
The BenefiTs of TOD: 

CreaTing a “greener greaTer Des Moines”



As a zoning district, a TOD is intended 

as a “floating” district, which overlays 

(but does not supercede) existing 

districts.  As a floating zone, it al-

lows property owners/developers to 

“opt-in” to the TOD zoning or instead 

remain under the existing, underlying 

zoning.  Participating in a TOD can be 

attractive to developers and neighbor-

hoods because it allows for mixed uses 

and higher development potential per 

unit of land compared to traditional 

zoning ordinances.  TODs can also 

include design criteria for architecture, 

landscaping, building materials, set 

back distances, parking among other 

things to ensure project designs blend 

in with the existing community and 

support the goal of creating a walk-

able, attractive neighborhood that will 

draw business and residents.  To entice 

developers to participate in TOD proj-

ects, a municipality can offer a variety 

of incentives beyond tax abatements 

and tax-increment financing such as 

providing streamlined approval, den-

sity bonuses and tax credits for infill 

development and development near a 

transit station; incentives to encourage 

rehabilitation and reuse of properties; 

and incentives for people to live near 

their workplace.  

One example of a unique incentive 

comes from Maryland, where the 

state adopted a statute limiting infra-

structure funding—including highway 

spending—to existing communities 

and designated growth areas, rather 

than providing subsidies to encourage 

sprawling development.  An example 

of a region that has successfully imple-

mented TOD is in Portland, Oregon, 

where the area has coordinated trans-

portation investments and improved 

land use policies to create a range 

of attractive travel options and more 

compact, walkable communities ori-

ented to transit.  These efforts have 

enabled Portland to accommodate a 

50 percent population increase in the 

region in recent decades with just a 

2 percent increase in land base, and 

30,000 new jobs downtown with no 

significant increase in vehicle trips. 

 Increases the variety of housing 

choices that are affordable, safe, 

energy efficient and close to 

employment opportunities

 Preserves neighborhoods’ unique 

character by protecting historical 

buildings and landmarks and 

reflecting the distinct personality of 

the residents, businesses and region

 Establishes a sense of community/

neighborhood by creating a 

centralized civic center and public 

meeting spaces 

 Provides settings for social 

interaction and active community 

life by using wide sidewalks, focal 

points, street trees, meeting areas 

and street furniture

 Increases public safety through 

natural surveillance, access control 

and territorial reinforcement

 Promotes social equity, racial 

diversity and ethnic harmony

 Increases mobility through increased 

transportation choices including 

biking, walking and economical and 

convenient public transit 

TOD BenefiTs TO sOcieTy

 Improves the health of residents by 

creating neighborhoods that are 

bike and pedestrian-friendly and 

dense mixed-use neighborhoods 

in which residents can walk or bike 

short distances to meet daily needs.   

 Reduces traffic congestion allows 

people to reach their destination 

in less time and locate convenient 

parking

 Planned TOD areas provide for 

increased green space and tree 

plantings, aesthetically pleasing 

landscaping and architectural 

harmony. These areas also 

strategically manage and place 

parking, utilities, recycling/garbage 

and other essentials behind 

buildings or in the interior of the 

block to minimize their obviousness. 

 Finally, the implementation of 

TOD strategically encourages 

the placement of services people 

require for meeting daily household 

and living needs within walking 

distance: e.g., grocery stores/

markets, medical services/

pharmacies, barbers/salons, laundry/

drycleaners.

TOD is an increasingly popular tool used in cities across the United States and internationally 
to benefit residents’ quality of life, create stronger communities and improve infrastructure, reduce 
environmental impacts and spur economic development.



 Protects the environment and 

natural resources through the 

preservation of ecologically 

sensitive land

 Reduces the amount of off-street 

parking requirements and/or 

encourages the use of joint-use 

parking (where peak demand 

times vary among users), bicycle 

parking spaces and bicycle/car 

sharing programs, thereby enabling 

increased amounts of open space, 

gardens, trees, parks and trails 

 Requires coordinated, thematic 

landscaping minimums to provide a 

distinctive visual quality, biodiversity 

and use of native plant species

TOD BenefiTs TO The envirOnmenT

 Promotes a diverse and thriving 

economy with a robust base of 

business clustered together and 

quality job opportunities for Greater 

Des Moines’ citizens

 Increases public transit ridership 

resulting in higher transit revenues 

and financial stability for DART

 Residents in TOD tend to utilize 

public transportation more often, 

reducing the amount of their 

household income spent on cars, 

maintenance, insurance and fuel. 

That money can be infused into the 

economy in different ways. 

 Structural guidelines in TOD can 

promote the use of locally sourced 

building materials supporting 

locally-owned businesses and 

boosting the local economy 

 Developers who build up, 

rather than out, increase the 

appraised value of individual lots 

and buildings, which increases 

landowners’ investments and their 

return on investments

TOD BenefiTs TO The ecOnOmy

 Reduces auto dependence resulting 

in cleaner air and water and 

reducing noise pollution 

 Strategic land use can reduce or 

slow the growth of suburban sprawl

 Re-purposing existing buildings will 

improve their energy efficiency and 

aesthetics (curb appeal) 

 Structural guidelines in TOD can 

promote the use of environmentally 

friendly building materials reducing 

the environmental impacts of 

development

 Combats urban exodus and slow 

suburban sprawl, invigorate 

neighborhoods and increase 

property values, which increases 

property tax income for the city  

 Increases urban densities save local 

governments and municipalities 

money because the infrastructures 

already exist; it prevents cities from 

having to build out more roads, 

sewers systems, fire/police, utilities 

in new, dispersed development or 

maximizes return on public utility 

and transportation infrastructure 

investments by requiring high-

intensity development

 Reduces the need for towns to 

annex more property

 For land-locked municipalities, 

allows the city to increase property 

values (and taxes from them) 

without physical growth



While the establishment of TOD 

overlays would be new to the city of 

Des Moines, areas of town that model 

many of the attributes of TODs have 

begun to emerge with much success 

and community support. Those areas 

include the East Village, Western 

Gateway, Sherman Hills, the Court 

Avenue district and Ingersoll Avenue. 

These areas espouse many, but not 

all, of the development patterns of 

a compact, mixed-use, pedestrian-

oriented community such as a TOD.  

Des Moines’ vision for the future as 

outlined in DART Forward, Capital 

Crossroads and The Tomorrow Plan 

supports the adoption of TOD to meet 

the social, economic and environmental 

goals set out for Central Iowa. 

The benefits of, need for and 

reasonable expectations of TOD 

implementation was well stated in 

the City of Austin Transit-Oriented 

Development Guidebook: 

 “The promotion of TOD does 

not carry with it the unrealistic 

expectation that people will give up 

their cars entirely. However, there 

are many people that would like to 

have more transportation options 

– options that can be provided 

by making more resourceful land 

use decisions. With TOD, driving 

is converted from a necessity into 

an option. Living [within] a TOD 

is going to be very attractive for 

people who are tired of fighting 

traffic and are willing to give up a 

second car, people from a variety of 

age groups who are looking to move 

up or down in housing size, and 

seniors who want an independent 

lifestyle and to reduce their 

dependence on the automobile. 

At the same time, TOD is an 

opportunity…to carefully coordinate 

transit and development, with 

one enhancing the other, for the 

benefit of the entire city. TOD has 

great potential for helping…tackle…

pressing issues and is critical to the 

long-term health and viability of the 

city and region.”


