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Gwinnett COCS Narrative – June 2018 

A cost of service study provides a snapshot of the fiscal impacts of land uses on local 
government budgets by reorganizing a city or county budget so that we can track all revenues 
and expenditures by which land use category they come from or go to. For Gwinnett County, we 
track three land use categories: residential, commercial, and farm/forest/undeveloped. To 
allocate revenue by land use category is a simple exercise in tracking where the money came 
from; to allocate expenditures by land use category is more complicated.  The expenditure 
allocation is determined based on subject matter expertise from county staff on how the cost of 
services provided is divided between land uses. 

The important results to focus on are for the General Fund and the all operating funds. These are 
the ones that show most clearly the impact of land use decisions made by a county and are the 
most important for planning purposes. After all, the bottom line for the county budget is really 
represented by the combination of all operating funds. 

What the results show is that the county loses some money on residential development on an 
average, countywide basis and makes money on commercial land uses. (For simplicity, we are 
ignoring the farm/forest land results as they really have no impact on the county budget.)

On an all operating funds basis, residential land uses cost the county $1.20 in service 
expenditures for every $1 of revenue it pays in. In contrast, commercial land use pays in $1 in 
revenue while receiving only $0.65 back in service expenditures. These results are pretty normal 
for a county government and show the importance of balancing residential and commercial 
growth. If enough commercial development is not added to offset any shortfall from residential 
development, the county must either cut the budget or raise the millage rate. The rate at which 
residential and commercial development can balance each other’s fiscal impacts are shown in the 
report results for a variety of representative house values. 

It is important to note that the above discussion is based on county averages. While the county 
loses money on residential development on average, it does not lose money on every house, 
apartment, or condo in the county. As a unit’s property value rises, the revenue it pays in rises; 
further, as the parcel size shrinks, the expenditures to provide that unit with services fall. Thus, 
either higher density development or higher-valued development can easily provide a fiscal 
surplus instead of a fiscal shortfall. The study allows us to compute the assessed value at which 
the county breaks even, given average density. This value is about $305,800. That means that 
new houses worth more than that can be built with no risk of imposing a tax increase on existing 
residents, even without offsetting commercial development. 
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