CHICAGO TAX INCREMENT 
FINANCE REFORM BLUEPRINT
Restoring Taxpayer Trust. 
Strengthening Neighborhood Investment.  
Modernizing Tax Increment Financing.

	GOVERNING PROPOSITION
Chicago should not debate whether TIF exists. Rather, Chicago should govern TIF as a major public finance system: transparent, purpose-bound, rules-based, and performance-tested.



	$1.586B
2024 Chicago TIF revenue
	+16.57%
2023- 2024 growth
	3.47x
2012 – 2024


Source:  Cook County Clerk, 2024 and 2012 TIF Reports


SECTION 01
Reader Guide

This report presents a next-generation model for Chicago's Tax Increment Finance (TIF) system. It is designed to provide a fresh perspective on TIF reform package for reporters, civic leaders, public officials, taxpayers, and neighborhood organizations.  Below is an explanation of the problem, an operating model, and a well-defined implementation path.

	THIS IS NOT AN ANTI-TIF PAPER
TIF can remain a valuable redevelopment tool for struggling neighborhoods. The objective is to make it predictable, transparent, measurable, and disciplined.  The goal is to refine TIF so public confidence and private investment reinforce one another.



Evidence-Based Conclusions
Facts are based on figures and conclusions from published public data sources.
Policy recommendations are presented separately based on historical findings.
Scoring mechanism for Chicago TIF’s as a whole and at an individual TIF level.
Qualitative analysis to measure TIFs by the “But For” test on a long-term basis.
Report architecture

	Part
	Purpose

	I. Case for Reform
	Defines scale, stakes, and the governing problem.

	II. Governance Model
	Introduces life of each TIF management criteria, distinct neighborhood TIF typologies, and performance testing.

	III. Reform Package
	Sets the policy and ordinance architecture.

	IV. Implementation
	Provides 30-, 60-, 100-, and 180-day actions.

	V. Validation Appendix
	Required evidence, assumptions, and data still required.





SECTION 02
Executive Summary

Key Finding

There is a need for a pro-development and pro-discipline framework for the next generation of TIFs.

Evidence

TIF has grown into one of Chicago's largest and most consequential public-finance systems. City TIF revenue increased from $457.0 million to $1.586 billion from 2012 to 2024, respectively. Due to the 2024 reassessment, the 2024 total was 16.57 percent above 2023 (Source:  Cook County Clerk 2024 TIF Report). That dramatic increase should not be construed as misuse or unintended consequences. The data clearly show that TIF is large enough to require additional transparency, consistent rules, a revaluation of portability standards, and triggers when revenues clearly impact Chicago’s overall tax base.

	$457.0M
2012 TIF revenue
	$1.586B
2024 TIF revenue
	247%
Increase, 2012-2024



	CORE DIAGNOSIS
Chicago's recurring TIF debate is not fundamentally about whether redevelopment should be financed. Instead, it is about whether a major fiscal system is governed by stable rules that taxpayers, investors, taxing districts, and neighborhoods can verify.


Proposed operating model

Treat the citywide TIF portfolio as a managed redevelopment tool rather than isolated project decisions or a last resort for closing annual budget deficits.
Classify TIF districts according to a scoring system:  Growth, Stabilization, and Close-Out.
Require standardized reporting for balances, obligations, transfers, uncommitted amounts, delivery, and outcomes.
Adopt a TIF Performance Index with explicit weights, definitions, confidence levels, and validation.
Create consistent thresholds for portability, surplus, amendment, extension, and closure.
Publish annual district scorecards and a citywide portfolio report.

	Deadline
	Commitment

	Day 30
	Publish TIF district baseline and data dictionary.

	Day 60
	Release Chicago City Council ordinance package and performance methodology.

	Day 100
	Issue provisional TIF district tiers and compliance report.

	Day 180
	Publish validated scorecards, surplus actions, and portfolio plan.









SECTION 03
Need for New TIF Governance Now

Chicago TIF’s current billion-dollar scale warrants a change in Chicago’s TIF guardrails. A TIF financing mechanism can be useful and still require modernization. As the scale of TIF grows, governance practices that may have been tolerated when the system was smaller become increasingly consequential. In 2024, Chicago city TIF revenue reached approximately $1.586 billion compared with a total of $8.346 billion billed in Chicago (Source:  2024 Cook County Clerk Tax Agency Report).


Source:  Cook County Clerk, 2024 and 2012 TIF Reports

	When the Chicago TIF system was smaller
	Now Chicago’s TIF structure is a major fiscal entity

	Project-level reporting may have appeared adequate.
	Portfolio-level reporting becomes essential.

	Informal exceptions may have been allowable and manageable.
	Exceptions create precedent, opacity, and uneven treatment.

	Closure can be handled without dramatic impact.
	Maturity and close-out rules must be systematic.

	Balances can be discussed in aggregate.
	Obligations and uncommitted funds require district disclosure.

	Success may be described in sweeping terms.
	Outcomes should be measured consistently.






SECTION 04
How TIF Works - and Why Governance Matters

Though a Chicago City Council ordinance, a base level of equalized assessed value is established according to a TIF’s designated boundary. As property values within the TIF district grow above that base, the increment is multiplied by the tax rate of the area to arrive at a revenue amount.  The revenue is deposited into the district's TIF fund for eligible redevelopment costs. Of issue is where incremental revenue is directed during the TIF district's life.
The governance challenge
Designation determines which geography and tax base enter the district:  base year, boundaries, adjoining TIFs, etc.
Project selection determines how the revenue is distributed
Portability determines if money may move between connected TIF districts.
Obligations determine how much of a balance is genuinely available.
Surplus policy determines when excess resources return to taxing districts: Chicago Public Schools, City of Chicago, Cook County, etc.
Extension and closure determine how long incremental value remains inside the system.

	PUBLIC-FINANCE PRINCIPLE
Because TIF is part of the broader property-tax system, it should be governed with clear definitions, reliable data, well-communicated decisions, and consistent public reporting.



	Question taxpayers ask
	Information the city should publish

	How much is in the TIF district?
	Cash balance, investments, receivables, and reconciliation.

	How much is committed?
	TIF Obligation schedule by project, agreement, debt, and payment year.

	How much is uncommitted?
	A standardized calculation with exclusions and confidence level.

	What did it accomplish?
	Projects, private leverage, jobs, housing, infrastructure, and tax-base change.

	Why is it still open?
	Remaining need, maturity test, and extension/closure rationale.





SECTION 05
Governance Failure Modes
1. Purpose drift
TIF should remain redevelopment-first. The risk arises when short-term fiscal pressures or project-specific exceptions blur the distinction between targeted redevelopment and other City Hall needs. Reform should clarify a hierarchy of uses and require public justification.
2. Inconsistent portability
Portability can support coherent redevelopment across connected areas, but it should not operate as a case-by-case exception. Objective tests should cover geographic relationship, redevelopment nexus, source solvency, receiving need, project readiness, and public benefit.
3. Weak maturity discipline
TIF districts should not continue merely because they can. A modern system should periodically test whether redevelopment need remains, obligations are complete, performance is adequate, and incremental value should begin returning to the tax base.
4. Opacity around balances and obligations
A reported balance is not the same as spendable cash. The public needs a reconciliation of cash, binding obligations, planned but unexecuted projects, debt commitments, restricted amounts, and genuinely uncommitted resources.
5. Uneven outcome measurement
The public needs outcomes, not only inputs: tax-base growth, completed infrastructure, occupied space, housing delivered, jobs, and private capital leveraged.

	WHAT REFORM MUST PREVENT
The package must not replace discretion with a rigid formula that ignores neighborhood conditions. It must replace unexplained discretion with structured judgment, published criteria, and reviewable evidence.





SECTION 06
The Chicago TIF Governance Lifecycle Model


	Stage
	Decision
	Required evidence

	1
	Need Test
	Document redevelopment need and why TIF is necessary.

	2
	Designation
	Set geography, base year, goals, eligible uses, and outcomes.

	3
	Capital Plan
	Publish a multiyear project and obligation schedule.

	4
	Annual Review
	Report finances, delivery, outcomes, and data quality.

	5
	Midpoint Audit
	Reassess need, performance, portability, and remaining term.

	6
	Maturity Decision
	Classify as Growth, Stabilization, or Close-Out.

	7
	Close-Out
	Complete obligations, declare surplus, and return value.



	IMPLEMENTATION TRIGGER POINTS
Designation, major amendment, portability, extension, surplus declaration, and closure should each trigger a standardized public memorandum explaining the evidence, rule, fiscal effect, and expected outcome.



The lifecycle model makes TIF governance predictable. Developers gain clearer expectations. Neighborhoods gain visibility. Taxing districts gain better information. Elected officials retain judgment, but decisions occur inside a stable operating framework.


SECTION 07
TIF District Typology
Growth, Stabilization, and Close-Out are management categories - not political labels.
	Tier
	Characteristics
	Default posture

	Growth
	Active need, credible pipeline, measurable opportunity.
	Target investment, monitor execution, publish outcomes.

	Stabilization
	Major investments substantially complete; defined obligations; maturing performance.
	Limit new commitments, test surplus, plan transition.

	Close-Out
	Core objectives achieved, weak remaining nexus, limited pipeline, or term near completion.
	Complete obligations, declare surplus, close on schedule.


Classification safeguards
Use normalized financial definitions across all TIF districts.
Separate binding obligations from aspirational project lists.
Include neighborhood conditions and redevelopment need, not only revenue growth.
Publish provisional classifications before final action.
Allow technical correction and documented reconsideration.
Refresh annually and explain changes.

	WHERE DATA IS INCOMPLETE
The current workspace does not contain one normalized district forensic table covering balances, cumulative flows, obligations, surplus, portability, age, original/current EAV, closure status, and uncommitted balances. Final district assignments should wait for that dataset.





SECTION 08
TIF Performance Index - Prototype
A transparent scorecard with explicit weights and data-confidence rules.
The Index is proposed as a management and transparency tool. It should not be used mechanically to close or extend a district. It should organize evidence, expose gaps, and support structured judgment.
	Metric
	Weight
	Decision question

	Redevelopment need/additionality
	15%
	Is intervention still necessary and catalytic?

	Project delivery
	15%
	Were projects completed on time and within scope?

	Private investment leveraged
	15%
	What verified private capital followed?

	Tax-base/occupancy outcomes
	15%
	Did productive use improve relative to baseline?

	Jobs, housing, community outcomes
	15%
	What locally relevant outcomes were delivered?

	Financial stewardship
	15%
	Are balances, obligations, transfers, and surplus well managed?

	Transparency/data quality
	10%
	Are reports timely, reconcilable, and complete?



Every metric should disclose source, period, and confidence.
Missing data reduces confidence; it is not automatic failure.
Weights may vary modestly by district type, but changes must be public.
Report both composite score and underlying values.
Treat Year One as a validation year with provisional scores.
	POLICY CAUTION
A performance index is valuable only if the underlying data is credible. The first year should include independent methodology review.





SECTION 09
Reform Architecture
.
1. Citywide TIF Portfolio Governance
Create an annual portfolio plan covering district tiers, major commitments, portability, surplus actions, and closures.
2. Uniform Approval Standards
Adopt a common decision memorandum for new districts, amendments, project approvals, and extensions.
3. Responsible Portability Rules
Require a redevelopment nexus, source-capacity test, receiving-need test, and public fiscal statement.
4. Financial Transparency Standard
Publish balances, binding obligations, planned commitments, uncommitted amounts, transfers, and reconciliations.
5. Performance and Maturity Reviews
Use annual scorecards, midpoint audits, and scheduled maturity decisions.
6. Surplus and Close-Out Discipline
Establish default surplus tests and close-out plans for mature districts.
7. Public Accountability Infrastructure
Build a searchable dashboard, downloadable data, change logs, and plain-language reports.

	WHAT WE RECOMMEND – POLICY
Replace project-by-project rulemaking with a permanent framework. Keep TIF for legitimate redevelopment while requiring consistent criteria, measurable outcomes, transparent data, and disciplined maturity decisions.





SECTION 10
Portability Reform

Allow portability flexibility only where the redevelopment case is clear and safeguards are visible. Portability can be legitimate when projects and districts share a meaningful redevelopment relationship. The objective is not a categorical ban. It is a consistent test preventing portability from becoming an open-ended workaround.

	Required test
	Minimum public showing

	Redevelopment nexus
	Explain the geographic, infrastructure, market, or project relationship.

	Source capacity
	Show binding source-district obligations remain fully funded.

	Receiving need
	Demonstrate eligible need and project readiness.

	Incremental benefit
	State the measurable outcome expected.

	Alternative analysis
	Explain why other capital, debt, grant, or operating sources are not superior.

	Time limit
	Set an authorization window and return unused funds.

	Reporting
	Track transfer, expenditure, completion, and outcome separately.



Technical certification by finance and planning officials.
Public portability memorandum and machine-readable schedule.
Council review under a uniform standard.
Post-transfer reporting until completion.
Automatic reversion or surplus treatment for unused amounts.



SECTION 11
TIF Transparency Standard

	Disclosure field
	Required content

	District profile
	Creation/expiration, geography, purpose, base and current EAV.

	Financial position
	Beginning balance, revenue, expenditures, transfers, ending balance.

	Obligations
	Executed agreements, debt, contracts, payment schedule.

	Uncommitted amount
	Formula, exclusions, assumptions, confidence designation.

	Project delivery
	Approved, contracted, underway, completed, delayed, cancelled.

	Outcomes
	Private leverage, jobs, housing, infrastructure, occupancy, tax-base indicators.

	Governance status
	Tier, performance score, surplus action, extension/closure rationale.

	Data quality
	Sources, reconciliation, corrections, revision history.



Search by address, ward, district, project, and year.
Download district and citywide data in open formats.
Display obligations separately from uncommitted resources.
Maintain a correction log and archived prior versions.


SECTION 12
Surplus, Maturity, and Close-Out
Return value when goals and obligations no longer justify continued capture.
A disciplined surplus policy should distinguish current cash, near-term binding obligations, prudent reserves, and speculative project concepts. The city should not promise a universal surplus percentage before definitions are normalized.
	Question
	Evidence

	Are objectives substantially achieved?
	Completion, infrastructure, occupancy, tax-base and neighborhood indicators.

	Are binding obligations identified?
	Executed agreements, debt schedules, contracts, required reserves.

	Is there a credible remaining pipeline?
	Specific eligible projects, readiness, financing, timetable.

	Does continued capture remain necessary?
	Additionality analysis and alternatives review.

	Should the district transition?
	Tier recommendation, surplus amount, close-out schedule.



	NO UNSUPPORTED WINDFALL CLAIM
This blueprint does not claim every reported balance can be swept or that reform will produce a predetermined savings amount. First reconcile data and protect lawful commitments; then declare surplus under a repeatable standard.



Freeze new discretionary commitments after close-out designation.
Publish the final obligation schedule.
Declare legally available surplus under the adopted rule.
Complete remaining projects under a time-limited plan.
Close the district and document return of incremental value.


SECTION 13
First 180 Days

	Days 1-30
	Establish team; adopt data dictionary; inventory districts, balances, obligations, transfers, expiration.
	District baseline v1 and data-gap log.

	Days 31-60
	Release ordinance concepts; publish portability, maturity, surplus, and disclosure standards.
	Draft ordinance package and methodology.

	Days 61-100
	Issue provisional tiers; test Index; identify immediate compliance actions.
	100-day TIF compliance report.

	Days 101-180
	Validate data; finalize scorecards, portfolio plan, and supported surplus/close-out actions.
	First annual portfolio plan and dashboard.



First 100-day commitments
Publish district baseline: balances, obligations, and uncommitted amounts.
Release ordinance package for use hierarchy, maturity tests, and transparency triggers.
Classify districts into provisional Growth, Stabilization, and Close-Out tiers.
Publish a compliance report explaining surplus actions and data limitations.

	WHAT SUCCESS LOOKS LIKE IN 12 MONTHS
A reconciled dataset; adopted standards; annual scorecards; a portfolio plan; documented portability decisions; mature-district action plans; and a public record explaining every material decision.





SECTION 14
Institutional and Ordinance Path

Codify the operating model so it survives individual administrations and projects.  The package should be translated into ordinance, administrative rules, reporting standards, and operating procedures. Legal review should confirm consistency with Illinois law, redevelopment plans, bond covenants, intergovernmental agreements, and executed agreements.

Definitions for binding obligation, planned commitment, uncommitted amount, portability, maturity, and surplus.
Required memoranda for designation, amendment, portability, extension, surplus, and closure.
Annual district disclosure and citywide portfolio reporting.
Scheduled midpoint and maturity reviews.
Public methodology for tiering and performance scoring.
Data publication, correction, and archival rules.
Transition rules protecting lawful commitments and contractual rights.
	LEGAL CAUTION
This report proposes policy architecture, not final legal language. Ordinance drafting should be completed with municipal finance, redevelopment, bond, and Illinois statutory counsel.





SECTION 15
Risks and Mitigations
Reform succeeds only if it avoids paralysis and false precision.
	Risk
	Mitigation

	Reform slows legitimate development
	Use clear timelines, standard forms, and expedited review for compliant projects.

	Scoring becomes politicized
	Publish formulas, sources, confidence levels, and corrections.

	Balances are overstated as available
	Reconcile cash against binding obligations and debt.

	Metrics distort neighborhood needs
	Use a common core plus district-specific outcomes.

	Portability becomes too rigid
	Allow structured exceptions with nexus and fiscal tests.

	Closure disrupts projects
	Use transition schedules and protect lawful obligations.

	Dashboard becomes stale
	Assign data owners, update calendars, and correction logs.



A sound framework must be firm enough to prevent drift and flexible enough to support redevelopment. The test is not whether every decision is identical; it is whether different decisions can be explained through the same transparent rules.


SECTION 16
Public Accountability and Confidence

The political choice is not growth versus discipline. Chicago needs both.  TIF reform should be communicated as a development-confidence initiative. Clear rules reduce uncertainty. Transparent financial information strengthens trust. Measurable outcomes improve selection. Maturity discipline protects the broader tax base.

	PUBLIC MESSAGE

The issue is not whether TIF exists. The issue is whether it is governed with discipline that taxpayers can verify.



What this blueprint says

Keep TIF as a redevelopment tool.
Stop governing a citywide fiscal system through changing project-by-project exceptions.
Measure whether investment delivers lasting neighborhood value.
Protect binding commitments while identifying genuinely uncommitted resources.
Close or transition districts when the redevelopment case no longer supports continued capture.
Give taxpayers and investors one reliable record.
What this blueprint does not say

It does not assume every fund balance is available cash.
It does not promise speculative savings.
It does not assign final TIF district scores without normalized data.
It does not substitute formulas for public judgment.


SECTION 17
Conclusion

Govern TIF as the major public system it has become.  Chicago's future depends not only on how much it invests, but on how wisely it governs. Tax Increment Financing can remain an important tool for neighborhood redevelopment, infrastructure, housing, commercial revitalization, and economic growth. But scale creates responsibility.

The current debate too often begins with an individual project and ends with another exception. The better path is a durable operating model: one set of definitions, one public record for every district, one lifecycle from designation to close-out, one disciplined test for portability, and one portfolio plan.

The Chicago TIF Reform Blueprint replaces uncertainty with rules, opacity with reconciled data, inputs with outcomes, and indefinite continuation with maturity discipline. It is pro-development because it creates predictability. It is pro-taxpayer because it creates accountability. It is pro-neighborhood because it measures lasting value. 


SECTION A
Validation Appendix
Verified evidence, policy constructs, and remaining data requirements.
Verified quantitative baseline

	Measure
	Verified value
	Research basis

	2011 city TIF revenue
	$453,671,989.75
	2011-2012 Cook County Clerk comparison in report lineage.

	2012 city TIF revenue
	$457,007,111.15
	2011-2012 comparison.

	2012 vs 2011
	0.74%
	Calculated from verified values.

	2023 city TIF revenue
	$1,360,291,743.46
	2023-2024 Cook County Clerk comparison.

	2024 city TIF revenue
	$1,585,684,624.89
	2023-2024 comparison.

	2024 vs 2023
	16.57%
	Calculated from verified values.

	2012-2024 increase
	Approximately 247%
	Calculated, nominal dollars.



Policy constructs introduced
Citywide portfolio governance.
Growth/Stabilization/Close-Out typology.
TIF Performance Index prototype.
Standard portability memorandum and test.
District transparency record and open-data dashboard.
Midpoint audit, maturity test, and close-out plan.
30-, 60-, 100-, and 180-day sequence.
High-value data still to be reviewed:

Normalized district balances and annual flows.
Executed obligations and debt schedules.
Surplus declarations and distributions.
Portability by source, destination, year, and project.
Creation, amendment, extension, and closure dates.
Original/current EAV on a consistent basis.
Project expenditures and completion status.
Validated private leverage, jobs, housing, occupancy, and infrastructure outcomes.
Consistent definition of uncommitted balance.


SECTION B
Data-Gap Request Sheet

	Priority
	Dataset / field
	Why it matters

	1
	District forensic master table
	Source of truth for classification and reporting.

	1
	Binding obligation schedule
	Prevents balances from being misstated as spendable.

	1
	Portability transaction file
	Tests scale, consistency, source capacity, receiving need.

	1
	Original/current EAV series
	Supports maturity and tax-base analysis.

	2
	Project completion/expenditure file
	Distinguishes authorization from delivery.

	2
	Surplus history
	Tests consistency across time.

	2
	District age/legal status
	Supports extension and close-out review.

	2
	Outcome measures
	Enables credible scoring.

	3
	Case-study files
	Supports 3-5 public district profiles.

	3
	Chart source sheets
	Creates reproducible exhibits and audit trail.



	PUBLICATION STATUS
This report is suitable for release as a governing blueprint. A later forensic edition will add district rankings, case studies, and quantified surplus scenarios once the normalized master dataset is supplied.





SECTION C
Source Notes

This report was developed from the campaign's July 14, 2026 TIF Research Handoff Packet, the external collaborator brief, the May 28, 2026 public TIF reform report, and the accompanying July 14, 2026 press-release framing.
Primary research references

Cook County Clerk TIF district summary comparisons for 2011-2012 and 2023-2024.
Cook County Treasurer long-run TIF context referenced in March 2026 campaign research.
City of Chicago annual appropriation, budget, and district disclosure materials.
Campaign TIF reform drafts, donor brief, Finance Committee edition, and chart assets identified in the handoff.


Paid for by Cardenas4Chicago. 

A copy of our report is or will be available through the Illinois State Board of Elections. Donations are not tax deductible.
Total Chicago TIF Revenue

Total Revenue	2012	2024	0.45700000000000002	1.5860000000000001	
($ Billions)
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