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Browse This  

Public Deals for Cities and Counties 

DON’T MISS OUT: THE STORY 

Are government give-aways really an incentive or a costly burden for taxpayers? Broad use has 

grown substantially in this new century. 

WHAT'S THIS ABOUT? 

Meet TIF (Tax Increment Financing). This popular financing technique has been around since 

the 1960s to remove slum and blight. Hello 1980s: Use expanded to attract economic 

development projects during the Iowa farm crisis. Now, it’s become one of the most used and 

thus most controversial financing methods among public sector and economists, researchers 

and government watchdogs.  

EXPLAIN. 

TIFs are widely accepted as an effective economic development incentive among economic 

development organizations and elected officials. TIF incentives cost the State of Iowa a 

significant amount of money, and likewise, cities / or towns. Now counties are getting in on the 

action.  

While TIFs are usually considered positive tools for economic development, and many 

communities report real stories of successful application, taxpayers must consider how 

important are TIFs to businesses when deciding where to locate? Are TIFs really effective in 

creating jobs? Do TIFs cause unnecessary friction between jurisdictions competing for 

companies to locate? Are taxpayers paying more due to a frozen tax base? Could public monies 

be better spent? Has there been adequate community evaluation? 

WHAT ARE PEOPLE SAYING? 

TIFs are criticized for funneling money away from other taxing bodies to projects in the 

authorizing entity.  

TIF also enables the establishing entities to incur debt to fund local improvements that are 

expected to remedy blight or spur economic development. These improvements do increase 

property valuations and tax revenues when the TIF expires.  
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WHERE ARE WE NOW? 

Translation – taxpayers - you and me - are paying for this . . . until TIFs expire at 20 years. The 

next few years, when projects conclude, will reveal if the give a-ways have been successful. 

Twenty years is a very long time to freeze tax revenues, allowing only the authorizing entity to 

collect the increment increase, and sometimes applying this increment to projects in another 

project district. 

WHAT TO DO?  

What would help fix the problem? Iowa Legislators have frequently introduced amendments to 

reign in overuse, but the proposals never make it out of committee allowing the House or 

Senate to debate the issues.  

Competition for industry was not intense when laws were initially enacted. However near the 

end of the 20th century, as the state enjoyed a slight increase in population and a period of job 

and manufacturing growth, TIF use grew in scope and popularity. Now that trend has reversed 

and the state has lost manufacturing jobs to technology.  

IT’S COMPLICATED.  

Tax credits are also available to provide businesses incentives to attract and train workers and 

help communities to build housing.  

QUESTIONS need answers. Should the time period for economic development projects be 

reduced? Is 20 years too long? 

Should governing entities assume financial risk for economic development projects when 

traditional (financial) institutions will not?  

More information about individual communities / counties can be found here: 

https://www.legis.iowa.gov/tif/public  

Read the TIF Study Report here: www.lwvia.org  

View Iowa economist Dave Swenson’s presentation “Understanding Iowa’s Economic Situation”   
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“Freedom has responsibilities.” Benjamin Franklin 


