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You’re doing Great! 
What can I teach you?  
You’re good!

What Joe learned:



I’m kidding.

Seriously:





Cognitive Test by Tal Ben-Shahar



“The key to good decision making is not knowledge. 
It is understanding. 

We are swimming in the former. 

We are desperately lacking in the latter.” 

Malcolm Gladwell



Growing a city.

Observation:



















Things Change…



Things Change…The 3 T’s - Trains, Tourism, & Tuberculosis







During the 1920’s



During the 1920’s

• Asheville grew by 20% population/year



During the 1920’s

• Asheville grew by 20% population/year

• Second largest city in NC,              



During the 1920’s

• Asheville grew by 20% population/year

• Second largest city in NC,              

 (larger than Charlotte!)



During the 1920’s

• Asheville grew by 20% population/year

• Second largest city in NC,              

 (larger than Charlotte!)

• Achieved the highest debt per capita in the 
entire United States !!!



During the 1920’s

• Asheville grew by 20% population/year

• Second largest city in NC,              

 (larger than Charlotte!)

• Achieved the highest debt per capita in the 
entire United States !!!

• City thought it had $5M in bank, but when 
the audit on the bank happened, it was 
discovered to only be $18,000



During the 1920’s

• Asheville grew by 20% population/year

• Second largest city in NC,              

 (larger than Charlotte!)

• Achieved the highest debt per capita in the 
entire United States !!!

• City thought it had $5M in bank, but when 
the audit on the bank happened, it was 
discovered to only be $18,000

• 3 days after the elected officials were 
indicted, the Mayor committed suicide
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Thomas Wolfe 
Author (1900-1938) 

You Can’t Go Home Again

They’ve mortgaged those of a generation to come.   
They have ruined a city, 
and in doing so, 
have ruined themselves, their children, and their children’s children.

Asheville has squandered fabulous sums.   
They’ve flung away the earnings of a lifetime.  









Asheville’s Expressway

Development outside 
of downtown was 

encouraged by the 
new expressways.





The  
73  

acre 
Asheville 

Mall 



In the 70’s and 80’s our downtown died



Source:





Asheville’s de facto motto was:  

“That will never work here - don’t even try.”
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In God we trust; 
everyone else, 
bring data.
Mayor Michael Bloomberg
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Asheville’s de facto motto was:  

“That will never work here  - don’t even try.”



Asheville CBD Taxable Value



DON’T TRUST THIS GROUP
OF LYING POLITICIANS!

THE GREAT RIVER GRAB HAS BEGUN!
DON’T BE FOOLED BY THESE CHARLETANS!

HELP US FIGHT!
AshevilleRiverGate.comRiverGate

THIS CORRUPT 
GROUP NEEDS TO 

RESIGN ALONG 
WITH THEIR 

AARRC RIVER 
COMMITTEE



Incorporate (inˈkôrpəˌrāt) 
VERB
Constitute (a company, city, 
or other organization) as a 
legal corporation. 
Source: Oxford Dictionary



“The United States is the 
largest corporation 

in the world.”

Joe Biden 
United States Vice President 
Late Show: 12/6/2016

Source: U.S. Code Title 28: Part VI, Chapter 176, Subchapter A: §302(15)A
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Asheville 
Is 7x >

Life is a game. 
Money is how we keep score. 
- Ted Turner



Question:

What is civic 
knowledge?

















tragically limited in their knowledge of the world



tragically limited in their knowledge of the world



What is a City?
Photo Source: James Harrison



What is a City?
Luminous Earth Grid by Stuart Williams 1993



Land Production
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For 40 years this 
building remained 

vacant…… its tax value 
in 1991 was just over 

$300,000

Today the building is valued at over 
$11,000,000

An increase > 3500% 
  

in 15 years 
The lot is less than 1/5 acre
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$48K $84K
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Asheville 
Walmart

Downtown 
Building

Land Consumed (Acres)

Total Property Taxes Per Acre

City Sales Taxes Per Acre

Residents Per Acre

6 74
Jobs Per Acre

Total Tax Value: 

$11M
Total Tax Value: 

$20M



SCARY MATH



But why don’t people 
see that?

Question:
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Observation:

Taxes drive design.
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Ratio Difference of 60 City  Set, in 21 States (+ a Province)

Joseph Minicozzi, AICPCounty Property Taxes/Acre 



Charles Terrell, CMI 

Director of Property Tax

International Association of Assessing Officers 
80th International Conference 

Sacramento, CA 
August 26, 2014 



WALMART = HOUSE CAT



But people don’t want density!

Observation:



Source: oldplaces.org

What are the numbers for Gwinnett County?

http://www.oldplaces.org/gwinnettga/album/croganst.html
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1. Urban
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People Per Square Mile 
U.S. Counties

DeKalb County, GA 
2,740 people per sq. mi

Gwinnett County, GA 
1,871 people per sq. mi

Mecklenburg County, NC 
1,756 people per sq. mi

Davidson County, TN 
1,243 people per sq. mi

Travis County, TX 
1,034 people per sq. mi

Wake County, NC 
992 people per sq. mi

Buncombe County, NC 
344 people per sq. mi

Orange County, NC 
313 people per sq. mi

Charlotte
Nashville

Austin
Raleigh

Asheville
Chapel Hill

= 100 people
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Tax Value Per Acre 
Gwinnett County, GA

Source: Gwinnett County Assessor (2014)

Tax Value 
Per Acre ($)

Lowest

Highest

Bank of Buford 
$7.8M per acre



Austin Nashville Charlotte Raleigh Chapel Hill Asheville Gwinnett

$476M
Highest Value Per Acre 
Communities in the U.S.

$192M
$150M

$110M

$52M $46M
$8M
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Tax Value 
Per Acre ($)

Lowest

Highest

Lawrenceville 
(Gwinnett County, GA)

$192M/acre

$476M/acre
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Austin 
(Travis County, TX)

Nashville 
(Davidson County, TN)



ISN’T THAT SPATIAL

WELL



Cary, 
North Carolina

Case Study: Economic MRI® 
2019
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Population: 
Land Area: 

Density: 
Total Value: 

Value Per Capita 
Peak Productivity: 

174,000 
60 sq.mi. 
2,915 people/sq.mi 

$23B  
$13M value/100 people 

$14.5 value/acre  
           (Mayton Inn) 

94,500 
45 sq.mi. 
2,080 people/sq.mi 

15B 

$16M value/100 people 
$187M value/acre 
               (Arras Hotel) 

Source: 2019 data, Urban3, Wikipedia
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What about the cost of 
development patterns?

Question:



Case Study: Economic MRI®

Annapolis, Maryland



“A business should be run 
like an aquarium, where 
everybody can see what’s 
going on —  
what’s going in,  
what’s moving around, 
what’s coming out.” 

Jack Stack 
SRC Holdings 

Author, The Great Game of Business. 



N

5,000,001 - 7,000,000

Taxable Value 
Per Acre ($)

4,000,001 - 5,000,000

3,500,001 - 4,000,000

2,500,001 - 3,500,000

2,100,001 - 2,500,000

1,750,001 - 2,100,000

1,500,001 - 1,750,000

1,000,001 - 1,500,000

100,001 - 1,000,000

< 100,000

0

7,000,001 - 15,000,000

> 15,000,000

Taxable Value Per Acre 
Annapolis, MD

CHESAPEAKE BAY

Park Place Condos

Source: SDAT (2022) 



Annexation History
Comparative Spatial Modeling of Economic Change
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A ROAD IS FOREVER
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What are the leaks in 
the system?  (pun intended)

Question:



Case Study: Economic MRI®

Springfield, Missouri
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How government is set up. How we operate in cities.



Use data for infill decisions 
and interrogate bias.

Lesson:



Indianapolis, 
Indiana 

Case Study: Economic MRI®

2019
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Marion County, IN

Roads
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922 SF

759 SF
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$.73/SF
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Buildings

Parking

Land Use Valuation
Marion County, IN

$22/SF*

71x Difference

*Source: Urban3 Estimate

3,014 years

42 years

Years to recoup $22/s.f. road 
cost from 1% Property Taxes
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Car Ownership by Block Group
 Indianapolis, IN

* Census blocks within pedestrian 
shed along transit corridors.

N

Source: Marion County Assessor



Households with no vehicles.
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Households with no vehicles.

Car Ownership by Block Group
 Indianapolis, IN

Households with 1 vehicle Households with 2 vehicles Households with 3 vehicles

Marion County Near Transit*

* Census blocks within pedestrian 
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Households with no vehicles. Households with 1 vehicle Households with 2 vehicles Households with 3 vehicles

* Census blocks within pedestrian 
shed along transit corridors.

N

Source: Marion County Assessor

Not everyone has a car.

Bias Buster:

Car Ownership by Block Group
 Indianapolis, IN

Marion County

Near Transit*





Design affects 
productivity.

Observation:



South Bend, 
Indiana

Case Study: Economic MRI® & Fiscal ROI®

2017 & 2020



Taxable Value Per Acre  
South Bend, IN

Downtown
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Roads Storm & Sewer Pipes

Annual Cost $38K $28K

Roads

Annual Cost $38KAnnual Cost



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

Built 1970s
88 Houses: Cul-de-sac 

South Bend, IN



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

Built 1970s
88 Houses: Cul-de-sac 

South Bend, IN



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

Built 1970s
88 Houses: Cul-de-sac 

South Bend, IN



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

Built 1970s
88 Houses: Cul-de-sac 

South Bend, IN



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

Built 1970s
88 Houses: Cul-de-sac 

South Bend, IN



Built 1970s

Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN



Annual Cost

Built 1970s

Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN



Roads

Annual Cost $78KAnnual Cost

Built 1970s

Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN



Roads Storm & Sewer Pipes

Annual Cost $75K $35K

Roads

Annual Cost $78KAnnual Cost

Built 1970s

Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN



Roads Storm & Sewer Pipes Water Pipes

Annual Cost $75K $35K $12K

Roads Storm & Sewer Pipes

Annual Cost $75K $35K

Roads

Annual Cost $78KAnnual Cost

Built 1970s

Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN



Roads Storm & Sewer Pipes Water Pipes Total

Annual Cost $75K $35K $12K $122K

Roads Storm & Sewer Pipes Water Pipes

Annual Cost $75K $35K $12K

Roads Storm & Sewer Pipes

Annual Cost $75K $35K

Roads

Annual Cost $78KAnnual Cost

Built 1970s

Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Grid vs. Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN

Built 
1920s-1940s Built 1970s

Infrastructure
Roads
Water Pipe
Combined Sewer
Separated Sewer
Stormwater

=

1.2x

2x

1.5x



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Grid vs. Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN

Built 
1920s-1940s Built 1970s

Infrastructure
Roads
Water Pipe
Combined Sewer
Separated Sewer
Stormwater

Water Pipe Costs

=

1.2x

2x

1.5x



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Grid vs. Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN

Built 
1920s-1940s Built 1970s

Infrastructure
Roads
Water Pipe
Combined Sewer
Separated Sewer
Stormwater

$12K $12K
Water Pipe Costs

=

1.2x

2x

1.5x



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Grid vs. Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN

Built 
1920s-1940s Built 1970s

Infrastructure
Roads
Water Pipe
Combined Sewer
Separated Sewer
Stormwater

$12K $12K
Water Pipe Costs

Storm & Sewer Pipe Costs

=

1.2x

2x

1.5x



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Grid vs. Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN

Built 
1920s-1940s Built 1970s

Infrastructure
Roads
Water Pipe
Combined Sewer
Separated Sewer
Stormwater

$28K $35K

$12K $12K
Water Pipe Costs

Storm & Sewer Pipe Costs

=

1.2x

2x

1.5x



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Grid vs. Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN

Built 
1920s-1940s Built 1970s

Infrastructure
Roads
Water Pipe
Combined Sewer
Separated Sewer
Stormwater

$28K $35K

$12K $12K
Water Pipe Costs

Storm & Sewer Pipe Costs

Road Cost

=

1.2x

2x

1.5x



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Grid vs. Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN

Built 
1920s-1940s Built 1970s

Infrastructure
Roads
Water Pipe
Combined Sewer
Separated Sewer
Stormwater

$28K $35K

$38K $75K

$12K $12K
Water Pipe Costs

Storm & Sewer Pipe Costs

Road Cost

=

1.2x

2x

1.5x



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Grid vs. Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN

Built 
1920s-1940s Built 1970s

Infrastructure
Roads
Water Pipe
Combined Sewer
Separated Sewer
Stormwater

$28K $35K

$38K $75K

$12K $12K
Water Pipe Costs

Storm & Sewer Pipe Costs

Road Cost

Annual Total Costs

=

1.2x

2x

1.5x



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Grid vs. Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN

Built 
1920s-1940s Built 1970s

Infrastructure
Roads
Water Pipe
Combined Sewer
Separated Sewer
Stormwater

$28K $35K

$38K $75K

$12K $12K
Water Pipe Costs

Storm & Sewer Pipe Costs

Road Cost

$79K $122K
Annual Total Costs

=

1.2x

2x

1.5x



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Grid vs. Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN

Built 
1920s-1940s Built 1970s

Infrastructure
Roads
Water Pipe
Combined Sewer
Separated Sewer
Stormwater

$28K $35K

$38K $75K

$12K $12K
Water Pipe Costs

Storm & Sewer Pipe Costs

Road Cost

$79K $122K
Annual Total Costs

=

1.2x

2x

1.5x

Roads Revenues (10% of Property Tax)

$22K $21K



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Grid vs. Cul-de-sac 
South Bend, IN

Built 
1920s-1940s Built 1970s

Infrastructure
Roads
Water Pipe
Combined Sewer
Separated Sewer
Stormwater

$28K $35K

$38K $75K

$12K $12K
Water Pipe Costs

Storm & Sewer Pipe Costs

Road Cost

$79K $122K
Annual Total Costs

Deficit: -$57K
=

1.2x

2x

1.5x

Roads Revenues (10% of Property Tax)

$22K $21K



Source: South Bend, IN (2020)

88 Houses: Grid vs. Cul-de-sac 
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Built 
1920s-1940s Built 1970s

Infrastructure
Roads
Water Pipe
Combined Sewer
Separated Sewer
Stormwater

$28K $35K

$38K $75K

$12K $12K
Water Pipe Costs

Storm & Sewer Pipe Costs

Road Cost

$79K $122K
Annual Total Costs

Deficit: -$57K
Deficit: -$101K

=

1.2x

2x

1.5x

Roads Revenues (10% of Property Tax)

$22K $21K



Source:

If you can’t measure it, 
you can’t 

manage it.
Mayor Michael Bloomberg



Are we aware of assessment 
policy quirks?

Observation:



Dell Avenue

Map: 
Neil Thomas 
Resource Data, Inc.

Analyst: 
Derek Sanders 
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Analyst: 
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MARKET  FORCES



OK Joe.  What do we 
do with this?

Question:



Do more Ray stuff!







Just put  
your happy 
little numbers  
on a map.   

Don’t  
worry  
about 
mistakes.



Source: © Bruce Bennett/Getty ImagesTom Dondon : Logan Stankoven 
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Operating Expense Ratio (Per Acre) 
Eugene, OR

Downtown

Net Negative

Net Positive

Crescent Village

Bird’s Eye View

NOTE: Model demonstrates physical 
infrastructures such as bridges, roads, 
etc.; and does not calculate for police, 
fire, library, etc.

2018

N

Source: City of Eugene

You cannot change what you cannot see.



DO THE 
MATH


