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Weaving Together Vibrant Communities
through Transit-Oriented Development
By Allison Brooks, Reconnecting America
Introduction

T

ransit-oriented development (TOD) is a community development model focused on nurturing
healthy people and places and better connecting
them to one another through a robust, “multimodal”1 transportation network. At its core, TOD is about
connecting, or reconnecting, the fabric of our communities—imagine a quilt, if you will—where neighborhoods
and places of varying shapes, colors, sizes and textures
are integrated into a vibrant and cohesive region. Implementing equitable TOD involves rethinking the current
paradigm, where a person’s zip code can determine important outcomes such as educational attainment or employment opportunities.
To that end, fostering TOD requires collaboration and
coordination among a varied set of actors from different
disciplines. These different actors operate at all scales in a
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range of capacities including transportation and planning
practitioners, elected officials, non-profit organizations,
community-based advocates, for-profit and non-profit developers, financial institutions, the philanthropic sector,
and service providers, to name a few! They come from
fields such as transportation, community development,
economic development, education, business, health,
labor and the environment, among others. Given the wide
range of actors and disciplines that need to be engaged in
the TOD process and the variety of places and conditions
where development can occur, TOD is a complex community development model to implement.
But, at the same time, the range of benefits that can be
realized by optimizing the symbiotic relationship between
public transportation and comprehensive community development is very real, particularly for low- and moderateincome (LMI) individuals and working families. Some of
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these benefits include:
• Improved access to job centers and economic
opportunity;
• Expanded mobility choices that reduce dependence
on the automobile, reduce transportation costs and
free up income for other purposes;
• Reduction in neighborhood isolation and concentrated poverty across a region;
• Walkable communities that accommodate more
healthy and active lifestyles;
• Reduced vehicle miles traveled (VMT) and thereby
lowered greenhouse gas emissions;
• Reduced dependence on foreign oil;
• Potential for added value created through increased
and/or sustained property values where transit investments have occurred, which can be invested back into
the community.
In recognition of these potential benefits, TOD has
gained traction over the last ten years and is being embraced by federal agencies like the Department of Transportation (DOT), Housing and Urban Development (HUD)
and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). DOT,
HUD and EPA recently formed the Interagency Partnership for Sustainable Communities and have demonstrated
a commitment to investing in equitable TOD at levels that
can truly bring it to scale across the country. The Partnership also provides resources and tools to coordinated regional efforts that have introduced innovative approaches
to advance equitable TOD goals around the nation.
The purpose of this article is to define TOD, introduce
the concepts and principles behind the term, and to present
strategies for implementing successful TOD initiatives, especially those that benefit LMI individuals and communities.

What’s TOD Got to Do with It?
Let’s be honest, the term “TOD” fails to strike an emotional chord and doesn’t fully portray the wide range of
benefits associated with TOD. At best, TOD conveys
images of transportation infrastructure and pedestrian
shopping malls. But TOD is much more than its name
implies: it’s about social equity and economic opportunity, cost savings and environmental benefits. TOD actually
stands for a very complicated ideal, one that incorporates
equitable development goals and improved access to regional transportation networks and economic opportunity.
Specifically, however, TOD refers to a mixture of
housing, retail and/or commercial development and amenities, referred to as mixed-use development, integrated
in the neighborhood within a half-mile radius of quality
public transportation. The half-mile distance is based on
research that has identified the average distance a person
will walk to get to their destination, and is a proxy for a
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. . . a more expansive consideration
of TOD requires analysis at multiple
geographic scales so that TOD
becomes a regional strategy for all
communities, not just the urban core.
10-minute walk. While a half-mile is a useful benchmark,
there are characteristics that make some places more walkable than others and which contribute to people’s willingness to walk more than a half-mile to access good quality
transportation, or another destination. Factors that influence a neighborhood’s “walkability” include the size of
blocks, the width of the street and sidewalk, and the existence of amenities like street trees, benches, shops and
services, and good signage that make the walking experience more enjoyable. People are much more likely to walk
in places frequented by other pedestrians, where they feel
safe and where they are visually engaged along the way.
By the very nature of the real estate development and
financing process, there is a strong tendency to think of
TOD as single projects, such as a mixed-use development
project located near a train station. But a more expansive
consideration of TOD requires analysis at multiple geographic scales so that TOD becomes a regional strategy for
all communities, not just the urban core. Indeed, TOD can
occur in a wide range of settings (for example new or wellestablished communities) and accommodate a variety of
uses and densities, making it important to understand the
implications that different types of “place” can have on an
area’s TOD potential. The Center for Transit-Oriented Development (CTOD)2 published the first “TOD Place-type
Typology” in 20043 (see Table 1) to begin to acknowledge
that different strategies are necessary to create holistic
transit-oriented neighborhoods in different types of places.
CTOD has since developed new iterations of the typology for use in specific places—in Denver, Houston, the
San Francisco Bay Area, and Los Angeles—and is in the
process of expanding the place-type approach to further
provide jurisdictions with tangible and realistic strategies
they can implement in support of TOD.
Fostering and building healthy neighborhoods that
enjoy the benefits of increased transit access and walkability requires thinking beyond projects immediately adjacent to transit stations. It requires an evaluation of the
existing assets and conditions in a neighborhood and how
a particular development project can enhance those features. It also requires an understanding of how the neighborhood is linked to opportunities along the transportation corridor and how a neighborhood’s connection to
other places contributes to a larger set of goals that can
only be measured at the regional scale.
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Table 1 Tailoring TOD Strategies for Different Neighborhood Types
Frequency
of Service

Source: Center for Transit Oriented Development

Connecting People and Places
Transit is an essential neighborhood component that
links people to opportunities, reduces economic and
social isolation and plays a key role in making household
budgets more manageable for low-income people and
working families by reducing overall transportation costs.
Over the last century, transportation costs have grown
from an average of 2-3 percent of income to between
15-28 percent in different locations across the country.4
The cause of this dramatic increase is the low-density,
sprawling development patterns that have dominated
over the last 50+ years, and is directly correlated with our
rising dependence on the automobile to get everywhere
we need to go. This direct correlation bears out in data illustrating that auto-ownership drops and transit-ridership
grows as residential density increases.5
For working families earning between $20,000 and
$50,000 and living on the outskirts of a region, auto ownership can be a real financial burden, with transportation
costs exceeding housing costs in many instances.6 A new
study by the American Public Transportation Association
(APTA) calculates that people in the U.S. who used transit
in 2009 saved an average of $9,190.7 This savings can be
especially significant for LMI households, who may other-
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wise operate on a narrow financial margin, as the funds
can be put toward other uses such as education, healthcare, healthy food or recreation.
In 2005, the CTOD and The Center for Neighborhood
Technology (CNT), through support by the Brookings Institution, developed a model for understanding the combined household cost of housing and transportation.8 The
Housing + Transportation Affordability Index (H+T Index)
is a comprehensive tool for measuring the true affordability of housing in different neighborhoods and illustrates the
importance of preserving and building affordable housing
in transit-friendly locations to better meet the financial
needs of low-income people and working families.9 Recognizing the interrelated costs of housing and transportation, it is important for community development professionals to consider the tradeoffs of building affordable
housing in places that are isolated from transportation and
far from job centers, where land is cheaper but services
and amenities are few.
Affordable housing and transportation alone do not
constitute a healthy neighborhood, but they are critical
components of a larger comprehensive community development strategy that serves LMI individuals. Stakeholders
should work together to ensure that neighborhoods located
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near quality transportation preserve and produce the right
mix of housing that is affordable to various income levels,
and that future transportation investments better connect
underserved communities to jobs, educational opportunities, services, amenities and recreation opportunities. A
recent example of this is the Metropolitan Transportation
Commission’s (the regional transportation planning organization for the nine-county San Francisco Bay Area) official commitment in its long-range transportation plan
to reduce the combined housing and transportation cost
burden for LMI residents in the region by 10 percent.10
Meeting and hopefully exceeding this goal will require
a mix of transportation investments and efforts to permanently preserve and build mixed-income housing in a
diversity of transit-rich places across the region. MTC recently committed $10 million as the first investment in a
Bay Area Affordable Housing TOD Fund that will provide
critical resources to help secure land in TOD neighborhoods across the region to provide permanent affordable
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housing opportunities. MTC’s investment is contingent
on fund partners raising an additional $30 million by
August 2011.
As MTC leadership understands, congestion has the
power to put an economic stranglehold on regions. Improving regional connectivity between employment
centers, major attractions and the places where people
live will ultimately make the region, and savvy cities and
towns located in the region, a more competitive place to
do business by offering workers a wider range of commute
options. Linking jobs, housing and other important destinations by transit will also ensure increased transit ridership, which is the bottom line for every transit operator.

Place-Based, Context-Sensitive
Approaches
In order to have a broad range of positive outcomes,
TOD strategies need to be informed by current data and
demographic trends. The National TOD Database, developed by CTOD in collaboration with the Federal Transit
Administration, is a tool that allows local stakeholders to
identify the most effective strategies for their community.
The database includes information on over 4,200 existing
and planned transit stations, as well as census information on the area within a half-mile radius around each
station. Useful demographic, transit ridership, and other
data can be drawn from this resource, providing the ability
to quickly compare conditions across different areas of a
city and with other regions around the country to develop
context-sensitive, place-based TOD strategies.
In addition to its TOD database, CTOD recently
launched an online, interactive tool called the Mixed-Income TOD Action Guide (www.mitod.org) that is geared
towards local jurisdictions working to foster mixed-income TOD around planned transit stations. The goal of
the guide is to help practitioners identify the most appropriate and effective planning tools for achieving mixedincome TOD in their transit station area, and ultimately to
facilitate the development of mixed-income communities
across the U.S. This is an example of a tool designed to
help jurisdictions analyze data, demographic and market
trends and existing conditions to meet specific outcomes
in mixed-income TOD.
TOD strategies must also acknowledge shifting demographic trends. For example, over the next 20 years,
the population of Americans age 65 or older is projected
to be double the elderly population in 2000. Taking into
account that more than 35 percent of older Americans
today—more than 13 million—are considered low-income11 and factoring in that many of these low-income
older Americans will be transit-dependent, there is likely
going to be a growing demand for affordable housing in
TOD neighborhoods that are walkable, safe and close to
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a range of amenities and services. Yet it appears that the
supply of affordable housing near transit could dramatically shrink. Of the more than 250,000 federally subsidized apartments with rental assistance contracts within a
half-mile of “quality transit” (and approximately 200,000
within one-quarter mile) in 20 metropolitan regions across
the country, more than 70 percent are covered by federal
contracts that will expire over the next five years.12 A large
portion of these units are occupied by low-income, transit
dependent, older Americans who would be in significant
hardship if they lost this affordable housing near quality
transportation.
Some key strategies for ensuring low-income people,
particularly the most vulnerable, including seniors, children, and people with disabilities, have access to affordable housing near quality transportation include: 1) Permanently preserving existing federally subsidized apartments
near quality transportation, and 2) Permanently preserving
affordable market rate housing through community land
trusts or TOD property acquisition funds. In addition to
preservation of permanent affordability, other policies
such as rent control or inclusionary zoning can be useful,
but need to be used in appropriate contexts.
Recognizing the limits of a one-size-fits-all approach,
planning for TOD can involve a diversity of approaches
and investments, such as those outlined in Table 2 below.
Another important strategy for a successful TOD implementation process is incorporating protections against
displacement. Communities can become more desirable
through improved transportation connectivity and/or the
introduction of new amenities and services, potentially
pricing out existing LMI residents. There are some key
demographic indicators that give a sense of the vulnerability of local residents to future displacement as market
changes draw new households to the communities surrounding transit stations, including: 1) Median household
income; 2) Percent of renter households; and 3) The share
of expiring affordable units.

Understanding how the local neighborhood is changing over time can also inform TOD planning. Neighborhood level change indicators can include: 1) Change in
educational attainment; 2) Change in family structure; 3)
Change in median household income; and, 4) Change in
income diversity.13 Dramatic changes in these indicators
can help planners identify which neighborhoods are experiencing gentrification and displacement, and which
may be struggling with disinvestment, each calling for its
own unique TOD strategy.
Recent work by CTOD in the City of Los Angeles used
this type of analysis to show how investment strategies
could be tailored to each of the 71 transit station areas in
the City and identified unique characteristics that would
make communities more vulnerable to displacement than
others including demographics, market conditions, development opportunities, and transit connectivity characteristics. The report identified the following types of rapid
demographic changes that characterize more vulnerable
TOD neighborhoods:
Disinvesting: In these neighborhoods, there are an increasing number of residents in lower-income and educational attainment categories, while there is a decline in
the number of residents in higher-income and educational
attainment categories. Strategies that could help change
this dynamic would be major public investment in catalytic development projects and public infrastructure improvements, such as parks, schools, and safe streets, to
spur private investment. Improved access to jobs for local
residents and the support for local economic development
and job training should also be a priority.
Increased Risk of Displacement: In these neighborhoods, there is growth in the number of residents in
higher-income and educational attainment categories,
while there is decline in the number of residents in lower-income and educational attainment categories. This is
sometimes the result of existing households experiencing upward mobility, but may be a sign of displacement.

Table 2 Multiple Approaches to Support TOD

Revitalization & Intensification

Neighborhood Preservation & Stability

Access & Connectivity

Increase density/development

Prevent displacement of vulnerable households

Increase transit ridership

Revitalize commercial corridors

Preserve historic buildings

Overcome barriers to walking/biking

Develop Affordable Housing

Preserve single-family neighborhoods

Improve safety

Assist existing residents
economically (workforce development)

Enhance community activities (parks, schools, etc.)

Improve urban design

Maintain and enhance a particular local identity

Enhance economic/job growth
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Fostering TOD that preserves and
builds permanent opportunities for LMI
individuals to reap the benefits of living
and working in healthy communities
near quality transportation requires
collaboration and coordination across
multiple stakeholders.
Strategies to address vulnerability issues may include permanently preserving existing affordable housing through
property acquisition and land banking or programs such
as rent control, inclusionary housing and stricter condoconversion ordinances.
Polarizing: In these neighborhoods, there are an increasing number of residents at each end of the income
and educational attainment spectrum, and a decline of
middle class residents. This can be reflected in the data
by a decline in the income diversity of residents, while the
median income stays fairly stable. Residents in neighborhoods with this profile are especially vulnerable to sudden
upward shifts in housing costs or to rapid disinvestment. A
range of strategies could be deployed to address this condition including a greater focus on workforce and mixedincome housing, strengthening local public schools, improving access to jobs and the preservation of affordable
housing, with special attention paid to moderate-income
rentals and ownership opportunities.
Of course, not all neighborhoods are experiencing
rapid change. There are a variety of conditions that influence what strategies to deploy. What is important to recognize is that the ability to achieve a successful TOD plan
is often influenced by local context, not only at the neighborhood level, but also in the context of that neighborhood’s location within the region (e.g. is it at the outskirt
of the region, near a major job center, etc.). Ultimately,
using data and context-sensitive analysis to identify effective approaches and to strategically target TOD investments is critical to ensuring that LMI families are the beneficiaries, rather than the victims, of TOD.

Conclusion
People living in diverse regions across the country are
clamoring for more and better public transportation, real-
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izing that having access to quality transportation choices
can translate into a higher quality of life. TOD holds
promise as a community development model to meet
this demand, but we need to ensure that such development adequately serves the needs of LMI individuals and
working families, and meets a broad set of local, regional,
state and federal goals. The success of TOD shouldn’t be
based on an arbitrary formula prescribing a particular mix
of land uses, densities, and urban design applied across
the board to communities large and small. Rather, the
success of TOD should be measured by how neighborhoods, as an integral part of regions, are experiencing the
multiple benefits of TOD that include lowered transportation costs for LMI households, improved access to economic opportunity, reduced VMT, and an overall reduction in greenhouse gas emissions.
Fostering TOD that preserves and builds permanent
opportunities for LMI individuals to reap the benefits of
living and working in healthy communities near quality
transportation requires collaboration and coordination
across multiple stakeholders. A big challenge in the TOD
planning and implementation process is identifying the
champion(s) who will hold the vision and big picture over
the many years it takes to bring a successful TOD effort to
fruition. TOD efforts require intermediaries that bring the
diverse set of actors to the table (a silo buster!), identify
needed expertise at the right time, and access necessary
investments to make key components fall into place or to
fill in gaps. Having long-term and reliable champions for
TOD from the public sector, philanthropy, and the nonprofit and/or community development fields is particularly
important for seeing TOD through a comprehensive community development lens, rather than simply interpreting
TOD as a project near a train station.
The Interagency Partnership for Sustainable Communities between HUD, DOT and EPA has the ability to invest
in equitable TOD champions and align federal resources
to support innovative multi-sector approaches at all levels
of government. Building a strong and diverse constituency
for these efforts to increase the tools, resources and strategies for success will be important if we are to bring equitable TOD to scale across the country and foster healthy
and sustainable neighborhoods for all.
Allison Brooks is Chief of Staff at Reconnecting America, a
national nonprofit organization that is working to integrate
transportation systems and the communities they serve.
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