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School locations can have a major impact on children’s health. Although school districts 
generally make the key decisions about where schools are located, local governments can play 
an important role, and land cash ordinances are a powerful tool for influencing school location. 
By crafting these laws to encourage smart school siting, local governments can promote 
children’s health and advance local planning goals. 

What’s a Land Cash Ordinance?
Local governments in Illinois can use what are known as land cash ordinances to require 
developers to dedicate land (or contribute cash) to provide public services for residents of the 
new development.1 These laws let local governments require that developers provide a school 
site to serve new residents as a condition of approving the development. Land cash ordinances 
provide an ideal opportunity for local governments to consider the role that the size, location, 
and intended uses of school property play in creating healthier and safer communities. 

Currently, the land that Illinois subdivision developers dedicate for school sites is often 
composed of large, peripherally located tracts that are not readily accessible to students and the 
rest of the community. Students can’t easily walk or bicycle to sprawling school sites located 
on the edge of town, and community members can’t easily access distant school facilities for 
recreation and other activities. This model land cash ordinance encourages local governments 
to promote the development of schools that are conveniently located and the right size to serve 
the community’s needs.
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Benefits of Smaller, Walkable Schools  
Walkable, centrally located schools built on a smaller scale mean students can walk and 
bike to school safely and use school facilities for recreational activities after school hours. 
Physical activity not only promotes student health2 but also has been shown to improve 
academic performance.3 What’s more, walking or bicycling to school contributes to efforts 
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.4 

Walkable sites also allow schools to provide for additional non-educational needs of a new 
development. As community anchors, neighborhood schools can serve as meeting halls, 
recreational facilities, and emergency centers, and they can provide a site for public activities 
ranging from farmers’ markets to community gardens. Indeed, the public use of school sites 
can be a central component of communities’ efforts to use government resources efficiently 
to improve public health and meet community needs.

Land Cash Ordinances: Part of a Larger Strategy to Improve School Siting
Our model ordinance is one piece of a larger effort to improve decisions in Illinois about 
how and where to locate public schools. In addition to this model ordinance, which is meant 
to be adopted by counties and municipalities, we have also developed Model School Siting 
Policies for School Districts.5 Both of these sets of policies highlight the need for greater 
intergovernmental collaboration in decisions about school locations. The model policy 
documents also point out the need for a substantive commitment to developing smaller, 
walkable schools that are designed to secure the safety and health of the entire community.
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How the Model Ordinance Differs from Existing 
Ordinances
The model ordinance differs from most existing Illinois land cash 
ordinances in several ways. First, the model ordinance does not require 
that a developer dedicate a specific amount of land for school sites. 
Instead, the ordinance encourages the parties to negotiate to find the 
best size for a school site based on local needs, while also providing 
a maximum dedication size so that developers know the most they’ll 
be expected to contribute.6 Second, the ordinance requires that land 
dedications not only support school districts’ needs but also consider the 
local government’s planning goals.

The model ordinance also encourages municipalities and school districts 
to consider potential joint uses of the site as part of the process of 
determining the appropriate amount of acreage to be dedicated.7 A joint 
use agreement refers to a written agreement between a school district and 
one or more public entities that sets forth the terms and conditions for 
sharing use of the district’s facilities. In this way, local governments can 
work together with school districts to use public lands more efficiently 
and avoid creating sprawling school campuses. ChangeLab Solutions 
has many additional resources on joint use.8

Using the Model Land Cash Ordinance
Our model land cash ordinance for public school sites provides a comprehensive ordinance 
that local governments can adopt as a whole. Alternatively, a local government with an 
existing land cash ordinance can selectively adopt individual provisions to improve the policy’s 
approach to school siting.

As with all of our model laws, the model is designed so that each community can tailor the 
law to its own needs. The model notes where a local community should make a decision 
regarding policy options. Annotations (“comments”) following the legal provisions present 
alternatives or provide more explanation of legal or policy considerations that relate to a 
given provision. In considering which options to choose, drafters should balance public 
health benefits against practical political considerations and other local conditions in the 
particular jurisdiction. 
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This tool was developed with support from the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention. Its contents are solely the responsibility of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent the official views of the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention. 

ChangeLab Solutions is a nonprofit organization that provides legal 
information on matters relating to public health. The legal information 
provided in this document does not constitute legal advice or legal 
representation. For legal advice, readers should consult a lawyer licensed 
to practice law in Illinois. 
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