll be pretty close next month.  But 
sometimes those expenses change, like your gas bill during 
an unusually cold month.  And sometimes unexpected 
expenses come up that you haven’t planned for, like a new 
water heater or car repair.  Or perhaps the Colts or Pacers 
make the playoffs or a great Broadway show comes to town 
and you really need those tickets!  When those expenses 
come up, you probably have to deviate from your budget.  
You might skip a month or two of savings contributions, 
postpone that Disney World vacation until the fall, or maybe 
you can eat out less to make up the difference.  

A city is certainly more complicated than your budget, but 
just like it, a city can estimate how many housing units it 
needs in the future based on population trends.  Planners 
have rules of thumb about how much park space we 
need, and we know where flood plains are based on the 
topography of the land.  We know industry needs to be 
near highway interchanges and that major commercial areas 
need good road and transit access.  But sometimes we 
can’t anticipate everything.  Development upstream may 
change where floods happen here.  People may begin to 
delay marriage and families and therefore prefer apartments 
over larger houses.  Technology changes may shift how and 
where we shop.  Just like your budget, as things change, 
the plan has to be able to remain flexible and accommodate 
those unexpected changes.  This is why a land use plan is 
a policy guideline used to inform decisions in the future 
and not a definitive law that applies right now.  We call 
that definitive law zoning, which lays out what you can 
and cannot do on a piece of property right now.  Plans are 
consulted when changes to zoning law are requested or 
desired.  

PLANNING DOESN’T ACTUALLY CHANGE ANYTHING 
BY ITSELF
An important thing to understand about your family 
budget is that it doesn’t actually spend a dime.  All it does 
is establish guidelines for how much you’d like to spend in 
each category like housing, food, and transportation.  You 
may budget $500 for food this month, but you never really 
know what you’ll actually spend on food until you write the 
check or swipe the credit card.  Those actual expenditures 
are where the rubber hits the road.  The budget provides the 

KEY CONCEPT
Planning is a guideline or 
framework within which 
we make decisions in the 
future.  It has to be flexible 
to respond to neverending 
and unexpected changes in 
society.
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notes framework to make individual decisions within and allows 
you to think about whether that $40 steak is a good idea or 
not, but the check for $129 to the grocery store or the $20 
bill left on the restaurant table actually spends the money.

Like your budget, a city plan doesn’t actually build or 
change anything.  Remember, planning is more like saying 
you want to climb Mount Everest before you die than it is 
like booking flights for a spring break trip to Disney World.  
It’s the guideline or framework within which thousands of 
individual decisions are made.  Instead or writing a check 
to a landlord, an entrepreneur invests their life savings in 
opening a restaurant or an apartment developer sees robust 
demand and takes out a loan to develop a new community.

Just because you set aside $100 each month to spend on 
vacation doesn’t actually mean you’re taking a vacation.  
That only happens when you use those savings to buy the 
plane tickets.  Just because a plan says property should 
be a retail development doesn’t mean it will become a 
retail development.  That only happens when someone 
sees an opportunity to make money by building a retail 
development at that location and is able to convince a bank 
to lend the money to actually build it.  And that decision is 
determined by how many stores want to lease space in the 
retail development, which is ultimately a decision by those 
stores based on their unique market needs, or how many 
types of people or disposable income is within a certain 
distance of the store.  On the other hand, we may plan for 
a property to become a housing development, but the City 
doesn’t actually build housing developments.  Development 
companies do.  The plan guides decisions, but only when 
individual buyers, taking out mortgages that an appraiser 
has said are worthwhile, sign up to build a house on that 
particular piece of land.

PLANNING GUIDES FUTURE DECISIONS, NOT 
YESTERDAY’S.
Although we all wish we could go back in time and decide 
not to buy that $40 steak we really couldn’t afford, that $40 
is long gone.  Budgets don’t change what you’ve already 
spent because their purpose is to inform future decisions.  
Whether those Colts tickets you bought last month were 
in your budget or not, you’ve already spent the money on 
them.

Likewise, the land use plan doesn’t change what’s already 
on the ground, or what zoning law already says can be built.  
Plans only come into play when someone wants to change 
something.  If the plan calls for farmland to become a new 
industrial park, it doesn’t mean the farmer can’t continue 
farming as long as she wants.  She can even sell the land 
to another farmer and he can continue farming it because 
that’s what the current zoning law allows.  It just means that 

KEY CONCEPT
Planning doesn’t build things.  
It establishes the framework 
within which thousands of 
individual decisions are made 
in a more coordinated and 
community-beneficial manner.
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noteswhen she sells the land to a developer, and the developer 
wants to do something different and change the zoning law, 
that we must consult the plan for advice.  

Plans also aren’t value judgements on what is there today.  
Perhaps there is a small machine shop at the edge of a 
neighborhood owned by a nearby long-time neighbor.  
That property is probably currently zoned industrial, which 
means in the future if he were to retire and sell the property 
to someone else, anything allowed in industrial zoning 
districts could go there.  That may not be appropriate, and 
so the plan may recommend that the property becomes a 
residential use.  That doesn’t mean we want our neighbor’s 
machine shop to disappear and put him out of business, 
but in the future, if things change, we’d really prefer that to 
become a residential use like townhomes.  

Planning is a Guideline

It allocates resources to achieve goals.

It is an educated guess that must remain flexible to adapt 
to change.

It is a policy framework within which to make future 
decisions, not a rigid law like zoning that determines 
what can happen right now.

It doesn’t actually change or build anything by itself.  But 
it helps guide decisions that do change things.

It doesn’t change what is already on the ground because 
it informs the future, not the past.

WHAT IS ZONING?
Zoning is a law that controls how land is used.  It is based 
on the constitutional “police power,” which, according to 
the Merriam-Webster dictionary, is “the inherent power of a 
government to exercise reasonable control over persons and 
property within its jurisdiction in the interest of the general 
security, health, safety, morals, and welfare…”  Zoning 
evolved to address public health issues as cities began to 
grow during the early industrial revolution and was upheld 
in the 1926 U.S. Supreme Court case Village of Euclid, Ohio 
v. Ambler Realty Co.  In Indiana, zoning was enabled by the 
State Legislature in 1921 and is currently governed by Indiana 
Code 36-7-4.  

There are two main strains of zoning, each with advantages 
and disadvantages.  Euclidian zoning, a term derived from 

KEY CONCEPT
Plans guide the future, not the 
past, and what the plan says 
doesn’t change anything that 
already exists or legally could 
exist.
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notes the type of zoning under review in the Supreme Court case, 
is zoning that segregates uses into distinct geographies.  
Homes go here, factories go there, and the water treatment 
plant goes over there.  It’s the dominant type of zoning in 
the United States and is for the most part the type of zoning 
Indianapolis uses.

The other type is newer and is known as Form-Based.  Form-
based zoning is less concerned with segregating land uses 
(although most still do for some uses) and is instead focused 
on guiding the shape and size of buildings to create distinct 
types of places.  For example, a form-based code for a 
neighborhood shopping area might require one- or two-
story buildings that have storefronts with lots of windows 
and be right up against the sidewalk to promote a walkable 
street, and have parking areas that don’t require busy 
driveways that cross that walkable sidewalk.   

Getting back to the predominate type of zoning here in Indy, 
at a high level, zoning controls how land is used this in two 
ways.  

The first is by regulating what types of uses are allowed on 
a property.  In planning lingo, use refers to a description 
of the type of activity occurring at a location.  A grocery 
store is a commercial use.  A factory is an industrial use.  An 
apartment building is a residential use.  Sometimes uses can 
be quite specific because they have unique characteristics, 
and planners refer to those as “special uses.”  These include 
things like schools, airports, landfills, or electric substations.  
Also, uses can have a hierarchy.  For example, within 
residential uses we might differentiate between single-family 
houses, attached houses like townhomes, and multi-family 
apartment or condominium buildings.

The second is by regulating the intensity of activity on a site.  
Sometimes this is accomplished by establishing minimum 
or maximum building sizes, minimum or maximum heights, 
parking requirements, how close a building should be to a 
street or a neighboring property (a concept planners call 
“setback”), and so on.  Zoning regulates both what can 
go on a property (the use) as well as how it can be built 
or operated on that property, something planners call 
development standards.

ZONING DECISIONS
The zoning ordinance regulates land in two ways but also 
has two components:  the ordinance and the map.  The 
ordinance lays out the rules and regulations for each 
zoning district, while the map applies those rules and 
regulations by categorizing each piece of property as one 
district or another.  While both are constantly evolving, the 
ordinance is updated significantly less often than the map.  
Whenever there is a request to change a property’s zoning 
(a “rezoning”), the request is to change the map, not the 
ordinance.

Note there is a separate but 
related regulation known as 
“Subdivision Control” that 
regulates how a  property 
can be split into smaller 
pieces, such as when a large 
farm is sold and the property 
carved into individual lots for 
homes or warehouses.  While 
everyday language refers 
to “subdivisions” as newer 
housing developments, in 
planning lingo, any division 
of land is referred to as 
subdivision.  In some places, 
the Zoning Ordinance and 
Subdivision Control Ordinance 
are combined and referred 
to as a “Unified Development 
Ordinance.”  

KEY CONCEPT
Unlike a plan, which is a 
guideline for the future, zoning 
is law applicable today.

KEY CONCEPT
In planning and zoning, a “use” 
is how planners describe and 
categorize types of activities 
occuring on a property.
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notesIn most cases, zoning decisions are made by appointed 
citizen boards, while professional planners provide advice.  
In Marion County (and only Marion County), the Metropolitan 
Development Commission (MDC) is the citizen board that 
hears rezoning requests (in planning lingo these are called 
“petitions”) as well as creation of the zoning ordinance.  
Note that an appointed “hearing examiner” actually hears 
and decides most of the petitions for rezoning before the 
MDC approves them.  In practice the MDC typically only 
hears and decides controversial ones.  Rezoning decisions 
are then sent to the City-County Council where they are 
affirmed (or “certified”) before becoming official.  In rare 
cases a Councilor may choose to “call up” an MDC decision 
for full Council debate.  

There is also a concept called a “variance,” and there are 
two types of these as well.  By far the most common is 
a “variance of development standards,” which, as noted 
above, regulate how something can be built on a property.  
Common variance requests relate to having different 
setbacks or yard widths than the ordinance requires or 
having less parking than is required.  The other type of 
variance is less common: a “variance of use.”  Variances 
of use allow a specific use on a property that the zoning 
district doesn’t normally permit.  This might sound a lot 
like a rezoning, but typically the variance of use is quite 
specific.  For example, a house on a busy corridor might be 
zoned residential but someone could ask for a variance of 
use to convert that house into an insurance office.  Rezoning 
to a commercial district where an insurance office would 
normally be allowed might also allow other commercial uses 
like a restaurant or shop.  Variances of use allow for more 
specificity in unique cases.  

Regardless of whether the variance is for development 
standards or use, the cases are heard by appointed citizens 
on the Board of Zoning Appeals (BZA).  Marion County 
actually has 3 divisions of the BZA to handle the number 
of requests.  Board of Zoning Appeals decisions are final 
and no other governmental bodies approve their decisions, 
although planning staff or the City-County Councilor can 
appeal a variance decision to the MDC.

Note that on occasion the MDC acts as the Board of 
Zoning Appeals when a request is received that involves 
both rezoning and a variance, and the Indianapolis Historic 
Preservation Commission functions as both the zoning 
hearing and the BZA for properties within a historic district.  
And these are just the most common types of requests.  
There are plenty more that involve other processes!  

KEY CONCEPT
Zoning regulates both uses 
and how they are built or 
operated, something planners 
call “development standards.”

KEY CONCEPT
A rezoning petition is a 
request to change the zoning 
district for a property or area.

KEY CONCEPT
A variance petition is a 
request to deviate from the 
applicable development 
standards or allowable uses 
while retaining the same 
zoning district.

KEY CONCEPT
All zoning decisions are 
ultimately made by boards 
of appointed citizens, not 
professional planners.  
Planners provide guidance.
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notes RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
PLANNING AND ZONING
If planning is the budget or guideline, and zoning is the 
law, how do the two relate?  Indiana Code outlines several 
relationships.

The first is that both the planning sections and zoning 
sections of State Code respond to the same purpose, which 
is to: improve the health, safety, convenience, and welfare of 
their citizens and to plan for the future development of their 
communities to the end:

1. That highway systems be carefully planned;

2. That new communities grow only with adequate 
public way, utility, health, educational, and recreational 
facilities;

3. That the needs of agriculture, forestry, industry, and 
business be recognized in future growth;

4. That residential areas provide healthful surroundings 
for family life; and

5. That the growth of the community is commensurate 
with and promotive of the efficient and economical use 
of public funds.3

Remember how we mentioned that like your budget, 
planning has to address sometimes competing priorities?  
There are lots of things in that purpose statement that 
planning has to balance!

Another connection is that zoning in Indiana is optional, not 
required, and today there are some towns and counties in 
the state that do not regulate land use.  But if a community 
chooses to have a zoning ordinance, a comprehensive 
plan must be adopted.  This is intended to reflect that the 
comprehensive plan policy is intended to inform the zoning 
law.

Indiana Code also outlines two times that zoning decisions 
must consider the comprehensive plan.

REZONING CONSIDERATION
Remember that the Metropolitan Development Commission 
decides on rezoning requests?  State law requires the MDC 
to pay reasonable regard to:

1. The comprehensive plan;

2. Current conditions and the character of current 
structures and uses in each district;

3. The most desirable use for which the land in each 
district is adapted;

4. The conservation of property values throughout the 
jurisdiction; and

5. Responsible development and growth.4

KEY CONCEPT
State law lays out the 
relationship between planning 
and zoning.  Zoning is optional 
in Indiana, but to have it, you 
must first have a Comp Plan.

DID YOU KNOW?
There are two separate 
Historic Preservation 
Commissions in Marion County.  
The Indianapolis Historic 
Preservation Commission 
was established by the State 
Legislature in 1967 and 
oversees 17 districts and 12 
individual properties.  The 
Meridian Street Preservation 
Commission was established 
by the State Legislature in 1971 
and oversees properties along 
a portion of North Meridian 
Street.
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notesRemember how we said the plan is a guideline to inform 
decisions and is flexible?  That’s because in Indiana it’s 
only one of five things to be considered.  If the plan is 
outdated, too rigid, or not responsive to realistic market, 
environmental, or social concerns, it can often conflict with 
the other four items and reduce its relative importance.

VARIANCE OF USE CONSIDERATION
State law also requires the comprehensive plan be consulted 
when variances of use are considered by the Board of 
Zoning Appeals:

A variance [of use] may be approved only upon a 
determination in writing that:

1. The approval will not be injurous to the public health, 
safety, morals, and general welfare of the community;

2. The use and value of the area adjacent to the property 
included in the variance will not be affected in a 
substantially adverse manner;

3. The need for the variance arises from some condition 
peculiar to the property involved;

4. The strict application of the terms of the zoning 
ordinance will constitute an unnecessary hardship 
if applied to the property for which the variance is 
sought; and

5. The approval does not interfere substantially with the 
comprehensive plan.5

Note again that the comprehensive plan is one of five things 
considered.  

An important note:  While State Law establishes criteria for 
granting variances of development standards, consideration 
of the comprehensive plan is not one of them! 

Planning is used for many reasons beyond zoning and land 
use control, and even by more people and organizations 
than just government.  But we’ll end this section by outlining 
one other place State Law references how the plan should 
be used:

After the comprehensive plan is approved for a jurisdiction, 
each governmental entity within the territorial jurisdiction 
where the plan is in effect shall give consideration to the 
general policy and pattern of development set out in the 
comprehensive plan in the:

1. Authorization, acceptance, or construction of water 
mains, sewers, connections, facilities, or utilities;

2. Authorization, construction, alteration, or abandonment 
of public ways, public places, public lands, public 
structures, or public utilities; and

3. Adoption, amendment, or repeal of zoning ordinances, 

If plans have to be considered 
but not necessarily followed, 
then why bother?

Well, first, State Law requires 
the plan before you can have 
zoning!  But beyond that, 
plans are a critical statement 
of community aspirations 
as well as a key factor in 
determining the advice 
professional planners give to 
the citizen boards that make 
decisions.  As discussed on 
the next page, plans are also 
used by others to anticipate 
needs in the future, such as 
where new parks or schools 
will likely be needed.
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notes including zone maps and PUD district ordinances, 
subdivision control ordinances, historic preservation 
ordinances, and other land use ordinances.6 

Zoning is the Law

It determines what types of things can be built where, as 
well as how they can be built and operated.

Citizen boards make zoning decisions, with professional 
planners providing advice.

The Comprehensive Plan is one of five things State Law 
says must be considered when rezoning decisions are 
made, and one of five things considered when the Board 
of Zoning Appeals make decisions on variances of use.

 

What are some other ways the 
Comp Plan can be used?

Changes in land use are 
considered when planning 
transportation investments.  
Transportation planners can 
make assumptions about the 
mobility needs of different 
land uses and propose 
new streets, trails, or other 
improvements to accomodate 
the change.  

Those in public finance 
positions can also forecast 
potential revenue growth or 
decline based on land use 
plans while also understanding 
the costs of services that will 
be necessary.
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1. The Marion County Land Use Plan is one element of the Comprehensive 
Plan for Indianapolis and Marion County.  How many elements (not 
individual plans) in total make up the Plan?

2. Is planning a law or a guideline?

3. In planning lingo, what word is used to categorize and describe the type 
of activity occurring at a location?

4. If a new land use plan recommended residential land uses for a property 
that is currently a Taco Bell restaurant, does the Taco Bell have to move 
somewhere else?

5. What are the two ways that zoning controls how land is used?

6.  Why must plans be flexible?
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1. Seven elements make up the Comp Plan: Vision+Values, Land Use, Transportation, 
Resiliency, Neighborhood Strategy, Parks+Recreation, and Specific Area.

2. Planning is a guideline or framework to make decisions about the future.  The law is 
known as zoning.

3. Use

4. No, because the plan doesn’t change anything on the ground today.  It is focused on 
the future when things change.  If down the road that Taco Bell was sold and somebody 
wanted to put a solar farm on the property, the plan would be consulted.

5. Zoning controls the what uses are permitted on a property as well as the development 
standards that dictate how the uses are built or operated.

6. They have to be able to evolve as society changes.  Consumer preferences, environmental 
conditions, economic factors, technology innovation, and community values are just 
some of the things that are constantly changing.  If the plan isn’t flexible enough to 
accommodate these changes it can become irrelevant and ignored.
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notes
 A HEALTHIER CITY 
The environments in which people live, work, learn and 
play have a tremendous impact on their health. The quality 
of the local environment, meaning the condition of our 
land, air and water, is paramount to the health of Marion 
County’s residents. Increases in air quality-related illnesses, 
health care costs or environmental degradation that future 
generations will pay for down the road only exacerbate 
some of the problems that exist today. And while the health 
of our natural resources, air and water are crucial to our 
region’s resiliency, nothing is more vital to the long-term 
prosperity of our city and the security of its people than the 
physical and mental health of our population. 

Human health stretches far beyond what medical service 
providers can offer. Human health is determined by a 
number of societal factors. Social determinants of health are 
the economic and social conditions – and their distribution 
among the population – that influence individual and group 
differences in health status. They are conditions outside of 
our genetics and medical care that influence our health. 
Housing, transportation, education, employment and 
criminal justice systems – the policies that they create and 
uphold – impact one’s health more than the health care 
industry. Making Indianapolis a more healthy community 
will require that we collectively address these social 
determinants by incorporating health as a consideration 
in all policy decisions. A healthy city is one that equitably 
meets the needs and recognizes the human rights of all its 
residents.

We must build a city that promotes access to nutritious 
food and active living. We must embrace a new attitude 
and accompanying policies that value the health and well-
being of our residents and invests accordingly. We must 
decrease the burden of chronic disease, increase the number 
of children and adults at healthy weights, and improve the 
overall health of Marion County’s residents. 

DID YOU KNOW?
Research from the Robert 
Wood Johnson Foundation has 
demonstrated that a child’s life 
expectancy is predicted more 
by his zip code than his genetic 
code.  Proximity to pollution, 
ability to live an active life, 
access to jobs and educational 
opportunities, concentrated 
poverty, and acess to health 
care are just some of the things 
where geography matters 
more than any other health 
care factor.7

FROM THE PLAN 2020 BICENTENNIAL AGENDA
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notes The Bicentennial Agenda sets bold goals for the health of 
the city – and goes deeper than improving just our physical 
health. Touching on mental, physical, and environmental 
health for those of all ages and abilities, the Agenda sets 
ambitious goals for the comprehensive health of the city. 

Why is it important for Indy to be healthy? Because a 
healthy city is made up of healthy residents, and healthy 
residents create a resilient, competitive, inclusive place to 
live. 

PHYSICAL WELLBEING
Like many cities, Indianapolis struggles with chronic public 
health challenges associated with physical inactivity, 
including obesity-related diseases like heart disease, cancer, 
and diabetes.  We are by no means unique:  over the past 
25 years every state in the nation has seen an increase in its 
adult obesity rate.  

There are many reasons for this increase, including a shift 
from active, more labor-instensive employment to more 
sendentary desk employment, significant dietary shifts 
like eating out more, the advent of technology like air 
conditioning, tv, and the internet, and the design of our 
communities. All of these items have combined to virtually 
eliminate the need to walk or otherwise exercise in your daily 
life, leaving exercise as a choice competing for your time.

While the Downtown and adjacent traditional neighborhoods 
of our city were built before the invention of the automobile, 
the vast majority of our county, as well as the Central 
Indiana region, developed after World War 2, when private 
homeownership took off.  Unconstrained by the need for 
residents to have sidewalks and live within walking distance 
of a streetcar or neighborhood-serving retail, development 
patterns shifted away from walkable urban patterns to 
driveable suburban ones.  Neighborhoods without sidewalks 
(and little to walk to but neighbors’ homes) became the 
norm, with major regional commercial centers emerging 
to serve the entire city.  Traffic congestion became a thing, 
and interstate highways were constructed (destroying and 
dividing neighborhoods) to move more and more traffic ever 
further from the city core.  Today, of course, city planners 
and homebuyers demand sidewalks and trails in new 
neighborhoods, and in a few places (including suburban)
a mix of uses and third-places, including neighborhood-
serving restaurants and retail, parks, and libraries, are being 
incorporated so that residents have places to walk to.

It’s important to understand that Marion County has all 
development patterns within it, and where a family chooses 
to live is a rational, personal decision each makes about 
what is best for it.  Every type of development, whether 
walkable urban or driveable suburban, has advantages and 
disadvantages, and those vary by the needs and wants of 
individual families.  Almost all Americans spend 90% of their 

KEY CONCEPT
Desk jobs, cars, tv, and more 
have helped turn physical 
activity into a choice.  Active 
living is a way of life that 
integrates physical activity 
into daily routines, so that 
exercising isn’t a choice, but 
something you’re doing a little 
bit all day.  

DID YOU KNOW?
How walkable is your address?  
Visit www.walkscore.com and 
enter your address to find out!

18



notes

Source: Trust for America’s Health and Robert Wood Johnson Foundation8

INDIANA OBESITY-RELATED 
DISEASE PROJECTIONS (2010-2030)

Diabetes    Arthritis

Hypertension    Heart Disease

Obesity-Related Cancer

49%

30%

146%

352%

15%

lives within 20 miles of their home, which means a person’s 
physical place significantly dictates how they live their lives9.  
In fact, a 2010 report by RAND Corporation, a nonpartisan 
research organization, suggests that “an adult who lives in a 
sprawling city such as Atlanta [or Central Indiana] will have 
health characteristics similar to someone four years older, 
but otherwise similar, who lives in a more compact city like 
Seattle”10.  The way we built cities has profound effects on 
people’s lives!

KEY CONCEPT
Walkability involves both safe 
infrastructure (like sidewalks, 
trails, and crosswalks) 
but also places to walk to 
(like parks, shops, schools, 
and restaurants).  It’s part 
infrastructure and part land 
use!
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notes

MENTAL + EMOTIONAL 
WELLBEING
There has been a lot of interest and research over the 
past two decades on the concept of social capital and 
its relationship to both personal as well as community 
happiness.  According to Robert Putnam, “the central 
premise of social capital is that social networks have value. 
Social capital refers to the collective value of all ‘social 
networks’ [who people know] and the inclinations that arise 
from these networks to do things for each other [‘norms 
of reciprocity’].”  People often describe social capital when 
they talk about why they like living in their neighborhood:  
they describe qualities like knowing their neighbors, having 
block parties, and keeping an eye on each others’ homes.  
Putnam’s research has found some concerning trends 
in America, including a 58% drop in attendance at club 
meetings, a 43% drop in family dinners, and a 35% drop in 
having friends over12.  

How can the way we physically build our communities 
promote social connectedness of neighbors?  While 
happiness is certainly a subjective measure, at the end of 
the day a person’s happiness is a good measure of their 
wellbeing.  Researchers have found lots of things impact 
happiness, including some things that directly relate to how 
we build cities.  These include:

• Efficient public transport and biking options

• Pedestrian-oriented spaces

• Convenient access to cultural and leisure activities

• Safe, clean, attractive cities, including green space and 
low crime rates

• Places that foster social connections and facilitate 
participatory social events

• Smaller communities (under 250,000)13

NATIONAL PREVENTION STRATEGY
ACTIVE LIVING (Excerpt)

RECOMMENDATIONS
• Encourage community design and development that 

supports physical activity.

WHAT CAN LOCAL GOVERNMENTS DO?
• Design safe neighborhoods that encourage physical activity 

(e.g., include sidewalks, bike lanes, adequate lighting, multi-
use trails, walkways, and parks).

• Convene partners (e.g., urban planners, architects, engineers, 
developers, transportation, law enforcement, public health) 
to consider health impacts when making transportation or 
land use decisions.11

DID YOU KNOW?
The U.S. Surgeon General’s 
National Prevention Strategy 
is a guide for the most 
effective and achieveable 
means for improving health 
and wellbeing across America.

NPS

KEY CONCEPT
The way we build 
neighborhoods and cities 
either promotes or inhibits 
residents from building social 
networks (social capital) and 
residents ability to be happy.
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notes

A group of researchers have explored places on Earth where 
people live unusually longer (and healthier) lives and what 
makes those places (they call them “Blue Zones”) unique.  From 
their research, they’ve developed a “Life Radius” program to 
improve the places we spend most of our lives in.  This includes:
• The built environment: Improving roads and transportation 

options, parks, and public spaces
• Municipal policies and ordinances: Promoting activity and 

discouraging junk food marketing and smoking
• Restaurants, schools, grocery stores and workplaces: Building 

healthier options into the places people spend most of their 
time

• Social networks: Forming and nurturing social groups that 
support healthy habits

• Habitat: Helping people design homes that nudge them into 
eating less and moving more

• Inner selves: Encouraging people to reduce stress, find their 
purpose, and give back to the community.16

How can planning impact each one of these strategies?

Providing people with opportunities to connect is one 
key way.  Whether that’s human-scale transportation like 
biking and walking or public places where all are welcome 
like parks, libraries, community centers, and third places 
like coffee shops or neighborhood pubs.  When we build 
communities where the only change people have to interact 
is when they check their mailbox or take out the trash, we’re 
building places that isolate people and families.  Robert 
Putnam found, for example, that for every 10 minutes of time 
a person spends commuting, all forms of that person’s social 
capital (such as hanging out with friends, volunteering, or 
attending meetings), decreases by 10%14.  What are ways 
we might be able to add more public or third places into 
neighborhoods, and how could we reduce commuting so 
people have more time to spend with their neighbors?

NATIONAL PREVENTION STRATEGY
MENTAL + EMOTIONAL WELLBEING (Excerpt)

RECOMMENDATIONS
• Facilitate social connectedness and community engagement 

across the lifespan.

WHAT CAN LOCAL GOVERNMENTS DO?
• Include safe shared spaces for people to interact (e.g., parks, 

community centers) in community development plans which 
can foster healthy relationships and positive mental health 
among community residents.15

NPS

KEY CONCEPT
A “third place” is where you 
spend the most amount of 
time outside of your home 
(the first place) and your work 
(the second place).  Examples 
of third places are cafes, 
libraries, clubs, and parks. 
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notes ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH 
While the section on Making Indy More Resilient covers 
environmental issues in more detail, it’s worth noting 
that human health ultimately relies on the health of the 
environment within which we live.  

AIR QUALITY
To comply with the federal Clear Air Act, different types of 
pollutants are routinely measured.  In 2017, the American 
Lung Associaion’s “State of the Air” report listed Central 
Indiana as the 13th most polluted city for particle pollution, 
which is largely related to combustion in transportation and 
can be seen as haze in the sky.17

The Clear Air Act also establishes “non-attainment” areas 
for pollutants.  While Indy is actually in compliance with the 
Particle Pollution standard discussed above, Center, Wayne, 
and Perry townships are non-attainment areas for sulfur 
dioxide, a pollutant from burning fossil fuels in power plants.    
The largest source of sulfur dioxide was the Harding Street 
Generating Plant, a power plant on the south side of the 
city, which was responsible for 88% of industrial pollution 
released into the air in Indy in 2012, acccording to the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency.  However, in 2016 the 
plant owners, Indianapolis Power and Light, converted the 
plant from coal to natural gas, significantly reducing both 
particle pollution and sulfur dioxide.18 

KEY CONCEPT
Much of Central Indiana’s air 
quality problems come from 
transportation emissions.

Highest 10% 
(Highest Pollultion Exposure)

Environmental Burden 
The Healthy Environment and 
Community Assessment Partnership 
led by the Indiana University Richard 
M. Fairbanks School of Public Health 
has mapped how land, air, and water 
pollution burden varies across the city.19

Lowest 10% 
(Lowest Pollultion Exposure)
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notesWATER QUALITY

Drinking Water Supply

Most of the drinking water in Marion County comes from 
surface water, including White River, Fall Creek, and to 
a more limited extent Eagle Creek.  These supplies are 
supplemented by pumps (wellheads) that extract water 
from underground aquifers.  Remember talking about 
zoning?  There are actually two “secondary” zoning districts 
that are applied on top of the main zoning district in areas 
around these wellfields.  District W-1 is the area within which 
a drop of water falling on the ground will make its way to 
the wellhead within 1 year, while W-5 is the area where a 
drop will reach the wellhead within 5 years.  Within these 
districts there are additional regulations designed to prevent 
pollution from reaching our drinking water supply.

Combined Sewers

Combined sewers are a problem in many American cities 
large and small.  A combined sewer is a pipe where waste 
leaving a home or business (sanitary sewage) goes into 
the same pipe as water draining down a storm drain 
(storm sewage).  When it rains as little as 1/4 inch, the pipe 
completely fills up and rather than having it back into people’s 
homes, it is released into “overflows” along urban streams.  

Like many cities across the nation, Indianapolis reached a 
settlement with the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
to address this problem, and now Citizens Energy Group, the 
owners of the sanitary sewer system, are in the middle of a $2 
billion project to reduce overflows into our streams by up to 
97% before 2025.20

While necessary given the sheer amount of infrastructure 
Indianapolis has, there are ways to prevent stormwater from 
even reaching the pipe in the first place.  Native plantings, 
permeable paving (that lets water soak in rather than run off), 
and rain gardens are just a few examples of ways water can 
be captured to soak into the ground and naturally cleansed 
rather than being sent down a pipe!

Such green infrastructure techniques are also helpful in 
newer areas of the county, where stormwater and sanitary 
sewers are separate pipes.  The sanitary sewer goes to the 
wastewater treatment plant, while the stormwater sewer 
dumps directly into a stream.  That’s why you should never 
dump anything into a storm drain, and why you’ll often see 
markings reminding you to “Dump No Waste, Drains to 
Stream.”  These systems are regulated by the EPA as well 
through a MS4 permit (for Municipal Separate Storm Sewer 
Systems), a term you might hear in planning lingo.

KEY CONCEPT
Zoning helps protect Indy’s 
groundwater pumps from 
contamination, but most of 
our water comes from rivers 
and creeks.

KEY CONCEPT
Parts of Indy are served by 
combined sewers, and Citizens 
Energy Group is currently 
investing $2 billion to reduce 
sewage overflows into streams 
by up to 97%.  The rest of the 
county has separate storm 
and sanitary sewers.  In either 
case, green infrastructure 
can keep water from going 
into pipes and becoming a 
problem in the first place.
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notes BROWNFIELDS
Brownfields, according to the U.S. EPA, refers to properties 
where “the expansion, redevelopment, or reuse of which may 
be complicated by the presence or potential presence of a 
hazardous substance, pollutant, or contaminant.”21

It’s important to note that the term applies to both real and 
perceived contamination.  Brownfields are complicated 
creatures to clean up, particularly since many polluters are long-
gone from the properties, leaving federal, state, and sometimes 
local taxpayers on the hook to address priority sites.  Indiana 
is one of a few states that allows governments to sue past 
polluters’ general insurance policies for the costs of cleanup, a 
tactic that the City of Indianapolis has used in strategic locations.

Some contaminants are only problems for redevelopment on 
the property they’re contaminating.  Others however, can leech 
into groundwater or migrate through the soil onto adjacent 
properties, threatening the health and safety of neighboring 
residents or workers.  

Finally, lead is a common pollutant in soils across many cities, 
and not simply from lead-based paint used prior to the 1970s.  
Lead particles also fell from the sky when emissions from 
factories and leaded gasoline (which was banned in 1996) mixed 
with rain.  

FOOD SECURITY + ACCESS
According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, a food 
desert is an area, usually impoverished, lacking in fresh fruit, 
vegetables, and other healthful whole foods.22  It’s mainly 
due to a lack of grocery stores, farmers’ markets, and healthy 
food providers. The corner store selling chips and cookies 
doesn’t count. The concept of food security means all 
people, at all times, have access to enough food for an active 
and healthy life and enough money to pay for it without 
compromising other bills or necessary costs.23 A 2014 report 
by SAVI estimates that in Central Indiana, at least 15%, or 
290,550 people, are food insecure.24  This number is higher 
than the national average of 12.7% of the population in 2015.25 

DID YOU KNOW?
Leaded gasoline used before 
it was banned in 1996 meant 
that lead emissions from 
cars found their way to every 
square inch of Indy.  Before 
gardening, especially in older 
communities, consider having 
the Marion County Health 
Department test your soil for 
lead, or use raised beds of 
clean soil.

KEY CONCEPT
Brownfields are properties 
that may have environmental 
contamination.

The term “food swamp” has 
emerged to describe places 
that have greater access to 
fast or convient food than 
they do healthy food options.  

KEY CONCEPT
Food security and access 
refers to the ability of 
residents to access healthy 
foods near their homes.  Both 
income and density play a 
role in the geography of food 
deserts.

FOOD FOOD

Density and Food Deserts 
Because food deserts are measured 
by how many homes are within a 
distance (usually 1/2 or 1 mile), density 
impacts the geography.  When people 
are spread out, they are going to be 
farther away from a grocery store than 
if they were closer together.  This is why 
low-density cities always fare poorly on 
national rankings...our people are more 
spread out than the coastal cities!
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notes

The MRFEi Score is a measure of 
the proportion of food retailers that 
typically sell healthy foods within a 
particulair geography. Scores can 
range from 0 (no food retailers that 
typically sell healthy food) to 100 (only 
food retailers that typically sell healthy 
food). Areas with lower mRFEI scores 
have more food retailers, such as fast 
food restaurants and convenience 
stores, that are less likely to sell 
healthy foods and fewer food retailers, 
such as supermarkets, that tend to 
sell more healthy foods, such as fresh 
fruits and vegetables.27

USDA Food Access Research Atlas (2015 Data) 

The USDA Atlas maps Census Tracts 
that are both low-income and have low 
access to grocery stores with healthy 
food options.26

Modified Retail Food Environmental Index (MRFEi) (2011 Data) 

High Access (30+)

Moderate Access (15-30)

Low Access (5-15)

Poor Access (0-5)

No Healthy Retail Food Outlet 
(No Access)

No Retail Food Outlets Present 
(Food Desert)

Low Income and Low Access  
within 1 Mile

Low Income and Low Access  
within 1/2 Mile
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notes URBAN GARDENS  

Urban gardens turn empty lots into productive farms, bring 
neighbors together, and educate both kids and adults on the 
benefits of healthy, local food.  The Office of Sustainability 
with the City of Indianapolis is promoting urban gardening 
and sustainable agriculture initiatives. These efforts will help 
solve food insecurity and promote community building.  
Urban gardens have also led to increased physical activity, 
time spent outside, knowledge of healthy food choices, and 
a strong sense of connection and empowerment . 

By turning unused land banks into community gardens, the 
City of Indianapolis is inspiring positive change. What areas, 
empty lots, old buildings, or other spaces could be turned 
into a garden in your neighborhood? 

Additional Resources

• U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s Healthy 
Community Design Initative 
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyplaces

• U.S. Surgeon General’s National Prevention Strategy 
https://www.surgeongeneral.gov/priorities/prevention

• American Planning Association’s Planning and Community 
Health Center 
https://www.planning.org/nationalcenters/health/

• Urban Land Institute’s Building Healthy Places Initiative 
https://americas.uli.org/research/centers-initiatives/building-
healthy-places-initiative/

• USDA Food Research Atlas 
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-access-
research-atlas/go-to-the-atlas

• Modified Retail Food Environmental Index (MRFEi) 
http://bit.ly/2xoxmC5
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1. Walkability is key to address public health challenges associated with 
inactivity.  What two ingredients does a place need to have to be 
walkable?

2. How does Marion County protect its groundwater pumps from 
environmental contamination?

3. List at least three ways that cities can be built that research has shown 
can improve happiness.

4. Indianapolis has two types of sewers: combined and separated.  What 
type can benefit from green infrastructure?

5. What is “active living”?

6.  Explain the role that density plays when it comes to food deserts.  
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1. Infrastructure like sidewalks as well as places to walk to like parks or shops.

2. Through wellfield protection zoning.  The secondary district provides for additional 
regulations of potentially contaminating uses located in areas where the travel time of a 
drop of water is either 1 or 5 years.

3. Any of the following: Efficient public transport and biking options; Pedestrian-oriented 
space;, Convenient access to cultural and leisure activities; Safe, clean, attractive cities, 
including green space and low crime rates; Places that foster social connections and 
facilitate participatory social events; and, Smaller communities (under 250,000).

4. This is a trick question!  Both can benefit from green infrastructure because it keeps the 
water out of the pipe in the first place, allowing it to naturally soak into the grown.

5. Active living is a way of life that integrates physical activity into daily routines, so that 
exercising isn’t a choice, but something you’re doing a little bit all day.

6. When people are spread out, they are going to be farther away from a grocery store than 
if they were closer together.  Because food deserts measure proximity to healthy food, 
the fewer people nearby the more likely a food desert will exist.
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notesA MORE RESILIENT CITY 
A community’s resilience can be measured by how it 
functions when it encounters change or controversy. Change 
can be sudden, as in the case of a flood, or gradual, as in 
public health challenges like the rise in obesity. 

Resilience is determination – the ability of our residents, 
neighborhoods, businesses and government to tackle any 
challenge that is put in front of them. Resilience enables 
individuals, communities, institutions, businesses and 
systems within a city to adapt and grow in the face of 
chronic stresses such as unemployment, hunger, systemic 
inequalities, violence, disease and public transportation 
challenges. Resilience also prepares a community to 
“bounce-forward” in the face of unpredictable  
threats or shocks such as natural disasters, seasonal weather 
conditions, disease outbreaks and disruptions in the local, 
national or global economy. When public infrastructure, 
such as roads, sewers, or emergency response facilities and 
systems are stressed or shocked, resilient cities recover from 
the resulting business disruptions and property damages 
swiftly, enabling residents to return to their normal lives 
more quickly. The added community benefit is that when 
these systems are not being stressed or shocked, they 
simply operate more effectively and efficiently. 

Resiliency stretches beyond environmental changes and 
challenges, and it depends on more than just physical assets. 
Resiliency is a combination of policies, social cohesion 
and institutional and civic participation. A resilient city has 
numerous social interactions, strong personal relationships 
and measurable civic engagement. A resilient city’s residents 
attend community meetings, volunteer, and vote. Resiliency 
requires choices and the ability to exercise one’s choices, 
especially in one’s political representation, housing, and 
transportation. Resiliency further requires an economy that 
can weather market downturns and other global disruptions. 

We must build a city that is more sustainable, that values 
human and environmental health and invests accordingly. 
We must ensure that Marion County residents are better 
insulated from chronic stressors and shocks to the physical, 
social and economic systems of the city. We must create an 
environment that fosters voting, and removes barriers for the 
same. We must decrease the number of situations that must 
be mitigated, increase our ability to prepare and respond, 
and improve our ability to adapt and change quickly. 

FROM THE PLAN 2020 BICENTENNIAL AGENDA
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notes Resiliency is one of those new ideas that’s been around for a 
long time, and applies not only to natural systems but human 
ones as well.  Think about a tough time in your life.  Maybe 
you lost a loved one, were laid off from a job, or battled 
addiction.  How were you able to pull through those tough 
times?  Chances are you pulled from some strength within 
that you learned from someone growing up, and chances are 
you probably had a network of friends to help.  However you 
did it, you pulled through - you were resilient.

Resiliency is “the capacity of individuals, communities, 
institutions, businesses, and systems within a city to survive, 
adapt, and grow no matter what kinds of chronic stresses 
and acute shocks they experience”.28  Think about how city-
building can make places more resilient and able to evolve 
as things change.  The only constant in life, and in cities 
and neighborhoods, is that things are always changing.  A 
neighborhood replete with housing types that are no longer 
attractive to the market will start to decline.  Segregated 
retail areas can quickly become obsolete when people start 
shopping more and more online.  Similar things can happen 
with industrial land when manufacturing jobs downsize or 
move overseas.  Our lower-wage workers’ quality of life is 
disproportionately affected when gas prices surge but they 
still have to drive outside the county for work.  The volume 
and velocity of stormwater ending up in our streams can 
cause severe erosion and habitat destruction.  Our urban tree 
canopy, critical to ambience and wildlife, suffers when invasive 
insects or diseases wipe out entire species of trees.  All of 
these things have or are happening in Indy, and the ability of 
our people and places to adapt in response is directly related 
to how we’ve built our city.

ENVIRONMENTAL RESILIENCY
Environmental resiliency describes a sustainable plan for 
our natural resources to withstand threats from air and 
water pollution, increasingly powerful storms, environmental 
disaster and other threats to our natural environment. 

WATERWAYS AND FLOODING
Historical city planning in Indianapolis frequently featured 
grand plans for the city’s nearby waterways and floodplains. 
The most comprehensive of the plans, the 1909 Kessler 
plan, linked all open public spaces with a system of broad 
parkways to follow the four major waterways in Marion 
County in ways that were aesthetically pleasing but also 
protected waterways from pollution and acted as a flood 
control device.  “It linked all the public open spaces in the 
city with a system of broad parkways to follow the four 
major waterways in Marion County: White River, Fall Creek, 
Pleasant Run, and Pogue’s Run. The plan took advantage of 
those features that the city offered: picturesque, meandering 
streams, broad vistas, and fine stands of timber.  Kessler’s 
plan was also practical, since it protected waterways from 

KEY CONCEPT
Resiliency is the ability of 
something to survive, adapt, 
and grow regardless of 
challenges.

DID YOU KNOW?
Covering more than 3,400 
acres of parkland, boulevards, 
and six historic bridges, the 
Kessler Park and Boulevard 
System is listed on the 
National Register of Historic 
Places.  Listing on the National 
Register requires projects 
involving the use of federal 
funding to minimize impacts 
to the listed property.

The Rockefeller Foundation’s 
100 Resilient Cities program 
categorizes challenges cities 
face as either shocks or 
stresses.  Chronic stresses are 
slow moving disasters that 
weaken the fabric of a city and 
inhibit its ability to recover, 
such as unemployment, 
violence, or resource 
shortages.  Acute shocks, on 
the other hand, are sudden, 
sharp events that threaten a 
city, such as floods, disease 
outbreaks, or terrorist attacks.
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notespollution and acted as a flood control device.  In addition, 
it tied existing thorougfares, such as Meridian Street, 
Washington Boulevard, and 38th Street (Maple Road), to 
the boulevard system and called for their beautification.”29  
Whereas in many cities streams are often back doors, 
because of Kessler’s forethought, many of our urban stream 
corridors are protected and serve as ribbons of natural beauty 
and wildlife habitat through many neighborhoods.

Wetlands

On the topic of wetlands in Indianapolis, the Encyclopedia of 
Indianapolis states that “Early historians described pioneer 
Marion County as having an abundance of swamps, bottoms, 
bayous, and sloughs.  Their accounts noted that these areas, 
now known as wetlands, were viewed as nothing more than 
wastelands that required draining to become productive 
farms.  Drained wetlands were also deemed healthier for 
the growing city and its populace.  These attitudes were 
not unique to Indianapolis or to the 19th century.  Federal, 
state, and local governments have long encouraged and 
engaged in wetland destruction.  In Indiana an estimated 87 
percent of approximately 4.85 million acres of an original 
5.6 million acres of wetlands have been destroyed.  One 
can reasonably assume that the Indianapolis area has lost a 
similar percentage.  Wetland losses continued in the 1990s, 
due primarily to pressure from land development interests.”30  
Since the early 2000s, Indy’s Comprehensive Plan began 
identifying wetlands and other ecologically important systems 
as “environmentally sensitive areas” with recommendations of 
preserving or at least mitigating the impact of development 
on these critical places.

Indy Wetlands

While most of Marion County’s 
wetlands were drained decades 
and decades ago, we still have 
a substantial number of critical 
wetlands and riparian corridors 
that help to cleanse water, 
recharge our groundwater 
supplies, reduce the velocity of 
streams and resulting erosion, 
and provide wildlife habitat.

National Wetlands Inventory31

KEY CONCEPT
One of the earliest plans for 
Indy’s growth was the 1909 
Kessler Plan, which protected 
stream corridors for public use 
and connected parks together 
with landscaped boulevards.

KEY CONCEPT
Wetlands are critical for 
flood reduction, water 
quality, wildlife habitat, and 
groundwater recharge.
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notes Flooding

Between 1958 and 2012, the total amount of rain falling during 
very heavy rains (the heaviest 1% of storms), increased in 
the midwest by 37%.32  During this time the watersheds in 
Central Indiana that capture precipitation and channel it to 
rivers and streams have become increasingly developed.  
Why does development change things?  Permeability.  While 
natural lands allow water to soak into the ground, new 
rooftops, driveways, parking lots, and streets don’t.  Even 
many turfgrass lawns don’t absorb near as much water as 
native vegetation.  The result is that less and less water is 
absorbed into the soil and more and more is channeled (and 
channeled more quickly) to waterways than ever before.  One 
of the challenges of planning is that we have no control over 
development changes upstream (in our case Boone, Hamilton, 
Madison, and Delaware counties) that impact us.

The federal government’s National Climate Assessment 
projects continued increases in extreme precipitation events 
as well as an overall increase in precipitation (although not in 
summers (when our crops are growing), which are forecast to 
become drier on average than today.33  

What can we do?  Indianapolis participates in the federal 
National Flood Insurance Program, which means in exchange 
for enforcement of locally-adopted policies, homeowners are 
eligible to purchase federal flood insurance.  In Indianapolis, 
this local policy is a piece of our zoning ordinance and maps, 
which severely limits development in floodplains.  Violations 
(including variances granted) of this agreement with the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency could result in 
our community being removed from the program, leaving 
property owners with no financial protection from floods.

Our zoning ordinance, like most communities, also requires 
on-site stormwater management, which is why newer 
developments have retention ponds or underground storage 
systems commonly known by a trade name as “aqua-swirls”.  
Such systems are designed to hold water on site before it 
is slowly (more naturally) released to streams.  Our new 
IndyRezone ordinance also introduced a concept known 
as “green factor,” a unique requirement that integrates 
landscaping with stormwater management techniques with 
options such as green roofs, rain gardens, vegetated walls, 
native trees and shrubs, plantings along the sidewalk, creating 
a food garden or using permeable paving.

And finally, Indy recently shifted to a stormwater fee based 
on the amount of impermeable surface a property has.  Now, 
properties that have more impermeable surface and put more 
stormwater runoff into our drainage system pay more for their 
increased use of the system.

Though long ignored or actively destroyed by human activity 
and even planning initiatives, wetlands and floodplains reduce 
potential property damage, help to preserve the quality of 
drinking water, and can provide recreational outlets. 

KEY CONCEPT
Over the past half-century, 
extreme precipitation events 
have increased in frequency, 
and forecasters predict that 
trend will continue in the 
coming decades.

KEY CONCEPT
Protection of flood plains from 
development is a required 
policy of local government 
in order for property owners 
to be eligible to purchase 
flood insurance.  In Indy, our 
zoning regulates development 
in flood plains while also 
using the “green factor” to 
encourage on-site stormwater 
management.

KEY CONCEPT
Development impacts how 
much precipitation soaks into 
the ground because rooftops, 
driveways, streets, and parking 
lots are “impermeable,” or 
don’t absorb water.  This 
water is either piped offsite 
or retained onsite in things 
like retention ponds or rain 
gardens., facilities known as 
“green infrastructure.”
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notes

Flood Control Levees

Floodway 

100 Year Flood Plain (1% Chance of Flood in any year

500 Year Flood Plain (0.2% Chance of Flood in any year)

Impervious Surface (Rooftops and pavement, excluding public streets) 
(note, Beech Grove, Southport, and Speedway are not included in this dataset)

33



notes URBAN FORESTRY
Urban forestry, or adequate tree cover, improves the 
environment of the city, removing carbon monoxide, 
nitrogen dioxide, ozone, and harmful particles, while 
lessening pollution mitigation costs and adding shade 
and beauty to the landscape. Trees are also important to 
stormwater absorption.  Called the “lungs of the city,” tree 
cover of any particular area should be at least 40% of the 
land, but Keep Indianapolis Beautiful estimates that Marion 
County has only 33% tree cover.34 Methods to increase tree 
cover percentages include increasing zoning requirements, 
preserving and encouraging tree diversity.  Preserving 
the natural habitat and incorporating human use into the 
same areas is also important for community building and 
greenspaces. 

SOCIAL RESILIENCY
Social infrastructure and resiliency is closely related to the 
idea of “social capital” discussed in the “Make Indy More 
Healthy” section, and is defined as “the level of trust in a 
neighborhood” and can be strong, like those of a close-
knit family relying on one another to meet their needs, or 
weak, such as between two strangers who share the same 
employer or hometown.  Weak ties become important in 
times of emergency and other threats to society. When social 
resiliency is put to the test, societies must tolerate, absorb, 
cope or adjust to however the threat materializes, especially 
to its low-income and marginalized members.  

Aspects of social resiliency include all things necessary to 
survive and thrive in community life, no matter how basic 
or non-essential. Feeding our population, whether that is 
through easy accessibility to healthy food, preservation of 
crop land, or space for urban farms, is a basic need that is 
prioritized in resilient communities. Positive examples of how 
the city can combat hunger through urban farms include the 
Lawrence Community Gardens, Farm 360, and Flanner Farm. 
Check back in the section on “Making Indy Healthier” for 
more information on food access and security.

Another aspect of social resiliency is adequately maintained 
public and quasi-public buildings and services. Libraries, 
public schools, community centers, places of worship, and 
police and fire houses are important gathering spaces that 
can be used both recreationally and as a home base in times 
of emergency. Social services are frequently housed out of 
these types of buildings, so maintaining them and ensuring 
there is a sufficient amount to meet the demand is equally 
important.  For example, the Indianapolis Public Library is in 
the midst of a 5-year strategic plan to assess the needs of the 
community and the library’s ability to meet them.  It includes 
goals to inspire Indy residents’ desire for personal growth, 
learning, and civic engagement, as well as the tangible 

KEY CONCEPT
Urban forests are all the 
trees within the city, and they 
help improve the climate, 
environment, and beauty 
of a city.  In this way, trees 
can be viewed as critical 
infrastructure.

KEY CONCEPT
Social resiliency relates 
to social capital and how 
connected people are.  Even 
loose connections like waving 
at a neighbor can become 
critical connections in time of 
need.

KEY CONCEPT
Public buildings and services 
serve as important community 
building places because 
they are often important 
gathering places, but in 
times of emergency they are 
even more critical, as they 
often function as shelters or 
distribution centers.
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notesTree Cover Today 
Keep Indianapolis Beautiful has 
measured how much tree canopy each 
Census block group in Marion County 
has.

76% Tree Cover

41% Tree Cover

5% Tree Cover

67% Possible Tree Planting Area

40% Possible Tree Planting Area

14% Possible Tree Planting Area

Tree Planting Opportunities 
Keep Indianapolis Beautiful has 
identified areas where it is biologically 
and physically possible to plant trees, 
such as yards, open areas, or even 
parking areas.  These are where Indy 
has opportunity to increase tree 
canopy.

Keep Indianapolis Beautiful, Inc. 35
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notes goals to increase accessibility and add locations to meet the 
growing population.36 

What aspects of your community contribute to social 
resiliency? What can your neighborhood do to include those 
often left out of strong social ties? 

Poverty and Social Resiliency

Poverty is intimately linked with 
social resiliency, as those living in 
poverty have access to far fewer 
resources than others.  This map 
shows estimates for people living in 
poverty in 2011-2015.

Suburbanization of Poverty

While poverty remains 
concentrated in the core of 
many American cities, one of 
the most striking socioeconomic 
shifts that has occured after the 
Great Recession is the growing 
suburbanization of poverty.  Most 
of the places in Central Indiana 
that have experienced the greatest 
change in poverty are outside the 
traditional core, and outside of the 
areas where support services are 
typically located. This map shows 
the percent change in poverty 
between 2006-2010 and 2011-2015.

 

Less than 6.1%

6.1% to 10.7%

10.7% to 16.6%

16.6% to 26.2%

More than 26.2%

 

Less than -22.5% Change

-22.5% to +3.4% 

+3.4% to +33% 

+33% to +85.6% 

More than +85.6% Change

PolicyMap37
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notesECONOMIC RESILIENCY
You may be tempted to equate economic resiliency with 
economic competitiveness, however, the two have important 
differences. Economic resiliency includes aspects of the 
traditional economy’s need to be competitive and lean, but is 
comprehensive in that it includes strategies for the economy 
to adapt and change to problems without enduring 
significant or negative effects. A wide range of opportunities 
in housing, commerce, and employment are necessary 
to have diversity in our local economy. If one industry 
falters, the community has other options for business and 
employment. Similarly, the vitality of a community depends 
on a housing mix to meet demands from a range of ages, 
incomes, and consumer preferences as well as places for 
neighborhood-serving retail, public and social services, 
and amenities like parks and cultural activities.  In other 
words, they shouldn’t have all their eggs in one basket 
and should be as complete as possible.  Coming out of 
the Great Recession, Indianapolis has had, according to a 
2014 Indianapolis Star article, the second-strongest real 
estate market in the midwest, trailing only Chicago. The 
city is strong in categories like industrial/warehouse, hotel 
investment, and housing – a category known as the driver 
of further real estate and retail development.38  Although 
our housing market is strong, 36% of Indy families are 
considered “cost burdened,” meaning more than 30% of 
their income goes directly to housing-related expenditures.39  
Even more, a George Washington University study found 
that while Indianapolis was the second most-affordable 
housing market among the top 30 metropolitan areas in the 
nation, we had the second highest transportation costs.40

Housing Costs Housing + Transportation Costs

Housing + Transportation Cost

Planners and bankers have 
traditionally looked at cost burdens 
only from the perspective of 
a rent or mortgage payment.  
More recently, however, they 
are beginning to factor in 
transportation costs too.  This is 
because it may become cheaper 
to buy or rent a home farther 
away from the center of the city, 
but doing so comes at the cost of 
increased transportation expenses. 

Center for Neighborhood 
Technology41

24%

36%

45%

54%

66%

78%

87%

16%

24%

30%

36%

44%

52%

58%

% of Income

KEY CONCEPT
When we have all of our 
eggs in one basket, whether 
thats types of jobs or types 
of neighborhoods, we are 
very vulnerable if things 
change because we have little 
diversity.
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notes

Are there regional, national, or even global trends or 
issues that are impacting some of our larger employment 
sectors?  What industries do you view as the future of the 
Indy economy?  What types of places do those industries 
demand?  What types of neighborhoods do their workers 
desire?  Where can we improve upon job-based skills 
training to ensure we have the workforce to meet the 
demand? 

A successful, resilient economy should also be sufficiently 
diversified in its specialty areas and labor mix. Indiana 
is one of the most manufacturing intensive states in the 
nation, so our fate is heavily tied to the success or failure 
of the national economy so long as our local economy 
is dependent on manufacturing. Technology, chemicals/
pharmaceuticals, and the service industry are three potential 
growth areas. Another aspect of the local economy to 
consider is how the general shift to online business away 
from traditional brick and mortar will affect the future 
development of shopping centers vs. warehouses.  

Construction 4.3%

Manufacturing 9.1%

Wholesale Trade 4.5%

Retail Trade 8.8%

Transportation &  
Warehousing 7.0%

Finance & Insurance 4.5%

Real Estate 1.7%
Professional & Technical 
Services 6.4%

Management 1.5%

Administrative Support & 
Waste Management 8.9%

Education 1.8%

Health Care & 
Social Services 15.2%

Arts, Entertainment & 
Recreation 1.4%

Hospitality 8.5%

Other Services 3.4%

Government 4.8%

Marion County Employment by 
Industry, 2016

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics42

DID YOU KNOW?
Between 1990 and 2016, 
Marion County lost 28,112 
manufacturing sector jobs, 
despite overall job numbers in 
the county increasing by over 
72,000.  
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notes

Wholesale Trade 4.5%

Retail Trade 8.8%

Transportation &  
Warehousing 7.0%

Housing Diversity

While a healthy mix of housing types 
isn’t the only thing that builds resilient 
housing markets, it does provide 
opportunities for more types of people 
to be attracted to an area.  This map 
shows the percentage of households 
living in a single-family detached 
home.  Either end of the extreme can 
be considered as having little housing 
diversity.

Employment Access

The Center for Neighborhood 
Technology has developed a weighted 
index that factors in both the quantity 
of jobs available in a location and 
residents’ ability to access those jobs.  

Less than 20%

20% to 40%

40% to 60%

60% to 80%

More than 80%

Less than 10,000 Jobs/SqMi

10,000 to 25,000 Jobs/SqMi

25,000 to 50,000 Jobs/SqMi

50,000 to 100,000 Jobs/SqMi

More than 100,000 Jobs/SqMi

Center for Neighborhood Technology43
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notes Additional Resources

• 100 Resilient Cities 
http://www.100resilientcities.org

• National Wetlands Inventory 
https://www.fws.gov/wetlands/data/mapper.html

• Marion County Flood Zones 
http://maps.indy.gov/MapIndy/index.html

• Tree Canopy in Marion County 
https://pg-cloud.com/KIB/

• Housing and Transportation Index Map 
https://htaindex.cnt.org/map/

• PolicyMap Demographic/Socioeconomic Maps 
http://www.policymap.com
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1. What does “resiliency” mean?

 

2. What is the relationship between permeability and flooding?

 

3. Indy’s zoning ordinance contains the required policies for our 
community’s participation in the National Flood Insurance Program.  
What are two ways the zoning code addresses flooding?

4. What are the three largest industries, in terms of employment, in Marion 
County?

5. List a few benefits of a healthy urban forest.

6. What is the connection between housing affordability and transportation 
affordability?
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1. Resiliency is “the capacity of individuals, communities, institutions, businesses, and systems 
within a city to survive, adapt, and grow no matter what kinds of chronic stresses and 
acute shocks they experience”

2. Impermeability refers to land cover, such as a rooftop, driveway, street, or parking lot, 
where water cannot soak into the ground.  Unless captured on site, this water that used to 
soak into the ground now quickly reaches streams and rivers, increasing flooding potential.

3. The zoning ordinance regulates development within the flood plain but also uses the 
“green factor” to encourage on-site retention of water with things like retention ponds, 
rain gardens, native plantings, and green roofs, to prevent floods in the first place.

4. Health Care and Social Services (15.2%), Manufacturing (9.1%), and Administrative 
Support & Waste Management (8.9%).

5. Trees remove pollutants like carbon monoxide, nitrogen dioxide, ozone, and harmful 
particles, while lessening pollution mitigation costs, absorbing stormwater, and adding 
shade and beauty to the landscape. 

6. Housing affordability can come at the cost of increases to transportation costs if the 
location requires longer commutes or limits transportation options.
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notesA MORE INCLUSIVE CITY 
Cities are collections of buildings, people, places, 
statistics and systems. Cities, by their very nature, are not 
homogenous. As a community, we must acknowledge 
diversity in all facets and areas as a defining element of who  
we are. Indianapolis is a place of opportunity that should 
provide hope to residents old and new. Innovation, 
entrepreneurship, and new ideas flow from and build upon 
the diversity that already exists in Indianapolis. 

Cities hold collections of experiences that are often very 
intimate and personal. An important element of fostering an 
authentic city life is the presence of people from all walks of 
life, which Indianapolis has. Indianapolis is home to people 
from over 30 countries representing over 120 nationalities. 
Ninety languages are spoken here. Indianapolis has 
historically had a significant African American population. 
Demographic changes have been rapid. Between 2000 and 
2010, the  11-county Indianapolis metro population of Asian 
descent grew by 20,179 (101%). During the same period of 
time, the Latino population increased by approximately 
65,000, or 162%, making it the fastest growing segment of 
the population.

An inclusive city recognizes that what residents experience 
on a daily basis, and the neighborhoods they call home, vary 
widely across the city. Because there are disparities and 
barriers present throughout society, we must recognize that 
what is available and what is accessible are sometimes two 
very different things depending on who you are and from 
where you come. And, while no city or society can guarantee 
the success of every person, an inclusive city offers the 
resources and opportunities for people and families to be 
self-sufficient. 

We must ensure a sense of belonging, inclusion, participation 
and recognition while simultaneously working to reduce 
incidences of isolation, exclusion, obstruction and rejection. 
We must continue to strive to be a world-class, humane city 
where the daily experience of every resident matters. We 
must continue to not only welcome all, but engage everyone.

FROM THE PLAN 2020 BICENTENNIAL AGENDA
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notes According to the Inclusive Cities Project, “an inclusive city is 
one that values all people and their needs equally. It’s one in 
which all residents, including the most marginalized, have a 
representative. voice in governance, planning, and budgeting 
processes, and have access to sustainable livelihoods, 
legal housing and affordable basic services such as water/
sanitation and an electricity supply.”44

The American Planning Association recognizes the social 
equity role planners and involved communitiy members can 
have in how cities are shaped.  These groups “have a key 
role to play in supporting informed decision making that 
creates housing options for all people, including: low- and 
moderate-income households, seniors, people with special 
needs, families with children, and the homeless in both rural 
and urban areas.”45

Inclusion can play out in nearly every facet of life, but often 
doesn’t cross our minds. Think about how you get to work. 
You probably drive, but how would you get there if you 
couldn’t?  If taking the bus is your answer, how long would 
riding the bus take - and how far away is the bus stop? This 
is all assuming, of course, that you have two fully functioning 
legs that can carry you there.  Do children, or maybe your 
elderly parents, complicate this further? 

Speaking of your parents, where do they live? Whether in 
Indianapolis or not, is their home equipped for them to “age 
in place,” or do they have plans to move to an assisted living 
community?

Think about the decisions that are made in your 
neighoborhood - who makes them?  Do the people who 
attend neighborhood meetings look like the people you walk 
or drive by every day?  Have you checked indyvitals.com 
to see how many renters or low-income families are part of 
your neighborhood?  How can we intentionally include our 
neighbors who are frequently left out of the benefits of the 
city’s growth?

INCLUSIVE HOUSING
HOUSING STOCK DIVERSITY
Housing stock diversity refers to communities that consist of 
different types of dwelling units that meet different needs. 
The need could be based on ability level, income level, family 
type, personal tastes or any criteria that may affect one’s 
preferences, but diversified housing is important in two main 
ways.  The first is to provide neighborhoods for all ages and 
abilities, and the second is to support the economic mobility 
of its residents.

Consider the recent changes to the economy in Indy. The 
manufacturing and pharmaceutical industries typically 
attracted long-term employees - those workers who commit 
to a careeer with their company and plant roots in those 

KEY CONCEPT
Housing stock refers to the 
total number of dwelling units 
or homes in an area - whether 
those homes are single family 
houses, attached townhomes, 
or multi-family apartment or 
condominium buildings.

KEY CONCEPT
Inclusion refers to the ability 
of all residents to participate 
in community life and to have 
the opportunity to thrive.
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notestowns.  Now, we’re becoming a major tech hub, an industry 
that attracts younger career professionals who may be less 
willing to make long-term commitments.  These workers 
typically prefer to rent an apartment rather than buy a house.  
We’ll talk a lot more about the mis-match between housing 
supply and demand in the Make Indy More Competitive 
section, but keep this imbalance in mind.

In order to remain a competitive, growing city, our housing 
stock needs to meet consumer preferences or we can expect 
to lose residents to areas that do meet their needs.  We 
not only want our housing stock to be competitve, we also 
want it to be inclusive.  This means our housing stock can 
accommodate and provides options for residents of any and 
all physical abilities to live in a given area.  

When a city’s individual neighborhoods are independently 
homogenous, or segrated into specific types of housing in 
specific areas, it can have wide-ranging negative effects 
on the population who lives there.  In fact, a Harvard study 
found that the zip code in which a child grew up had a strong 
effect on their lifetime income.46  Researchers have found 
that children of low-income families who live in wealtheir 
neighborhoods have higher rates of college graduation 
than children who live in areas of high poverty.  Right now, 
Indianapolis along with Muncie, South Bend, and Richmond, 
are ranked in the bottom fourth nationwide for economic 
mobility.  The researchers found important factors that impact 
economic mobility. Segregation, by income or race, limits 
access to public services as well as information, role models, 
and other precursors of economic success.47  Neighborhoods 
with mixed-income housing stock and residents of all kinds 
of income do more to help disadvantaged kids than parents’ 
income alone. A diverse housing stock can help make Indy 
more inclusive and our society more upwardly mobile.  

AFFIRMATIVELY FURTHERING FAIR HOUSING
Since 1968, grantees that receive federal funding have been 
to “affirmatively” further fair housing. The Fair Housing 
Act protects people from discrimination when they are 
renting, buying, or securing financing for any housing. The 
prohibitions specifically cover discrimination because of race, 
color, national origin, religion, sex, disability and the presence 
of children.

Recently, guidance was provided by the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development, defining “affirmatively 
furthering fair housing as “taking meaningful actions, 
in addition to combating discrimination, that overcome 
patterns of segregation and foster inclusive communities free 
from barriers that restrict access to opportunity based on 
protected characteristics. Specifically, affirmatively furthering 
fair housing means taking meaningful actions that, taken 
together, address significant disparities in housing needs 
and in access to opportunity, replacing segregated living 
patterns with truly integrated and balanced living patterns, 
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notes transforming racially and ethnically concentrated areas 
of poverty into areas of opportunity, and fostering and 
maintaining compliance with civil rights and fair housing 
laws. The duty to affirmatively further fair housing extends 
to all of a program participant’s activities and programs 
relating to housing and urban development.”48

So what does that mean for city planning?  It means it’s 
not just enough to combat discrimination in housing.  All 
policies, from local ordinances like zoning to public policy 
like planning, have to actively work to promote inclusion, 
especially when it comes to desegregation by race.  Failure 
to have such policies could jeopardize tens of millions 
of dollars our city receives each year from the federal 
government.

It’s also important to note that it’s not just discriminatory 
intent that matters.  For a long time subsidized 
housing complexes have been focused in lower income 
neighborhoods because that is where the population 
needing the housing lived.  However, such policies have 
inadvertently concentrated poverty more and more, 
depriving the very residents the programs are designed 
to help of economic mobility opportunities.  And because 
there is a strong link between race and income, the net 
effect is that public policy has continued to reinforce historic 
segregation patterns.

Because we have to look not just at intent but also at impact, 
it’s sometimes hard to foresee what the impacts of planning 
policies might be.  For example, requiring very-large homes 
or lots in large sections of town could inadvertently make 
those neighborhoods cost-prohibitive, completely excluding 
large segments of our community.  How can we make sure 
we have places for everyone in our community?

It’s important to note that segregation isn’t just about race 
or ethnicity.  According to a study by the Urban Institute, 
Central Indiana is the sixth most economically segregated 
city in the nation.50

NEIGHBORHOODS FOR ALL AGES + ABILITIES
The Americans with Disabilities Act and Fair Housing 
Amendments sought to correct the historical discrimination 
that disabled Americans frequently faced in their 
communities.  A lack of access to neighborhoods often 
meant a lack of access to jobs, property ownership, and 

generally, a lack of community inclusion as a whole. 49

While not required, the concept of “visitability” means 
that homes should be able to be visited by someone 
with a disability, such as someone in a wheelchair.  To be 
considered “visitable,” a home has one zero-step entrance, 
doors with at least 32 inches of clearance, and one bathroom 
on the ground floor that a wheelchair could get into.53

KEY CONCEPT
Federal Affirmatively 
Furthering Fair Housing rules 
require local government 
plans and policies to actively 
work to promote inclusion 
and to specifically reduce 
segregation.

KEY CONCEPT
Visitability refers to 
characteristics of a home 
that make it so a person in a 
wheelchair can visit.
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notesGeography of Race

Every dot on this map represents a 
person counted in the 2010 Census.51 

Geography of Income

This map shows how different places 
compare to the regional median 
income, which is the income at which 
half of people make more and half 
make less.52

170% +

100%

0-30%

White

Black

Asian

Hispanic (of any race)

Other Race

DID YOU KNOW?
A banking practice known as 
“redlining” kept loans out of 
integrating neighborhoods 
until the practice was made 
illegal by the Civil Rights Act 
in 1968.  Indy’s “redlined” 
areas are still reflected more 
than a half century later in 
segregation patterns.
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notes AGING IN PLACE 
Picture your neighborhood growing up. Did it have a lawn 
that needed mowing?  Were your hallways wide enough to 
accommodate a wheelchair?  Think about your parents, and 
how their changing age, income level, or physical abilities are 
affecting their housing decisions.  If you wanted to stay in 
your neighborhood as you age, would you be able to? 

Communities benefit when older adults are connected 
and involved in the life of their neighborhoods. Likely to 
be long-term residents, they bring stability and can serve 
as “eyes on the street. ”  Walkable, interactive streets and 
neighborhoods are important here as well.  Maintaining 
social connections can be challenging as people age, but 
are critical to maintaining quality of life and cognitive ability.  
When we design and build isolated neighborhoods, we force 
the full effects of that isolation on our neighbors.54

Data shows that most seniors want to stay in their homes 
and neighborhoods and live independently as they grow 
older.  In fact, 89% indicate that desire, but more than half 
are concerned that they won’t be able to.  Of those who 
are concerned, nearly a quarter cite the reason as fear they 
won’t have the ability to drive or otherwise get around.55  
Think about your current home.  If you lost the ability to 
drive, would you be able to remain in your neighborhood 
and live independently?

INCLUSIVE TRANSPORTATION
Transportation isn’t a goal.  It’s the means to a goal.  Goals 
might be getting to work to support your family, or driving 
to a friends home to maintain social connections.  Whatever 
the goal, we have to evaluate how well our transportation 
system helps reach it.  It’s important to understand that 
goals vary by person, and therefore whether or not the 
transportation system works or not is quite personal.  If I 
live in Geist and work Downtown, I have plenty of options to 
drive my car.  The transportation system helps me achieve 
my goal.  But if my neighbor is disabled and can’t drive to 
her job Downtown, she doesn’t have many other options.  In 
fact she may not even be able to get to the grocery store on 
her own because the transportation system isn’t complete.  
It’s not helping her achieve her goals.  

City planners use two primary concepts to describe a 
transportation network that serves multiple modes of 
moving.  “Multimodal” is a term that recognizes if something 
(a street, a parking lot, a neighborhood) is served by several 
types of modes...walking, biking, driving, and taking transit, 
for example.  Another phrase you’ll here is “Complete 
Streets” which talks about whether a street acommodates 
multiple modes.  If a street only has driving lanes, it’s only 
serving people who drive and is therefore incomplete.  Indy 

KEY CONCEPT
Multimodal transportation is a 
system that moves people and 
goods by several modes of 
transport, and include walking, 
biking, riding, and driving.

DID YOU KNOW?
“Eyes on the street” is a 
famous concept coined by 
Jane Jacobs, an urban planner 
and author.  In her book 
The Death and Life of Great 
American Cities, she says, 
“there must be eyes on the 
street, eyes belonging to those 
who we might call the natural 
proprietors of the street.  The 
buildings on a street equipped 
to handle strangers and to 
insure the safety of both 
residents and strangers, must 
be oriented to the street. They 
cannot turn their backs or 
blank sides on it and leave it 
behind.

KEY CONCEPT
Aging-in-place is the 
ability to live in one’s own 
home and community 
safely, independently, and 
comfortably, regardless of age, 
income, or ability level.
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notesactually has a pretty strong Complete Streets Ordinance that 
the City-County Council unanimously adopted in 2012.  The 
ordinance requires “all city-owned transportation facilities in 
the public right of way including, but not limited to, streets, 
bridges and all other connecting pathways [to] be designed, 
constructed, operated, andmaintained so that users of all 
ages and abilities can travel safely and independently” and 
to “approach every transportation improvement and project 
phase as an opportunity to create safer, more accessible 
streets for all users.”56

Now it’s very important to understand that multi-modal 
doesn’t mean no car.  Planners recognize that the 
automobile is a critical mobility option for many people and 
will continue to be for some time.  Multi-modal and complete 
streets simply refer to adding additional modes to driving so 
that people have more than one option!

WALKABILITY
Only 34% of Indianapolis has sidewalks.  That number may 
not mean much, but when you consider the flipside - that 
you cannot get to 66% of our city by foot on a sidewalk - the 
reality becomes clear.  WalkScore, a website that ranks the 
ease with which pedestrians travel, gives Indy a score of a 
mere 30 out of 100, and ranks it 47th in large US cities.57

How did we get this way? It’s true that for many years, public 
policy reflected public attitudes that shunned sidewalks in 
favor of auto-oriented development patterns.  There were 
even times when constructing a sidewalk with tax dollars 
required a waiver.  Today, however, the zoning ordinance 
requires new private development to install sidewalks, and 
the city’s first Marion County Pedestrian Plan (a piece of 
the Comprehensive Plan) was adopted in 2016 to outline 
investment strategies and policy changes needed to make 
walking safer.

BIKEABILITY
Indy has come a long ways in the past decade when it 
comes to biking.  Our growing bicycling network is made 
up of greenway trails, off-street shared paths (the wider 
sidewalks along streets), on-street bike lanes, and protected 
bike lanes (that are separated from moving traffic by curbs 
or parking spaces).  

KEY CONCEPT
Transportation is a means to 
achieve goals, not the goal 
unto itself.

KEY CONCEPT
Complete Streets are those 
that acommodate multiple 
modes of transportation.
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notes IMPROVED PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION (TRANSIT)
We’ve mentioned the disproportionate housing and 
transportation costs in Marion County many times.  One 
solution came straight from the residents of the county 
themselves - perhaps even yourself.  The transit referendum 
voters approved in 2016 will more than double the size 
and service of the existing public transit system in Marion 
County.  When fully enacted, the Marion County Transit Plan 
will include 3 new bus rapid transit lines, add 70% more local 
service to the system, serve almost 230,000 more people,  
and add access to 100,000 more job.58
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Additional Resources

• IndyVitals: Know Your Neighborhood 
http://www.indyvitals.org

• PolicyMap Demographic/Socioeconomic Maps 
http://www.policymap.com

• HUD Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing Mapping Tool
https://egis.hud.gov/affht/

• “Redlining” Maps of Indianapolis 
https://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/redlining/#opacity=0.8&
city=indianapolis-in

DID YOU KNOW?
If you’re a south-sider, you’re 
familiar with street names 
that start with “Stop,” most 
notably “Stop 11 Road.”  Why 
is it called that?  It was the 11th 
stop from Downtown for the 
Interurban trolly.
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1. What does “inclusion” mean?

 

2. What does Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing guidelines require 
Indianapolis plans, policies, and other actions to do?

3. How might a neighborhood of only one type of housing make it harder 
for a person to “age in place?”

4. What is a “Complete Street?”

5. What are the three requirements for a home to be considered “visitable” 
by a person in a wheelchair?
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1. Inclusion refers to the ability of all residents to participate in community life and to have 
the opportunity to thrive.

2. Federal Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing rules require local government plans and 
policies to actively work to promote inclusion and to specifically reduce segregation.

3. As people’s abilities change with age, their capacity to live independently can be 
determined by characteristics of their home or neighborhood.  For example, someone 
may not be able use stairs anymore, or are no longer able to drive.

4. Complete Streets are those that acommodate multiple modes of transportation, including 
cars, bikes, transit, and people walking.

5. To be considered “visitable,” a home has one zero-step entrance, doors with at least 32 
inches of clearance, and one bathroom on the ground floor that a wheelchair could get 
into
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notesA MORE COMPETITIVE CITY
Every day, local residents consider the economic 
opportunities available to them in Indianapolis and 
elsewhere. Every day, local businesses balance their desire to 
grow in Marion County with their ability to grow elsewhere. 
Many of Marion County’s neighborhoods do not compete 
against one another. Instead, they often find themselves in 
direct competition with neighborhoods outside of Marion 
County. Our city as a whole is competing against other 
similarly sized cities. Communities next door and around 
the world are competing to attract our residents and our 
businesses. 

Marion County needs to adopt a new attitude about its role 
in the Central Indiana region. We must better understand 
and communicate our roles and responsibilities to the larger 
region. As the largest city, the economic powerhouse, the 
postcard, the cultural hub and the capital city, Indianapolis 
must be a strong regional partner. Neither the Central 
Indiana region nor the state of Indiana can remain viable in a 
dynamic global economy without a thriving center. 

We must continue to foster and project a strong desire 
to be the best city we can be. We must create a city that 
current residents and businesses do not want to leave and 
that new residents and businesses want to move to. This 
will require a thoughtful strategy; it will require change. We 
must invest in the full range of neighborhoods that exist in 
Marion County as consumer preferences move away from 
single-use (housing only) subdivisions. We must promote 
and develop a full range of places, including the distinct 
and vibrant traditional neighborhoods in and around 
Downtown, established suburbs throughout Marion County’s 
townships, and emerging and long-established commercial 
and industrial sites. We must invest in our existing industrial 
sites to stabilize Marion County’s tax base. And we need to 
do all of this in such a way that we raise the bar in terms of 
aesthetic design and quality construction.

FROM THE PLAN 2020 BICENTENNIAL AGENDA
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notes Why did you choose the home you did?  You probably 
had a range of apartments or houses to pick from all over 
Central Indiana, and yet you landed on the one you’re in 
now.  The primary driver was probably what you could 
afford, but beyond that, you most likely had aspects of a 
home you were looking for (like the number of bedrooms 
and bathrooms) but also aspects of the location or 
neighborhood (like if you had friends or family nearby, if 
it was safe, if there were parks nearby, or maybe if it had 
sidewalks or was near a bus line.  One of the fundamental 
truisms of real estate is that while people buy houses, they 
shop for neighborhoods.  So what makes a neighborhood 
competitive?

The Bicentennial Agenda talks both about how we can 
make places more competitive as well as how we can help 
people be more competitive through things like workforce 
development and healthcare.  For this section we’ll stick 
focus on building competitive places, and in particular 
competitive neighborhoods.  Similar concepts apply to the 
mixed-use villages, commercial centers, and industrial areas 
of town.  Think about how the same concepts might apply to 
those areas as you read. 

FUNDAMENTALS OF 
NEIGHBORHOOD SUPPLY AND 
DEMAND
Whether you view it as a positive or negative thing, rising 
property values are often of great concern to most residents.  
If you’re a homeowner, rising values equate to greater equity 
for your family, and equity is incredibly important in building 
wealth.  However, if you’re a homeowner on a limited or fixed 
income, rising values also could be worrisome because it 
could translate into higher property taxes that you might not 
be able to afford.  If you’re a renter, higher property values 
oftentimes translate into higher rents.

The most important concept to understand about property 
values is that they are set by people who want to move in, 
not by the residents who are already there.  What your home 
is worth, or what an apartment can charge, is dependent 
on someone willing to pay that price.  If there are lots of 
people wanting to live in a neighborhood, property values 
will probably increase.  On the other hand, if fewer and fewer 
people are demanding to live in a place, values will decrease.  
Remember, property values are set by people who want or 
don’t want to live in a place, NOT by the people who live 
there today.

So that’s the demand side…once a home is built, demand is 
created by tomorrow, not today.  The supply side, however, 
is created by builders based on what they can sell today.  
You don’t often see someone build 100 new houses or an 
apartment building for 200 families knowing it’s going to 

KEY CONCEPT
Property is only worth as 
much as someone else is 
willing to pay for it.  Property 
values depend on a demand 
for people to live in a place.

KEY CONCEPT
People buy houses, but they 
shop for neighborhoods.
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notestake years to sell or rent all those new homes.  Quite simply, 
banks and investors won’t lend unless they’re pretty sure 
they’re going to get their money back fairly quickly.  They 
need to know the properties will sell or rent today!

That means we have an interesting paradigm:  new housing 
supply is built for the demand of today’s buyers or renters, 
but after that the values are set by future buyers.  What 
happens if what the consumers of tomorrow want changes?  
What happens if today 20% of people want to live in 
townhomes, but tomorrow only 18% do?  That means we’ve 
built a community with 20% townhomes but fewer and fewer 
people are demanding them-and that means property values 
decrease.  Or what happens if today 10% of people want to 
live in apartments in mixed-use villages, but tomorrow that 
increases to 20%.  Property values in existing villages could 
double, or builders could try to build new ones to capture 
the demand.  It doesn’t take much change in consumer 
preference to alter the trajectory of property values.

Why does that matter?  Because lots of unpredictable things 
go into why people would or would not want to live in a type 
of home or neighborhood in the future.

DEMOGRAPHICS ARE DESTINY
Demand for different types of housing are often related to 
the life cycles of the residents who call a city home.  Families 
with children often prefer larger housing units like larger 
apartments or houses, while younger people just entering 
the workforce prefer to live in smaller apartments.  As 
people age, many downsize to a smaller home, retirement 
community, or small apartment.  As the ages and make up of 
our population shifts, so too does the demand for different 
types of homes.
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Changing People Means 
Changing Places

Over the past 40 years, the 
composition of households in 
Marion County has changed.  
Households are the demographic 
word for people who live together 
in a housing unit like a house 
or apartment.  The percentage 
of households with kids has 
decreased from 45% in 1970 to 
28% in 2010.  Not surprisingly, 
the number of people living in a 
household has decreased as well.  
In 1970, only 18% of households 
were a single person, while in 
2010 that number had nearly 
doubled to 32%.  How do you 
think these changes impact the 
types of homes that were built? 
Also, between 2000 and 2010, 
households of 5 people or 6 or 
more people increased for the 
first time since before 1970.  Why 
might this be the case? 59

 

KEY CONCEPT
Small changes in consumer 
preference can mean an 
increasing demand (higher 
prices) or decreasing demand 
(lower prices) for places.
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notes CONSUMER PREFERENCES ARE ALWAYS SHIFTING
The only constant in neighborhoods is change, and planning 
is all about managing that change.  Why are places always 
changing?  Because people are!  Think about how you 
communicated with friends 20 years ago.  You probably had 
a corded phone hanging on your wall, as well as a bunch of 
stamps to write letters during the holidays to your distant 
family members.  Ten years ago you might have had a 
social media account to keep track of those distant family 
members, and you probably added a cell phone (flip phone!) 
to your land line.  Today, many have a smartphone, have cut 
their land line, and texting has become a major means of 
communication.  If you were in the communications business 
and thought your future was landlines, you’re probably out 
of business.  On the other hand, if you were a pioneer in 
mobile technology, you’re probably a billionaire.

Consumer preferences for homes and neighborhoods are 
the same way.  There was a time where many people valued 
neighborhoods without the “urban” features like sidewalks 
and where large backyards for kids to play in were built 
instead of communal public parks.  Much of Marion County 
was built during this time.  Today you need only look at 
what new subdivisions look like to see they not only have 
sidewalks, but many have trails as well as lots of communal 
space like playgrounds, naturally preserved areas, swimming 
pools, and clubhouses.  If that is what today’s buyers are 
demanding (after all, if builders can’t make money building 
those things, they won’t), what does that mean for older 
neighborhoods that don’t have those amenities?  Or 
what happens when more and more people are desiring 
neighborhoods where they can walk to retail amenity like 
shops and restaurants and fewer and fewer are looking for 
neighborhoods where they have to drive to shop or eat?  
That’s right: property values will increase or decrease based 
on those shifting trends.

The ramifications are enormous.  

For families it translates into increasing or decreasing 
equity.

For local government it translates into increasing or 
decreasing tax revenues to support existing or planned 
infrastructure, public services, and parks.

For businesses, it translates into an increasing or 
decreasing demand, leading to more businesses opening 
or businesses leaving.

For communities, it can translate into hot markets creating 
displacement concerns or weak markets creating housing 
vacancy, abandonment, and depopulation.
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notes
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Research from the National 
Association of Realtors-the people 
who make a living buying and 
selling homes-show a gradual shift 
in preferences toward smaller, more 
walkable homes as generations 
become younger.  But for every 
single generation, the actual 
Central Indiana housing supply is 
significantly below the demand.  
This explains some of the real 
estate pressure on Indy’s traditional 
mixed-use areas like North College 
Avenue, Fountain Square, and 
Irvington, as well as why many 
communities in the exurban 
counties around us are building 
new mixed-use cores.60

Silent/Greatest before 1946, Baby 
Boomers 1946-1964, GenX 1965-1980, 
Millenials 1981-1999.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Silent/Greatest Generation

Baby Boomers

Gen X

Millennials

Actual Central Indiana
Housing Stock

Home A:
(detached, conventional)
Own or rent a detached
single-family house that
requires driving to shops

and restaurants and 
longer commutes.

Home B:
(attached, walkable)

Own or rent an apartment or
townhome with an easy walk
to shops and restaurants and

shorter commutes.

Overall

47% 41%

51% 43%

50% 44%

43% 51%

48% 45%

69% 29%

Supply and Demand Mismatch

More local research from the 
Metropolitan Indianapolis Board 
of Realtors (MIBOR) asked current 
Central Indiana residents to identify 
the type of neighborhood they 
actually live in today as well as 
the type of neighborhood that 
would be ideal for them.  More 
people want to live in mixed-use 
neighborhoods than currently do, 
which means an unmet demand.  
But aside from rural areas, 
significantly more people live in 
housing-only neighborhoods today 
than want to, which indicates an 
over-supply of those types of 
neighborhoods.61
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notes HOW COMPETITIVE IS A PLACE?  
THE ROLE OF ASSETS.
According to Google, an asset is “a useful or valuable thing, 
person, or quality.  Let’s break that down into two parts.

USEFUL OR VALUABLE
Whether something is useful or valuable is a values-based 
question.  It’s subjective and depends on who you ask.  If 
you have lived across the street from a vacant house for 
a decade, that house probably isn’t very valuable.  It’s a 
source of frustration and concern.  But if you’re looking 
to buy a fixer-upper, that same house is probably a 
fantastic opportunity to put in some work and build a 
lot of equity.  The same goes for a vacant storefront.  If a 
boarded up storefront was located along the edge of your 
neighborhood, community leaders might express concern 
that it represents a negative image of the surrounding 
homes because so many people drive by it every day.  It’s 
quite a liability for neighborhood perceptions.  However, 
if I was looking to open up a brand new restaurant but 
couldn’t afford the rents in Mass Ave or Fountain Square, 
that same boarded up building (that probably has lots of 
“cool” character inside) might be a great opportunity to 
launch my restaurant.  If I was a long-time resident of an 
older neighborhood and saw a bunch of new, ultra-modern 
looking homes being built, I might be concerned about rapid 
neighborhood change and whether or not it had a place for 
me in the future.  But if I was really looking for a modern 
home in a walkable neighborhood, those same homes under 
construction represent my dream.  For some, the corner 
bar is an asset because it’s a place to hang out with friends, 
but for others it’s a liability because they don’t want their 
children around it.

Something can be a liability to some but also an asset to 
others.  They are two sides of the same coin and really 
depend on who you ask.  Planning, developing, and 
redeveloping neighborhoods is all about maximizing assets 
for the most people while minimizing the liabilities for the 
most people.  To do that, community conversations have to 
determine what is useful or valuable, and that has to involve 
not only the voices present today in the neighborhood, but 
also the voices you hope will preserve property values in the 
future by choosing your neighborhood over others.

KEY CONCEPT
One person’s liability is 
another’s asset.  What is 
considered valuable varies 
from person to person.
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notesHOW A THING, PERSON, OR QUALITY COMPARES
Every piece of Indy has assets.  Some places have more 
things, people, or qualities than others, but every square inch 
of our city has assets, and every day people are choosing 
between Indy or a community in our exurban counties, or 
evaluating a house in one neighborhood versus another.  As 
a neighborhood leader, how do you compare the assets or 
your place to another?

BASELINE, DISTINCTIVE, EXCEPTIONAL
One framework to think about it comes from local civic 
leader Michael Kaufmann.  He says we can think about 
the assets of a place based on whether they are baseline, 
distinctive, or truly exceptional.

Baseline

Baseline are things you have that most other people or 
places have.  They’re certainly assets but aren’t really that 
special.  They’re kind of taken for granted.  For example, if 
you’re shopping for a house, do you really have to check that 
the house has a toilet, or if you’re looking for an apartment 
do you have to ask if the unit has heat?  No, because you just 
assume that every home has a toilet and heat.  Those things 
are certainly assets (you wouldn’t want to live somewhere 
without them!), but they’re not special…they are baseline 
requirements.  

Distinctive

Distinctive refers to things that people notice as different.  
They’re not rare, but they do catch your eye.  During that 
same house shopping experience, you might notice that 
one house newer stainless steel appliances compared to the 
other houses you’re considering.  Or that one apartment 
had transom windows that let in a lot more sunlight into 
the living room and that’s something you really love.  Those 
things are assets to you because you value the look or feel 
they offer, and they therefore change how you feel about 
those places.  Do other places have stainless steel appliances 
or transom windows?  Certainly.  But enough of the places 
you’ve looked at do not and therefore you notice them.  
They’re distinctive.

Exceptional

Exceptional things are assets you have that really set you 
apart from every other place.  They’re very special, unique 
qualities.  Maybe I found an apartment that has a fleet of 
shared vehicles I can use and don’t need to own my own car.  
Or maybe I find a house with an indoor swimming pool or a 
finished basement with an impressive home theater setup.  
I haven’t found those things anywhere else in my search.  
They are exceptional.

KEY CONCEPT
Every place in Indy has assets, 
but every asset is relative to 
those around it.  
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notes An important thing to understand is that baseline, distinctive, 
and exceptional aren’t static.  One thing can be exceptional 
one day but soon become baseline.  For example, many 
subdivisions in the 1980s began incorporating private 
community pools as amenities.  The first few neighborhoods 
that had access to its own private pool were quite 
exceptional.  Today, many new subdivisions have pools and 
that’s something people shopping for a suburban community 
have come to expect…pools have become baseline.  

THING PERSON QUALITY

EXAMPLES 
OF ASSETS

• Homes
• Parks
• Public Art
• Sidewalks
• Schools
• Trees
• On a bus line
• Neighborhood 

businesses
• Historic buildings
• Places of worship
• Vacant homes for 

rehab
• Vacant lots for 

gardens
• Tree lawns to plant 

new trees

• Leaders
• Active volunteers
• Kids
• Seniors
• Families
• Hard-working
• Artists
• Professionals
• People who care
• Lots of entrepreneurs

• Safe
• Quiet
• Close to Downtown
• Neighbors look out for 

each other
• Family-friendly
• Walkable
• Diverse
• Very green
• Affordable
• Exclusive
• Nearby things to do
• Funky and unique
• Frequent community 

events and activities
• Welcoming
• Well-maintained

BASELINE 
ASSETS

“I have houses on my 
block.”

If you don’t have houses, 
you don’t have much of a 
neighborhood.

“Most of my block is fully 
occupied.”

That you means you 
have neighbors, a key 
baseline ingredient in 
neighborhoods.

“I think most of my 
neighbors are good 
people.”

Good neighbors make 
great neighborhoods, but 
there are lots of places 
with good neighbors!

DISTINCTIVE 
ASSETS

“My block has a variety 
of unique and well-
maintained homes.”

There are certainly other 
neighborhoods with 
unique homes, but most 
are pretty vanilla, so your 
neighborhood stands out!

“My block is a mix of 
long-time residents and 
new families moving in.”

The fact that you have 
both old and new 
residents signals the area 
continues to be attractive 
for buyers.  Not every 
area is like that, so that’s 
good.

“If I need a few eggs or 
help fixing my fence, 
there’s always somebody 
I can call on to help.”

Not every neighborhood 
has the social capital 
where you know you can 
call up someone when in 
need.  It’s a good feeling 
to have!

EXCEPTIONAL 
ASSETS

“My block has a fantastic 
collection of American 
Four-Square style 
homes.”

Few if any other places in 
town do, so that’s quite 
exceptional!

“The Mayor lives on my 
block.”

There’s only one Mayor, 
and he or she chose 
your block.  Nobody else 
comes close to that!

“My block is known for all 
the artists who live here, 
and the homes, yards, and 
events we have are so 
diverse as a result!”

Nobody else in town can 
pull off a street fair like 
yours!
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notesPUBLIC SERVICES
Of course assets and housing types aren’t the only reason 
people choose to live in one place over another.  Public 
safety, taxes, and the quality of public services, including 
public schools, are also critcally important to the vitality and 
attractiveness of neighborhoods.

Public finance is an incredibly complex topic, so for this 
workbook we’re going to stay high level and conceptual.  
In Indiana, most of local government’s budget comes from 
two types of taxes: property taxes and local option income 
taxes.  In Indiana you pay income taxes where you live, not 
where the income is earned.  And so both property and 
income taxes are geographic.  With only so much land, what 
types of uses are on it and what the incomes are of the 
residents living there ultimately dictate how much money 
local government has to spend on police, schools, parks, and 
infrastructure.

LAND USE MIX
Property tax rates are capped by the Indiana Constitution 
at 1% for Homestead (owner-occupied) Residential, 2% 
for Other Residential (rental home, second home, etc.) 
and Agricultural land, and 3% for everything else (mostly 
commercial and industrial).  Because of these differing rates, 
commercial and industrial land pays a disproportionate 
greater share of taxes while owner-occupied homes pay 
a disproportionate smaller share.  Why does this matter?  
Remember, we have limited land, and we get revenue from 
that land based on how we use it.  If we have lots of owner-
occupied residential and little commercial or industrial 
land, we’ll have far fewer resources to pay for schools and 
infrastructure than if it were visa versa: lots of commercial/
industrial and few occupied homes.  This is compounded by 
the fact that different land uses require different services.  
Schools are usually the largest public sector budget item.  
Commercial and industrial uses pay more but don’t use 
schools at all.  Lots of 4 or 5-bedroom single family homes 
don’t pay much relatively but demand a lot of school 
services because those bedrooms typically have kids in 
them.  A place without much land use mix also doesn’t have 
much tax base diversity, and if that means a lot more owner-
occupied residetial than anything else, it can create public 
finance challenges. 

One other thing to consider is that income tax is a growing 
source of revenue for local government, and this revenue 
is derived exclusively from residential uses.  So while 
residential uses pay a smaller share of property tax, some 
of that is offset by the residents paying income tax.  The 
challenge is primarily related to schools, which rely primarily 
at the local level on property tax revenue.  

One of the complicating (and 
sometimes controversial) 
factors in public finance is 
the use of tax increment 
financing (TIF).  TIF is a way 
to capture increases in tax 
revenues in a geographic 
area to make investments in 
that area.  Conceptually, the 
properties that benefit from 
the public investments are 
the ones that pay for them.  
Oftentimes TIF is the only tool 
local government has to help 
develop or redevelop areas.  
(the alternative is pulling 
from general tax dollars that 
the entire county is paying). 
During the time the new tax 
revenue is captured to pay 
for the investments, schools 
and local government don’t 
lose anything (an exception 
is a special type of TIF for 
housing), but they do miss 
out on the new revenue until 
the investments are paid off.  
In this way, TIF can improve 
the land use mix without 
improving the tax revenue 
mix, at least while the TIF is 
in effect, which is one reason 
TIFs can be controversial.

KEY CONCEPT
Income and property taxes 
are the two primary sources of 
revenue for local government 
to provide services like 
schools, police, libraries, and 
infrastructure.

KEY CONCEPT
Places need a healthy mix of 
land uses to support public 
services, and not all land uses 
support or consume public 
services equally.
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notes DEVELOPMENT INTENSITY
It’s not just about the mix.  It’s also about the efficiency 
of the public investment.  Think about it as unit pricing at 
the grocery store.  You can buy a 10 ounce box of cereal 
for $1.00 (10 cents per ounce) or you can buy a 20 ounce 
box for $1.60 (8 cents per ounce).  You pay a little more for 
the bigger box, but it’s not a 1 for 1 increase.  Similarly, just 
because we put 20 houses on a block instead of 10 doesn’t 
mean the street or the sewer line costs double.  It’s still the 
same length of pipe to lay or street to pave, and while they’ll 
take a little more wear and tear because of more use, the 
cost difference isn’t great.  The revenue, however, will be 
greater because we have more houses paying the bills.  

Some may argue that tax revenue isn’t something that 
should drive planning decisions.  But at the end of the 
day, that tax revenue is what pays for police officers and 
fire trucks to keep our streets safe, parks and libraries to 
strengthen our families, and schools to educate our children.  
Building communities that can’t collectively (remember 
land use mix is important) cover the costs of public services 
only degrades those services we all need and puts our 
neighborhoods at a competitive disadvantage to other 
places that can afford to do better.

Assessed Value Intensity

Land value isn’t just about 
the size of parcel.  A large 
parcel could have a high-value, 
major industrial building on it 
or it could have a low-value, 
gravel parking lot.  One way 
to account for differing sizes 
and values of development 
is to compare assessed value 
on a per acre basis.  This map 
shows the net assessed value 
(after deducations are taken) for 
2016.62

KEY CONCEPT
Whether development covers 
the public services it requires 
isn’t just about land use mix.  
It’s also about how much 
development is served by 
each unit of public investment.
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Property Value vs Revenue

This chart compares the total Gross 
Assessed Value of properties with 
the tax revenue those properties 
could theoretically generate under 
Indiana’s tax caps, for the fifteen 
largest (in terms of value) taxing 
districts in Marion County. Because 
different land uses pay different tax 
rates, you’ll see that commercial 
and industrial make up smaller 
amounts of the total valuation but 
greater amounts of the actual taxes 
that could be paid to support local 
government.  Conversely, you’ll 
also see that residential properties 
make up larger amounts of the 
valuation but pay smaller amounts 
of the actual taxes.  Which of these 
districts would you consider to have 
the healthiest balance of uses and 
revenues?63
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1. How might a decreasing household size change the demand for housing?

 

2. Why might a small change in consumer preferences alter property 
values?

3. Why is land use mix important to provide quality public services?

4. When thinking about how the assets of one place compare to another, 
what are three ways to categorize them?

5. Who sets property values?

P
O

P
 Q

U
IZ

m
ak

e 
in

d
y 

m
or

e 
co

m
p

et
iti

ve
 • 

m
ak

e 
in

d
y 

m
or

e 
co

m
p

et
iti

ve
 • 

m
ak

e 
in

d
y 

m
or

e 
co

m
p

et
iti

ve
 • 

m
ak

e 
in

d
y 

m
or

e 
co

m
p

et
iti

ve
 •

1. It could shift market demand away from larger 4 or 5 bedroom homes and more towards 
2 or 3 bedroom homes.

2. If fewer people are demanding a specific neighborhood or type of home, there will be 
more supply of those places or homes than there are buyers, driving down property 
values.  If more people are demanding a place or house, on the other hand, there won’t 
be enough of it, causing property values to increase.

3. Each land use pays a different amount of property tax but also demands differing levels 
of public services.  A healthy mix insures adequate revenues to cover all the services 
required.

4. Baseline, distinctive, and exceptional.

5. People who don’t live there!  That’s because property values are dependent on someone 
willing to pay that price.  Understanding what they are looking for in homes and 
neighborhoods is important to maintain values.
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notesTHE LAND USE PLAN FOR 
INDIANAPOLIS + MARION 
COUNTY
The Marion County Land Use Plan is one element of the 
Comprehensive Plan for Indianapolis and Marion County. 
The plan is required by state statute as a basis for zoning 
and must include objectives and policies for future land use 
development.  It is a policy document, not law, designed 
to promote the orderly development and redevelopment 
of the county. The Marion County Land Use Plan consists 
of two major components: A Land Use Pattern Book and 
a Land Use Map. The Land Use Pattern Book is the written 
component of the Marion County Land Use Plan, and lays 
out the land uses and districts that are applied in the Land 
Use Map.

WHAT VALUES GUIDE THE PLAN?
As a component of Plan 2020, a planning initiative for 
Indianapolis’ Bicentennial legacy, the Marion County Land 
Use Plan is guided by the Plan 2020 Bicentennial Agenda 
(the Comprehensive Plan’s Vision and Values component). 
The four major goals set out in the Bicentennial Agenda are 
to make Indianapolis healthier, more resilient, more inclusive, 
and more competitive.

WHAT ARE SOME OF THE LIMITATIONS OF THE LAND 
USE PLAN?

The Land Use Plan is a policy guide, not law. The Land 
Use Plan provides guidance when someone wants to 
change their zoning, but it doesn’t say what they are 
legally allowed to do on their property. That’s the role of 
the zoning ordinance. If a property is already zoned for 
a use that’s not recommended in the Land Use Plan, the 
property owner isn’t required to consult the Land Use 
Plan. Furthermore, specific regulations such as how many 
parking spots or the percentage of open space that a 
development needs are covered by the zoning ordinance, 
not the Land Use Plan.

The Land Use Plan provides guidance on how land use and 
development responds to infrastructure, but it doesn’t 
impact how infrastructure responds to development. For 
example, the Land Use Plan can say that a big housing 
development needs to be on a street that is wide enough 
to handle the traffic, but it can’t say a street needs to be 
widened because a big housing development already 
exists. Other plans in the Comprehensive Plan system, 
such as the Thoroughfare Plan and Pedestrian Plan, do set 
forth policy on those issues, however.
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notes The Land Use Plan won’t change the way things are today. 
It’s a long-term vision for how Indianapolis should change 
and grow over time. Most of that change will happen 
through private development. It is the role of the Land Use 
Plan to make recommendations on how and where that 
development should happen.

COMPONENTS OF THE PLAN
Land Use Pattern Book – The Land Use Pattern Book is 
the written component of the Land Use Plan. It outlines 
the types of land uses that are recommended in different 
typologies and overlays. It also sets forth the conditions 
under which those uses are appropriate.

Land Use Map – The Land Use Map applies typologies and 
overlays to specific geographies within Marion County. To 
find out what recommendations the Land Use Plan makes 
for an area or property, you would first look at the map to 
see what typology and what (if any) overlays are assigned to 
it. 

HOW IS THIS LAND USE PLAN DIFFERENT FROM 
PREVIOUS LAND USE PLANS?
Until this plan, the Land Use Plan has actually been a 
fragmented system of dozens of different neighborhood, 
corridor, and township plans, some of which haven’t been 
updated since the 1980’s. All of these plans were created 
using different classification systems, and many of them 
include recommendations that are not related to land use. All 
of these factors make a multiple-plan system cumbersome, 
difficult to use, and impossible to keep up to date. The new 
Land Use Plan will shift to a countywide planning system 
that is flexible and adaptable enough to stay relevant as 
neighborhoods change and grow over time.

During this update, most neighborhood and corridor plans 
that were created by DMD staff after 2008 will be retained. 
These plans reflect post-recession market changes and 
involved a lot of public engagement and participation that 
shouldn’t be discounted. Plans created after 2008 will be 
incorporated into the county-wide system in a future update.

KEY CONCEPT
A ‘typology’ is land use 
classification for an area or 
neighborhood that has the 
same general characteristics 
throughout. They are grouped 
into ‘Living Typologies’, which 
are primarily residential 
(places where people live), 
‘Working Typologies’, which 
are primarily non-residential 
(places where people work), 
and ‘Mixed-Use Typologies, 
which have a more balanced 
distribution of residential and 
non-residential uses.  

KEY CONCEPT
An ‘overlay’ is an area that 
requires special consideration 
due to factors such as 
environmental sensitivity, 
airport proximity, or because 
a certain type of development 
should be promoted or 
restricted. Overlays add, 
remove, or modify uses that 
are recommended in the base 
typology. 
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notesHOW TO USE THE PLAN
1. Consult the Land Use Map to determine which 

typology and overlays (if any) are assigned to the area 
or property in question.

2. Refer to the Land Use Pattern Book to determine what 
land uses are recommended within the typology. 

3. Each land use within a typology has certain conditions 
that determine how and where that use is appropriate 
within an area. 

4. If you have questions about why those conditions 
are applied, you can refer to the “Planning Rationale” 
chapter of the Pattern Book to learn more. The 
Rationale chapter explains how each of the conditions 
helps to achieve the four goals of the Bicentennial 
Agenda – to make Indy healthier, more inclusive, more 
resilient, and more competitive. 

5. If the area or property in question has an Overlay 
applied to it, flip to the end of the Typology’s section 
to read about how it adds, removes, or modifies uses 
that are recommended by the base typology.  

6. If the area or property in questions falls within 
a “Critical Area,” that means there are special 
circumstances where custom modifications needed to 
be made to the recommendations in the Pattern Book. 
Refer to that Critical Area’s corresponding text for 
further guidance.

What if the property in question is assigned a specific 
land use, rather than a typology?

Some land uses, such as floodways and regional special 
uses such as hospitals and large sports facilities, have 
very specific needs and are therefore not compatible with 
the typology system. These uses are therefore mapped on 
a parcel-by-parcel basis.
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notes EXAMPLE
This example of a Land Use map shows you how to use the 
Land Use Pattern Book in several different situations.

1. Parcel “1” is in the Traditional Neighborhood Typology. 
That means a range of uses such as attached housing 
(like townhomes) and small-scale shops and offices 
could be recommended. To determine if they’re allowed 
on this particular parcel, we need to read the conditions 
for each use in the Traditional Neighborhood chapter of 
the Pattern Book.  So, for attached housing, the Pattern 
Book says it should be organized around intersections. 
This parcel is on an intersection, so attached housing 
would be recommended here. If this parcel weren’t in 
an overlay, a small-scale office may also be appropriate 
for this location. However, Parcel “1” falls within a 
Residential Corridor Reserve (RR) Overlay. The Overlays 
section, which can be found at the end of the Traditional 
Neighborhood chapter, tells us that Small-Scale Offices, 
Retailing, an Personal or Professional Services are 
removed as a recommened use in this overlay.

2. Parcel “2” is in the Traditional Neighborhood Typology, 
also. A portion of Parcel “2” falls into an Environmentally 
Sensitive (ES) Overlay. By referenceing the Overlays 
section of the Traditional Neighborhood chapter of 
the Pattern Book, we learn that if we want to build 
a detached single-family home here, it needs to be 
oriented on the site to minimize it’s impact on the natural 
environment, and that it shoudl preserve or add 30% of 
the parcel as naturalized area or tree canopy. 

3. Parcel “3” is in the Traditional Neighborhood Typology, 
but does not fall into an overlay. Only the base land 
use recommendations in the Traditional Neighborhood 
chapter of the Pattern Book apply. 

4. Parcel “4” is in the Village Mixed-Use Typology. Uses such 
as housing, shops and services, schools, and parks are 
all recommended within this Mixed-Use typology. Parcel 
“4” does not fall into an overlay, so only the base land 
use recommendations apply. By reading the conditions 
for uses in the Village Mixed-Use chapter of the Pattern 
Book, we can see that if we want to put a school on 
this parcel, it has to have a sidewalk that connects it to 
any residential development within half a mile, and that 
it can’t be within 1000 feet of a highway, freeway, or 
expressway. 
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Village Mixed-Use

Residential Corridor Reserve (RR)

Environmentally Senstive (ES)

Example Parcel
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