Civic Commons or Co-Location Case Studies
1. Santa Cruz: Downtown Library & Affordable Housing Project
· The Concept: Santa Cruz is replacing a city-owned surface parking lot with a massive mixed-use hub. The project features a modern public library, a childcare facility, 124 units of 100% affordable housing, and consolidated parking with EV charging. It also includes a permanent civic plaza to serve as the new home for the weekly Downtown Farmers' Market.
· How it was Financed: The city used a "capital stack" approach. The library portion is funded by a local voter-approved measure (Measure S). The housing and broader facility secured a $33.5 million Affordable Housing Sustainable Communities Award, a $55.1 million state Tax Credit Award, and a $55.6 million Bond Award. The Farmers' Market plaza is utilizing a $250,000 allocation from an Economic Development Trust Fund and a state Infill and Infrastructure Grant.
2. San Francisco: Mission Creek Senior Community
· The Concept: Built on a remediated industrial "brownfield" site, this project combines a 7,500-square-foot branch library, a community meeting hall, an adult day health center for 50 daily clients, and 140 affordable senior apartments (including units for frail and formerly homeless seniors). The ground floor also features a café and dry cleaner.
· How it was Financed: The land was donated to the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency by a master developer to satisfy affordable housing requirements. The housing is subsidized through U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Section 8 funds and the San Francisco Department of Public Health. The overall $43.8 million project cost was also supported by taxable bonds.
National Case Studies
3. Cornelius, Oregon: Cornelius Place
· The Concept: This three-story building in a town of 12,400 residents combined a new 13,650-square-foot public library with a 2,900-square-foot YMCA recreation and fitness center, a café, and a courtyard designed for concerts and a farmers' market. Above the library sits 45 affordable apartments for seniors.
· How it was Financed: Planners explicitly noted that they "could not have built the library on its own," but combining it with affordable housing made both possible through shared construction costs. The library's $5.8 million share was cobbled together from local businesses, individuals, and county, state, and federal funds, including a $500,000 grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities. The city owns the land, a nonprofit developer owns the building, and the library pays a nominal leasing fee.
4. New York City, New York: The "Air Rights" and Asset Sale Models
· Brooklyn Heights (One Clinton): The Brooklyn Public Library avoided $9 million in renovation costs for an aging branch by selling the site to a private developer for $52 million. The developer built a 38-story tower with 133 luxury market-rate condominiums, a STEM learning center, retail space, and a new library at its base. The sale proceeds funded the new library's $12 million fit-out and generated $10 million for another library project.
· Sunset Park (Brooklyn): The library partnered with a nonprofit developer to double the size of its library to 21,000 square feet while building 49 permanently affordable apartments above it. Financing included over $10 million in state and federal housing tax credits and $8.75 million from the NYC Department of Housing Preservation and Development.
· The Eliza (Inwood): This 14-story mixed-use building includes a library, 175 deeply affordable apartments, universal pre-K classrooms, a children's playroom, and a social services center. The project was made possible by rezoning the site to allow for increased height and density, leveraging the "unused development rights" (or air rights) of the library property.
5. Chicago, Illinois: Public Housing & Library Integration
· The Concept: Chicago co-located three modern libraries with affordable and public housing. These libraries go beyond books to offer music studios, makers' workshops, virtual reality, 3D printing, and dedicated workforce development support.
· How it was Financed: By adding the housing component, the city qualified for federal tax credits and HUD housing funds, which provided almost half the needed construction funds. Revenue from tax-increment financing (TIF) districts was also utilized.
6. Milwaukee, Wisconsin: Mitchell Street Branch & Alexander Lofts
· The Concept: This $21 million project involved restoring a historic department store into the city's largest branch library (23,000 square feet) featuring a recording studio and a makerspace with a kitchen. The development also includes 52 market-rate apartments and eight townhouses.
· How it was Financed: Co-locating the library with market-rate housing allowed the city to put formerly untaxed property back on the tax rolls, generating hundreds of thousands of dollars in new tax base revenue while revitalizing the surrounding business district.
7. Miami, Florida: Hispanic Branch Library & Villa Aurora
· The Concept: Built on the site of a former homeless shelter, this project combined a 12,000-square-foot branch library with 76 permanently affordable housing units.
· How it was Financed: The nonprofit housing provider leases the ground floor to the library. The $29 million project utilized tax credit equity, an incentive loan from the Florida Housing Finance Corporation, and deferred developer fees, bringing the final cost to the library system down to just $3 million.
8. The "Civic Commons" Revitalization Model (Philadelphia, Detroit, Akron)
· The Concept: The "Reimagining the Civic Commons" initiative transforms underutilized libraries, parks, and trails into dynamic hubs to bridge socioeconomic divides. In Akron, Ohio, these spaces host outdoor yoga, community mural projects, and feature world-class performance pavilions.
· How it was Financed: This model is heavily supported by national foundations (including The JPB Foundation, Knight Foundation, and The Kresge Foundation) partnering with local organizations to fund the programming and physical upgrades.
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