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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Public cost impact of Gulch proposal 

• The project would divert millions of square footage of new development 
away from taxpaying locations where it would have occurred 

• It merely shuffles economic activity from one part of the city to another  
• It would therefore cause a huge drop in revenues available to meet citywide 

and APS needs; it would also incur major infrastructure costs  
• Estimated total public revenue loss of $1.58Bn, of which $1.18Bn loss to 

APS, city and county and $400mm loss to state. Assumes no 10-year TAD 
extension 

• It would preclude for 20 years any new TAD to revitalize other parts of the 
city  

 

Public Benefits 

• The claimed 1,800 construction and 35,000 permanent jobs would happen 
without the Gulch project, which would not create new job demand 

• The City’s Springsted report on the Gulch proposal’s economic impact is not 
objective or realistic - a jumble of numbers spit out of a black box 

• Development of the Gulch confers no obvious spillover benefits that would 
justify public subsidies by the larger Atlanta community 

• It would not benefit citizens living in the neighborhoods most impacted 
 

Affordable housing 

• Faintest of promises on affordable housing and community benefits 
• Total value of affordable housing of around $40 million is quite small 

relative to the $1.75 Billion public subsidy 
• Concern over the provision allowing rental units to be sold after 3 years  
• Offered affordability for households at incomes around $48,000 and up fails 

to help those in direst housing need 
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Overall assessments 

• A patent giveaway: fabulous riches in return for next to nothing  
• This is not an incentive. This should be an equity position in the project 
• With a name like “The Gulch,” this project has the potential to live on in 

infamy as the example of misguided development policy 
• The Gulch proposal is the latest in a long line where a very narrow group of 

people and interests decide the city’s priorities 
 

Alternatives for Gulch 

• The Gulch could be developed incrementally, with a fair and enforceable 
agreement that directly addresses the city’s wealth divide and poverty 

• That hundreds of millions of dollars are needed to make the site developable 
indicates that this is a poor candidate for promoting development at all.  A 
perfectly reasonable alternative is to leave the Gulch as it is. This is the 
realm for private financial speculation, not for local government action  
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OVERALL REVIEW OF THE CIM GULCH PROPOSAL 

Mike Dobbins  

Professor of the Practice, School of City and Regional Planning, Georgia Tech 

Former Commissioner of Planning & Community Development, City of Atlanta 

10/13/18 

Atlanta has long held its spot on the bottom rung of cities with the greatest wealth 
divide and the least hope for our kids who grow up in poverty to ever escape it. 
Hope, however, rose during the election, when housing affordability played a 
defining role in the dialogue. To a lesser extent, equity, that is the will to redirect at 
least some public resources toward closing the gap, and transit for those with the 
greatest needs for access seemed to be rising in “leaders’” discourse.  
 
Now comes the Gulch project, which if greenlighted is a backward freefall for 
those hopes and a giant leap forward for delivering ever more public resources into 
the pockets of billionaires. People who are showing themselves to be 
contemptuous of civic accountability and dismissive of the founding principle of 
our democracy, that all people are created equal. For me, this is not so much a 
failure of morality (which it is), as a further stab into the fabric of civic society, 
threatening social and economic sustainability.   
 
What’s wrong with the deal? Trying to be brief:  

• The deal as trumpeted is rife with false premises: 
o “no cost?” – at whatever market level, through massive subsidy the 

project’s competitive edge will divert millions of square footage of 
new investment away from other locations, fully taxpaying locations, 
where it would have occurred 

o No, at great cost: the result will cause a huge drop in city revenues 
available to meet city-wide needs, not to mention the offsite costs the 
development will incur 

o Unless they can prove that their development would induce something 
like a doubling of market absorption for the next couple of decades, 
the whole lineup of below promises is a chimera 

o The deal extends and sequesters huge portions of public funding 
capacity, which already way exceeds the cap on funding exposure to 
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ten percent of the city’s tax digest, basically taking TAD financing off 
the table for any future areas 

o The deal further punishes Atlanta Public Schools, whose promising 
initiatives to improve the quality and access to better schools, thus 
more hope for kids in poverty, depends on rising taxes that would be 
diverted under this proposal 

• The deal promises $12 million in city-wide economic development, with no 
representation about how those funds would address our employment and 
wage-challenged citizens 

• The deal promises one thousand to three thousand construction jobs 
o Those would happen anyway, as market driven development occurred 

in other locations, fully tax-paying locations, downtown, midtown, 
midtown west, Atlantic Station, Ponce area, Emory area, Buckhead 
and elsewhere 

• The deal promises 35,000 permanent jobs 
o Again, those would happen anyway, as market driven development 

occurred in other locations, fully tax-paying locations, downtown, 
midtown, midtown west, Atlantic Station, Ponce area, Emory area, 
Buckhead and elsewhere 

• The deal makes the faintest of promises to affordable housing, which 
themselves are a sham:  

o The 200 units promised within the development, in itself a paltry 
number, and not affordable to those whose housing needs are greatest: 
they define affordable as 80% to 120% of AMI, well above where the 
need is greatest; further they provide for conversion within three 
years, setting up the kind of high profit flipping we’ve seen with the 
BeltLine’s so-called affordable production 

o The $28 million commitment to a housing trust fund represents about 
4% of the mayor’s commitment of a billion dollars for affordable 
housing and equates to the construction cost of about 150 units – 
chump change in return for 2-1/2 billion dollars of public expense 

o Doesn’t even match the commitments made for the Atlantic Station 
TAD – 20% of 5000 units at 80% of AMI - back when affordability 
was not even much of a priority of the civic leadership – and the city 
extended the availability of the TAD funds to pay for streets and 
infrastructure necessary to access the development, in some cases 
several blocks of public streets (don’t know how well any of these 
provisions have been monitored or enforced) 
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o The deal makes no promises at all to public education, a key pillar to 
help kids in poverty; indeed it sucks further resources away from the 
school board 

• The deal cripples the kind of multimodal transit service envisioned for the 
Gulch, a longstanding goal of the City, CAP and GDOT, with GDOT 
fronting a plan in 2014 that provided full interconnectivity for local bus, 
MARTA rail, commuter bus, commuter rail, intercity bus, and intercity rail, 
GDOT’s effort much more thoroughly planned out and publicly available 
than the one CIM has made available (until Governor Deal ordered their 
website taken down a few hours after it went up) 

o Again comparing the project to Atlantic Station, the city required 
Atlantic Station to provide free shuttle service to the Arts Center 
MARTA station, a service still provided, again when the tide was just 
beginning to turn on the need for transit and travel choice 

• Finally, the deal offers no detail, at least to the public, on the elements of its 
design, its timelines for delivery of these various elements, the timelines for 
advancing the resources it says it’s committing to “community benefit” thus 
further throwing into doubt that its promises, faint and flimsy as they are, 
can be trusted 

o It has been likened to the Olympics as “transformative,” which in its 
way was indeed transformative – the Olympics incurring no city debt 
and the public commitments associated with it spread citywide, with 
special attention on the “stadium neighborhoods,” Old Fourth Ward, 
Summerhill, Mechanicsville, Vine City and English Avenue; the 
current Gulch proposal utterly fails by comparison 

 

In short, the Gulch project as it stands is a patent giveaway, where its progenitors 
gain fabulous riches in return for next to nothing, damaging the spread of city 
reinvestment and thus tax revenues. CIM and its bedazzled boosters are now 
aiming to drop a few more crumbs, as few as possible, to turn a couple of Council 
members, a majority of whom still, thankfully, oppose the project as proposed.  

The alternative? The Gulch should be developed, and it will need public resources, 
and however that happens will take decades. But the Gulch can be developed 
incrementally, transparently, accountably, and with a fair and enforceable 
agreement that directly addresses the city’s wealth divide and poverty. The city has 
the opportunity here to step up its commitment to rise above its longstanding 



 8 

shameful neglect of the 25 percent of its citizens whose needs for their share of 
public resources go unmet. 

  



 9 

THOUGHTS ON THE GULCH 

William H. Boone  

Professor of Political Science, Clark Atlanta University  

October 21, 2018 

To accept the Gulch deal as proposed would not lead to an improvement in the 
objective conditions of many of the citizens of Atlanta. It would not benefit those 
citizens who live in the area most directly impacted by the proposed Gulch 
development.  

Indeed, were the project to go forward, the community would suffer actual loss 
from this massive tax allocation district in terms of funds for schools and services 
for citizens that could have otherwise been generated. 

If we are to be guided by history none of the development projects that have come 
to the city over the last several decades have resulted in an advancement of the 
residents of the areas most directly impacted by the development. The first Atlanta 
Braves stadium resulted in the decimation of the surrounding communities.  The 
social and economic fabric of these communities was destroyed and these 
communities have not regained their prior economic and social structures. The 
same scenario unfolded with the siting of both Atlanta Falcons stadiums. The 
communities surrounding the stadium area have not been revitalized.   Currently 
the city is still grappling with unmet promises connected with the Beltline project. 
Promises were made about the benefits of these and other development projects. 
Jobs and housing would be apart of the developments. In all cases the promises 
were not kept.  

The promises were made without any enforcement mechanism to bring about 
compliance.    If the developers failed to deliver on promised jobs or housing no 
sanctions were in place to force delivery of the promises. The current Gulch 
proposal also brings promises of jobs and affordable housing, but has no strong 
mechanism to force compliance. The promise of affordable housing is very flexible 
and does not address a very real consideration that many living in the impacted 
area live below the area median income (AMI) which is used as the measure of 
affordability. The same argument can be made regarding pegging rent to the AMI, 
and many in the area are renters.  
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The current Gulch development proposal continues a consistent pattern in how 
policy is made in Atlanta. That is, a very narrow group of people and interests 
decide the city’s priorities. This style of policy making has an along history in 
Atlanta dating from the close of the American Civil War and has continued into the 
twenty-first century.  The Gulch proposal is the latest in a long line of development 
proposals conceived and championed by a very narrow group of individuals. In 
short, the city’s priorities have always been set by a very few individuals and 
groups. Those making the development proposals always cast them as being good 
for Atlanta, thus by implication good for all the city’s citizens.     
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STATEMENT ON THE AFFORDABLE HOUSING PROVISIONS IN THE 
CIM GULCH PROPOSAL 

 
Professor Dan Immergluck 
Professor, Urban Studies Institute 
Professor, Public Management and Policy, Andrew Young School of Policy Studies 
Professor, Real Estate Center, Robinson College of Business 
Georgia State University 
 
I have been asked my opinion of the housing affordability commitments in the 
Gulch development proposal, by Georgia Stand Up.  
  
For a project receiving this level of subsidy, 200 units of affordable housing is a 
much lower amount than one would normally expect. I estimate a value of between 
$50,000 to $75,000 per unit for a total value of $10 to $15 million. Together with 
the $28 million cash contribution to an affordable housing trust fund, the total 
value of the affordable housing commitment is estimated at between $38 and $43 
million. This amount is quite small compared to the $1.75 billion or more in 
subsidy. 
  
I have three additional concerns. First, the development documents provide for 
converting affordable rental units to owner-occupied units after three years. And 
these units could be priced as affordable up to 120 percent area median income, 
which would dramatically reduce the cost to the developer at that point. This 
provision effectively reduces the value of the 200 rental units to as little as $3 to 5 
million, reducing the overall commitment (including the $28 million) to $31 to $33 
million. 
  
Second, the rents specified in the documents are in fact not set at levels affordable 
to households earning 80% of area median income. This is because the rents do not 
provide for a utilities allowance. The US Department of Housing and Urban 
Development and the Low Income Housing Tax Credit program require that rents 
plus a utilities allowance be set at no more than 30 percent of income. However, 
the rents specified by the developer *without a utilities allowance*are set at 30 
percent of income. This does not appear to be in compliance with the city’s 2016 
affordable housing requirements ordinance. 
  
Third, the 80% of AMI affordability is not where the need is for affordable rental 
housing. As shown by multiple studies, the need is clearly below 50% AMI. 
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STATEMENT ON THE SPRINGSTED ECONOMIC IMPACT ANALYSES 
OF THE ATLANTA GULCH DEVELOPMENT PROJECT 

Professor J.C. Bradbury  

Professor of Economics, Kennesaw State University 

Faculty Affiliate at the Bagwell Center for the Study of Markets and Economic 
Opportunity 

The information provided in the Springsted summary review of the economic 
impact analyses of the Atlanta Gulch development project indicates that these 
studies are typical PR documents, designed to make the pre-determined case for 
development rather than weigh the realistic costs and benefits of such a project.  
The analyses appear to be non-rigorous fluff, full of flawed assumptions that 
should not be taken seriously as objective or realistic estimates of economic 
impact. They are nothing but a jumble of numbers spit out of a black box.  
Assumptions on speed of development, growth of property values, and occupancy 
are products of optimistic guesses and wishful thinking, assuming that economic 
activity in the rest of the City will continue on as usual, without any consideration 
as to how a future Gulch development would compete with other parts of the local 
economy.  

The most glaring flaw is the failure to consider the opportunity cost of government 
resources and Atlanta businesses.  The City could use these funds to refurbish 
existing infrastructure or support existing programs that have more certain and 
obvious tangible returns to the community.  The returns to these alternative 
investments are not considered.  Also, a large portion of businesses and residents 
that might populate the Gulch development would likely come from other existing 
Atlanta communities, lowering property values and tax assessments in these areas, 
merely shuffling economic activity from one part of town to another.  Assuming all 
gains from Gulch development are in addition to business-as-usual economic 
activity without the development overstates its potential impact.  The only thing 
certain about this project is that the public commitment of taxpayer dollars to the 
project will be large.   

What should we do?  While the Gulch may be unsightly, there is no immediate 
need for the City to act.  If current potential tenants decide to locate elsewhere, 
then other tenants will come along if the development site is as desirable as 
claimed.  Also, this land is not the only space available for inner-city development 
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in Atlanta.  That hundreds of millions of dollars are needed to make the site 
developable indicates that this is a poor candidate for promoting development at 
all.  A perfectly reasonable alternative is to leave the Gulch as it is.  If the returns 
to development of this specific area are high, then private developers have strong 
incentives to develop it on their own.  The property owners are the ones that would 
reap the benefits from any profits generated from the land and diligently monitor 
construction to minimize costs.  Development of the Gulch confers no obvious 
spillover benefits that would justify public subsidies by the larger Atlanta 
community.  This is the realm for private financial speculation, not for local 
government action.   

All boondoggle projects begin with good intentions and high expectations before 
becoming laughingly-bad ideas in hindsight.  Expenses grow bigger with cost 
overruns, revenues fall short of rosy projections, and economic research indicates 
that the potential gains are typically less than the costs.  With a name like “The 
Gulch,” this project has the potential to live on in infamy as the example of 
misguided development policy.  These economic impact estimates appear to be 
little more than wishful thinking combined with development jargon.  The methods 
used in these analyses are not taught in college classrooms nor published in 
economics journals.  The numbers provided in these reports do not provide a 
reasonable justification for the requested development funding.   
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ESTIMATE OF PUBLIC COSTS OF REVISED GULCH SCHEME & 
CRITIQUE OF SPRINGSTED REVIEW 

 
Julian Bene 
Management consultant; former board member and chair of economic 
development committee of Invest Atlanta 
 
The mayor’s office announced on Oct 15 deal terms that dropped the 10-year TAD 
extension. This estimate of the public cost is therefore based on a 20-year TAD. It 
is subject to revision when full details of the new deal are revealed.  
 
CIM proposes a 12mm SF, $5Bn project in the Gulch.  That value per square foot 
of $400+ is consistent with current market values and construction costs in the city. 
 
In the base case, without the proposed Gulch development, space demand from 
economic growth is met by 12mm SF of offices etc. in other parts of the city.  
Property tax would be paid on the full $5Bn of value, when open, at about $90mm 
per year.  Assuming those buildings would be completed on CIM’s schedule of 
development between 2019 and 2038, as shown below, total property tax paid 
would be $1.08Bn in 2018 dollars. 

Year	
2022	

Value	
$mm	
378	

Tax	
$mm	

7	
2023	 787	 15	
2024	 1406	 27	
2025	 1943	 37	
2026	 2256	 43	
2027	 2598	 49	
2028	 2877	 55	
2029	 3389	 64	
2030	 3808	 72	
2031	 4320	 82	
2032	 4739	 90	
2033	 4739	 90	
2034	 4739	 90	
2035	 4739	 90	
2036	 4739	 90	
2037	 4739	 90	
2038	 4739	 90	
Total	 	 1082	
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In the Gulch case, that $5Bn of development would pay taxes into the Gulch TAD.  
This increment would flow back to the Gulch developer in the form of bond 
service, TAD grants or pay-as-you-go tax rebates or a mix of all three, and 
possibly to other Westside TAD grants outside the Gulch.  What is critical in terms 
of public cost is that none of it would flow to the general funds for 20 years. 
 
Comparing the base case to the Gulch case, approving the Gulch scheme would 
therefore deprive the general funds of $1.08Bn of property tax that they would 
otherwise take in as growth occurs in the city. 
 
In addition, CIM projects the EZ sales tax exemption through 2048 would be worth 
about $0.5Bn in 2018 dollars.  We assume that most of the retail sales projected for 
the Gulch would have been generated elsewhere in the city in the base case. The 
state loses 4/5 of the sales tax and the city bears 1/5 of it. 
 
So the total public cost of the revised Gulch scheme is $1.58Bn in 2018 dollars.  
Of this, the city’s general funds (APS, county and city) bear $1.18Bn and the state 
bears $0.4Bn. 
 
This estimate does not include any infrastructure or other site costs that the 
development might impose on the city. 
 

* * * 
Springsted impact assumptions are simply bogus.   

Not one new job is created by CIM. The Gulch development would respond to the 
same demand for office towers, hotels and retail SF as would be coming anyway. 
The Gulch scheme has no economic impact of itself – it’s employers coming to 
town with staff that produce the impact  – and the Gulch does not drive employers’ 
choice of the city. All of the job growth this decade has resulted from employers 
seeking talent; proximity to Georgia Tech and Atlanta’s other universities; and 
proximity to the best-connected airport in the country. Employers will locate in 
offices in Tech Sq., Midtown, S. Downtown and Buckhead, which developers will 
continue to build without tax subsidy, to accommodate this growth in jobs in the 
city. Under the Gulch scheme, those towers would pay nothing to fund services – 
now for 20 years rather than the original 30. 
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Here’s a simple example of how Springsted aims to mislead.  Springsted say the 
Gulch TAD would only be 0.02% of taxable property in the city.  They base this 
on a count of parcels.  What is relevant – what the Schools superintendent is 
worried about and state constitution requires – is the value tied up in TADs.  The 
Gulch’s $5Bn development would represent 7% of the city’s total property.2  7% is 
350 times 0.02%. Misleading or what? 

A Gulch TAD would potentially push combined TAD value to 23% of the city’s 
digest. The state cap is 10% of the digest.  No new TADs are allowed if TAD value 
exceeds that cap. 

Another fun fact: the $5Bn Gulch development is more than the entire growth of 
the city’s digest – residential  & commercial – from 2010 to 2017.  The implication 
of this is that diverting so much development to an effectively tax-free zone would 
have a very negative impact on residents by siphoning off a substantial amount of 
future revenues that should be available to fund schools and other public services. 

 
 
  

                                                        
2 2017 Digest $26.85Bn . Gulch TAD project value $5Bn x 40% = $2Bn 

Gulch TAD percentage of total city digest = 7.4% 

Gulch TAD percentage of total city digest with Gulch added = 6.9% 
Gulch TAD percentage of total city digest with Gulch added = 6.9% 
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COMMENTS OF OTHER EXPERTS 

Brian McGowan  

CEO of Greater Seattle Partners, Senior Fellow at Brookings Institution 

Former CEO of Invest Atlanta, Former CEO of Atlanta Beltline Inc.  

Tweet commenting on a Sept 14 AJC article about the “proposal to provide up to 
$1.75 billion in public financing to help redevelop downtown’s Gulch.”3 

“This is not an incentive. This should be an equity position in the project.” 
 
 
 
Two in-town commercial developers – names withheld:  
 
The city’s hotspots, including Buckhead and Midtown, still have ample parcels of 
older, under-utilized, low-rise property that is ripe for vertical development as 
space demand requires 
 
Locally-based senior executive of a real estate investment firm – name 
withheld: 
 
Conjuring 12mm square feet of new demand to occupy the development that CIM 
is proposing is not credible. The Gulch development would have to cannibalize 
natural in-town demand growth, displacing it from elsewhere in the city 
 
Downtown class A office rents in the $20s / SF do not nearly support new office 
construction costs of $400 + / SF, let alone cover the cost of platforming the Gulch.  
The project does not appear viable. 
 
 

                                                        
3 https://twitter.com/BMxGowan/status/104062174956456755 


