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Section One – Why Are We Here? 
 

Omaha Tour  de Sprawl 
(Brought to you by OTOC’s Metro Area Development Research Committee) 

Saturday, December 7, 2002 –9:00 AM to Noon 

 
Learn about: 

� �Urban Sprawl and Smart Growth 
� �The City Master Plan – Vision and Goals 
� � Transportation Plan – Vision and Goals 
� � Impact Fees-What are they? Does Omaha need them? 
� � The cost of low density vs higher density. 

See: 
� �The problems created when new development precedes 

construction of supporting street capacity. 
� �What is really happening compared to the planning goals of 

the city’s Master Plan. 
� �Examples of low density, sprawling growth versus higher 

density, mixed use development. 
� �Examples of street/road development after the fact. 

 
 
 
OTOC’s Metro Area Development Research Committee (formerly Urban Sprawl Committee) 
was organized in July 2001 in response to concerns expressed in the 2001 House Meeting 
Campaign about Omaha’s rapid growth in land area, depopulation of the eastern part of the city, 
and growing economic segregation.  MAD committee members are studying Omaha’s Master 
Plan, finding out where developers are following and not following the Plan, and assessing how 
westward development and annexation is affecting the well-being of the entire city. 
 
For more information on MAD and how to join the research committee, call Clyde Anderson 
(932-7225) or Michele Jarzynka (558-8116). 
 
 

 



 

   2 
 
 

Definition of terms 
 
Two terms often used in the debates regarding issues of development are “sprawl”   
and “smart growth.”   What follows are definitions of both terms the MAD 
Committee felt best described what they mean.  Omaha’s Master Plan contains 
many elements of “smart growth.”  

 
URBAN SPRAWL 

·  Separates residential areas from commercial spaces and other land uses. 
·  Lack of contiguous growth resulting in a large array of government 

jurisdictions 
·  Low-density single-family housing development consuming abutting 

farmland. 
·  Exurban strip malls. 
·  Automobile as central means of transportation causing traffic congestion. 

Density too low to support public transit. 
·  Contributes to the decline of older urban, suburban and rural areas. 
·  Drains the central cities of resources, jobs and families. 
·  Economic/income segregation 
·  Often excludes lower and moderate income families by having fewer 

apartment buildings and more affordable single-family homes. 
·  Abandons brownfields and increases pollution of air and water quality. 
  

SMART GROWTH 
·  Contiguous growth minimizing the number of government jurisdictions 
·  Encourages reinvestment in existing communities and more efficient growth 

in undeveloped areas. 
·  Compact development that integrates housing, commercial space and 

services and transportation – promotes high density. 
·  A range of housing types promoting economic/income diversity. 
·  Transportation choices which include walking, biking, public transit as well 

as the automobile. 
·  Preserves open space and critical habitat, reusing land, and protecting water 

supplies and air quality. 
·  Creates more business opportunities and economically competitive 

communities. 
·  Maintains and enhances existing neighborhoods and creates a sense of 

community. 
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OMAHA’S MASTER PLAN 
The following are excerpts from Omaha’s Master  Plan adopted by the Omaha 
City Council in January 1997. Does this descr ibe the Omaha as we know it? 
 
VISION 
“ Omaha must be a community committed to promoting and maintaining a high quality of 
life for all of its people.”  

·  Take advantage of the cultural diversity of its people and help foster an 
appreciation of their differences and a spirit of cooperation to promote overall 
community betterment. 

·  Support the visual and performing arts – accessible to all residents. 
·  Take pride in the physical attractiveness of their city and work to eliminate 

visual blight and to promote high quality design.  
·  Design urban form to eliminate land use conflicts, reduce traffic congestion, 

encourage pedestrian movement and incorporate open space. 
·  Make a commitment to Omaha’s natural environment and work to preserve 

clean air and water, conservation and preservation of open space and 
agricultural land. 

GOALS:  (underlining added) 
·  Manage the growth of the city 

� � Be pro-active rather than reactive regarding development 
� � Establish a contiguous and compact pattern of growth 
� � Prevent new strip office/commercial development 
� � Create a series of high-density, mixed-use areas throughout the city 

·  Develop and maintain a positive city image 
·  Promote and maintain a high quality of urban design 
·  Preserve and promote the city’s physical, ethnic, and cultural heritage 
·  Create healthy and diverse neighborhoods throughout the city 

� � Reverse deterioration in older areas of the central city 
� � Conserve existing stable neighborhoods 
� � Ensure good quality housing with a mix of housing patterns, types and 

styles 
� � Ensure a mix of necessary retail and personal services in all areas 

·  Protect our natural systems and environmental quality 
·  Provide public services efficiently and equitably 

� � Ensure that sanitary sewers are extended in an orderly fashion 
� � Create an interconnected park and open-space system 
� � Link transportation and land use planning and match street sizes to 

surrounding land use with more emphasis on a “ dense network”  street 
system 
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OMAHA MASTER PLAN 
CONCEPTS 
 
Urban Form and Design 
The City of Omaha will establish the basic development patterns for the city. The 
City will utilize its regulatory authority in combination with development 
incentives to guide the balanced and contiguous growth of the city and to 
encourage the redevelopment of deteriorating central city areas. 
 
The City will utilize a pattern of growth that is based on a series of activity centers 
of varying sizes serving different parts of the metropolitan area. These will range 
from small centers serving surrounding neighborhood to the downtown which 
serves as the dominant center for the entire region. 
 
The basic development pattern for Omaha will be based on a series of high-density 
mixed-use areas that together contain the majority of the city’s employment, 
shopping, services, open space and medium-to-high density housing. The bulk of 
the city’s low-density housing will be in areas surrounding high-density mixed-use 
areas. 
 
The City of Omaha will ensure that areas of the city are cohesive in terms of 
appearance and function. The City will require that proposed projects be 
considered within the context of their surroundings and that they be consistent with 
an overall design concept that considers the interrelationship of buildings, 
parking, open space, pedestrian movement and existing site features. 
 
The historic park and boulevard system will be retained and enhanced. Special 
consideration will be given to the beautification of major entries into Omaha in 
order to improve the City’s image. 
 
Regulations, incentives and policies for the preservation, protection and re-
establishment of sensitive natural features will be developed and enforced. 
 
Policies which emphasize higher density development, adaptive reuse, and infill 
will be used to reduce farmland and energy consumption, increase access to 
natural features, reduce flooding, and improve water quality. The expansion of the 
city will be regulated to prevent wasted services and loss of resources. 
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CONCEPTS (cont.) 
 
Infrastructure and Public Service 
The City of Omaha will ensure that all areas of the city are served by adequate, 
well-maintained infrastructure and public services. Services and facilities will 
serve both existing and anticipated development in an efficient, equitable, and cost 
effective manner. Those who benefit from City services will be required to pay for 
the services they receive. 
Sewer Issues: 
Omaha’s sanitary sewer system will be constructed and maintained to meet 
existing and anticipated needs, to promote contiguous growth and to further the 
development pattern established by the Master Plan. Developments in watersheds 
served by sanitary sewers must connect to the system while those in unserved 
watersheds may use on-site systems. The City will ensure that adequate storm-
water controls are established and enforced and will integrate stormwater 
management into it’s multi-purpose open space and recreation network. New 
sewer construction will be balanced with on-going maintenance, separation and 
reconstruction needs and financing will directly connect benefits and costs. 
Park and Recreation Issues 
The City will ensure that Omaha’s park and recreation system will provide a full 
range of recreational services to Omahans and that developing areas contain 
equivalent levels of service to that of the city’s. To the extent possible, the city’s 
parks will be connected by an extensive open space network which will utilize 
existing boulevards, creeks, and other multi-purpose open space corridors to link 
existing and proposed parks. The system will be designed to protect, enhance, and 
incorporate natural features. Major recreational facilities will also be provided to 
accommodate and attract local, regional, and national events. 
Transportation Issues 
The city’s street system and land use pattern will be directly connected and 
designed to further the overall development pattern established by the Master 
Plan. Proposed land use changes which exceed street capacities set out in the Plan 
will be avoided and street widths will be tied to surrounding land uses and traffic 
volumes. The overall layout of the street system will be designed to incorporate a 
dense network of local and collector streets and to reduce traffic congestion, 
provide better circulation, and reduce right-of-way costs. New street construction 
will be balanced with ongoing maintenance and reconstruction. New development 
will be designed to accommodate automobile circulation and encourage pedestrian 
movement, mass transit and alternative modes of transportation. 
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Section Two - What’s at Issue? 
 
Issues to Be Considered: 
 
Between 1960 and 1990 Omaha’s population grew 
11%, but households increased 44% and the area of the 
city doubled. Although the city’s population increased, 
population density decreased from 5,933 to 3,260 
persons per square mile.  
 
Omaha’s Master Plan includes many “smart growth”  
concepts designed in part to deal with the problem of 
decreased density.  This is one of the reasons why there 
are so many amendments requested by developers to 
the Master Plan. 
 
There is a “cost”  to all Omaha taxpayers as a result of 
this “sprawling”  growth. 
 
Many cities across the country have dealt with those 
costs through a revenue source called an “ impact fee.”  
 
Omaha is considering such fees to deal with huge 
deficits in its transportation plan but the study 
necessary to move ahead has been delayed. 
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THE COST OF “ SPRAWL”  
  
The cost of “sprawling”  growth to Omaha taxpayers is staggering. A study 

in Lincoln, Nebraska found that a new home imposes a fiscal cost of $17,421 onto 
the city; but development fees recoup only $4,104 of this amount. The remaining 
$13,317 has to be absorbed by the general taxpayer. Take that number times the 
hundreds of homes built in new developments each year and you begin to get the 
picture of the costs to the average taxpayer. The off-site costs for commercial 
development borne by the general taxpayers is even greater--$46,620 for a 100,000 
square foot retail store. 
 

Net Capital Cost per Single-Family Unit – City of Lincoln 
Facility Type Capital Cost Revenue Credit*  Net Cost 

Arterial Streets $4,033 $1,338 $2,697 
Water $2,909 $  369 $2,540 

Wastewater $1,369 $  152 $1,217 
Parks & Recreation $1,574 $   638 $  936 

Libraries $  347 $  157 $  190 
Police $   93 $    0 $  93 
Fire $  75 $   21 $   54 

Electrical Facilities $7,021 $1,431 $5,590 
Schools ??? ??? ??? 
Drainage ??? ??? ??? 
TOTAL $17,421 $4,104 $13,317 

*Amount already paid by developers for off-site costs. Source: Infrastructure Financing Study, Financial Alternatives Memorandum. 
Duncan Associates, Sept 21, 2000 

 
Are impact fees a potential solution to this problem? 

Developers do pay upfront costs for the on-site facilities of new 
developments such as streets, sewers and recreation areas. But all city taxpayers 
share in most of the off-site costs resulting from new development like adding 
capacity to arterial streets, expanding sewage treatment plants, and developing new 
sources of water. For example, if a development on 171st and Maple requires that 
Maple Street be widened or the local public school expanded, impact fees would 
help pay for these improvements. Currently, all Omaha taxpayers must bear the 
brunt of these costs which are significant. Charging developers impact fees to help 
pay for off-site costs is already in effect in several major cities like Boulder, CO 
and Sacramento, CA. 
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Why do we need to consider  new revenue sources like impact fees? 
Omaha street conditions are the worst in the nation among comparable 

cities. In a study by The Road Information Program released this past March, 
Omaha had the highest percentage of badly cracked or broken roads of the 82 cities 
in its class (population of 200,000 to 1 million). To make matters worse, Omaha is 
facing a significant shortfall in funds available for road construction that keeps 
pace with the westward growth of the city. That cost will be borne entirely by all 
taxpayers unless some other funding stream like impact fees is developed. 
According to city officials, Omaha has current street needs backlog of $266 
million, plus $500 million more in projects needed by 2025, but the city is only 
spending $16 million a year on roads.  (See Chart on Page 9)  
 

Omaha has proposed a study of transportation needs, an estimate of costs to 
meet these needs, and identify non-traditional funding sources such as impact fees. 
The Metropolitan Omaha Home Builders Assn. opposes impact fees and got the 
study delayed for six months.  Instead, the MOHBA will assist the Public Works 
Department study alternatives to impact fees.  This is like having the fox assist the 
farmer study the hen house! OTOC believes the city should go ahead now with a 
study by an impartial third party.   We can’ t afford to wait. 
 

Now we understand the study may be delayed until April. MOBA and the 
City Public Works Dept. want to wait to see if the state legislature gives local 
communities and counties authority to levy their own gasoline taxes to fund 
additional urban street construction. In other words, impose a regressive tax on all 
motorists to pay for the street capacity needs created by new development! 

 
Let’s go ahead with the study now as originally proposed! 

 
Call your  City Council Member  today and urge them to vote in favor  of a 
transpor tation needs study done by an impar tial third par ty and to move 
ahead now.  No more delay! 
 
Council Phone numbers along with a council district map are listed on Page 14 
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Data provided by the Omaha Public Works Dept. 

EExxiisstt iinngg  BBaacckklloogg  ooff   OOmmaahhaa
SSttrreeeett   CCaappaaccii ttyy  PPrroojjeeccttss  

TToottaall   4400  PPrroojjeeccttss  --  $$226655..99  mmii ll ll iioonn

Dodge

72nd St.
1100  PPrroojjeeccttss  

$$7777..00  mmii ll ll iioonn
2299%%  

2266  PPrroojjeeccttss  
$$115555..99  mmii ll ll iioonn

5599%%  

00    PPrroojjeeccttss  
$$00..00  mmii ll ll iioonn 

00%%  

44  PPrroojjeeccttss  
$$3333..00  mmii ll ll iioonn

1122%%  

FFuuttuurree  OOmmaahhaa  SSttrreeeett   
CCaappaaccii ttyy  NNeeeeddss  22000011--22002255

TToottaall   4477  PPrroojjeeccttss  --  $$556633..66  mmii ll ll iioonn

Dodge

72nd St.2288  PPrroojjeeccttss  
$$332222..66  mmii ll ll iioonn 

5577%%  

1133  PPrroojjeeccttss  
$$117755..88  mmii ll ll iioonn 

3311%%  

22    PPrroojjeeccttss  
$$4477..88  mmii ll ll iioonn  

99%%  

44  PPrroojjeeccttss  
$$1177..44  mmii ll ll iioonn

33%%  
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Blank intentionally, population map 
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Intentionally blank 
2000 income map 
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Section Three – Who Decides? 
 
Descr iption of Process 
 
Development in Omaha is regulated by Omaha’s Planning Department, a Planning Board 
that is made up of seven members appointed by the Mayor and the Omaha City Council. 
 
In order for a developer to turn his or her land into land that can be developed it must be 
“platted”  and approved for the type of development they seek in a process that involves 
all the parties listed above. 
 
To plat means to subdivide and create a plan for streets, sewers, easements for driveways 
and power.  The steps, in summary, are as follows: 
 

1. Builder or developer finds land and negotiates purchase agreement with 
landowner. 

2. Pre-application conference with developer and City Planning Department. 
3. Planning Department analysis which involves a pre-application committee 

meeting, package preparation, pre-application meeting with city departments and 
then a list of issues that have come out of this process is sent to the developer to 
work out. 

4. Developer then submits preliminary plat application. 
5. Planning Department reviews application. 
6. Item is placed on Planning Board agenda. 
7. Development review committee meets. 
8. Work toward approval with developer happens. 
9. Planning Board meeting preparation which includes, agenda announcement in the 

Omaha World Herald, letters to adjacent property owners, notice to any 
homeowner associations in the area and final recommendation from the Planning 
Department staff. 

10. Selection of “disposition agenda,”  those items expected to be approved without 
controversy or objection. 

11. Planning Board pre-meeting – open to public, but no testimony. 
12. Planning Board meeting – start by blanket approvel of disposition agenda. 
13. City Council 3 hearings process – lst reading, 2nd reading which is the public 

hearing and 3rd reading for vote.  Approval means developer can start to put in 
sewers and streets. 

14. Final Steps:  Developer starts Final Plat process to Planning Board and City 
Council.  Possible second signature by City Engineer to verify streets were put in 
as planned.  Plat recorded.  Developer puts in improvements.  Lots are sold. 
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The Development Community and Omaha's 2001 Elections 
         

 OTOC has identified $548,796 in contributions to winning candidates for mayor 
and city council from individuals and companies associated with real estate, 
development, construction, and finance.  These contributions were 25% of all the 
money raised through December 2001 - 21% for Mike Fahey, 41% for the city 
council candidates.    

   

Candidate 
Total 

Contributions 
Development 
Contributions % 

Fahey 1,687,007 358,796 21% 
Sigerson 82,080 43,300 53% 
Vokal 75,951 42,700 56% 
Gernandt 85,201 33,000 39% 
Welch 66,610 27,800 42% 
Thompson 82,636 24,600 30% 
Kraft 45,977 12,800 27% 
Brown 28,112 5,800 21% 
Council Total 
 
Grand Total 

            466,567 
 

2,155,074 

190,000 
 

548,796 

41% 
 

25% 
 

The Omaha World Herald found similar results in an article on May 13, 2001 

“Real estate companies, developers and builders have provided nearly one of every three 
dollars of the $1.8 million raised by the Daub campaign and one of six of Fahey©s $1.3 
million total.”   The World Herald excluded financial interests from that number which 
we chose to include.  Our research is consistent with the World Herald©s findings, 
although we also looked at contributions after the election.   
         
“ (John Fullenkamp said both mayoral candidates) are considered attractive, pro-
development candidates.  Daub has worked with many of the developers for more than 
six years now, and Fahey has long-standing relationships with many developers because 
of his career in the real estate title insurance business and previous service on the Omaha 
Planning Board.”   
         
“Few industries are as directly regulated by public officials as real estate development.  
The mayor, the City Council and various city departments, boards and commissions 
control not only what you can build and where you build it but also the kind of concrete 
and wiring you use, whether the project will get any tax breaks or public funding, and 
even, in some cases, what the building will look like. 
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CITY OF OMAHA 
 Mayor Mike Fahey----------------------------------------------------------444.5005 
 1019 Farnam St., 3rd Floor     Mfahey@ci.omaha.ne.us 
CITY COUNCIL--------------------------------------------------444-5520  FAX: 444-5263 
Distr ict 1 Marc G. Kraft--------------------------------------------------------558-3796(h) 
  601 N. 51st Street  68132         444-5527  
                mkraft@ci.omaha.ne.us         
Distr ict 2 Frank Brown---------------------------------------------------------451-7702(h) 
  2608 Wir t Street  68111                               444-5524  
           fbrown@ci.omaha.ne.us    
Distr ict 3 James D. Vokal, Jr .-------------------------------------------------551-1652(h) 
  4307 Walnut St.   68105       444-5525  
                jvokal@ci.omaha.ne.us 
Distr ict 4 Garry C. Gernandt-------------------------------------------------733-2387 (h) 
  3440 S. 16th Street 68184        444-5522 

           ggernandt@ci.omaha.ne.us 
Distr ict 5 Dan J. Welch---------------------------------------------------------                  
  8911 Q Street 68127         444-5528   
                dwelch@ci.omaha.ne.us 
Distr ict 6 Franklin T. Thompson---------------------------------------------390-0653(h) 
  1025 Bever ly Dr ive  68114        444-5523 
        fthompson@ci.omaha.ne.us 
Distr ict 7 Chuck W Sigerson, Jr .---------------------------------------------496-4767 (h) 
              444-5526 
        csigerson@ci.omaha.ne.us 
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WHAT CAN WE DO?  WHAT’S OUR STRATEGY? 
 
OTOC’s Metro Area Development Committee has a strategy to 
confront the issues you have seen today.  
 
1)Continue to urge the city to move ahead with the 
transportation needs study immediately.  The study is critical for 
our understanding of what the problem is and the best way to 
move ahead with “ impact fees.”   Don’ t forget to call, write and 
email your city council member! 
 
2)Continue to build the constituency necessary to ensure Omaha 
grows appropriately and consistent with the vision and goals of 
our Master Plan through actions in the community like the Tour 
D’Sprawl. 
 
3)Continue the research work of the committee so that citizens 
across metropolitan Omaha understand the development forces 
at work in their communities. 
 
You can be a part of this strategy by joining the Metro Area 
Development Research Committee!  We are meeting again on 
Tuesday, December  10th at 7 p.m. at St. Pius X Catholic 
Church on 69th and Blondo. 
 
For more information on MAD and how to join the research 
committee, call Clyde Anderson (932-7225) or Michele 
Jarzynka (558-8116). 
 


