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What is an 
innovation district?

Components 
of Innovation

An Innovation District is a defined geographic area within 
a city where research, technology, and creative businesses 
and institutions are clustered.  The area offers amenities 
and an atmosphere that encourages open ideas and 
shared resources.  Businesses are encouraged to connect 
and grow together. Start-ups, accelerators, and incubators 
collaborate with incumbent and established institutions. 
These new business-building ecosystems are emerging  
as the new urban business centers across the country  
and even the world. 

science

“It goes beyond mixed-use
to create a recipe of competencies

to fuel innovation.”



“ The time is right to leverage  
Norwalk’s redevelopment  
momentum.”

How do we move 
forward?
In 2017, Norwalk began to lay the ground work for the 
Wall Street and West Avenue Corridor to become an 
Innovation District.  We want to leverage this momentum 
and build an economic development strategy aimed 
at revitalizing underutilized parcels of land. We look to 
encourage business relocation, expansion, retention and 
new development attracting both established compa-
nies and emerging entrepreneurs. Our approach is to 
further develop our infrastructure and amenities as well 
as provide valuable incentives. The goal is to create an 
innovation district that is amenity-rich, operates 24/7, 
has diversified housing opportunities and is a hyper- 
connected area via both technology and transportation. 



Why does Norwalk 
need an innovation  
district?
Norwalk has robust anchor institutions, but has struggled 
to attract and retain synergistic companies in fields like 
healthcare, technology, design and science. 

Creating an Innovation District that is incentivized by the 
City and State will draw businesses to the district while 
providing a cohesive and vibrant community made up of 
mixed-income employees and residents alike. Beyond the 
businesses, what makes the Innovation District unique is 
the people that work within them. The addition of these 
businesses to Norwalk will create an environment of pro-
fessionals of multiple income levels that interact on a daily 
basis. These interactions will foster a synergistic relation-
ship between people, business and place, create a lively 
environment and transform an area into a destination  
with a strong identity and core values.



The Innovation District will have distinct geographic 
boundaries that have been selected to include three main 
aspects: the anchor institutions, available space, and ame-
nities. Of these, the most crucial being anchor institutions. 

These institutions are well established, are major em-
ployers and have the potential to draw other synergis-
tic businesses to the district.  Having these institutions 
within the District will not only benefit the cohesiveness 
of the District as a whole, but also incentivize the anchor 
institutions and new businesses hoping to enter the 
District. The institutions also have the potential to create 
synergistic relationships with one another within the un-
derutilized areas in the District boundary entered on the 
themes of healthcare, science, design and technology.  
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Norwalk Hospital

King Industries

Devine Brothers

Lillian August

Yale-New Haven 
Children’s Hospital

Norwalk Main Library

Stepping Stones Museum

Waypointe District

Factory Underground

Garden Cinemas

Wall Street Theater

Avalon Residential

Freese Park

Union Park

Proposed
Innovation

District



Incentives are eligible to companies and/or projects that are of  
advanced health, science, design and technology, located within 
the District. Additionally, new mixed use developments that  
dedicate a minimum of twenty percent of the gross leasable  
floor area to specified District amenities are also eligible.

The tax increment is exempted up to 50% for not more than 10 years on new 
mixed use and not more than 15 years for office development projects that have 
street frontage on main arterials within the District, that reserve not less than 10% 
of their developable square footage as highly activated public realm, dedicate 5% 
of any required workforce housing units to people employed within the district or 
commit not less than 10% of their gross floor area to health, science or technology 
uses.  Eligible projects are valued at not less than $10 million.  This is to incentivize 
investment in new larger scale real estate development in the district and to allow 
those that are building the opportunity to invest more capital into their develop-
ment projects as they come to market and to allow the project to economically 
stabilize before realizing the full tax impact.

Real Estate
Development

Incentive

Designed to incentivize small businesses and entrepreneurs that have less 
than fifteen full time employees to the Innovation District by fully exempting 
them from both the property tax associated with their business’s space and any 
personal property tax associated with the business during their first four years 
of operations.  Primary conditions include evidencing a minimum of three full 
time non-related employees that spend a minimum of 60% of their time in the 
District at the point of opening and maintaining at least three such employees 
each year of the incentive and the occupied space cannot exceed 10,000 square 
feet.  Similarly, for small businesses already located in the District, additions of 
three or more new employees would entitle them to the same tax benefit with 
the same restrictions.

Small
Business

Incentive

A service payment agreement where the tax increment may be fully applied to 
support financing public infrastructure projects within the district for up to 30 
years provided the service payments are equal to the taxes that would have been 
paid to the City but for the exemption.  As a result, the district will be able to sup-
port new business growth and increased population throughout the area which 
would have otherwise not been possible without significant City financing.

Infrastructure
Investment

Incentive

The logic behind tax incentives is to change the risk/reward 
calculations of market participants in order to encourage 
them to invest more in research, product development, and 
business process improvements. The following incentives 
can be used in combination or standalone, depending on 
the business and/or project.

Incentives



This incentive allows all new, sustainable businesses committed to creating jobs 
in the District to fully exempt their tax obligations for their real estate for the first 
five years.  The B Corp business must have upon opening and maintain at least 
two non-related employees for the full term of the incentive and the employees 
must work in the District 60% of the time and the incentive is capped at the 
property taxes for not more than ten thousand square feet.  

B Corp Tax
Incentive

District
Commercial

Preservation
Incentive

A significant part of the District contains a Historic Preservation District as desig-
nated by the Connecticut State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO).  As the District 
gains momentum as a place of strategic innovation it will be important to bring 
new life into many of the District’s historic structures and ensure that they contin-
ue to positively influence the District’s sense of place, distinctness and architec-
tural relevance. For this purpose a twenty year special valuation is recommended 
for District historic structures that undergo approved historic rehabilitation. The 
primary benefit of the special valuation would be that during the twenty year spe-
cial valuation period, property taxes would not reflect the value of the substantial 
improvements made to the historic property. Eligible properties, would include 
those as defined by the Norwalk Common Council, are designated as contribut-
ing properties to the Wall Street Historic District, buildings in the District that are 
located within the National Register and any building deemed by the Norwalk 
Historic Commission as having local historical significance. The property must 
have undergone an approved rehabilitation within the two years prior to the date 
of application and rehabilitation cost must equal or exceed 25% of the assessed 
value of the property, exclusive of land value, prior to rehabilitation. Expenditures 
are based on Qualified Rehabilitation Expenditures. “Qualified rehabilitation 
expenditures” are expenses chargeable to the project, including improvements 
made to the building within its original perimeter, architectural and engineering 
fees, permit and development fees, loan interest, state sales tax, and other ex-
penses incurred during the rehabilitation period. Not included are costs associat-
ed with acquiring the property or enlarging the building.  

The Skilled
Job Creation

Tax Credit

The Job Creation Tax Credit rewards businesses that increase the number of 
skilled jobs available in the District.  A business can apply the credit to its prop-
erty tax obligation if it creates five or more new full time jobs, that spend a 
minimum of 60% of their time in the District and pays each position $50,000 or 
more annually in a given year.  Program participants must commit to maintaining 
business operations in the District for five years and maintain staffing levels at a 
minimum of five such jobs since the starting period.  The credit amounts for the 
new jobs created is 2% of annual wages paid for each new job up to $5,000 per 
new job created, whichever is higher for each of the five years going forward. 



Boston Innovation 
District

Boston designated an Innovation District in 2010 to further 
the Mayor’s vision for development of the Seaport District. 
Since its designation, the district has attracted large com-
panies such as GE and Vertex and smaller companies such 
as Zipcar and NPR Digital. The district has seen tremendous 
growth since 2010 which has resulted in the addition of 
over 5,000 new jobs.

Boston attributes some of this growth to its relationship 
with MassChallenge — the world’s largest tech startup ac-
celerator. The company expanded into the district in early 
2010. MassChallenge facilitated the organization of several 
roundtables for groups of 10-12 local entrepreneurs to 
meet with the Mayor and provide input about their needs. 
More affordable housing, places to eat, event space, and 
non-Class A office space were listed at the top. Addition-
ally, companies were looking for well-aligned talent, fund-
ing streams, and a work-life environment that would be 
agreeable to their employees. The Mayor committed to the 
development of more affordable housing and social infra-
structure — including interesting spaces and events — that 
would bring the community together within his vision for 
the development of the district.

Fast forward to today, the district has grown and maintained 
both small and larger businesses and corporations. The dis-
trict is expected to continue to expand with over 1.3 million 
square feet of office space and more than 2,700 residential 
units in the pipeline. The key to its success and continued 
growth is the aid of a City that is dedicated to supporting 
businesses, their employees, and their lifestyles within a 
single, interconnected, and innovative space.

The Seaport District



Seattle Innovation 
District

Seattle established an Innovation District and incentive 
zoning package in 2013. This arose mainly from Vulcan Real 
Estate, the major developer and land owner in South Lake 
Union, building 5 million square feet of office, life sciences, 
residential and mixed use projects in the neighborhood 
which attracted Amazon to the district.

The incentive zoning package enables developers to 
achieve extra floor area in exchange for providing 15% 
on-site affordable housing or pay a fee-in-lieu per square 
footage of bonus floor area, or purchase transfer of devel-
opment rights (TDR) to preserve existing affordable hous-
ing. Developers are also able to achieve bonus floor area 
by providing public benefits such as open space, green 
street improvements, TDR to protect historic structures,  
or for protection of regional farms and forests.

This resulted in the construction of over 50 new buildings, 
job growth of over 2,000 employees and the addition of 
over 1,400 new housing units within the district. The district 
has also attracted major bio and tech companies such as 
Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center, Seattle BioMed, 
Seattle Cancer Care Alliance, GroupHealth and PATH. The 
district is expected to support a growth of 12,000 house-
holds and 22,000 jobs over the next 20 years, exceeding 
initial growth predictions.

South Lake Union



Reviewed by:
Planning Committee of the Common Council

Reviewed by:
Redevelopment Agency

Reviewed by:
Innovation District Committee

Application submitted
App received via Redevelopment Agency website

Approved via:
Common Council

If so, we need to create a stronger, more sustainable,  
and more inclusive urban economy that is competitive. 
Do we have a choice?

Is Norwalk ready 
to innovate?

Application and 
Approval Process



Innovation districts  
embody the very essence  
of cities: an aggregation  
of talented, driven people, 
assembled in close quarters, 
who exchange ideas and 
knowledge in a dynamic 
process of innovation,  
imitation, and improvement.”

“

–Sir Peter Hall, Cities in Civilization:  
Culture, Innovation, and Urban Order

Norwalk City Hall, P.O. Box 5125, 125 East Avenue, Norwalk, CT 06851   
norwalkredevelopmentagency.com 


