
 
 

 

 Model Policy 

Anti-sprawl Development Fees 
Lancaster, CA 
By Neha Bhatt and Michael Ryan 
 
New development frequently requires higher 
maintenance and operational funds for surrounding 
public infrastructure or even new capital costs for 
extension of public services. Expanded roads, new 
traffic signals, extended sewer lines, new drainage 
facilities and parks are all examples of public upgrades 
necessitated by new private development. These cost 
burdens are typically borne by taxpayers and can 
become fiscally draining especially as development 
stretches further from the core community.   
 
In 1993, Lancaster, CA sought to counterbalance this 
phenomenon with a set of development impact fees 
specifically designed to defray the public costs that 
occur due to new residential, commercial and 
industrial projects, especially when those projects are 
located far from existing infrastructure.   
 
Lancaster’s Urban Structure Program calculates a basic development impact fee for all new 
projects based on annual service costs corresponding to a 20-year horizon for things like road 
construction and maintenance, signals, flood control, park services, administration, etc.  For 
projects located outside the designated core of the City, a surcharge is added based on increasing 
distance.  The larger the development is and the further it is from the center, the higher the fees. 
A computerized model determines the surcharge. Revenues from the fees go toward the 
improvement of streets, drainage/flood control, water and sewage services, park acquisition and 
development, as well as, some county and state services.  Fee schedules are updated annually 
and must be paid before the building permit is issued.  Penalty for late payment is 25% of the 
assessed fees plus 8.3% interest for every delinquent month.   
 
Before this policy was instituted, developers were more likely to build far from Lancaster’s central 
core because of cheaper land prices.  Now, except for special, large scale, mixed-use 
developments, almost all projects are assessed under this program and the distance-based 
criterion creates an incentive to build in or close to the center of the community.  Studies have 
shown the distance-based pricing differential has prompted new development to be located closer 
to the center.  From 1995 to 2000, the Lancaster’s population grew by 16%, yet little growth 
occurred outside the urban core.1 A 2014 study titled Smart Growth Savings by the Victoria 
Transport Policy Institute also found the fee structure helps promote infill development, reporting 

“It’s more cost-effective now for 
developers to build on land near the 
urban core. We want to 
accommodate growth and 
development, but we don’t growth 
and development, but we don’t 
want the cost of that growth 
transferred to people already living 
here.” 

David Ledbetter 
Urban Structure, Program coordinator  

SOURCE: International Council for Local 
Environmental Initiatives, 2000 
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an estimated $5,500 impact fee for a typical new home built within the core and $10,800 for one 
that is a mile outside the core.2 
 
Provisions within the policy allow reductions, deferments or even waivers of fees related to street 
improvement, drainage, flood control, and traffic signalization, which may be obtained if the city 
manager determines the project will create a substantial number of new jobs or generate significant 
sales tax revenues. Developers may also opt to build the infrastructure improvements themselves 
in lieu of paying the fees. And, there is an appeal process if a developer feels the fees do not 
accurately reflect the fiscal impacts of their project.  
 
In 2010, Lancaster passed the Building Incentive Stimulus Program in order to stimulate post-
recession construction.  It drops the development impact fees by 25% and allows payments to be 
delayed until construction is complete for commercial and industrial projects.  The adjustment in 
fees helped bring back Lancaster’s building market, which had slumped after the 2008 economic 
downturn, according to the California League of Cities.3  
 
Lancaster’s development impact fees law: 
http://library.municode.com/HTML/16042/level2/TIT15BUCO_CH15.64DEIMFE.html 
(Municipal code: Chapter 15.64 Development Impact Fees) 
 
Lancaster’s 2013 fee schedule: 
http://www.cityoflancasterca.org/Modules/ShowDocument.aspx?documentid=21272  
 
 
                                                 
1 Best Practices for Climate Protection: A Local Government Guide. International Council for Local Environmental 
Initiatives. 2000. Page 24. 
https://www.broward.org/NaturalResources/ClimateChange/Documents/Best_PracticesLocalGov.pdf  
2 Littman, T. Smart Growth Savings: What we know about public infrastructure and service cost savings, and how they 
are misrepresented by critics. Victoria Transport Policy Institute.  April 2014. Page 7. http://www.vtpi.org/sg_save.pdf.  
3 Lancaster’s “Building Incentive Stimulus Program.”  Retrieved November 3, 2014.  http://www.cacities.org/Member-
Engagement/Helen-Putnam-Awards/California-City-Solutions/2013/Lancaster%E2%80%99s-Building-Incentive-
Stimulus-Program  
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