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The What and Why of a Comprehensive PlanThe What and Why of a Comprehensive Plan
Sweetwater’s First Plan

In 2018, the City of Sweetwater’s City Council 
held a special election for the purpose of 
proposing amendments to the City Charter. 
The special election provided the opportunity 
for citizens to vote on these amendments. 
One proposed amendment would establish a 
City function of comprehensive planning and 
adopt a citywide plan to guide that function 
in the future. 

In 2021, the City of Sweetwater selected 
a consulting firm to begin the process of 
preparing the city’s first such plan. While this 
will be the first such plan for the community, 
it will not be the last. The City Charter 
requires that the plan be updated every three 
years, which ensures that the plan stays 
current and relevant to the growing and 
changing needs of the community.

It is a significant point in time for Sweetwater, 
and a unified vision based upon resident 
input is necessary to establish strategic and 
coordinated action. Adoption of the final plan 
demonstrates commitment to community 
values and movement forward. Then, the 
work of implementation begins. Where, 
when, and how the city progresses in the next 
10-20 years will have a direct impact on the 
city’s long-term fiscal health, affordability, 
and vibrancy.

The What and Why of a Comprehensive Plan

Stable 
Services

LOW 
DENSITY

LOW TAXES

INCREASED 
TAXES

SERVICE 
CUTS

Increased 
density

Does not 
exist
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What is a Comprehensive Plan? 

Leading a city is a daunting task, both daily 
and long term. As the name suggests, this 
Plan outlines a “comprehensive”, or all-
inclusive, picture of city needs and desires. 
It summarizes the vision and values that 
are critical to a city, and outlines the path 
forward. There are always more demands 
than resources in cities, so clarity and 
advance planning is crucial.

City officials change over time, so this 
document serves as the constant guide. It lays 
out the game plan for Sweetwater. It expresses 
the goals and direction of the community. 
Clear expectations and responsibilities are 
outlined so meaningful progress can be made. 

What Does a Comprehensive Plan Do?It is Sweetwater’s official statement on policy 
and direction.

Comprehensive plans have two components: 
a visual component and a text component. 
The visual component maps out where 
to place future land uses. It provides 
informative graphics and illustrations. The 
text component sets the scene by outlining 
the existing conditions. From there, it 
sketches out the future of the city, weaving in 
analysis and context. The final product ends 
in an implementation strategy to achieve 
the vision. Success is wholly reliant on City 
officials and residents, who must embrace 
and take ownership of the plan and commit 
to its execution. Neither the city organization 
nor the city’s residents can do this alone.

Improves effectiveness and communication. Creating 
a plan puts city leaders in a position to eliminate 
duplicative efforts and be effective decision-makers across 
all aspects of the City’s operations while maximizing 
limited resources.

1

Documents current needs and forecass future challenges. 
If done well, Sweetwater can leverage growth that yields 
only the highest returns for the community. This leads to 
a stronger community that thinks ahead – becoming more 
proactive, and less reactive.

Creates an informed and engaged citizenry. Engaged 
residents support city leadership and bring ideas 
forward. They actively participate in decisions and the 
work required to achieve more. They represent their 
neighborhoods and wishes. Most importantly, they 
contribute to positive change and develop future leaders.

Establishes clear expectations. Elected officials and 
staff are best equipped to make consistent, predictable 
recommendations and decisions.

Identifies and captures in writing what is important to 
the community. Having a clear identity and set of values 
helps Sweetwater avoid turning into Anywhere, USA. Too 
often, cities feel sterile and faceless, and look the same.

2

3

4

5
Authority for Comprehensive Planning  

Chapter 213 of the Texas Local Government Code (originally created in 1997) 
outlines the authority delegated to cities as it relates to comprehensive plans. Section 
213.002 specifically authorizes a city to adopt a comprehensive plan in accordance 
with its charter or by ordinance. It also authorizes them to amend it regularly. The 
comprehensive plan is intended to be kept updated so it will stay relevant to the 
environment and challenges of the city it is written for.
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Why Should This Matter to You?

It’s simple. The future of a city affects 
everyone, from the newest arrivals to lifelong 
residents. Everyone has a vested interest in 
making their community the best place it can 
be to live, work and play. This Comprehensive 
Plan should matter to you if one or more of 
these apply:

You have time, talent, and/or treasure 
to offer, and a heart for Sweetwater. 
There is a place for every community 
member to step up and contribute to 
the shared vision. In doing so, they 
also become a part of the solutions. 
This input is critical to achieving the 
vision expressed in this Plan.

You want and expect accountability. 
You seek transparency from your 
decision makers. Your decision makers 
likewise rely on insights and assis-
tance from you. This Plan creates the 
common language necessary to con-
nect decision makers and residents. 
With this common language there will 
be more productive dialogue between 
groups. As an added bonus, this makes 
it simple to measure plan execution. 
These measures can be shared and 
understood in an open and transpar-
ent way.

You care about the future and the 
people in it. You may have frustrations 
about the current situation in your 
community. Yet, you choose to call 
Sweetwater home. You may also have 
loved ones who rely on the future of 
Sweetwater. Shaping the future of the 
community is a collective duty and a 
mutual effort.

You believe in thinking ahead and 
taking strategic action. If Sweetwa-
ter embraces this Plan, it will be the 
conduit for action that can place the 
city on a track of growth rather than 
decline. It can place it on a path of 
community pride rather than apathy, 
and a path of connection rather than 
disconnection.

You want to understand how deci-
sions are made. Upon adoption, the 
City of Sweetwater will set to work 
implementing the path laid out here. 
Every discussion and decision reached 
should have a strong connection to 
this Plan. By being familiar with its 
contents, you will have insight into 
why and how City officials make 
judgment calls. In addition, you will be 
well-equipped to participate in those 
processes.
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How to Use this PlanHow to Use this Plan
For Residents For City Officials 

1. Be familiar with the document and its contents. Make sure 

any groups or associations you are part of are, too. As they say, 

knowledge is power.

2. Volunteer to get involved. Coordinate the planning of events with 

this plan. Set goals that are consistent with this plan. Identify ways 

to address issues using this plan. Understand who is “assigned” 

to tasks you have an interest in, and work with them. By joining 

forces, resource constraints can be overcome.

3. Bring local wealth off the sidelines by rallying together. Pursue 

collective investment in small businesses. Work as a group to jump- 

start projects that breathe new life into a building or lot. Take 

rebuilding into community hands. Do this instead of waiting for 

big developers from outside Sweetwater to make that investment. 

They don’t have the same commitment to Sweetwater that you do. 

Create spaces for local businesses to get started.

4. Participate in the City of Sweetwater’s reviews of the Plan. This 

is the perfect time to suggest innovative ideas. Offer up solutions 

that have not yet been discussed. Make city leaders aware of the 

communities’ shifting needs so that Sweetwater can adapt.

5. Understand that discussions to call out progress, or the lack 

thereof, are not just about City officials. They are also about the 

contributions of residents just like you; without a partnership 

in pursuing collective efforts, change will not occur. Pitch in and 

celebrate when items are checked off the list. Support open and 

honest assessment of what isn’t working in a way that doesn’t 

become government versus residents.

1. Be familiar with the plan’s contents. Align the budget, capital 

improvements plan, regulations, agendas, and reporting with these. 

Cities always identify goals, but their day-to-day decisions tend 

to work against them. This happens less when the goals are the 

centerpiece of every discussion.

2. Make it easy for motivated residents and local groups to get 

involved. Encourage them to join in the work to achieve this vision. 

There are many local resources that can help the City’s small staff 

achieve more. Every community has residents who want to be part 

of progress, but they often do not know where to start.

3. Conduct dialogue about city business around the tools contained 

in the Plan. Set an example for locals showing how focused the city 

leaders are on this path forward. Make it part of meetings, staff 

reports, and other public venues and resources.

4. Stay true to an annual review of this document, policies, and 

regulations. Without frequent review, these tools will not adapt 

as needed, making it difficult to ever execute the vision. Update 

the Plan regularly. Cross off completed items and add new actions 

and goals. Put effort into meeting with neighborhoods and diverse 

groups of residents.

5. Share this Plan with community partners and residents. Make 

it easy and convenient to access. Demonstrate how issues are 

analyzed using the Plan. Help citizens make the connection 

between the vision and the ultimate action or decision.

6. Special projects or unique development opportunities will 

sometimes present themselves. Reference the Plan when 

considering the impacts of them. Make the decisions based on the 

approved Future Land Use Plan and vision. The vision, values, and 

guiding principles outlined in this document should always guide 

decisions.

How to Use this Plan
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How to Update this PlanHow to Update this Plan
The Plan must be dynamic and adaptable. 
This is especially true for a rural community 
like Sweetwater. Support and assistance from 
the public is critical to keeping it updated. 
Recommended strategies and policies often 
cross organizational boundaries, requiring 
compromise between City officials and other 
community agencies. It is imperative that 
members of all groups are part of the periodic 
review. This is necessary so that all progress 
in Sweetwater - and not just that of city hall - 
that relates to these strategies is recorded and 
shared.

Recommendations and their accompanying 
actions are the items which will need 
the most frequent review. As existing 
recommendations are achieved, new ones 
should be introduced that move Sweetwater 
toward the future imagined herein. 

Staff will be the most common source of 
these updates as their ‘on the ground’ work 
provides an exceptional vantage point to 
see where new work is needed to improve 
the community. City Council should also 
review recommendations yearly to see how 
progress is being made and if necessary, 
suggest additions. Though these two groups 
are the most likely ones to suggest changes 
to recommendations, public input should be 
gathered on a regular schedule to help inform 
staff and Council’s work.

Annual Reviews

Successful long-term planning balances 
visioning and big ideas with resource 
constraints. Creativity can reduce the squeeze 
of constraints. The most effective annual 
reviews are treated as collaborative problem 
solving sessions. It is important that residents 
are made aware of and understand the trade-
offs that are required in decision making. This 
happens with regular, honest discussions 
about what citizens are willing and able to pay 
for. Reviews should encourage the sharing of 
ideas and alternative approaches to getting 
more done with less.

Three-Year Update*

The plan will receive a full update - 
accompanied by public engagement and 
updates to the data, strategies and actions 
- every three years. Otherwise, the plan 
cannot serve as the guide it is intended to be. 
Momentum fades and the vision dims. An 
effort to update can be done more efficiently 
when conducted regularly. This is a crucial 
time to celebrate wins, make adjustments, 
and incorporate new ideas.

The Future Land Use Map

The Future Land Use Map should be part of 
the annual review so that revisions happen 
as conditions change. Although zoning 
decisions should be made in accordance 
with this map, there may be times when 
the City recognizes that the Map requires 
amendments. In these situations, staff 
should be directed to prepare an update to 
the Map for consideration and action by the 
Planning and Zoning Commission and City 
Council. This public document should be 
maintained so that it expresses the current 
community direction and vision. Not only 
is this helpful for property owners, but it is 
also important information for both local and 
outside developers of a single lot or a larger 
development.

Implementation Strategy

If Sweetwater executes the implementation 
strategy, action items will be completed from 
time to time. Others will be ongoing or may 
need revision. The Plan should always reflect 
the city’s focus for action in following years. 

It is, in short, the City’s playbook. As such, it 
cannot be left to collect dust. This portion of 
the annual review provides a time to celebrate 
positive progress while addressing how to 
accelerate completion of those items which 
are not yet finished. It should also be a time 
to look into the future and add items for 
implementation which are innovative ideas 
or larger, long-term projects.

Legal Requirements

Texas state law allows cities to adopt revisions 
to a comprehensive plan by ordinance. 
Notice is required to be published in the 
official city newspaper in advance of the 
hearing(s). It is recommended that more time 
be invested in advertising such revisions 
and doing so weeks - not days - in advance. 
Other recommended methods include the 
use of local radio stations, TV stations, social 
media, flyers at local businesses, and other 
strategies intended to maximize public 
participation. Alternative meeting locations 
in neighborhoods in advance of the formal 
hearing make this process truly inclusive and 
less procedural.

*as required by City Charter

Implement Plan Assess Needs Engage Public

Generate Actions
Make

Recommendations

How to Update this Plan

This document is 

designed to be updated 

and reviewed in a 

regular cycle as shown 

here. It’s important 

to note that this cycle 

never ends, the process 

simply repeats once 

you have completed a 

full revolution.
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Community HistoryCommunity History

Initial Settlement

Sweetwater was identified early on as a 
place suitable for settlement, largely based 
on its available water sources. Long before 
the settlers and ranchers arrived, the Kiowa 
Indians named the site “Mobeetie,” which 
translates to  “sweet water”.

1902

Incorporation came in 1884, 1897, and 1902.

1883

Sweetwater has saloons and other businesses 
in place. One saloon held cash deposits in lieu 
of a local bank. It was raided, and its owners 
murdered.  

Source: Taylor County History Center 

Source: Library of Congress

1911

Thomas Trammell, nicknamed the city’s 
“Father”, constructs a Mission Revival-Prairie 
School style house for his family.

The home also served as the only area 
hospital from 1923 to 1936 before resuming 
its original use as a residence.

1877

Only one year after Nolan County was 
established, the history of Sweetwater as a 
place begins with the presence of a dugout 
store for local buffalo hunters, run by Billie 
Knight. 

1881

Sweetwater sees settlers in the area, and 
was designated county seat during the 
organization of Nolan County.  At this 
time, it only had a couple of tent stores and 
no permanent buildings. The Sweetwater 
Advance began publishing this year, and the 
Texas and Pacific Railway began service here. 

Source: Pioneer Museum

Source: Pioneer Museum

Source: Bullock Museum

Community History
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1929

Bitter Creek is dammed and Lake Sweetwater 
is constructed at a cost of around $450,000. 
The lake capacity is 4.5 billion gallons. 

The Gulf refinery begins operating in 
Sweetwater.

1943

The Women’s Airforce Service Pilots (WASP) 
were trained alongside British forces during 
the War. The following year, the program was 
discontinued.

2006

A 585.3 megawatt farm with just under 400 
wind turbines is fully commissioned.

2010

Population declines almost 10% from 10,500 
in 2010 to 9,477

2022

Lubbock housing developer Betenbough 
breaks ground on a 94 lot residential 
subdivision, the biggest single residential 
development since the 1980s.

Credit: National WASP WWII Museum

Source: Pioneer Museum

1926

Sweetwater Municipal Auditorium was 
constructed, and it also served as the original 
City Hall. It was designed in a Spanish 
Colonial Revival style, most illustrated 
through the arches, balconies, and exterior 
detailing. This building was named to the 
National Register as a landmark in 1982.

Source: Dr. Michael Harbour Photography

Source: Henderson Gallery
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Demographics & Population

4.5% Black

26.6% 4+ People

31.4% 1 Person

25.3% 2 People

16.4% 3 People

26.6% 4+ People

25.3% 1 Person

31.3% 2 People

16.4% 3 People

10.8% 18-24

4.5% Over 80

25.2% Spanish

73.2% English

.8% Indo-Eur

.8% Other

Demographics & Population
Who Makes Up Sweetwater?

Sweetwater’s history begins with a story 
of steady expansion. Between 1890 and 
1980, the community’s population grew at a 
consistent rate. In 1970, Texas State Technical 
College established a campus in Sweetwater, 
validating this population growth with a 
regional education institution of its own. As 
shown in the population trending data below, 
Sweetwater began to lose citizens and start 
a slow but steady decline in numbers. The 
Texas Commission for Environmental Quality 
projected a 2020 population of 11,564, which 
it has not achieved as of June 2022. Instead 
of the 6% increase, it actually decreased by 
almost 3% from 2010 to 2020.

The Texas Water Development Board projects 
a population increase of 14% for Nolan 
County between 2020 and 2050. While 
it is unclear how much of that will be in 
Sweetwater, it is important for the city to 
position itself to attract as much of that as 
possible. The provision of housing choice 
and affordability, paired with quality of life 
elements and job availability are key to that 
attraction. A place in the 10,000 to 50,000 
population bracket sets cities like Sweetwater 
apart. They offer a small town feel yet 
contain sufficient amenities for day-to-day 
needs. Nearby Big Spring is an example of 
a city in this bracket that has continued to 
incrementally increase population over time – 
an opportunity Sweetwater has as well.

The age range of Sweetwater residents 
is extremely varied. This is an excellent 
opportunity for Sweetwater to build upon, 
but it will require an in-depth understanding 
of the types of activities and needs for all of 
these age brackets. Children under eighteen 
and adults between the ages of forty and 
fifty-nine make up over half of the overall 
population. The graphic above shows the 
specific breakdown of residents by each 
age group as part of the 2020 American 
Community Survey.

Sweetwater has a di-

verse mix of residents; 

racially, the community 

is fairly evenly split be-

tween white residents 

(forty-six percent) 

and residents of color 

(fifty-four percent).

With just over twen-

ty-five percent of 

residents speaking 

Spanish and around 

one percent speaking 

either Indo-European 

or Asian-Pacific Island-

er languages, the City 

should consider putting 

out information in 

multiple languages. 

The largest percentage 

of households in Sweet-

water during 2020 fell 

within the one person 

household category, 

closely followed by the 

four or more persons 

household category. 

The average household 

size for Sweetwater 

is just below the state 

average. 

Population Trend

Source for all data on this 

page: ACS, 2020
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Race Distribution Language Spoken at Home

Household Characteristics Age Distribution

29.4% Hispanic

46% White

9.5% Other

22.6% 40-59

28.1% Under 18

18.3% 25-39

15.6% 60-79S
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A
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E
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10.6% Two or More

Demographics & Population
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$40,577

$63,828

Primary Industries, Employment and Housing 

This table shows the ranges annually of 
unemployment in Texas. This is measured 
monthly, so each range represents the lowest 
figure for that respective year to the highest 
figure for that same year. Unsurprisingly, 
figures varied widely in 2020, and to some 
degree, stabilized in 2021, though the 
numbers were still higher than pre-2020 
numbers. Nolan County’s unemployment 
figures, reported annually, were also higher in 
2020 and 2021, though they fell at the low 
end of the statewide ranges, demonstrating 
that Sweetwater and area residents fared 
better in terms of steady employment.

American Community Survey statistics from 
2020 in the table above show the percentage 
of Sweetwater residents reporting that worked 
full-time, part-time (defined as those working 
less than thirty-four hours weekly), or that 
did not work. The highest percentages of 
those not working in 2020 fell in the ranges 
of sixteen to nineteen years of age and those 
over sixty-five. Part time work was most 
prevalent in those aged sixteen to twenty-
four. Full time work was most prevalent in the 
age ranges of twenty-five to fifty-four.

While Sweetwater’s median 
household income has 
increased, it is significantly 
lower than the median 
household income statewide. 
In part, this is due to the rural 
nature of the area; however, 
the amounts have not kept up 
with the percentage increase 
across the state. While the 
median household income in 
Sweetwater has increased a 
total of eighty-three percent 
over a five year period, the 
statewide median increased 
almost eighty-nine percent in 
that same timeframe.

Unemployment Ranges

Sources: US Bureau of Labor Statistics, Texas Workforce Commission

Source: ACS, 2020

16-19 20-24 25-44 45-54 55-64 65-69 Over 70
10%

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

Full-Time/Part-Time/Did Not Work

FULL-TIME PART-TIME DID NOT WORK

Unemployment range data from the Bureau of 

Labor Statistics was averaged to produce a single 

data point for each year since 2016. Nolan County 

rates were sourced from the Texas Workforce 

Commission.

$40,577

2020 Median 
Household 
Income

Up 83% Since 2016

$63,828
Up 89% Since 2016

Texas

Sweetwater

$40,577

$63,828

NOLAN COUNTYTEXAS

7

3.5

0

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

10.5

13.5

4.4%

4.1%

3.9%

3.3%

3.65%

2.9%

7.75%

5.4%

5.6%

4.8%

Source: US Census
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19.2% 5-18

56.5% 18-65

8.5% >5

15.8% 65+

Sweetwater Texas

Sweetwater Texas

16.2% 7.9%

21.6% 20.8%

MANUFACTURING 
14%

RETAIL
12%

EDUCATION
12%

HEALTHCARE/ 
SOCIAL SERVICES
11%

AGRICUTURAL
10%

LOGISTICS
10%

Top Six Industries

38% 32% 11%19%

Education Distribution

High School Graduate Some College No 
Diploma

Bachelor’s or 
Higher

The distribution of education levels in Sweetwater 

residents shows that seventy percent of the pop-

ulation are either high school graduates or have 

some college.

An important indicator of affordability 
and poverty levels in a community is the 
percentage of income required for housing 
costs. The table above looks specifically at 
each income bracket for the years 2016-
2020. The percentage figures show the 
percentage – within each income bracket 
– of employees within that bracket for 
which housing costs exceed thirty percent. 
Unsurprisingly, the lower income brackets 
are having to devote more of their income 
for housing costs. This highlights a couple 

of important things about the Sweetwater 
population: first, those with substantially 
lower wages are disproportionately affected 
by the cost of housing in Sweetwater; second, 
housing affordability is a much larger concern 
for those making less than $35,000 annually. 
This suggests consideration of a wider 
spectrum of housing prices and options to 
meet the needs of all income brackets. 

Source: Sweetwater EDC

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2020

Ownership and Rental

58.2%

67.9%

62.3%

Sweetwater

Nolan County

Texas

41.8%

32.1%

37.7%

Own Rent

Source: US Census, 2020

Source: US Census, 2020

Resdients With a Disability 

(under 65 years old)

Resdients Without Health Insurance 

(under 65 years old)

Source: US Census, 2020

16.2% 7.9%

21.6% 20.8%

Age of Residents Living 

Below the Poverty Line

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2020

>$20k $20-35k $35-50k $75k+$50-75k

16%

12.8%

9.6%

3.2%%

0

6.4%

Percentage of Income Bracket in Which Housing Costs Exceed 30% of Income

6.32%

1%
0.58% 0.47%

6.32%
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Community ElementsCommunity Elements
Community Baseline

To begin a long-term comprehensive planning 
program for the City of Sweetwater, a 
baseline must be established that captures 
where Sweetwater is today. This provides the 
foundation for measuring progress as the 
plan is implemented, a piece at a time. It also 
provides background about what Sweetwater 
residents shared at the outset of this initial 
planning process. This Plan uses the baseline 
information to formulate strategies and 
actions relating to land use, mobility, housing, 
and other key elements. As future updates 
are made to this Plan, City staff can evaluate 
what measures have been successful by 
comparing where the community members 
feel Sweetwater is at that point in time, 
compared to today.

Vibrant Community 
Survey

Data Collection, 
Review, and Analysis

Land Use Fiscal 
Assessment

Existing Conditions 
Assessment

Preliminary Plan 
Outlining

Come & Go Session 
at Argo’s

Come & Go Session 
at El Papagayo

Come & Go Session 
at Sweetwater 
County-City Library

Religious Leaders 
Session

City Leaders Session

Community 
Conversations at 
Sweetwater Police 
Department

Community 
Presentation at 
Sweetwater High 
School

Community 
Engagement Survey

City Officials Work 
Session

Community 
Volunteer Resource 
Work Session

Come & Go 
Community Event at 
Oak Hall

Implementation 
Brainstorming

Review and 
Compilation of 
Public Engagement 
Feedback

Plan Composition 
and Refinement

Map Creation 

Implementation 
Strategy 
Formulation

Plan Draft 
Refinement 

City Council Meeting 
for Plan Adoption

Implementation 
Summit

Phase 1
Launch & Assess Nov 

2021 - Jan 2022

Phase 2
Explore
Feb 2022 - Mar 2022

Phase 3
Organize
Mar 2022 - July 2022

Phase 4
Prioritize & Format 
Aug 2022 - Sept 2022

Phase 5
Adopt & Implement 
Oct 2022 - Nov 2022

Community Elements

The Vibrant Commu-

nity Assessment was 

the first opportunity 

for the residents of 

Sweetwater to give 

feedback and insight 

on the Comprehensive 

Plan process.
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In February of 2022, 

attendees of engage-

ment events were 

asked to use color cod-

ed stickers to identify 

pockets of Sweetwater 

that are frequently 

used by residents. They 

were also asked to 

identify locations that 

residents tend to avoid 

due to a perceived lack 

of safety, attractions, 

and/or acceptable 

conditions.

ETJ Boundary

City Limits

Data Source: City of Sweetwater, TxDOT, 3CGEO

Verdunity, Inc. | February 2022

Take a look at the map

and think about one of

three things:

1. One area or place that I

spend a lot of time in

Sweetwater

2. One area or place I

intentionally avoid in

Sweetwater

3. One area or place that I

see other people spend

time but I have not

Once you have a place in

mind that �ts one of

those thoughts, take a

sticker and place it on the

map. Write a number on

the sticker that is unique

from others that may

already be there. 

Now take an index card,

write the same number

as you did on the sticker,

and write about why that

place or area is

somewhere that you

either spend a lot of time,

intentionally avoid, or

haven't gotten to explore

yet.

Parcel Map

Where you spend a 
lot of time

Where you see others 
spending time

Where you 
purposefully avoid

Top: Presentation of the initial planning assess-

ment results at Sweetwater High School

Bottom: Residents identify areas of Sweetwater 

where they choose or avoid spending time during 

the come and go engagement session at Sweetwa-

ter County-City Library

Actors/Factors/Issues

Areas of Attraction/Avoidance Mapping

Issues
Issues are items of concern for the 
residents of a community. They include 
observations, beliefs, situations, and 
widely-accepted universal truths. 

Factors
Factors are elements of the community’s 
identity that may contribute to creating 
the identified issues, solving the identified 
issues, or a combination of both.

Actors
Actors are local groups and organizations 
whose spheres of influence and/
or prescribed duties or purposes can 
address the factors identified. This could 
be the strengthening and support of 
those positive factors, the targeting and 
minimizing negative factors, and the 
advancement of a unified vision as it 
relates to the list of issues.

Local Churches

Chamber

Nurture Nolan

Jaycees

4th & Elm

Kiwanis

Coliseum Board

City Officials

Masons

First Methodist

TSTC

United Way

“The Shop” 

Hospital

Catholic Church

Food Pantry

Ministerial Alliance

SISD

Major Employers

Realtors

Country Club

Arts & Culture 
Organizations

Local Businesses

WASP Museum

Rotary Club

Lions Club

Small Town Feel

Cost of Living

Good People

Golf Courses 

Sports

Rodeo

Rattlesnake 
Roundup

Manufacturing

Local Healthcare

Crime

Drugs

Things to Do

Lack of 
Entertainment

No Activities

Tax Base/Rates

Housing

Deteriorated 
Neighborhoods

Lack of Retail

Parks 

Code Enforcement

Job Offerings

External Funding

Aesthetics

Place to Eat

Things to Do

Jobs

Sit Down Dining

Blight

Lack of Grant Funds

Local Support

Income Disparity

Housing Condition

Lack of Recreation

Knowledge of 
Resources

Public 

Responsibility

Infrastructure

Tax Base

Revenues

Aesthetics

Local Business

Downtown

Affordable Housing

Schools
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How Engagement Input Informed this PlanHow Engagement Input Informed this PlanHow Engagement Input Informed this Plan
Vibrant Community Assessment

Baseline

Established

Baseline

Established

In-Person and Online Discussions

Stakeholder Meetings and Engagement Events

O
b

st
a

cl
e

s
A

ss
e

ts

IdentifyIdentify

Aspirations

111 222 333 444 555 666
Articulated



161616

The Vibrant Community Assessment, a tool 
created by Quint Studer and referenced in 
his book, Building a Vibrant Community, 
was used at the outset of this process. The 
assessment provided the opportunity for 
residents to rank Sweetwater across a number 
of characteristics found to be crucial in 
building a dynamic community. In the first 
part of 2022, citizens provided answers to 
eleven questions, using a ten point scale. The 
questions are listed below, next to a number 
representing the average score citizens 
assigned to Sweetwater for each question.

It is notable that the assessment scores 
indicate a large gap between where citizens 
want the community of Sweetwater to be, 
and where they feel it is right now. The lowest 
scores were in two categories – the ability to 
keep talent at home, and the ability to attract 
new business and talent. However, a clear 
interest in solving problems and making the 
community better was shared by nearly every 
participant. This bears witness to the fact that 
residents want to be involved in improving 
Sweetwater.

How engaged are your community’s 
citizens?

How likely is it that young people will 
live and work in the community after 
graduating from high school or college?

How attractive is your town to new 
businesses and/or talent?

How strong is your 
education system?

How vibrant is your 
downtown?

How successful are you at getting wealth 
off the sidelines and encouraging people to 
invest in the community?

How easy is it to create and run a small 
business in your community?

How likely are small business owners to 
receive the training and development they 
need to thrive long-term?

How proficient is your community at 
measuring, tracking, and reporting 
outcomes and results and making objective 
decisions based on them?

To what extent are local government 
entities aligned and successful at working 
together to create a better quality of life 
for your community?

With 10 being most 
committed, how committed 
are you to making your 
community the best it can be? 

VIBRANT COMMUNITY ASSESSMENT RESULTS

3.6

2.8

2.9

4.2

3.3

4.0

3.2

3.6

3.9

3.2

7.3

When given the opportunity, the residents of 

Sweetwater are very willing to provide insight and 

help to improve the community. At this event in  

June of 2022 residents worked through exercises 

to guide Sweetwater’s future.



What do you want our 
city to be known for?

Community Obstacles,  Assets, and 
Opportunities

Across a series of surveys, online activities 
and in-person activities, residents offered 
a wide range of feedback that included the 
identification of assets, opportunities and 
obstacles. One of the online tools the City 
of Sweetwater used to stimulate dialogue 
included the sharing of prompts on various 
subjects. When the community was asked to 
think about Sweetwater’s future and share 
what they want their it to be known for, they 
offered up many responses, some of which are 
featured below.

“A community that stands 
together, neighbors helping 
neighbors while backing 
our schools, hospital, 
city government and 

businesses.”

“A healthy community 
with active businesses!”

 “I would like Sweetwater 
to be known as the ‘hub’ of 

the state...”

“A place where people 
get along and there [are] 
many things for kids and 
teenagers to do besides get 

in trouble...”

“...Farmers Markets or to 
open up the square and 
everyone set up tables to 

[sell] their stuff.”

 “Support the leadership 
and keep them in 

Sweetwater.”

What do you want our 
city to be known for?
What do you want our 
city to be known for?

1717How Engagement Input Informed this Plan
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Obstacles: Hindering Progress

The obstacles identified during this process by 
the community are factors that are limiting 
Sweetwater’s efforts and hindering progress 
towards its potential. The public was clear 
about the obstacles that exist locally, and they 
are summarized in the list below. Some are 
physical limitations, while others are linked to 
community attitudes or reveal systemic issues.

Physical Limitations

Declining condition of homes, lack of 
sidewalks, unattractive corridors, roads in 
need of repair, absence of affordable housing, 
aging water and wastewater facilities, limited 
housing inventory

Community Attitudes

Opposition to change, misalignment between 
local institutions, agencies and organizations, 
declining involvement in elections and 
community events, lack of diversity in 
representation, tepid support of local 
businesses, distrust towards local government

Systemic Issues

Outdated codes and regulations, significant 
income disparities, local resource availability 
not widely shared, addiction, crime, no 
ongoing community engagement, difficulties 
attracting qualified applicants, unmet needs 
for funding of programs and initiatives
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Assets: Protect and Improve Upon 

During the in-person and online engagement 
exercises, several community assets were 
identified as being most unique and valuable 
to Sweetwater. The future of Sweetwater can 
be built on these key elements. The most 
frequently-identified assets are shown here. The City’s three lakes and two golf 

courses are natural assets that 
can be strategically enhanced to 
improve the local quality of life 
as well as attract visitors from 
around the region.

Natural Recreation Areas

Community members noted a 
sense of “small town” comfort, 
offering a slower pace and 
friendlier environment than larger 
cities around the state. 

Small Town Feel

Sweetwater’s vantage point 
along Interstate 20, paired with 
its location in the central part of 
Texas, was cited as an important 
asset. 

Key Location

Residents noted that the presence 
of Texas State Technical College 
and Rolling Plains Memorial 
Hospital were assets that other 
similarly-sized communities lack.

Access to Education and Healthcare
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Opportunities: Favorable to Success

Opportunities for improvement were 
compiled from discussions with residents and 
stakeholders during community meetings 
and collected during community engagement 
events. A community’s potential is directly 
tied to its assets. As noted, the citizens made 
it clear that they strongly desire to narrow 
the distance between Sweetwater’s current 
conditions and the desired future for it and 
the people who do and will call it home. The 
opportunities listed and described below were 
the most frequently shared.

Identifying and making choices that 
reinforce the unique identity Sweetwater 
has will help it become more than just 
another “city on the Interstate”. Tourists 
and potential new residents are looking 
for interesting and unusual places that 
stand out. Communities without clear 
identities, or that try to co-opt the identity 
of another city, are easily forgotten, 
if remembered at all. Many residents 
expressed concern about the appearance 
and first impression Sweetwater 
gives visitors, from the “this could be 
anywhere” interstate activity to the 
disrepair and vacant buildings along major 
thoroughfares. They indicated an interest 
in introducing building types and facades 
that are high quality, carefully designed, 
and that offer visual interest not currently 
found in Sweetwater, with an emphasis on 
masonry and architectural details. It was 
also clearly expressed that residents wish 
to avoid adding metal, vinyl, and other 
materials that may not age well. Creating 
a reputation that puts Sweetwater on the 
map, so to speak, is important. Long-term 
residents love this community but have 
shared that it isn’t enough for those who 
live there to love it – others outside of 
Sweetwater need to be educated on what 
makes it special.

Residents wish for more things to do 
in their free time without having to 
leave Sweetwater. This is true for both 
teens and adults of many ages. They 
want to take their families out, get in a 
little exercise, and enjoy the outdoors 
in pleasant environments. They desire 
more entertainment options, interesting 
alternatives to the typical retailers, and 
dining experiences. Much of the in-
person and online discussions centered 
on the Sweetwater of the past that offered 
many of these amenities. Concerns about 
increasing gas prices, the need to stop the 
outward loss of population, and the ability 
to repurpose existing buildings and sites 
prompted many to suggest that there is a 
fantastic opportunity to meet the demand. 

A recurring opportunity identified by 
residents was the chance to create more 
available housing that is desirable and in 
good condition. Some shared that housing 
is targeted at higher income brackets or 
entry level, but that other demographics 
lacked choice. Housing supply could be 
increased by utilizing vacant properties 
and upgrading existing homes. Both 
renters and potential homebuyers would 
like to see a broader inventory available 
with variety in size of home, size of 
lots, type of homes, and affordability. 
As mentioned above, quality of building 
materials and façade selections is of 
primary importance when introducing 
additional housing products. Diverse 
neighborhoods with character that 
residents can take pride in encourage the 
maintenance of homes in good condition, 
attracting a much larger audience. 

Many residents expressed the need 
for more local businesses that provide 
alternatives to driving to Abilene or 
Lubbock. In addition, downtown and 
major corridors need more attention. 
Many buildings remain vacant and 
maintenance is lacking. Some have lost 
interest in shopping locally, either due to 
the perception that there are no options 
for doing so, or due to inconsistencies 
in hours and days of operation. Others 
expressed that interested locals who 
would like to offer services or create 
business opportunities face barriers such 
as lack of assistance, clear guidelines and 
information, and a lack of confidence that 
local patronage will be sufficient.

Residents recognize that there are many 
nonprofit organizations, service clubs, 
charitable and church communities, and 
local agencies present in the community. 
However, there is a prevailing belief that 
these entities are not fully utilized to 
accomplish more at a grassroots community 
level. Many shared their frustrations that 
communication between these groups 
is low, preventing true partnerships and 
coalition building. In addition, criticism 
of communications included the sharing 
of information with the public. There 
are citizens who want to pitch in and be 
involved in the betterment of Sweetwater 
but find it difficult to learn how. 

Improved Utilization and 
Information Sharing

Broadened Housing Spectrum

Strengthened Local Business 
Environment

Increased Local Activities

Enhanced Reputation and 
Appearance
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1

Community Aspirations: What We 
Want to Become

Public feedback is highly personalized and 
specific, but by grouping like responses, 
aspirations begin to emerge. Together, they 
form the foundation for the Implementation 
Strategy and Action Plan outlined in Chapter 
9. They provide insights into the community’s 
top priorities and concerns at this point in 
time. Identifying strategies and actions that 
can help Sweetwater achieve its aspirations is 
key to keeping the community focused.

Create a Robust Local Economy By identifying tools that feed into 
and curate a robust local economy, Sweetwater can build on the assets of 
its small town feel, key location, and access to education and healthcare. 
These three assets directly factor into the level of economy present. 
The opportunities identified locally to improve utilization of existing 
organizations and partners while better sharing information plays a 
critical -support role in the local economy. The chance to strengthen 
the local business environment while enhancing the reputation 
and appearance of Sweetwater further support and connect to this 
aspiration.

Improved 
Utilization and 
Information 
Sharing

Broadened Housing 
Spectrum

Strengthened 
Local Business 
Environment

Increased Local 
Activities

Enhanced 
Reputation and 
Appearance

Natural Recreation Areas Small Town Feel Key LocationAccess to Education and 
Healthcare

Assets

Opportunities

Broadened Housing 
Spectrum

Increased Local 
Activities

Natural Recreation Areas

11
Aspiration
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2
Invest in Children and Teens The assets of existing outdoor 
amenities, small town character, and access to education and healthcare 
are all crucial to an environment most attractive to – and best for 
– children and teens. By seizing the opportunity to better capitalize 
on existing entities and improving their interaction, focusing on the 
reputation and appearance of the community, and increasing the 
number and type of local activities, children and teens are better served 
than they are currently, while building a sense of community pride at 
earlier ages. 

Improved 
Utilization and 
Information 
Sharing

Broadened Housing 
Spectrum

Strengthened 
Local Business 
Environment

Increased Local 
Activities

Enhanced 
Reputation and 
Appearance

Natural Recreation Areas Small Town Feel Key LocationAccess to Education and 
Healthcare

Assets

Opportunities

Broadened Housing 
Spectrum

Strengthened 
Local Business 
Environment

Key Location

22
Aspiration
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3
Involve and Engage Residents The small town culture Sweetwater 
citizens are so proud of also helps tremendously in the quest to better 
involve and engage its residents in a way a larger city would struggle 
to do. There are already a multitude of opportunities to increase the 
sharing of information and awareness of the existence and purpose of 
local entities. A focus on strengthening the local business environment, 
reputation, and appearance provides an increased probability that every 
motivated resident has a role or place to plug in. By increasing local 
activities – made possible by capitalizing on the spirit of volunteerism 
and clear desires expressed by the residents – it begins to build a spirit 
of involvement locally. This further benefits Sweetwater by creating 
a pipeline of talent and leadership that is more diverse and cultivates 
interest in running for office or joining the boards of local groups.
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4
Offer Housing Choices for Everyone Sweetwater’s central location 
in the state, and its presence as one of the only cities in this region in the 
10,000 to 50,000 population category, means that it has the opportunity 
to attract new residents and retain existing ones while keeping the 
small town feel it is proud to have. Better coordination and alignment 
of local agencies, organizations, businesses, and clubs is essential to 
understanding the housing needs of the community. In order to begin 
augmenting its existing inventory with newer - and different - products 
and price points, it needs to cultivate a group small local developers 
while enhancing its attractiveness to outside builders. Seizing the chance 
to work in a focused and diligent way on an improved appearance and 
a better publicized and clear identity provides the type of environment 
attractive to investment. By revamping regulations that encourage one-
size-fits-all housing and making space for a broader housing spectrum, 
the diversity of housing types the public wants to see can finally be 
planned for and incentivized.
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5
Expand Outdoor Amenities The geographic location of Sweetwater 
and its existing list of natural assets is the perfect starting point for 
developing a more complete and attractive mix of outdoor amenities. 
From uncovering and restoring creek beds and installing trails to adding 
to existing parks, golf courses, and bodies of water, it has the potential to 
be both a benefit to locals and a draw to the greater region and state. The 
opportunities to enhance the community’s reputation and appearance, 
paired with increasing local events and gatherings, supports the path to 
achieving an expansion of more natural attractions by bumping up sales 
and hotel occupancy tax collections and spreading awareness. 
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6
Revitalize Corridors and Occupy Vacancies The small town 
culture of the community provides context for reimagining corridors in 
a way that fits that culture – slower traffic, safer streets for walking and 
cycling, and a more classic, human scale of buildings and design. These 
are elements of the successful corridor redesigns that attract activity. 
An expanded focus on green space also fits nicely into this aspiration, 
as there are many strategies that enhance a natural feel of streetscapes 
outside of the traditional approach to creating parks. A combination 
of indoor and outdoor activity in areas of business and residential 
uses has proven to be attractive, value-adding, and fiscally productive. 
By strengthening the local business environment and expanding the 
notoriety of the community as welcoming to micro, small, and mid-sized 
businesses, corridors can be revitalized more collaboratively, and vacant 
buildings and lots activated. Broadening the housing spectrum and 
increasing livability and affordability also connect directly to increasing 
activity that breathes new life into once-forgotten space.
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How Towns & Cities Used to Develop How Towns & Cities Used to Develop 
For thousands of years, cities all over the 
world were built and grew incrementally 
outward, upward, and with increasing 
intensity. This traditional pattern of 
development was characterized by a compact 
and narrow street grid and diverse building 
types, whose uses were flexible. They were 
built to human scale, meaning the buildings 
and objects humans interact with are 
proportionate in size. The buildings were 
constructed to house any type of use, and 
were improved incrementally, or bit-by-bit, 
when the demand existed and resources 
were available. New structures or streets 
were built adjacent to existing buildings or 
infrastructure because this was the most 
cost-effective way of growing. Rather than 
adding on infrastructure burdens that might 
or might not lead to more development, 
the philosophy focused on fully utilizing all 
parts of that infrastructure before expanding 
further.

1922

1966

2022

Late 1800s

1930

Today

Source: Pioneer Museum

Source: Pioneer Museum

Source: Google Earth

Source: USGS

Source: Library of Congress

How Towns & Cities Used to Develop 
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A Significant Shift Occurs

Time 

Time 

When the automobile was invented, it led 
to what Strong Towns coined the “suburban 
experiment”. The creation of the highway 
system, increasing car ownership, and mass 
scale housing programs rolled out after 
World War II. Combined, they created a new 
environment where developers were able 
to purchase and develop land out on the 
edge cheaply while housing could be mass 
produced, and the suburbs were born. Streets 
and buildings became more spread out than 
ever before. Residential, commercial, and 
other uses were separated; this required even 
more land. As more land became necessary, 
more streets and utilities were required and 
the inventory that cities were responsible 
for maintaining ballooned. Buildings were 
no longer designed with unique character 
and were not built to last; instead, they were 
designed around a single use and could be 
reproduced rapidly. Unlike the previous 
incremental growth, cities began to see 
massive amounts of sprawling housing, 
streets, and infrastructure being built in a 
short amount of time - typically just one or 
two decades. As this caught on, cities across 
the country began to embrace and incentivize 
rapid growth without fully considering 
long-term impacts. Private developers built 
subdivision after subdivision, putting in miles 
of new infrastructure. The developments are 
presented as being improvements and growth 
“at no cost to the city” - the attention is drawn 

to the additional rooftops and tax revenues. 
This promises affluence and prosperity; as 
such, there is usually pressure to keep property 
taxes down, trusting that this affluence and 
prosperity will lead to a boon in sales tax 
revenue.

However, when things seem too good to be 
true, they usually are. The significant cost of 
this approach has been revealing itself over 
the last two decades. As cities continue to 
age and expand, both development (and the 
revenue boost from it) tapers off. However, the 
neighborhoods, facilities and infrastructure 
built decades prior have reached the end of 
their life cycle and demand replacement. 
Community leaders are left struggling to keep 
up with basic service delivery and quality 
of life expectations with limited resources 
- exacerbated by the fact that pressures to 
keep taxes down limited what was collected 
during the building boom. This starts an 
eternal cycle where cities fix what they can and 
defer what’s left. Eventually, neighborhoods 
deteriorate to the point where those who can 
move out. Those less fortunate are forced 
to remain in an environment of decline and 
neglect. Bottom line, this post-World War 
II approach to building does not generate 
sufficient wealth from its tax base to cover the 
costs to serve and maintain it all, particularly 
when infrastructure replacement costs are 
considered.

Typically, as a city 

reaches buildout or 

a stall in growth, the 

average age of infra-

structure (streets, 

utilities) outpaces the 

ability of the city’s 

population to fund 

maintenance costs.

While a city grows, new 

revenue comes in. No 

major maintenance 

is required because 

infrastructure is brand 

new. When a city stops 

growing, the exist-

ing infrastructure is 

older and repairs are 

needed. It is impossible 

to recover from those 

repair expenses if the 

development pattern is 

never adjusted.
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Measuring the Value of Development PatternsMeasuring the Value of Development Patterns
Not all kinds of development yield the 
same return on investment (ROI). The 
most financially productive places tend 
to be clustered around older downtown 
developments and traditional, walkable 
neighborhoods. Repeated studies across the 
country show that street-fronting businesses 
on small lots in compact, walkable areas 
— such as those along Broadway — tend to 
be vastly more productive per acre than 
suburbanized auto-oriented sites with larger 
lots and dedicated parking areas. Little 
infrastructure cost is associated with this 
Main Street-style development, and units 
can easily adapt to different uses. Contrast 
this with the big box/strip mall approach, 
which eats up valuable land and leads to 
diminishing returns, if any. It compounds 
the problem by requiring significantly more 
infrastructure and is not conducive to reuse.

Common Development Patterns

VALUE PER ACRE LOW

INFRASTRUCTURE COSTS LOW

SERVICE LEVELS LOW

POPULATION PER ACRE LOW

COST PER HOUSEHOLD LOW

VALUE PER ACRE MID

INFRASTRUCTURE COSTS HIGH

SERVICE LEVELS HIGH

POPULATION PER ACRE MID

COST PER HOUSEHOLD HIGH

VALUE PER ACRE HIGH

INFRASTRUCTURE COSTS MID

SERVICE LEVELS HIGH

POPULATION PER ACRE HIGH

COST PER HOUSEHOLD LOW

Source: Google Earth Source: Google Earth Source: Google Earth

Source: Google Streetview Source: Google Streetview Source: Google Streetview

Measuring the Value of Development Patterns

RURAL SUBURBAN URBAN
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$83,500
to rebuild these 27’ 
sections of street

N
a

r
r

o
w

e
r

 L
o

t
s

Narrower Streets

Wide
, 72

’ lot
s 

allo
w for

 6 l
ots 

on 
this

 blo
ck.

Factors Affecting Affordability and 
Fiscal Sustainability

Street and Lot Widths

The width of a street and the number of lots 
located along that street directly impact the 
cost each lot or household must contribute to 
maintain the street. The wider the street, the 
more expensive it is to maintain and rebuild 
- anywhere from $500,000 to $1.5 million 
per 11’ lane mile, depending on if the street 
is asphalt or concrete, sidewalk widths, and 
other features.

The household or lot’s share of the 
replacement cost is impacted by the number 
of properties fronting the street. The greater 
the lot width (70’ in this example) the fewer 
lots on the street, resulting in a higher share 
of the street cost per lot. Smaller lot widths 
(50’ in this example) mean more lots can 
be created on the same length of street, 
spreading the cost among more lots, which 
reduces each lot’s share.

Apply those facts to this scenario. Say that 
one mile of a street generates $10,000 a year 
for the City’s share of property tax revenue 
from the properties along that mile. Even if 
one hundred percent of that annual property 
tax revenue of $10,000 was dedicated to cover 
the cost of that one street mile, it would take 
at least fifty years to pay it off. The problem? 
That length of time is the entire estimated life 
of that street mile. Texas cities typically only 
dedicate three to ten percent of property tax 
revenue for street maintenance. Using the ten 
percent figure, the length of time to cover the 
cost jumps up to ten times the estimated life 
of that street mile.

Here
, wide 

lots
 

wide 
lots

 are
 

main
tain

ed.

A wide, 31’ street means 

that the maintenance 
costs are higher

But the street has been 

narrowed to 27’. The same 

number of users now share a 

lower cost burden.
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ts 

allo
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on 
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Though the street is wide 

(31’), the total cost per 

household decreases.
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w (40
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.
Narrow (27’) Street.

$96,120
to rebuild these 31’ 
sections of street

$19
,230

STREET COST PER HOUSEHOLD

$10
,683

STREET COST PER HOUSEHOLD

$16
,700

STREET COST PER HOUSEHOLD

$9,278

STREET COST PER HOUSEHOLD

52%
LESS EXPENSIVE 

PER HOUSEHOLD 

than option 1

Option 1 Option 2

Option 3 Option 4
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Building Coverage and Height

Taxable value can also be increased, based 
on the building configuration on each lot. 
Put simply, the closer the size of a building 
to the size of a lot, the more taxable value is 
generated. This can be accomplished through 
multi-story or even single-story building. 
Requirements for parking and open space 
can limit the buildable area for a site, so it’s 
important to explore alternatives. This can 
include regulations that make possible shared 
parking, stormwater management (regional 
detention), and parks and open space so 
an optimal balance between land usage, 
revenues, and costs can be reached.

Intensity of Development

Intensity has a major influence on the 
city’s ability to cover its costs. In the pair 
of graphics above, Kronberg Urbanists 
+ Architects illustrate how two similar 
blocks will have the same infrastructure 
costs associated with them. Both will need 
access to power, water, and wastewater 
infrastructure. But one block spreads the cost 
of that infrastructure over two properties, and 
the other across many more. This translates 
to a wildly different tax burden for the 
residents of the lower block versus those on 
the upper block. 

Housing types, like Accessory Dwelling Units 
(ADUs) and duplexes (two housing units 
within the same building) have the added 
benefit of creating a revenue stream for an 
owner who lives on the property. This makes 
it feasible for them to age in place, or to live 
in the place they choose without suffering 
quality of life problems as they age. 

It is common for residents to believe that 
development with more housing units close 
together, results in a crowded and unpleasant 
neighborhood. This scale illustration shows 
that a higher intensity of development 
can feel just like the streets of traditional 
mid-century neighborhoods, as long as the 
building form is scaled to humans.

These half-blocks 
have identical:

Cost burden 
shared by 2 
households

50% of total 
per household

Cost burden 
shared by 9 
households

11.1% of total 
per household

39%
LESS EXPENSIVE 

PER HOUSEHOLD

Sidewalks

Curbs

Water

Sewer

Stormwater

Trees

Utilities

Streets

Traffic lights

Street lights

Trash

Police

Schools

Block size

2000 SF Home/3000SF Lot

67% 
Lot Coverage

$205,000 
Appraised Value

2000 SF Home/5000SF Lot

40% 
Lot Coverage

$210,000 
Appraised Value

2000 SF Home/7000SF Lot

29% 
Lot Coverage

$222,000 
Appraised Value

REVENUE PER ACRE

$14,885
REVENUE PER ACRE

$9,130
REVENUE PER ACRE

$6,832

1 Story Building .057 Acre Lot

100% 
Lot Coverage

$150,000 
Appraised Value

2 Story Building .057 Acre Lot

100% 
Lot Coverage

$250,000 
Appraised Value

3 Story Building .057 Acre Lot

100% 
Lot Coverage

$350,000 
Appraised Value

REVENUE PER ACRE

$13,158
REVENUE PER ACRE

$21,930
REVENUE PER ACRE

$30,702
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How Development Patterns Impact 
Commercial Value 

Different patterns of development can 
produce significantly different values on a per 
acre basis. Since value per acre gives the most 
apples to apples comparison of properties, 
it is a useful metric to understand what 
patterns are going to help Sweetwater become 
a more fiscally sustainable place.

Suburban Retail – Walmart

16.983 Acres

$4,326,280 Assessed Value

$254,742 Value Per Acre

Traditional Mixed-Use  (Canyon, TX)

.86 Acres

$1,572,133 Assessed Value

$1,828,038 Value Per Acre

Small Pad Retail –Whataburger

1.88 Acres

$841,450 Assessed Value

$459,056 Value Per Acre

Downtown

.96 Acres

$1,726,070 Assessed Value

$1,797,990 Value Per Acre

Source: Google Earth Source: Google Earth Source: Google Earth

Source: Google Streetview Source: Google Streetview Source: Google Streetview

Source: Google Earth

Source: Google Streetview
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How Development Patterns Impact 
Residential Value 

Different patterns of development can 
produce significantly different values on a per 
acre basis. Since value per acre gives the most 
apples to apples comparison of properties, 
it is a useful metric to understand what 
patterns are going to help Sweetwater become 
a more fiscally sustainable place.

Rural Estate

.804 Acres

$74,420 Assessed Value

$92,562 Value Per Acre

Suburban Single-Family

.624 Acres

$292,290 Assessed Value

$468,413 Value Per Acre

Compact Suburban

.139 Acres

$72,900 Assessed Value

$542,460 Value Per Acre

Townhome/Zero Lot Line (Abilene, TX)

.060 Acres

$103,419 Assessed Value

$1,706,548 Value Per Acre

Source: Google Earth Source: Google Earth Source: Google Earth

Source: Google Streetview Source: Google Streetview Source: Google Streetview

Source: Google Earth

Source: Google Streetview
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Bridging the Resource GapBridging the Resource Gap
In today’s environment, most citizens 
are not willing and/or able to pay more in 
property taxes or fees, but cities don’t have 
the revenue needed to cover basic services 
and maintenance dues to the cost of aging 
infrastructure. Each year, maintenance 
expenses grow, and citizens’ concerns over 
property taxes and being priced out of their 
homes do as well. Recent state legislation to 
cap property taxes and limit annexation and 
local control of building regulations has only 
increased this tension.

There are generally three positions that cities 
find themselves in when it comes to their 
position on the growth curve and how they 
are currently managing the resource gap.

Many cities think they have quantified 
service costs, infrastructure costs, and a solid 
plan. However, they generally are not looking 
far enough ahead and have only quantified 
short term needs without looking at the 
bigger picture. The simplest infrastructure 
costs to quantify are local street replacement 
and reconstruction. Starting with this level of 
analysis, one can start to see how critical long 
term planning is for a community of any size.

SERVICES INFRASTRUCTURE REVENUE

Scenario A

Scenario B

Scenario C

The city has quantified service costs, knows 
what its infrastructure liabilities are, and has 
a good clear plan to generate enough revenue 
to pay for those things - all while staying 
within the limits of what the residents there 
are willing and able to pay for.

These communities tend to be in the middle 
of their growth phase. Older parts of the city 
require maintenance, but revenue from new 
growth is covering these costs. The wave of 
infrastructure reconstruction costs has not 
hit these communities yet, but is looming out 
in the future. 

These are older cities where there is limited 
growth, and oftentimes decline. Large areas 
of the city are past their initial life cycle and 
in need of repair. There are neighborhoods 
beginning to decline and there is no clear 
plan for how the city is going to address those 
needs. 

??

?

In good 
shape

Doing OK 
for now

Already 
running 
behind

Scenario A

Scenario B

Scenario C

Scenario A

Scenario B

Scenario C

Bridging the Resource Gap
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$6.72M$6.72M$7.64M$7.64M$7.64M

$191M$191M$191M

$916K$916K$916K

Here is a graphic illustrating Sweetwater’s 
street costs. It takes into account the number 
of local streets, or streets that are the sole 
responsibility of the City to maintain and 
rebuild. If no changes are made to the current 
development pattern in place, this sizable 
gap already seems insurmountable. Keep in 
mind that streets only account for a portion 
of the resource gap. This does not include an 
account of the costs to provide other services 
or types of infrastructure like water and 
wastewater. 

For cities to be financially resilient and 
affordable for years to come, leaders must 
work to close the gap between available 
resources and the obligations which require 
them – such as the example just illustrated. 
More specifically, cities must find ways to 
generate additional revenue as that demand 
inevitably grows. There are three ways in 
which a city can close this gap, highlighted in 
the graphic to the right.

127127127
Miles of Local 

Streets In 
Sweetwater

Lane Miles to 
Maintain 

(where a lane mile is 11-ft of pavement over a mile)

at an 
average 
of 33 
ft of 
pavement

Replacement/
recontruction 
costs are 
roughly 
$500,000 per 
lane mile In liabilities for 

existing street 
network 

(over network lifetime of 25 years)

Cost to cover street 
liabilites (yearly)

2021 Budget for 
Streets Yearly Funding Gap

Keep development patterns and service 
levels as-is but charge more (via higher 
taxes and fees) to cover the true costs. 
This is a difficult option because an 
increasing number of people do not have 
the means to pay much more than they 
are currently paying.

Adjust development and infrastructure 
to enable an affordable balance of 
services and taxes. By prioritizing infill, 
redevelopment, and more financially 
productive development patterns, the 
city can generate additional tax base 
from its service area and improve the 
return on investment of taxpayer dollars 
without necessarily having to raise the 
tax rate or charge more fees. This is the 
most feasible and effective option.

Maintain current taxes and fees where 
they are but cut services to align with 
revenues. This is what most cities are 
currently doing, where services and 
maintenance needs are budgeted to 
fit available revenue and those that 
are unfunded get deferred. This can 
work for a short period, but eventually 
the neighborhoods and infrastructure 
must be maintained, or property values 
will start to decline and people and 
businesses will leave the city.

Increase Taxes or Fees Reduce Services Develop Responsibly

1 2 3
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Key Questions for SweetwaterKey Questions for Sweetwater
There is a need for more transparent 
conversations about Sweetwater’s resource 
gap, and a way of demonstrating progress 
in narrowing that gap, year by year. The 
questions which must be tackled to move 
down this path to solvency are listed on this 
page.

Does the community have the 
resources to keep up with service ex-
pectations and infrastructure main-
tenance both now and in the future? 
What is the gap between available 
resources and that expectation/main-
tenance?

Does the community have the re-
sources needed to repair and maintain 
(not to mention, improve) streets, 
parks, utilities, public safety, librar-
ies, and community facilities? What is 
the gap between available resources 
and the necessary repairs/mainte-
nance?

Will the community’s current growth 
pattern put the community in a better 
position 20 years from now? Will the 
quality of life diminish with this cur-
rent growth pattern?

When it comes to growth and develop-
ment, what is the biggest challenge or 
frustration the majority of people are 
experiencing?

How does the community keep up with 
the growing wants and needs of its 
residents with the limited resources 
that it has?

How does the community maintain its 
streets, water lines, utility lines, and 
older homes in neighborhoods? 

How does the community balance 
maintenance with investing in new 
facilities, new parks, and new quality 
of life amenities that attract new 
residents and businesses to the com-
munity?

Using the land use fiscal analysis, collecting 
the data, and reporting fiscal outcomes from 
Sweetwater’s development decisions is central 
to ultimately answering these questions and 
capturing maximum value citywide.

Key Questions for Sweetwater
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The Usefulness of a Land Use Fiscal Analysis The Usefulness of a Land Use Fiscal Analysis 
In order to align development, services, and 
revenues, cities need a common language to 
discuss common problems and find common 
solutions. Land use fiscal analysis is a 
powerful tool that can help frame discussions 
and inform decisions about land use, 
development, infrastructure, and budgeting. 
Land Use Fiscal Analysis is a lot-by-lot 
analysis of property taxes. It looks at both the 
levy (the amount of taxes paid per lot) and 
the revenue (the income the city receives of 
those taxes). The analysis uses property tax 
revenue per acre (the profit per acre) and net 
revenue per acre (the profit per acre once 
costs are subtracted) for each lot. Then, a map 
is created to show the fiscal productivity of 
every property in the city. By figuring and 
mapping revenues and costs this way, we are 
able to see how land uses and development 
patterns perform. The analysis also shows 
which parcels generate enough property tax 
revenue to cover the costs of service, and 
which parcels cost more to serve than they 
generate in revenue. When parcels do not 
create enough revenue to cover the costs, 
it requires other parts of the city and other 
revenue sources to make up the difference.

Cities tend to unfortunately look only at 
levy amounts across the city and draw 
conclusions that those with the highest 
levy amounts (usually the largest in size 
or newest to be constructed) are providing 
the most tax revenue to the community. 
However, this is faulty analysis for a couple 
of reasons. First, it focuses on the tax levy, 
but not the revenue generated by the levy. 
Imagine a business focusing on what they 
sell their wares for, without factoring in 
costs. It’s a similar problem because it is a 
focus on an incomplete number. Second, this 
approach does not allow equity in comparing 
properties. By standardizing the measure 
- the revenue per acre - all properties can 
be examined, compared, and contrasted 
accurately, regardless of size.

A parcel level analysis of Dallas County assessed 

values shows property value spread fairly evenly 

across the county.

When the value is determined on a per acre basis, 

it becomes clear that the urban core of Dallas 

County is where the real value is. 

The Usefulness of a Land Use Fiscal Analysis 
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Population Growth vs. Land Footprint

65×17× 65×17× 65×17×

City Footprint 
Has Grown

Population Growth vs. Land Footprint
As discussed earlier, the post-World War II 
development pattern has two characteristics 
which are problematic. First, they eat up 
more land and require more infrastructure 
(both adding to the existing infrastructure 
network and by requiring more miles to 
connect the existing network to the new 
development). Second, the lots are larger and 
more spread out, meaning fewer people are 
housed or served by much larger tracts of 
property.

In most cases, a city’s service area expanded 
much faster than the population of the city 
over the same period of time. This puts the 
community in a position where the expanded 
area has newly built roads, water and sewer 
lines, additional police and fire coverage, 
water towers, pump stations, parks, and 
other quality of life amenities and services 
for the broader footprint, but there is not 
enough population or tax base to cover the 
costs. In terms of finances, this means that 
the amount citizens were paying prior to this 
expansion will inevitably increase many times 
over because the population hasn’t likewise 
grown enough to – just as discussed on a block 
level above - spread the burden across more 
people within the city limits. 

City Boundary Growth Over Time

Population Has 
Grown

Since

1893

But

1893 2022

Population Growth vs. Land Footprint
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Creating a Fiscally Informed PlanCreating a Fiscally Informed Plan
This document lays the groundwork for a 
future Sweetwater that is directly informed 
by, and adapts to, the fiscal realities of 
the community. Intentionally guiding 
development and redevelopment into certain 
areas of the city and in certain patterns can 
increase revenues, reduce service costs, 
and close the city’s resource gaps over time. 
In order to achieve desired outcomes and 
create a more resilient future, there are a few 
questions to consider:

How are the current development patterns 

in Sweetwater performing? Quantifying, 
mapping, and communicating how different 
land uses, zoning, and development patterns 
are performing provides a baseline.

What changes to the development pattern can 

the city implement that increases the value per 

acre? Where should this development go? The 
fiscal analysis illuminates where the city’s 
highest and lowest value producing properties 
are. The characteristics of these patterns can 
be examined and repeated in other locations 
around the city to increase the value per 
acre and maximize the return on public 
investments.

What are the land use and infrastructure 

policies Sweetwater needs to have in place that 

will support a fiscally productive and resilient 

pattern? This is critical. In many places across 
the country the patterns that are most fiscally 
productive for a city can no longer be built 
under the current code and design standards. 
Refining and reframing these policies to make 
it possible to build in this more productive 
way is one of the things we will recommend 
in this Comprehensive Plan.

Who are the local people and organizations that 

Sweetwater needs to collaborate with to build 

infill and small projects? Historically, local 
development happened with local developers. 
However, over the past 60 to 80 years much 
of the development seen in Texas has been 
by multi-regional and national development 
firms. For Sweetwater to grow healthily and 
sustain itself, it is important to foster local 
development talent. This means that the 
City needs to explicitly seek out the locals 
that are willing to build one building, start 
one business, develop one parcel, or reinvest 
in one block at a time. Then, the City must 
connect them to the resources they need to 
be successful.

Source: NACTO

Source: Dr. Michael Harbour Photography

Creating a Fiscally Informed Plan
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Fiscal Baseline
In order to best understand the value of the 
land use fiscal analysis work in Sweetwater, 
there must be a firm understanding of the 
fiscal baseline that the city is working with 
at the time of the analysis. This baseline 
contains an internal analysis of Sweetwater’s 
current revenues and expense allocations. 
Later in this chapter, a comparison of the high 
level financial statistics locally is shown with 
those of peer communities. 

Both elements make it possible to assess the 
current fiscal performance of Sweetwater on 
a statistical level - as well as on a geographic 
level - by pairing the fiscal baseline with the 
land use fiscal analysis.

This graphic shows the allocation of sources 
and dollar amounts, which together make 
up Sweetwater’s general operating fund. 
The general fund in cities is crucial because 
it funds the majority of city operations 
and is discretionary in nature. The largest 
contributor to Sweetwater’s general fund is 
sales tax, making up 23.5% of the general 
fund, with property tax being the second, 
making up 22.9%. As discussed previously, 
property tax is general the most solid 
and steady source of funding for cities. 
Municipalities in Texas that are considered 
the most fiscally resilient derive around 50% 
of their general fund revenues from property 
taxes, and Sweetwater is 27.1% shy of that 
measure.

There are a couple of ways to improve and 
yield more property tax to increase that 
figure. The first way - often not supported 
by residents - is by increasing the tax 
rate. The second way is by kickstarting 
redevelopment and concentrating it and new 
development where infrastructure already 
exists. Continuing to develop in areas where 
new infrastructure is required only widens 
Sweetwater’s resource gap to a point from 
which recovery may be impossible. It is simply 
a principle of using and maximizing what the 
city has instead of adding more cost burden.

“A city that generates the majority of its revenue from 
sales or income taxes will be hit hard and immediately 
when it experiences such consumer declines and job 
losses. A city that relies on property taxes, however, 
will not experience such an immediate collapse in its 
revenues.”

WHEN WILL YOUR CITY FEEL THE FISCAL IMPACT OF COVID-19? 
Brookings Institute –March 31, 2020.
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Streets are currently 
budgeted for about  
$915,000 per year, or 
7.4% of the total budget.

Sales Tax

Property Tax

Intergovernmental 

Admin Fees

Miscellaneous

Other Taxes

Transfers In
City Admin

Finance
Code Enforcement

Less than half of the 
budget comes from Sales 
and Property Taxes.
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Development Pattern and FootprintDevelopment Pattern and Footprint
Sweetwater’s city center was built prior 
to the 1940s, establishing a town square 
and corresponding neighborhood grid that 
reaches at least four blocks in each direction. 
Early residential development in Sweetwater 
was concentrated in a compact, traditional 
grid with short blocks. Lots averaged less than 
0.2 acres around downtown and Broadway, 
where the first businesses were established. 
These areas tend to produce higher property 
tax revenues because more properties are 
served by utilities in a compact area, which 
makes the land more productive. Elements 
of this compact grid development style 
include human scale streets and sidewalks. 
They often feature streets lined with trees 
and driving is not always necessary, as it is 
comfortable and safe to be on foot.

As growth and expansion continued into 
the late 1950s to 1960s, the pattern shifted 
as suburban-style residential developments 
started to emerge. Suburban-style 
development generally includes long blocks 
and curving streets, large lots and deep 
setbacks. Clusters of housing are designed 
with fewer route options. Typically, this type 
of development does not perform as well in 
terms of tax revenue generation. Since the 
appraised and taxable values of parcels in 
this area are so high in relation to the rest of 
the city - where values are suffering – they 
falsely appear to generate more revenue. The 
reason that this style of development does 
not perform well in the long-term is because 
of how it is spread out – costing more to serve 
with water, sewer, and other public utilities 
because of the distance those services must 
travel. That cost is split among fewer lots and 
tax accounts. 

Source: USGS

Source: Google Earth
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In the case of Sweetwater, the footprint 
continued spreading, adding infrastructure 
liabilities to the city’s inventory at a faster 
pace than the population increased. The 
population then began to decline - and 
has continued to do so ever since - after 
reaching 13,914 in 1960. Had the population 
held steady since 1960’s figure, even with 
today’s expanded footprint, the population 
density would be 1.96 compared to today’s 
1.5. Today’s general fund would go further 
even with that higher population level. This 
decline in residents puts the community 
in a difficult position, because the establish 
footprint - served with infrastructure, 
services, and other quality of life amenities 
– was built to serve over 13,000 residents. 
As a result of the lessening population, the 
amount the remaining citizens are paying will 
increase because the remaining population 
must sustain this established service area 
indefinitely.

The fiscal challenge can be easily illustrated 
when looking at the example of streets. 
Streets (and the development around them) 
contributes to the property tax and sales tax 
bases. This helps the community to pay for 
and rationalize the infrastructure investment 
- at least at face value. As outlined previously, 
street infrastructure is a costly investment 
that requires ongoing maintenance for the 
life of the community. Sweetwater is in the 
position of having more infrastructure than 
it needs to reasonably serve the people that 
call the community home. Recouping this 
investment today, especially in areas of 
west and east Sweetwater that are sparsely 
occupied, will be difficult because of the 
substantial number of vacant lots (and the 
effect of those vacant lots and decline on 
property values). The pattern is ripe for, and 
ideally scaled, for reinvestment. The tight 
street grid is the most fiscally productive 
form, and luckily for Sweetwater, it already 
exists.
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