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Building Successful Cities 
Introductory guide 

 
 
Introduction 
 

It seems there are many people out there who struggle to create cities in Sim City 4, 
despite the success they have had in previous versions of the game. Sim City 4 is more 
challenging than any previous version, but once you know the little tricks, it is quite easy to build a 
thriving, profitable city. This guide will take you through city building, step by step, to help you learn 
how to build a good region. 
 
Starting Out 
 

First, you need a region. There are many ways of going about this: you could make one 
using Photoshop or USGS Data. For information about how to create terrains using USGS data, 
click here. For instructions about how to create a region using Photoshop, click here. You could 
also use the God mode to create your terrain city by city, but it could take twenty or more hours to 
terra-form each city in your region. Finally, you could download one from a website like Rebel13’s. 
If you make a region from a gray-scale image, you will also need to make a config.bmp file. For 
instructions on how to do this, click here. Now study your terrain and determine where you want 
your population center (i.e. downtown) to be. Try to place it in a scenic area, such as by a mountain 
range, a bend in a river, a lake, or a coastline. Most real cities’ downtowns are located near a major 
natural feature, with Los Angeles being the only major exception. Start a city where you want your 
downtown to eventually be.  
 

The first thing you will want to do is lay down some infrastructure. Most downtowns are on 
a grid pattern, which is useful as skyscrapers prefer to develop along grids. Grid size is a matter of 
personal preference. If you are striving for realism, remember that in old cities, the blocks tend to 
be nearly square in shape (such as San Diego). The exception to this rule is Manhattan, which has 
long, rectangular blocks. In America, the long rectangular grid did not become popular until the 
World War II era. For the sake of diversity, vary block sizes and place a few diagonal roads. The 
large stage eight skyscrapers found in Sim City build on a 4x4 zone. Thus, optimum zoning for a 
downtown area is 4x4 or 4x8. I, however, build on a 4x5 grid. I zone a 4x4 area, then leave the 
other 1x4 area open for subway stations, bus stops, green lawns (for commercial areas), and small 
flower gardens (for residential areas). Also, leave several open areas throughout your city for 
freeways: it is a waste to demolish your prized stage eight skyscrapers simply to put in a bunch of 
freeways later. This will upset the demand in your city, and will cause it to go into a huge 
depression. To start off, grid roughly one-fifth of your map; it might be wise to use a larger block 
size in your industrial area (say 6x8 or so) to allow you to get the large industrial buildings. Make 
sure that the grid is near at least one edge of your map so that you can connect all your roads to 
the neighboring city. Even if there is nothing next door, the connections will still help your city to 
grow bigger and faster. Then begin zoning: zone dense industrial first. Put it near the edge of the 
map to cut down on pollution. Industry should take up about one-third of your street grid area. After 
that, zone one-third of your grid with residential (either low or medium); you will not get large 

http://www.rebel13.com/SimCity/howto.html
http://www.sc4ever.com/knowledge/showarticle.cfm?id=1103&openItemID=cid.45,cid.53,cid.47
http://www.rebel13.com/SimCity/Home.html
http://www.sc4ever.com/knowledge/showarticle.cfm?id=1103&openItemID=cid.45,cid.53,cid.47
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skyscrapers at first, so if you want to save money, zone medium density, then rezone the area to 
dense residential when the city reaches 35,000 in population. Zone a few blocks with commercial 
(medium or dense) and leave the rest of your grid open for city expansion. 
 

In the far corner of your map, place a coal power plant. You could use windmills at first, but 
that gets expensive quick— it is cheaper and easier to place a coal power plant far away and then 
simply run power lines from it to your city. 
 

Water is also essential to your city. Use the water pumps; while they are more expensive 
than the water towers, fewer of them are needed to water your city. Be sure to place them away 
from your industrial area and your power plant. Normally, they are placed in a corner, making it far 
easier to locate them when it comes time to replace them. Well maintained cities do not need any 
expenditure on treating polluted water. It is very expensive, and the benefits are marginal. 
 

Garbage collection is also important. There are four options: You can build a landfill by the 
power plant, start a neighboring (industrial) city and ship the trash off to your neighbor, build an 
incinerator (these are very expensive for a young city to maintain) or finally, the simplest choice,  
just let it pile up. Then when I see that I am making more than $1000 per month, I put a waste to 
energy incinerator in by the power plant. 
 

Now you can begin placing civic buildings. At this time, you might be running short on 
cash. It is okay to place some of them in now and wait until your budget allows placing more. You 
can take out a loan at this point if you need to. An inexperienced Sim City player should only take 
out $20,000 or so, but I have taken out as much as $100,000. You could place civic buildings later, 
but it is easier to place them now and not fund them. Assuming that you are using a 4x4 or 4x5 
grid, place elementary schools every four blocks in each direction throughout your residential area. 
Set the bus radius to $24 or $25. Then set the education funding to $100. As your city grows, then 
just keep increasing the education funding.  Never adjust the bus funding – if you do, you are just 
wasting money. Now you can place high schools. Also set the funding on these to $24 or $25. 
Then set the education funding low - $45 or so – because at first the Sims will lack the skills to 
make it to high school. High schools can be placed every seven or eight blocks apart in each 
direction. Place one college somewhere in your city and fund it around $40. Finally, place a library 
or too. Libraries are very inexpensive ways to increase your education rating. They can also be 
funded low (for instance, I fund them $30-$50 per month). As your budget surplus increases, add 
enough libraries to get your main library reward. Museums do the same thing as libraries (I fund 
them around $60 per month), although I only place four such that I satisfy the prerequisites for the 
major art museum when there are enough medium and high wealth sims in the city. Healthcare is a 
major factor in attracting high wealth residents. The amount of healthcare needed in Sim City is 
very unrealistic, and I have never seen a city in real life where ten percent of the population is in 
the hospital. Unlike schools, I scatter these randomly, roughly eight blocks apart from one another. 
I use the health map to determine where to put them and how much ambulance funding to give 
each one. Make sure to set the funding low; I set my funding at $250 when first starting out. I do 
not place police stations in my city until I reach 100,000 or more in population; however, I do place 
large fire stations. When starting your city, only cover the industrial area with fire coverage. As your 
city and its budget grow, add fire stations in other areas of your city, spacing then eight to ten 
blocks apart in each direction. Place parks every three to five blocks apart in each direction 
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throughout your residential area. I scatter these randomly and locate them wherever I have room. 
Also place plazas (either medium or large) every four blocks apart in your commercial zones.  
 

Finally, set your tax rates. Seven percent is low. It helps spur growth a little. Eight percent 
is neutral – it does not affect demand at all. Nine percent lowers demand a little bit, but will not 
discourage Sims from moving to your city. Set all taxes at nine percent, except for medium wealth 
residential, which you should set at eight percent, and high wealth residential, which you should set 
at seven percent. If you have to balance your budget, it is okay to change all taxes to nine percent; 
however, you will not be attracting as many medium and high wealth residents to your city.  
 

Now you are ready to start the simulator. You will lose thousands of dollars at first. You will 
get offered several of the business deals. Take all the offers. Your mayor rating will go down, but at 
this point that does not really matter because you probably will not be offered any rewards yet 
anyway. Put things like the toxic waste dump, the military base, the missile base, and the federal 
prison off in the corner by the power plant. You could put them anywhere, but because they are 
undesirable buildings, it is best to keep them away from any zones. By the end of year two, you 
should be making money, or very close to making money. If you are not, then micro-budget all of 
your schools and hospitals such that that each has just the right amount of funding. If this still does 
not help you make money, and then bulldoze unnecessary things. For example, you don’t need 
four museums or seven libraries. One of each will suffice while your city is young. As your city 
begins to make a surplus, you can splurge on parks and recreation, landmarks, or a mass transit 
system. Zone more, using the RCI indicator as a guide about what to zone next. 
 
Managing Your City 
 

Continue to expand your city outward using medium or dense zones and providing each 
zone with water, as well as placing any rewards you get. At this point, this is a good time to start 
your central business district, where a majority of your commercial skyscrapers will be located. 
Make the zones dense and place plazas liberally throughout your cities, supplementing them with 
landmarks. The Bank of America Tower is the best landmark for increasing your commercial rating. 
Placing the Chrysler Building, the John Hancock Tower, or the Bank of China Tower will add 
variety to your skyline. To relieve any demand caps you may encounter, make connections to 
neighbor cities. Freeway connections, road connections, and subway connections are all easy, 
cheap ways to relieve caps. You can also use an international airport downtown, but you will 
eventually need two or more, and because they take up such large areas, you might be better off 
using roads and freeways to achieve the same thing. Besides, in real life there are no major 
airports in the middle on central business districts. I place airports in the suburbs; while they do not 
actually do much for my city there, they are mainly for aesthetics.  
 

There are three common populations that people commonly get stuck at: 20,000, 60,000, 
and 120,000. If you get stuck at a certain population, build more parks. Make sure that all your 
education and healthcare is good. If you have done this, but are still finding yourself stuck, check 
your commute times. There is a bug in commute times, so the Sims will not travel very far to go to 
work. Neighbor connections help, as do mass transit systems. I put in bus stops at every corner, 
put subways along congested roads, and run rail lines along roads with light-medium congestion.  
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When your city reaches a population of around 35,000, start a neighbor city. This will be an 
industrial area. Gradually move all your industry out of your main city over a period of ten to twenty 
years. That way, there is more land available for commercial and residential uses. It is important 
that you have a good transit system first. A combination of roads, freeways, subways, busses, and 
commuter rail seems to work well. Do not put stations for industrial on the same rail line as your 
passenger stations. This will decrease the efficiency of your rail system, increasing your commute 
times. 
 

It is a good idea to begin moving power plants, water pumps, and garbage collection 
facilities out of your main city. Move them to your neighbor cities, then have your main city pay the 
neighbor cities to remove the trash, and supply water. When you rebuild power plants in your 
neighboring city, use waste to energy incinerators. That way, you will be able to power the main 
city and collect its garbage for cash. Just be careful that you have at least $500 dollars in surplus 
money to pay for the incinerators. Selling power and importing garbage will make up for the rest of 
the incinerator(s)’ cost. Or you can fund the incinerators nothing, and they will continue to burn 499 
tons of trash. 
 

When your neighbor industry city is around half full, put begin filling the rest of the city with 
medium density residential. This will help to increase the commercial demand in your neighboring 
main city. You will have to switch between cities often so that the demand meters have a chance to 
update. I usually play a city for about ten minutes, and then switch to another.  
 

Building neighbor cities will allow all the cities in your region to grow larger and faster. I 
reached 250,000 in population in just 80 years because of neighbor connections. The same thing 
would not have been possible without them. 
 

Develop more industrial neighbors around your main commercial city. You will need at 
least one high tech industry city connected to your main city. To do this, tax dirty and 
manufacturing industry twenty percent, and then lower the tax rate for high tech industry ($$$) to 
six percent. This will keep any dirty and manufacturing industry from developing, and encourage 
high tech industry to develop there. Caution must be taken, as zoning too much will result in a 
section of town having a bunch of half abandoned high tech industry buildings. Watch the high tech 
demand meter. As soon as it dips below zero, switch to another city. If you do not have demand for 
high tech industry, increase your education levels. Have you put in the university, main library, art 
museum, and opera house? These all attract the Sims who will work at these high tech jobs. Also, 
make sure you have placed the advanced research center. Put it near a freeway for realism, but 
keep it away from residential areas because it decreases the residential areas’ desirability.  
 

The stadiums help to lift any commercial caps you might hit while developing your city. 
Keep these away from residential areas because they decrease the desirability there. The stock 
market will help to attract larger corporations (and buildings) to your city. Put it in the central 
business district. If you did decide to put an airport in your main city (hopefully near the edge), you 
will receive an offer for a convention center: this also lifts your commercial demand cap. It seems to 
discourage large skyscrapers from developing near it, however, so do not put it in the heart of 
downtown; instead, place it near the edge of downtown. 
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Keep building your main city and its neighbors. You should begin seeing your first large 
stage eight skyscrapers around 35,000 in population. This is a general rule, but it all has to do with 
demand. If you have the demand, you can get a stage eight skyscraper in a small city: it is possible 
to get The Primavera and Ong Condos in a city of just 18,000. The same applies to the large stage 
eight commercial office buildings. You will generally begin to see those once you have 45,000 in 
commercial office population. This is not commercial offices and services combined. Again, there 
are exceptions to the rule. Similarly, it is possible to get the Pedrianna Pharmaceuticals in a city 
with just 30,000 in commercial services and offices combined. 
 

Many people get stuck at 60,000 in population. Make sure you have a lot of neighbor 
connections and parks.  
 

You will get offered the major league stadium once you’ve reach 85,000 in population. Put 
this downtown. The next reward you will probably get offered is a zoo. Put this near the edge of 
your city. I have never seen a zoo in the middle of a downtown. One reward that is not all that 
useful is the country club. The game claims that it attracts high wealth residents. Yet in most of the 
cities that I have put one in, I have trouble getting anyone to live by it, let alone the rich Sims. To 
me, it seems to be just a huge waste of valuable land – although it would be interesting to play golf 
amongst towering skyscrapers. The mayor’s statues can be placed in both the residential or 
commercial zones, increasing the desirability of each. I have a habit of placing the disease 
research center in either a high tech area or in the commercial area.  Should they be placed in 
residential zones, they will decrease their desirability. 
 

Now that your main city is nearing 100,000 in population, it is probably time to seriously 
think about mass transit. Check your traffic map and watch it for a day in the game time, taking 
note which areas are heavily traveled during rush hour. Your central downtown will probably have 
congested streets all day – even at 3 AM. Your city’s boarders will also be congested most of the 
day. Start by placing bus stops. I usually have so much extra money that I put them in on every 
corner. The closer bus stops are to each other, the more effective your bus system will be. Place 
subways along the congested areas and connect them to your neighbor cities. This will also help 
your commute times. You can put in surface rail, but if you have not left space for tracks, you might 
have problems. Subways are more efficient and take up less space anyway. 
 

These upgraded transportation systems will help you to reach higher populations. Around 
120,000, you will start to see many stage eight skyscrapers. Keeping tabs on your services is 
important. Skyscrapers increase your city’s population very quickly. You do not want to run out of 
power or water. And you certainly do not want garbage to be piling up in the streets. When you 
begin to see a lot of skyscrapers being built, micro-budget each school and hospital. You will need 
to increase funding even more. If a certain area becomes really dense, you might need to build 
another school next to an existing one. I have had elementary schools with more than 1000 
students. In that case, I had to build two more schools adjacent to the existing one. Unfortunately, 
this is not really something that is easy to plan for, so you might have to demolish some 
skyscrapers to fit them in.  
 

Your maximum population is determined by many factors. The amount of land you have 
devoted to residential uses, for instance, is a major limiting factor. Also, the wealth level of the 
Sims living in your city is a factor. Low wealth Sims require less space, so more of them would fit in 
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a given area than high wealth Sims would fit in the same area. It is easy to get 200,000 Sims in 
your city with about sixty percent of the land zoned residential and forty percent zoned commercial. 
If you build an all-residential city, your population might range from 450,000 to well over 1,000,000.  
 

At this point, your main city is probably just about finished. Finish it and the neighboring 
industrial cities, after which you can work on the suburbs. To build realistic suburbs, think about 
how suburbs in the real world develop. Before suburbanization, the land is usually farmland or 
ranch land. Because these are rural areas, the roads are often set up on a grid pattern. The roads 
are usually one half to one mile apart. When then developers begin buying land, the land near the 
freeways and major roads usually gets developed first. The development spreads, quickly 
consuming every farm, ranch, and open bit of land left. The major roads are usually the place 
where malls, office parks, and high tech industry are built. All the development is low density. 
There is very poor, if any mass transit: suburbs are largely car-dependent. Some suburbs have 
commuter rail that connect them to the main employment centers (in this case, the industrial cities 
just outside of downtown).  
 

Develop your Sim City suburbs the same way. Begin by putting a large grid of main 
arteries. Along these, zone low density commercial. Then, on the inside of these grids, put low 
density residential. Make loops and curves, as well as dead end streets when drawing the roads to 
the suburbs. Do not put in through streets here, as there would otherwise be a lot of traffic through 
there (the simulator is not set to make the sims travel the fastest way, but the shortest way, even if 
it means traveling on a congested side street instead of a main road). Making realistic suburbs 
takes time. Remember that suburbs do not have downtowns. You will have to put city hall and any 
other rewards you receive along a main commercial road. And what suburb is complete without a 
freeway? To boost realism, high tech industry and low density commercial should border freeways. 
 

In the suburbs, place schools and libraries within residential neighborhoods. Libraries and 
museums should be placed on main roads, as should healthcare facilities and colleges.  
Be Patient. Unlike the rapid pace of real life suburb construction, realistic suburbs in Sim City take 
a lot of time to create. Resist the temptation to grid every street and you will be rewarded with a 
realistic city and region. 
 

Remember to enjoy your efforts by sitting back and watch your cities progress! 


