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The City of Elgin has a unique alignment of goals, funding and policy that has 
helped it to achieve success in rehabilitating its historic downtown. While this 
small Texas town has certainly benefitted from the prosperity and growth in 
nearby Austin, it has set itself up for success and acts as an example of what 
is possible when a community works to achieve benefit for themselves and 
their future. Like many small, historic downtowns across America, downtown 
Elgin fell into underuse and disrepair in the middle of the 20th century. Rather 
than acting as a strong center of community and commerce, the vacant 
buildings and scattered remaining businesses were symbols of decline that 
did not match community growth.

That has changed in the 21st century. As people look for a sense of community 
and belonging and want to spend less time in their car for everyday activities, 
historic downtowns are seeing a revival across Texas. Buildings that have 
been vacant for 30+ years are finding new owners, new uses and new energy 
as people reinvest in their community and rehabilitate the places that provide 
our ties to the past. Elgin demonstrates the alignment of three key factors 
that have positioned the town to succeed and that can be adopted by other 
communities to help them to achieve successful rehabilitation of their historic 
town centers.
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Goals
“Perhaps the most important method of implementing the Plan 
comes through a day-to-day commitment by elected and appointed 
officials, City staff, and citizens of the community. The Plan must be 
perceived as a useful and capable tool in directing Elgin’s future. Plan 
elements and maps should be displayed in public buildings in the 
community (such as City Hall and the public library) and available for 
ready reference by public officials, City staff, business and property 
owners, and citizens. It is this high visibility that will make the Plan 
successful, dynamic, and a powerful tool for guiding Elgin’s future 
growth and development.” - Elgin Comprehensive Plan, 2016

Identification of and focus on goals can be one of the most challenging parts of 
achieving success. Community members often differ (strongly) on the goal or 
goals to be pursued. Goals can be too broadly defined, adding to the challenge 
of successful achievement. In Elgin’s case, the goal was straightforward: 
Rehabilitate the downtown to bring it back into play as an economic and 
community asset. With vacant property on the tax rolls, value was lost, and 
every year a building sat vacant added to the chance that it would deteriorate 
to the point that repairs would be financially infeasible. Community leaders 
saw the opportunity to improve the heart of their town in a way that would 
benefit residents as well as serve as a draw for others, bringing in valuable 
new residents and sales tax dollars from visitors. The town’s population has 
nearly doubled in the past 20 years, and providing attractive space in the 
dense town center would help to curb the costs of new infrastructure, which 
can be a strain on city budgets.

Goal 1: Initiate physical development improvements to promote 
safe, accessible, and sustainable development patterns,

Goal 2: Establish a sense of place,

Goal 3: Improve connectivity and mobility choices,

Goal 4: Establish an employment center and develop the local 
economy, and,

Goal 5: Enhance access to services, schools, parks and medical 
facilities.”  - Elgin Comprehensive Plan, 2016

“
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Funding
The City of Elgin has aligned its funding with the goal of revitalizing the historic 
downtown. 

“The Elgin EDC, the City of Elgin and the Greater Elgin Chamber of 
Commerce work together to ensure successful business expansion 
or relocation with cash incentives, discounted property, property 
tax assistance, small business assistance, and access to state 
assistance programs.” - (http://www.elgintx.com/483/Business-Incentives-Assistance)

 Source: (http://www.elgintx.com/485/Demographics) 

Annual Taxable 
Retail Sales 
$54,434,064

0.1285      

0.6192

0.656

(http://www.elgintx.com/483/Business-Incentives-Assistance) 
(http://www.elgintx.com/485/Demographics)
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Through a careful calculation, the City and Elgin Economic 
Development Corporation were able to budget for incentives to help 
property and business owners successfully rehabilitate historic buildings 
for occupation. As a 4B Economic Development Corporation, Elgin has 
the ability to set aside sales taxes for the purpose of economic and 
community development. What is unique about Elgin’s approach is that 
the EEDC fully supports downtown revitalization through economic and 
community development strategies and funding mechanisms. Very few 
other EDCs in Texas offer this type of downtown support. They allocate 
0.05% of their sales tax revenue toward this fund, which supports a 
Mega Grant for rehabilitations in the downtown that cost $100,000 or 
more with a $25,000 grant (http://www.elgintx.com/DocumentCenter/
View/1090). They set this incentive after carefully reviewing their building 
stock and estimating the costs to bring vacant buildings into code 
compliance. Also available from the EDC is a matching façade grant of 
$5,000 to help with the rehabilitation projects that mainly need repairs 
and improvements to their storefronts. 

Policy 
The third component of this successful venture is policy. A retail trade 
study showed the kind of businesses the community could support and 
to what extent. 

2016 -17 Budget 
Estimated 
Revenues:
Taxes & Assessments:
$3,543,436
Sales Taxes:
$1,830,451
Hotel Occupancy Tax:
$69,493
EDC Tax:
$615,000

With more than $90 million dollars in retail leakage, Elgin was missing out on 
significant sales tax revenue, some of which could be spent on supporting 
further downtown revitalization. Many of the retail dollars able to be captured 
in the community were a good fit for the downtown, meaning that investing 
in the downtown and removing barriers to success would also help the 
community succeed. Elgin’s participation in the Texas Main Street Program for 
nearly three decades and their close adherence to the organizational structure 
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The City of Elgin passed a zoning overlay for the historic district allowing a 
variety of uses in addition to the standard commercial uses, as well as allowing 
the back half of commercial buildings to be used as residences – a unique 
zoning solution to fit market demand. Downtown living spaces are in such high 
demand that when one does become available it is quickly taken by someone 
on the waiting list. The city’s website is simple, clear and easy to navigate for 
people who are looking for information and requirements. As an added bonus, 
city staff keep an updated roster of buildings that are for sale or lease so that 
prospective tenants and investors can be matched with property owners. 

While many cities may not be so apt to act as a business conduit, it is another 
way that Elgin is achieving its vision for a healthy, vibrant community center. 
By smartly defining their assets, leveraging support and looking to the future, 
Elgin is forging the path for a successful approach to historic downtown 
revitalization. In the process they are building a strong community on the 
foundations of the past that can succeed in the future.

2016 -17 Budget 
Estimated 
Revenues:
Taxes & Assessments:
$3,543,436
Sales Taxes:
$1,830,451
Hotel Occupancy Tax:
$69,493
EDC Tax:
$615,000

of the Program’s Four-Point Approach® have also supported businesses in 
and the appearance of the downtown. This program provides board members 
and volunteers with specific tools to assist with revitalization efforts.
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“Elgin’s zoning code has been adequate to deal with the moderate 
rates of growth and development occurring in the community for 
many years. Now that Elgin is on the verge of benefitting from the 
rapid growth of the Austin region, more robust development codes 
are essential. Updated codes will help ensure that the quality and 
placement of development meets the expectations of the community 
while also improving the administration of the code so that staff can 
keep up with the demands of additional development applications.”
- Elgin Comprehensive Plan, 2016

 Zoning overlay for the historic district (map)
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