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Design Standards in Appendix J for 
specific design criteria). It is 
important to state that this site’s 
un ique  h is to ry  presen ts  an 
o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  d e v e l o p  a n 
interpretation of the original structure.  
However, this plan does not 
necessitate such a building be 
developed. In fact, such a structure 
would be an exception to the 
proposed zoning changes.  Smaller 
scaled developments would be 
permitted and would also reinforce 
the District’s historical built form and 
massing. 

The last built form envisioned within 
t h e  D i s t r i c t  i s  l a r g e - s c a l e 
deve lopment  a long Ra inbow 
Boulevard. With even larger 

development to its north and less 
dense development to its south, the 
south side of Rainbow Boulevard is a 
key transition point to help reduce the 
strong vertical contrast between 
these two geographies. Development 
on Rainbow Boulevard’s south side 
should continue to evolve from low 
rise to high rise development, i.e., the 
few remaining residential-scale 
structures should give way to more 
intensive uses. New development in 
its place should be five to seven 
stories in height, matching the 
existing hotels. However, new 
buildings should exhibit strong 
articulation and  have active and 
viable uses at street level, and a 
better street presence, than the 

existing hotels. The Hotel Niagara and 
Jefferson Apartment buildings are 
sound examples of good street 
presence. To further ease the step 
down and because of its key location, 
the individual structures along 
Rainbow Boulevard could be stepped 
down, particularly along the side 
streets (see illustration on page 44). 
Stepped-down structures would help 
soften the abrupt transition from large
-scale development along the face of 
Rainbow Boulevard into the smaller 
scaled structures along Buffalo 
Avenue. Such design would also 
create opportunities for rooftop use 
and maximize southern exposure for 
views of the River. 

Downtown Niagara Falls exhibits a “step-down” development pattern from the downtown area (right) to the river (left). 



41 

 

R E V I T A L I Z A T I O N  S T R A T E G Y  

 

Development Scenarios 
A highly visible commitment by USAN 
and the City to providing quality, 
walkable public spaces (streets, 
sidewalks and open spaces) will 
signify a positive commitment to the 
District and to the investment 
community, and will help reinforce the 
heritage theme for the District. 
However, property owners may not 
understand fully how their projects 
would interlace with this emerging 
heritage theme or they could enhance 
the character of the District. 

To help convey the dynamics of 
improving property within the 
District’s historical context, the 
following five prototype development 
schemes were prepared. The 
prototypes serve three purposes: (1) 
to demonstrate how the District could 
appear in the future with new infill 
development (recall the orange 
buildings on the Illustrative Site Plan); 
(2) to illustrate the application of 
proposed design guidelines; and (3) 
to analyze financial feasibility of 
undertaking property improvements. 

An illustration/photo depicting the 
mass and form of each prototype is 
included to help communicate and 
define the development scenarios. 
Also, a typical development budget 
was prepared for each scheme, and 
includes architectural/engineering 
fees, permit fees, construction costs, 
interest on construction financing, 
and any loss of rent during 
construct ion.  These deta i led 
estimates are included in the 
appendix of this document, but are 
briefly explained in a later section 
“Financial Analysis”. 

SCENARIO 1A: 
EXISTING RESIDENTIAL REHAB 
The existing neighborhood fabric is 
primarily comprised of 2½ to 3 story, 
residential structures, which have a 
commonality of mass and density 
such that they can be treated as a 
cohesive element in the District. 
Scenario 1A focuses on rehabilitating 
these s t ructures  as  pr iva te 
residences in an effort to preserve the 
District’s historical fabric and to retain 
these vital components of the 
District’s heritage theme. 

This domestic-sized development 
type with varied mass blocks, bays, 
porches, gables, dormers, and porte-
cocheres should continue to be the 
predominant built form of the District. 

SCENARIO 1B: 
EXISTING RESIDENTIAL STRUCTURE 
ADDITIONAL REHABILITATION 
(CONVERT TO BED & BREAKFAST) 
Scenario 1B is similar to Scenario 1A 
in that it is also an existing structure to 
be rehabilitated. The difference 
between these two prototypes is that 
Scenario 1B would be an investment 
project that would generate revenue.  

Specifically, Scenario 1B is an 
example of converting an existing 
residential structure to a Bed & 
Breakfast (B&B). This prototype would 
generate  revenues to  o f fse t 
improvements, however, higher 
construction costs would result from 
additional improvements required by 
code to operate a B&B. 
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SCENARIO 2A: 
N E W  R E S I D E N T I A L  I N F I L L 
STRUCTURE  
The existing neighborhood fabric 
would be supplemented by the 
c o n t e x t u a l l y  s e n s i t i v e  i n f i l l 
development of Scenario 2A. Inspired 
by former and existing stately homes, 
these new, single-family residences 
would reinforce the heritage theme by 
being constructed in a shape and 
form that respects the traditional 
fabric (late 19th and early 20th 
century) of the neighborhood. 

In addition, this prototype would 
address underutilized property by 
construct ing new, resident ial 
developments on vacant land. Also,   
this scenario offers the development 
community an opportunity to 
construct modern residences in a 
premiere location of the city. 

SCENARIO 2B: 
NEW MIXED-USE RESIDENTIAL/
COMMERCIAL INFILL STRUCTURE 
Scenario 2B is similar to Scenario 2A 
in that the shape and form would be 
about the same. The difference 
between these two prototypes is that 
Scenario 2B would be an investment 
project that would generate revenue. 
Specifically, this development 
scenario is envisioned to house a 
commercial/retail operation on the 
first floor and two apartments on the 
upper floors. 

The shape and form of this 
development scenario meets the 
objective of reinforcing the traditional 
fabric sought in the design theme. 
Moreover, allowing a mix of uses 
broadens development options for an 
investor, and helps activate the 
District. 

SCENARIO 3: 
N E W  M E D I U M  D E N S I T Y 
RESIDENTIAL INFILL STRUCTURE 
Envisioned as a low-rise apartment 
building, Scenario 3 is the largest of 
the development scenarios. Because 
of its relatively large size, there are 
only a few locations in the District 
where such form would appropriately 
fit into the urban fabric. Still, this 
prototype is an integral component 
for this Revitalization Strategy. 

The concept of an apartment building 
in the District is within character of the 
desired heritage theme, as the 
Lockeil Apartments once stood at the 
corner of Buffalo Avenue and 3rd 
Street. This apartment complex 
established historical precedent and 
provides a reference for design 
considerations of new structures. This 
is reflected in the design standards. 

CAFE 
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Large-Scale Development—Rainbow 
Boulevard 
While the focus of this Revitalization 
Strategy is on reinforcing smaller-
scaled development, large-scale 
development is likely, and even 
encouraged, to occur along Rainbow 
Boulevard. In fact, this area (between 
the alley and Rainbow Boulevard) is 
very important because it forms the 
significant northern edge of the 
District that interfaces with the 
downtown area. Also, the potential 
built form in this area is significant as 
it would help the transition between 
high-density, downtown development 
to low-density,  neighborhood 
development that is south of the alley. 

The adjacent i l lustration was 
prepared to convey relevant size and 
placement of development that would 
be allowed under the proposed “D1-
C” zoning classification. The 80’ 
maximum building height along 
Rainbow Boulevard would help with 
the transition between downtown and 
the District. In addition, a design 
consideration for Rainbow Boulevard  
development should include step- 
downs along the side streets to 
further ease the built form transition. 

It is important to note that this 
analysis of development along 
Rainbow Boulevard is focused on its 
scale and relation to the surrounding 
development pattern. Unlike the 
p r e c e d i n g  s c e n a r i o s ,  t h i s 
development example is not 
financially analyzed as part of this 
study since existing programs 
address projects of this size. 
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Architectural  
Design Standards 
To help reinforce the heritage theme 
sought for the District, design 
standards that address architectural 
components of buildings were 
developed, and are included in 
Appendix J. Traditional design of 
former and existing historical District 
buildings, particularly with respect to 
massing, scale, materials, colors, and 
architectural features, served as a 
reference for the design standards. 
Adherence to the design criteria will 
help to protect the historical integrity 
of existing structures, and ensure 
quality construction of new structures 
that are compatible with existing 
District building fabric. Accordingly, 
the Buffalo Avenue Architectural 
Design Standards apply to both 
existing buildings and new, infill 
construction. 

However, these design standards are 
not appropriate for the anticipated 
deve lopment  a long Ra inbow 
Boulevard. For this reason, the 
program area for USAN’s existing 
design standards should be 
expanded and applied to the south 
side of Rainbow Boulevard. The 
urban design principles of these 
standards more appropriately reflect 
the type of commercial development 
anticipated here than the Buffalo 
Avenue Archi tectura l  Design 
Standards. The adjacent figure 
depicts where the respective 
program areas would apply. 
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Financial Analysis 
Any investment decision, rehabilitation or new 
construction, involves an expenditure of dollars that adds 
value to a property. For most property owners, the 
decision to invest is only made when the value added at 
least equals the cost of the improvements. To gain a 
better understanding of the financial realities of such 
improvements, a key component of this Revitalization 
Strategy was to analyze the permitting, construction, and 
financing costs of each recommended development 
scenario and the assumed increase in property taxes 
resulting from property improvement. 

The table titled “Construction and Financing Assumptions” 
on the next page summarizes the assumptions of 
development scenario attributes. The scenarios vary by 
construction type and size (square feet), and this lays the 
groundwork for the financial assumptions.  

One of the first steps in the analysis was to prepare cost 
estimates for rehabilitation of existing structures as well as 
for construction of new buildings. In Scenarios 1A and 1B, 
which are existing structures that would be rehabilitated, 
the costs would include work necessary to bring the 
structure into code compliance. The remaining scenarios 
would be new construction projects, which are generally 
calculated on a square footage basis. It was assumed 
that the improvements would result in a higher property 
tax bill. Accordingly, an estimated after-improvement 
assessment value for each development scenario was 
prepared to provide a more complete understanding of 
the total costs to be carried by such projects. 

Project financing for both property acquisition and 
improvements was assumed to involve 20% equity and 
80% loan. Because Scenarios 1A, 1B and 2A would be 
eligible for a residential mortgage, a 30-year term was 
assumed at a 6.5% annual rate (compounded monthly). 
Scenarios 2B and 3 were considered commercial 
development, which conventional lending institutions 
would require a shorter term at a higher rate. A 10-year 
loan at 7.5% annual rate (compounded monthly) was 
assumed for these scenarios. 

Using the prototypes and typical development budgets 
discussed above, 5-year cash flow analyses were 
prepared to illustrate the risk and expected return from an 
investment (summary cash flows [annual] are included in 
subsequent pages, and more detailed [monthly] are 
included in Appendix G). The cash flows were based on a 
simple “cash in, “cash out” model. It was assumed that no 
revenue was generated in Year 1, as a development was 
assumed to be under construction. Revenue commenced 
in Year 2 and was constant, i.e., no escalation, thereafter. 
Scenarios 1A and 2A are single-family units, and revenue 
assumptions do not apply. Expense items also are not 
typically considered for single-family developments, but 
were included to illustrate debt service and tax costs. For 
the remaining scenarios, expenses were determined from 
general knowledge of current market conditions, and were 
tailored to each scenario, as shown in the following pages. 
Real estate taxes were calculated assuming the increased 
property assessment value. 

A typical property tax bill in Niagara Falls is comprised of 
school, city, county, and refuse taxes. However, the tax 
rate is different for homestead (residential) and non-
homestead (all other). The below table titled “2007 Tax 
Rates” shows this difference between these two groups, 
and includes the specific rates (Year 2007) that were used 
as part of the cash flow analysis. 

For most property owners, the decision to 

invest is only made when the value added 

at least equals the cost of the 

improvements. 
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ENTITY HOMESTEAD NON-HOMESTEAD 

School 18.44 20.35 

City 16.62 32.77 

County 8.57 8.57 

Refuse 0.01 0.01 

Total 43.73 61.79 

2007 TAX RATES 
(dollars per $1,000 assessed value) 

In general, the scenarios exhibited a negative cash flow 
(i.e., expenses exceeded revenues). In fact, the analysis 
showed that the numbers were increasingly negative. This 
helps to explain why little rehabilitation or new 
construction has occurred in the District in recent years. 
To close this apparent financial gap, public intervention 
should be considered to improve development feasibility 
of each prototype. A preliminary look into targeted 
financial incentives that could serve as catalysts for 
spurring investment in the District is the focus of the next 
section. It is important to note that while several of the 
following financial incentives are recommended, all may 
not be universally applicable to all District properties (e.g., 
an incentive for a residential conversion to a B & B may 
differ substantially from that required for an infill mixed-
use project). Yet, it is imperative for these programs to be 
clearly discernable and easy to understand in order to 
entice and maximize property owner participation. 

1A 1B 2A  2B  3
CONST R UCT ION COST  EST IMA T E
Construction Type Rehab Rehab New New New 
Size (square feet)                4,000                4,000                3,000                 4,000               36,000 

Improvement Costs
Construction              82,050              75,700            415,296             514,864          5,595,520 
Design Fee (10%)                8,205                7,570              41,530               51,486             559,552 
Permits                   976                   895                   296                    410                 4,450 
Total Estimated Costs (rounded)              92,000            177,000            458,000             567,000          6,200,000 

Estimated Cost per Square Foot                23.00                44.25              152.67               141.75               172.22 

FINA NCING A SSUMPT IONS
Financing Term (years) 30 30 30 10 10
Financing Rate (annual) 6.5% 6.5% 6.5% 7.5% 7.5%
Percent Financed 80% 80% 80% 80% 80%

CA SH FLOW A SSUMPT IONS
Real Estate Tax Rate                43.73                43.73                43.73                 61.79                 61.79 
Revenue YR1 n/a 0  n/a 0 0 
Revenue YR2 and beyond n/a              43,200  n/a               72,000             583,200 

DEV ELOPMENT  SCENA R IO

Cons t ruc t ion  and F inanc ing Assum pt ions
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Targeted Financial Incentives 
While the proposed development scenarios fit into the 
desired physical framework of the District, analyses of the 
cash flows showed the financials of such projects to be 
strained. For this reason, ways to improve project 
financials were explored. First, existing economic 
development programs were reviewed to determine 
whether their benefits applied to District properties (i.e., 
within their program boundary). Second, proposed 
incentive programs were conceived to fill gaps beyond 
the existing programs. Should the proposed programs be 
established, District property owners will have an 
impressive array of financing tools to help finance their 
construction projects. Of equal significance, some of the 
proposed incentives would have a limited lifespan, 
thereby creating a limited opportunity for property owners 
to take advantage of such programs. The result would be 
an immediate infusion of capital into improvements in the 
District.  

The collective package of incentives is generous, 
particularly in the near term. This is intended to create 
buzz about the District and its investment opportunities. 
The goal is to have property owners take advantage of 
these incentives to stabilize and improve the District by 
both addressing the pressing needs of existing structures 
and building on vacant lots. As investment and 
construction start to occur within the District, more and 
more attention would be drawn to the area. In the end, the 
generous, short-term programs will have fulfilled their 
objective of “priming the pump” for additional 
development that would occur in a subsequent wave of 
investment. 

 

PROPOSED TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE PROGRAM 
USAN and the City could explore funding a program that 
would provide term contracts to various consulting 
disciplines for the purpose of offering professional 
services to assist District property owners with technical 
issues at no cost. The consultants would be able to 
provide expertise on the construction process from start 
to finish. For example, consultants could provide design 
services and provide required construction drawings or 
specifications. They would help the property owners 
navigate the design review process and work with local 
planning board. They could also assist with the 
application process for historic designation. The 
consultants could serve as construction managers, review 
cost estimates (bids) from contractors and inspect 
completed work. Specifically, architects, landscape 
architects, and engineers are obvious professionals that 
should be considered for term contracts. In addition 
attorneys, real estate appraisers, and professionals 
providing environmental due diligence reviews should 
also be considered for term contracts. Collectively, the 
objective of utilizing such professionals would be to assist 
property owners with issues that they may not understand 
themselves. 
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PROPOSED PERMIT ASSISTANCE PROGRAM 
While permit fees are often a smaller percentage of costs 
of an overall project, time lost in getting approvals to actu-
ally getting your approvals often delay a business from 
starting and go directly to the bottom line.  Nevertheless, 
a review of current City building permit fee schedules as 
they would apply to the various development scenarios 
examined, show that permit fees are more expensive to 
rehabilitation scenarios—in both absolute and relative 
senses—than the new construction scenarios. This tends 
to suggest that permitting costs more for smaller investors 
and homeowners who tend not to be as versed in the con-
struction process as seasoned developers. This is par-
ticularly a concern given that the need to preserve/
upgrade existing structures is a key component for the 
District’s heritage theme and this Revitalization Strategy. 

Thus, the City should undertake a comprehensive exami-
nation/review of its permitting and inspection fee sched-
ules to ensure appropriate treatment between rehabilita-
tion and new construction projects. Concurrently, USAN 
and the City should explore the possibility of undertaking 
an “ombudsman” or “ambassador” program.  Several cit-
ies have successfully implemented such programs – 
where an ombudsman is assigned to a resident/small 
business owner to serve as a guide and advocate as they 
interact with various government agencies. Such individu-
als typically review and refer inquiries to agencies only 
after the resident or small business owner has worked to 
resolve the issues through the normal course of business.  
Such a program would come at limited cost to the City/
USAN, insofar as staff informally works in this role in se-
lected instances already. 

PROPOSED EXTERIOR IMPROVEMENT PROGRAM 
This proposed program would provide a grant up to  
$40,000 to property owners for exterior improvements to 
existing structures. This program would provide an 
infusion of capital to help stabilize and enhance some of 
the roughly 50 structures in the core of the District (south 
of the alley) exhibiting architectural richness that forms the 
basis of the heritage theme. Improvement projects that 
focus on building features visible from the street, 
particularly the front, would have preference, as the 
objective of this program would be to improve elements 
that contribute to the public realm of the District. 

This program would create immediate impact in a few 
ways. First, this program would provide a grant to 
property owners. With potentially $2 million of work sought 
(50 houses at $40,000 a piece) but only $1 million of grant 
money available, an incentive would be created to apply 
for a grant early in order to attain the money before the 
fund is exhausted. Second, this program would be 
available for only a limited period of time—five years—
when any remaining monies would revert back to the City. 
Finally, few caveats, such as  property size or value, 
income restrictions, or other complex formulas would be 
factored, thereby allowing broader participation in the 
program. 

However, program participants would have to agree to 
some basic requirements. Most importantly, to prevent 
investors from “flipping” a property for a quick profit, 
participants would be required to own the property for five 
years following the project’s completion. Should the 
property be sold prior to the five year period, the grant 
would convert to a loan and would be repaid on a sliding 
scale. In addition, participation in this program would 
require adherence to USAN design standards, which 
provide basic design criteria intended to uphold 
architectural qualities. Also, any outstanding building 
code issues (e.g. lack of hand railing, raised concrete, 
etc.) would need to be addressed before completing non-
code related projects (e.g. painting, landscaping, etc.). 
Finally, participants would need to be current on 
applicable taxes, fees, and mortgage payments. 

The goal is to have property owners take 

advantage of these incentives to stabilize 

and improve the District . 
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PROPOSED MICRO-GRANT PROGRAM 
USAN will explore establishing a micro-grant program to 
provide rehabilitation assistance to existing property 
owners in the District. The primary objective of such a 
program would be to stabilize existing structures that help 
shape the unique form and character of the District. 
Eligible project activities would include various small-
scale improvements and property enhancements that 
would contribute the District’s physical setting.  They in-
clude, but are not limited to: 

▪ Correction of electrical, plumbing, and fire safety code 
violations; 

▪ Restoration and/or replacement of exterior building features—
roofs, porches, steps, clapboard/stucco, windows, etc.; 

▪ Repair/installation of site improvements—decorative fencing, 
retaining walls, driveways, parking areas, etc.; and 

▪ Incorporation of exterior visual/landscape amenities that add 
to the visitor and/or patron experience—landscaped 
courtyards, exterior sitting areas, gazebos, etc. 

This program should provide a maximum grant of 
$10,000, and should not require a minimum project cost 
to ensure even the simplest projects could be funded. A 
required 50% participation from the applicant would 
establish an owner’s stake in the project. In the end, the 
culmination of many small-scaled projects would help 
improve the District as a whole, and begin to build 
momentum for additional future investment. 

PROPERTY TAX ABATEMENTS 
After improvements are complete, a property’s value is 
expected to increase, which is perceived to be positive. 
However, the property’s assessed value on which 
property taxes are based also tends to increase resulting 
in a higher tax bill for the property owner. To help reduce 
the impact of a higher tax bill, existing tax abatement 
programs provide exemptions for certain capital 
improvements to real property (refer to Incentive Pro-
grams table in the following pages). These exemptions 
are in accordance with New York State Real Property Tax 
Law, and have been adopted by the City. 

There are five existing tax abatement programs that could 
be applied to properties in the District. Each program is 
intended for a specific type of development, and can not 
be applied to multiple properties. Also, not all programs 
reduce all components to property taxes: some programs 
may apply to city taxes but not to school or county. 

Various programs can help abate the remaining taxes, 
which effectively reduces the entire tax bill for a specified 
period of time. Each project, and related program 
offerings, are typically handled on an individual basis. 

The goal of spurring investment in the very near term should be realized 

by limiting the lifespan of proposed programs to a 5-year timeframe.. 
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Impact of Incentive Programs 
The existing and proposed targeted financial incentives 
collectively create an impressive package for property 
owners to utilize, and should result in reinvestment and 
new investment in the District. The various programs 
assisting property owners at multiple stages of the 
construction process should help facilitate rejuvenation of 
the District. Specifically, the proposed programs have 
been specifically tailored to fill financial gaps between 
already established programs. The combination of the 
existing with the new programs would clearly help 
investors from start to finish with their projects, either for 
building rehabilitation or for new construction. Moreover, 
with some of the proposed programs having a limited 
lifespan to take advantage of, the goal of spurring 
investment in the very near term should be realized. 

Addressing Vacant Parcels 
There are a number of key parcels within the District that 
could prove to be major revitalization catalysts for the 
District. Many of these parcels are vacant and privately 
owned by only a few individuals. Not only have these 
parcels been inactive for several years, but their 
vacancies have adversely impacted the perception of the 
District. There is an opportunity for development of these 
key sites, but development could also be facilitated 
through the public sector: acquisition, solicitation of 
development proposals, and accepting bids. Accordingly, 
USAN and the City could start by working with existing 
property owners for the purposes of initiating economic 
development within the District. For example, USAN could 
coordinate with the City  periodically to review the City’s in 
rem and private mortgage foreclosure listings for 
properties in the District. Additionally, USAN could 
consider negotiating a purchase price with current owners 
of targeted properties. 

As such, a site preparation/acquisition fund should be 
created to purchase property as it becomes available. 
Specifically, a program funded with $200,000 annually for 
five years would create a pool of $1 million from which 
monies could be drawn to acquire underutilized property. 
This amount of money would allow USAN or the City to 

acquire numerous parcels, depending on their market 
values. To aid with the process, USAN and the City could 
consider soliciting the services of a real estate appraiser 
to determine more accurately the market value of property 
in the District. This information would also be useful for 
USAN to market to private investors.  

Once public control of strategic parcels within the District 
is attained, USAN or the City would have the opportunity 
to help reinforce the character of the District both in the 
short- and long- term. As a temporary measure, acquired 
parcels could be used as a venue to host events. A 
permanent use would be achieved by soliciting 
development proposals from the private development 
community and selecting the proposal that best matches 
the specific design components identified in the Request 
for Proposals (RFP). In addition to a sound development 
plan and required financing, the RFP could also require 
the full build out of the plan within a specific timeframe to 
ensure timely implementation and completion of the 
project. 



 Incentive Programs 

TAX ABATEMENTS         

Program Title Use Construction Type 
Minimum 

Construction 
Cost 

Maximum 
Assessment 

Increase 
Total Years Applicable 

Tax Incentive Requirements 

Section 421f :  
Exemptions for Capital Improvements 
to Residential Property 

Residential 
(1-2 unit) Rehab $3,000 $80,000 8 

City; 
County; 
School 

Exemption to tax assessment increase: 
100% year 1, 
12.5% per year, years 2-8 

 

Section 421j: 
Capital Investment in Multiple 
Dwelling Buildings 

Residential 
(multi-unit) 

New; 
Rehab $15,000/unit  None 8 City 

Exemption to tax assessment increase: 
100% year 1, 
12.5% per year, years 2-8 

 

Section 485a: 
Residential/Commercial Urban 
Exemption 

Mixed-Use Conversion $10,000 None 12 City; 
School 

Exemption to tax assessment increase: 
100% years 1-8; 
20% per year, years 9-12 

 

Section 485b: 
Exemption for Commercial, Business 
or Industrial Property 

Commercial,  
Business, 
Industrial 

New; 
Rehab $10,000 $50,000 10 

City; 
County; 
School 

Exemption to tax assessment increase: 
50% year 1; 
5% per year, years 2-10 

 

Section 485j: 
Resident Investment-New 
Construction 

Residential New $70,000 $350,000 10 City 
Exemption to tax assessment increase: 
50% year 1; 
5% per year, years 2-10 

 

HISTORIC PRESERVATION TAX INCENTIVES       

Program Title/Source Use Construction Type 
Minimum 

Construction 
Cost 

Maximum 
Income Credit Timeframe Type of 

Incentive Incentive Requirements 

Rehabilitation Investment Tax Credit 
Program for National Register 
Designated Commercial Buildings 

Commercial Rehab Must be 
substantial rehab No Cap 

Credits received 
upon certified 
completion of 

project 

Federal 
Income Tax 
Credit 

20% of Approved Rehab Costs 

National Register Designation; National Register or Tax 
Certified Historic District; Income Producing Structure. 
Substantial rehab is the greater of either $5000 or the 
taxpayer’s adjusted basis on the property. Work may be 
phased over several years. 

NYS Commercial Rehabilitation Tax 
Credit Program for National Register 
Designated Commercial Buildings 

Commercial Rehab None $100,000 

Credits received 
upon certified 
completion of 

project 

State Income 
Tax Credit 30% of the 20% Federal Credit value National Register Designation; National Register or Tax 

Certified Historic District 

NYS Historic Homeownership 
Rehabilitation Program for National or 
State Register Designated Owner-
Occupied Residential Buildings 

Residential Rehab $5,000 $25,000 

Credits received 
upon certified 
completion of 

project 

State Income 
Tax Credit 20% of Approved Rehab Costs 

National or State Register Designation and Located in a 
Federally Recognized Distressed Census Tract; Owner-
Occupied 

NYS Real Property Tax Exemption for 
Historic Properties Program Residential Rehab None None 10 Years Property Tax 

Abatement 
5-year freeze on property taxes; 5-year 
incrementally phased increases thereafter Local Landmark or Local Historic District designation 

HISTORIC PRESERVATION GRANTS       

Program Title/Source Use Construction Type Minimum 
Request 

Maximum 
Award Timeframe Type Of 

Incentive Incentive Requirements 

The National Park Service, 
Save America’s Treasures Program 

Municipal, Tribal, 
Educational or 501(c)(3) 
Non-Profit Organizations 

Preservation; 
Conservation 

$125,000* 
(minimum federal 

share) 

$700,000 
(maximum federal 

share) 
Varies Grant Matching Grant National Landmark or National Register Listed; Awards 

must be matched 

The NYS OPRHP Historic 
Preservation Program through the 
Environmental Protection Fund 

Municipal; Non-Profit 

Acquisition; 
Preservation; 
Restoration; Rehab; 
Protection; 
Reconstruction; 
Archeological 
Interpretation 

None 

Shall not exceed 
50% of the 

approved project 
cost 

Varies Grant Matching grant 
State or National Register Listed or  contribute to a 
National Register or Tax-Certified historic district prior to 
application 



The Preserve NY Grant Program 
through 
Preservation League of NYS 

Municipal, 501(c)(3)  
Non-Profit 

Funding for historic 
district application to the 
National Register of 
Historic Places. 

None Usually $15,000 
maximum 

Dependent on 
request Grant Matching grant not required, but advisable  

NYS Historic Preservation Office Municipal, 501(c)(3)  
Non-Profit 

Funding for historic 
district application to the 
National Register of 
Historic Places 

None Limited to 
available funding 

Dependent on 
request Grant Matching grant not required, but advisable Municipality eligible through the Certified Local 

Government Program. 

Private Grantors 
Margaret Wendt; John R. Oishei 501(c)(3)  Non-Profit 

Preservation, 
Neighborhood 
empowerment 

None Limited to 
available funding 

Dependent on 
request Grant Matching grant not required, but advisable National Register Designation generally required. 

CITY OF NIAGARA FALLS PROGRAMS        

Program Title/Source Use Construction Type 
Minimum 

Construction 
Cost 

Minimum 
Assessment 

Increase 
Timeframe Type of 

Incentive Incentive Requirements 

The Community Development 
Department Community Development 
Block Grant  

Residential; Rental 
Property 

Correction of Code 
Violations; Home 
Improvement 

Varies with 
programs. 

Limited to 
available funding 

Dependent on 
request 

Grant; 
Deferred Loan Varies with programs. Eligibility based on Federal HUD requirements; Limited to 

low- and moderate- income homeowners and tenants  

The Community Development 
Department HOME Entitlement Grant 
Program 

Residential Rehab Varies with 
programs. 

Limited to 
available funding 

Dependent on 
request Grant Varies with programs. Limited to low- and moderate- income homeowners and 

tenants 

The Economic Development 
Department; Programs that encourage 
tourism 

Commercial New; Rehab None None Dependent on 
request 

Varies with 
programs. Varies with programs. Promotion of Tourism in conjunction with other State and 

Local programs. 

USAN PROGRAMS         

Program Title/Source Use Construction Type Minimum 
Request 

Maximum 
Award Timeframe Type of 

Incentive Incentive Requirements 

3rd Street Entertainment District Grant 
Program (program to be extended to 
Rainbow Blvd) 

Commercial Business Development 
and Façade Projects $25,000 $100,000 None Grant 50% of eligible project costs 

Must create or retain jobs; Must be consistent with local or 
regional comprehensive plan; Must comply with USAN 3rd 
Street Design Standards 

PROPOSED PROGRAMS       

Program Title/Source Use Construction Type Minimum 
Request 

Maximum 
Award Timeframe Type of 

Incentive Incentive Requirements 

Technical Assistance Program Residential; Commercial New; Rehab None Varies with project 
Program would 

expire after  
5 years 

Grant Reimbursement of consultant fees upon 
successful completion of project 

Property must be located within District boundaries; 
Owner must hold title for 5 Years; Project must comply 
with USAN Buffalo Avenue Design Standards 

Permit Fee Program Residential; Commercial New; Rehab None Varies with project 
Program would 

expire after  
5 years 

Grant Reimbursement of building permit fees upon 
successful completion of project 

Property must be located within District boundaries; 
Owner must hold title for 5 Years; Project must comply 
with USAN Buffalo Avenue Design Standards 

Exterior Improvement Program Residential; Mixed-Use Rehab None $40,000 
Program would 

expire after  
5 years 

Grant Reimbursement upon successful completion 
of project 

Property must be located within District boundaries; 
Owner must hold title for 5 Years; Project must comply 
with USAN Buffalo Avenue Design Standards 

Micro-Grant Program Residential; Commercial Rehab None $10,000 
Program would 

expire after  
3 years 

Matching 
Grant 50% matching grant of eligible project costs 

Property must be located within District boundaries; 
Owner must hold title for 5 Years; Project must comply 
with USAN Buffalo Avenue Design Standards 
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R E V I T A L I Z A T I O N  S T R A T E G Y  

REALIZING THE VISION 

To be successful, public and private entities must collectively implement strategic polices and programs that reinforce 
the heritage theme and support the overall vision for the District. A goal of the Revitalization Strategy is to show quick 
action and rebuild property owner confidence through image enhancing and theme reinforcing activities. This is a critical 
step in encouraging reinvestment by existing property owners, and in fostering an attractive market to new outside 
investment.  

The following topic areas classify challenges and subsequent actions integral to District revitalization. Each topic area 
codifies specific strategies and actions that are further broken down into implementation phases. Immediate actions are 
items that can and should be commenced as soon as possible. Short-term actions are meant to be completed within one 
year. Both the Immediate and Short-term actions are low-cost tasks intended to accomplish the quick action necessary 
to rebuild confidence and spur redevelopment activity. Medium-term actions are intended to be implemented within one 
to three years. The long-term outlook is defined as three to five years, though some aspects of implementation may span 
up to ten years. While this time frame is long, it does not mean work can be postponed. Rather, it is imperative to begin 
planning and mobilizing for long-term initiatives that would continue revitalization momentum established by the 
successful implementation of earlier actions. 

Development 
Pattern 

District Character 
And Ambience 

Streetscape 
Characteristics 
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B U F F A L O  A V E N U E  H E R I T A G E  D I S T R I C T  

DISTRICT CHARACTER AND AMBIENCE 

Challenges 
Current physical appearance of 
public and quasi-public spaces 
creates a perception of decline. 

Many existing buildings are in need of 
routine maintenance to prevent dete-
rioration of key building systems. 

Few existing buildings exhibit high 
quality maintenance and upkeep. 

The District has an underdeveloped 
character as a historic residential and 
industrial neighborhood. 

The District lacks a distinct identity 
and sense of place. 

Due to a lack of economic and social 
activity, the District is an unknown 
and underutilized area for downtown 
visitors. 

Key Strategies 
Improve District appearance by: 
▪ Organizing District stakeholders into a 

formal or informal group that is willing to 
be the “champion” of the neighbor-
hood. 

▪ Holding periodic clean up events to 
ensure the District is free of debris. 

▪ Advocating for large public projects as 
well as small private improvements. 

Preserve existing structures by: 
▪ Initiating property maintenance and 

upgrades to enhance District character. 

▪ Participating in incentive programs to 
offset/reduce improvement costs. 

▪ Pursuing historic designations for pres-
ervation, heritage tourism, and financial 
purposes. 

Activate the District by: 
▪ Branding the District with a distinct 

identity and marketing the District to a 
larger audience. 

▪ Sponsoring events and activities that 
engage residents and draw new people 
to the District. 

▪ Soliciting niche proprietors who aug-
ment tourism infrastructure to locate in 
the District. 

Expected Outcomes 
Initiating and following through with  
the Key Strategies is expected to pro-
duce the following results: 

An improved overall appearance of 
the District would result from an es-
tablished stewardship and pride for 
the District from its stakeholders. This 
altered impression of the District 
would help establish the District as a 
desirable marketplace. 

Conserving the District’s historical 
fabric would maintain a key compo-
nent of the heritage theme, and would 
retain the elements of the District that 
make it visually interesting. 

By becoming an active and vibrant 
setting within the downtown area, the 
perception of safety would improve 
and additional activity would likely be 
spurred, as more and more visitors 
would be drawn to the District. 
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R E V I T A L I Z A T I O N  S T R A T E G Y  

I = Immediate; S= Short-Term (<1 year); M=Medium-Term (1-3 years); L= Long-term (3-10 years) 

District Character and Ambience – Action Items Term 

Maintain vacant lots (cut grass/clear sidewalks of snow) I 

Remove debris and trash from alley, and maintain acceptable appearance I 

Facilitate formation of neighborhood group I 

Identify neighborhood “champion” to serve as a liaison to public entities I 

Encourage rehabilitation of existing structures to reinforce District theme I 

Sponsor periodic neighborhood clean up events S 

Host seminar highlighting positive aspects of historical preservation S 

Seek/engage public input to record unique stories about the District S 

Inform individual property owners on historical significance of their property S 

Assist nomination for National Register Districts S 

Publish pamphlet telling the story of the District S 

Create a unique branding for the District S 

Work with neighborhood group to develop marketing campaign S 

Host an inaugural event to celebrate District's rebirth S 

Publish map to improve visitor orientation of District and downtown area S 

Create newsletter to highlight recent/upcoming events and activities S 

Establish relationship with media to highlight District events S 

Host hospitality improvement seminars to improve service delivery S 

Assist owners with applicable federal and state preservation tax incentives/credits M 

Assist nomination of individual properties as local landmarks M 

Salvage materials from buildings to be demolished  M 

Offer salvaged materials to District property owners to retain authentic materials M 

Develop walking tour program (e.g. cell phone tour) highlighting architectural styles and District heritage M 

Sponsor events and activities like a garden walk, a farmers market, a winter festival M 

Solicit proprietors to originate bike/Segway tours in the District M 

Solicit internet café proprietor M 

Work with the City to establish a Wi-Fi Zone M 

Pursue designation as a Local Historic Preservation District L 

Explore feasibility of relocating structures to preserve authentic materials L 

Explore feasibility of deconstructing structures to preserve authentic materials L 
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B U F F A L O  A V E N U E  H E R I T A G E  D I S T R I C T  

STREETSCAPE CHARACTERISTICS 

Expected Outcomes 
Initiating and following through with  
the Key Strategies is expected to pro-
duce the following results: 

Implementing the streetscape im-
provement projects would improve 
the physical conditions of the District, 
improve the function of the road and 
sidewalks (e.g. snow storage), and 
would improve the pedestrians’ sense 
of safety. 

The elements of the streetscape pro-
jects would contribute to creating a 
sense of place for the District and 
enhance the experiences of District 
residents and visitors. 

Increased permeability of the District 
would create opportunities for strate-
gic placement of gateway and way-
finding elements that would improve 
navigation of the neighborhood and 
draw more “explorers” into the Dis-
trict. 

Challenges 
The public domain, including streets,  
sidewalks, lighting, and utilities, is 
generally in poor condition (beyond 
maintenance and repair). 

Alleyways, in particular, are in very 
poor physical condition, are strewn 
with litter and are characterized by 
alleged illegal activity, resulting in a 
negative perception for this area of 
the District. 

The current street configuration, with 
the sidewalk attached to the street, 
leaves no space for snow storage 
and impacts pedestrian sense of 
safety from passing vehicles. 

Street furnishings lack coherent 
design treatments, i.e. materials, 
style, and color. 

Many important connections between 
downtown, the Park and the River 
have been compromised over time. 

Key Strategies 
Enhance public realm by: 
▪ Examining parking management to 

identify shared parking opportunities. 

▪ Examining street configuration for the 
purpose of improving the placement of 
streetscape elements. 

▪ Implementing streetscape projects in a 
phased manner to first address areas in 
greatest need of improvement. 

Reinforce heritage theme by: 
▪ Introducing interpretive elements that 

help tell the story of the District. 

▪ Employing cohesive elements that sub-
tly help to define the District. 

▪ Applying streetscape design recom-
mendations that supplement the Dis-
trict’s built form. 

Increase District access by: 
▪ Linking downtown and the River in a 

formalized, easy-to-navigate manner. 

▪ Improving existing viewsheds in order 
to draw more visitors to the District. 

▪ Establishing new connections that not 
only increase the number of entry 
points into the District, but also create 
new viewsheds. 
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R E V I T A L I Z A T I O N  S T R A T E G Y  

I = Immediate; S= Short-Term (<1 year); M=Medium-Term (1-3 years); L= Long-term (3-10 years) 

Streetscape Characteristics – Action Items Term 
Clean/fix existing street furniture as temporary improvement I 

Use Buffalo Avenue Streetscape Design Recommendations to influence/shape future infrastructure projects I 

Undertake parking management study to maximize on-street parking availability/turn-over S 

Create planting strip along all streets S 

Reconstruct/relocate sidewalk within right-of-way S 

Introduce bulb outs S 

Introduce gateway elements at strategic entrances to the District S 

Place historic markers/medallions at significant sites S 

Initiate competition for light pole art design S 

Influence Rainbow Boulevard Project - integrate design elements with neighborhood S 

Acquire right-of-way for alley widening between 4th and 6th Sts. S 

Coordinate Robert Moses Parkway Project (south) design with Buffalo Avenue recommendations S 

Establish quasi-private, shared parking areas in strategic locations to preserve a developed street wall M 

Improve trolley and bus service to bring more people into the District M 

Establish a prominent gateway at 4th Street’s intersection with Robert Moses Parkway M 

Implement streetscape improvement program along 3rd, 4th (north), 6th Streets M 

Implement streetscape improvement program along Buffalo Avenue M 

Introduce interpretive elements that reinforce heritage theme M 

Extend bike path across Buffalo Avenue to Rainbow Boulevard M 

Provide pedestrian connection from the District to the Niagara Riverwalk M 

Formalize pedestrian connection along 1st Street between Buffalo Ave and the Robert Moses Parkway M 

Participate in Robert Moses Parkway Project (south) scoping process M 

Emphasize as key focal point 4th Street-Buffalo Avenue intersection with additional design treatments L 

Implement streetscape improvement program along alleys L 

Implement streetscape improvement program along 4th Street (south) L 

Implement streetscape improvement program along Riverside Drive L 

Introduce pedestrian connection from 3rd Street to Robert Moses Parkway L 

Establish green connection between Buffalo Avenue and Rainbow Boulevard L 

Remove W. Quay Street; consider selling right-of-way to adjacent property owners L 
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B U F F A L O  A V E N U E  H E R I T A G E  D I S T R I C T  

DEVELOPMENT PATTERN 

Challenges 
A significant portion of District’s urban 
fabric has been demolished leaving 
numerous parcels vacant. 

Land speculation has kept many va-
cant parcels undeveloped. 

The bulk of undeveloped properties 
are held by only a few owners. 

Land assembly appears to be time-
consuming and financially costly for 
potential developers. 

Current land use controls do not 
address protection of the historic 
character of the District. 

Market uncertainty has resulted from 
lack of predictability from zoning. 

Improvement costs appear to exceed 
after-improvement-value of property. 

The City’s building permit and inspec-
tion process that has evolved over 
time can be intimidating to residents 
and business owners. 

Key Strategies 
Introduce new uses by: 
▪ Adopting proposed zoning not only to 

permit new uses in the District, but to 
also limit the size of new development. 

▪ Highlighting investment opportunities to 
realtors, developers, and financers by 
showcasing the vision for the District. 

▪ Fostering relationship with neighboring 
Seneca Nation of Indians to partner with 
them in future development. 

Improve investment climate by: 
▪ Review and examine streamlining the 

City’s inspection and permit services. 

▪ Initiating technical assistance programs 
to ease the financial burden of building 
rehabilitation and new construction. 

▪ Considering strategic acquisitions to 
facilitate context sensitive development. 

Respect development context by: 
▪ Encouraging infill development to sup-

plement the District’s historical fabric  

▪ Stepping down development from 
downtown to the River to preserve view-
sheds and to enhance property value. 

▪ Following architectural design guide-
lines to ensure new development is 
properly sited and articulated . 

Expected Outcomes 
Initiating and following through with  
the Key Strategies is expected to pro-
duce the following results: 

Creating new investment opportuni-
ties by adopting zoning recommen-
dations would foster a more fully func-
tional destination that offers a broader 
range of goods and services. This 
would draw more residents to the 
neighborhood and extend the stay of 
visitors. 

Improving the investment climate 
would help establish market certainty, 
which in turn would improve investor 
conf idence  and encourage  
(re)development in the District. 

All new development would be de-
signed in a manner that reinforces the 
heritage theme, and maintains the 
District’s streetwall and rhythm. In 
addition, step-down development 
would preserve viewsheds for more to 
enjoy. 
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R E V I T A L I Z A T I O N  S T R A T E G Y  

I = Immediate; S= Short-Term (<1 year); M=Medium-Term (1-3 years); L= Long-term (3-10 years) 

Development Pattern – Action Items Term 

Showcase Revitalization Strategy as vision for the District I 

Encourage the City to adopt Buffalo Avenue Architectural Design Standards I 

Apply existing USAN design standards to south side of Rainbow Boulevard I 

Support rezoning; creation of R4 Zone I 

Develop portfolio of development opportunities within the District I 

Highlight and encourage participation in existing incentive programs I 

Identify strategic, underutilized properties for targeted development I 

Encourage development that steps down to the River I 

Examine/test techniques to improve delivery of City permitting and inspection services S 

Reassess District properties to establish property value certainty S 

Host developer/realtor walking tour to showcase investment opportunities S 

Initiate proposed technical assistance program S 

Initiate proposed building permit fee program S 

Initiate proposed exterior improvement program S 

Initiate proposed micro-grant program S 

Initiate NYS Real Property Tax Exemption for Historic Properties Program S 

Pursue applicable Community Development Block Grant programs S 

Pursue NCIDA tax abatement, where applicable S 

Approach owners of strategic, underutilized properties; negotiate purchase S 

Review properties in rem for property acquisition S 

Consider designating the District an urban renewal area S 

Market sites for development that would contribute to established streetwall M 

Foster relationship with Seneca Nation of Indians as potential development partner M 

Follow up/work with new Fallside owner; review/influence building (re)design M 

Develop requirement of a performance bond for property maintenance L 

Assemble acquired properties into larger parcels for greater development opportunity L 

Prepare Request For Proposals (RFP) to solicit developers L 

Use precedent of Shredded Wheat Factory to allow higher density development L 

Explore opportunity for historical interpretation of former Shredded Wheat Factory L 
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R E V I T A L I Z A T I O N  S T R A T E G Y  

The individual and collective actions by both 

the District’s stakeholders and public entities 

will make this vision a reality. 

The Buffalo Avenue Heritage District has tremendous po-
tential as a premiere residential neighborhood and as a 
popular tourist destination. However, in order to reach this 
potential, certain obstacles need to be overcome. This 
document is a first step to realizing the District’s full poten-
tial by identifying the specific obstacles facing the District 
as well as developing targeted recommendations to re-
solving these issues. 

The 90 unique action items listed in the preceding section 
would facilitate and foster revitalization of the District. 
While these individual actions are small and incremental 
steps toward achieving the full vision for the District, there 
are three main recommendations that must remain in focus 
to progress revitalization of the neighborhood. 

First, the character and ambience of the District need to 
be preserved and enhanced. A critical component of im-
proving the District’s charm are stakeholders—residents, 
property owners, and business owners—who need to or-
ganize and become a united group that would interface 
with the City. Such an organization should help to improve 
the overall appearance of the District, encourage preser-

CONCLUSION 

vation of existing structures, and play a vital role in activat-
ing the District with events and activities. 

Second, streetscape improvement projects need to be 
implemented. Enhancing the public realm would improve 
the appearance of the District and contribute to the heri-
tage theme.  Moreover, the enhancements would also be a 
substantial public investment in the District, that would in 
turn increase private investors’ confidence in the District. 

Third, the existing development pattern within the District 
needs to be preserved with new development respecting 
this historical form. In order to spur new investment in the 
District, appropriate steps need to be taken to improve the 
investment climate that make doing business in the District 
a pleasure, and not a burden. 

The vision for the District is exciting, but it will not be at-
tained without effort. The individual and collective actions 
by both the District’s stakeholders and public entities will 
make this vision a reality. Therefore, the next step is for the 
community to embrace this Revitalization Strategy, and 
initiate and implement the recommended actions. 






