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Des Moines and its surrounding suburbs encom-
pass a progressive, Midwestern metropolitan area. 
Many first-time visitors are impressed—and some-
what surprised—by the cultural diversity, wealth 
of  entertainment options and the progressive 
political (and legal) decisions originating from our 
capital city. However, like most Americans, and 
particularly those residing west of  the Mississippi, 
we love our wide, open spaces—and our cars. 

Des Moines zoning code follows traditional, 
“Eculidian” zoning, which separates uses and en-
courages low density. Des Moines has been feeling 
the effect of  this adherence to a traditional zoning 
regime. Euclidian style zoning plays a direct role 
in a large variety of  ills.  “by fostering or requir-
ing low density development with a high separa-
tion of  uses, Euclidian zoning is one of  the great 
generators of  suburban sprawl, with all of  its 
environmental economic, and social costs. These 
costs include pollution, loss of  wilderness and 
farmland, racial and socio economic segregation 
of  the population, and legal obstacles to effective 
urban rehabilitation. Moreover, in combination 
with prevailing patterns of  local funding, the 
socioeconomic segregation caused by Euclid-
ian zoning perpetuates itself  by channeling less 
well-off  children into chronically under-equipped 
public schools and stretching the resources of  
many urban municipalities too thin, leaving them 
the choice between raising their property taxes or 
allowing their infrastructure to decay.”

Environemental

This reliance upon automobile transport— more 
than Americans’ disregard for the planet — has 
led to a lifestyle that generates the highest per 
capita emissions in the world.   In 2010 total U.S. 
Green House gas emissions were 6,865 Million 
Metric Tons, total us emissions have increase 11 
percent since 1990.  In 2010 the U.S. green house 

Introduction
emissions for transportation alone was 1,736.5 
million metric tons, an increase of  8.5 percent 
since 1990.  

The largest producer of  transportation green-
house gas emissions was the passenger car, at 35 
percent, with sport utility vehicles, minivans, and 
light trucks following at 30 percent.  The freight 
truck followed at 20 percent, and commercial air-
craft were fourth at 6 percent.  The combination 
between passenger cars, and the other “personal 
automobiles,” was a large majority of  the trans-
portation green house gas emitters at 65 percent.

In 2010 The State of  Iowa did a study on the 
impacts of  climate change. The study concluded 
that Iowa has experienced a significant increase in 
extreme precipitation events that lead to flooding, 
and that these changes are projected to contine 
well into the future.  The study also expects an in-
crease in temperature and humidity.  This year is a 
prime example with our summer like temperatures 
beginning in March.

The study found a range of  economic effects to 
the state of  Iowa in addition to the environmen-
tal effects. Of  specific concern for the city of  
Des Moines, the study found that the increase 
in catastrophic weather events could imperil the 
insurance industry.  “For the industry to remain 
profitable, it must determine the magnitudes of  
accumulating risks, devise strategies for spreading 
those risks, price financial instruments appropri-
ately to assit all manner of  business and house-
hold to purchase peril-mitigating policies, and 
importantly foster strategies for risk reduction. ” 
The unpredictable nature of  climate change poses 
a risk to the industry.

Racial and Economic Segregation



Economic

Taditional low density zoning leads to cities 
growing outwards faster than their population 
can support the outward growth.  As the city and 
suburbs continue to expand it leads to a change in 
population.  As people migrate to the suburubs it 
leaves the urban core underutilized, while saddles 
the urban core withe the cost of  maintaining an 
underutilized infrastructure.

As the population relocates so do people jobs. 
Many jobs that pay well are retained in the urban 
core, but the wealthy people who work them 
move out to the suburbs, while at the same time 
the new jobs created in the suburbs manufactur-
ing or services require people to comminute for 
elsewhere where housing values are low.  As a 
result everyone needs a vehicle to commute from 
elsewhere because nobody lives near where they 
work. 

“By creating a legal framework uncannily conduc-
tive to sprawl and the associated urban decline, 
Euclidian [single use, low density] zoning imposes 
and enormous cost: it ‘increases development 
costs to the suburbs, diminishes the quality of  life 
factors needed to sustain viable economic growth, 
and requires the consumption of  the greatest 
amount of  land and resources.’ Moreover, it raises 
housing costs, which increases the financial strain 
on middle-class families while further reducing the 
ability of  lower incomes families to improve their 
lot in life. It also ‘generates traffic congestion, 
dependence on oil, extraordanary transportation 
costs for families, higher costs to deliver municipal 
services, and pollution.’” 

Transportation choice

Many Central Iowans are living out  what is 
termed the “American dream” with the acquisition 
of  a free-standing house with a fenced-in yard 
and a two-car garage located in a distant suburb 
miles away from their jobs. This “Dream” is not 
universal, in fact a majority of  people do not like 
the currently development practice of  separat-
ing housing from everything else.  Demand for 
types of  housing also changes with age, as need 
for space to raise a family decreases, the de-
mand for well located housing increases.  When 

people “drive for value” by living in the suburbs, 
their tradeoff  can frequently be worse than they 
expected as roads becomes more congested, what 
may have been a twenty minute commute can un-
expectedly increase.  Our auto-centric population 
and low-density, sprawling neighborhoods do not 
lend themselves to alternative housing choices. 

Most American cities including Atlanta, Dallas, 
Denver, Los Angeles and even Des Moines, were 
designed for people with wheels.  As current 
sprawling growth patterns continue it becomes 
increasingly difficult for any sort of  non-auto-
motive transportation.  The problematic patterns 
are dispersal of  household development and 
decentralization of  employment making servicing 
the transportation needs difficult due to lack of  
density. 

To improve air quality, reduce traffic congestion 
and provide more affordable public transporta-
tion options for the increasing number of  working 
poor, the Des Moines Area Regional Transit 
Authority (DART) has outlined a long-term public 
transportation plan that serves as a blueprint for 
building a superior public transportation system 
for Greater Des Moines. The DART Forward 
2035 plan outlines a long-range vision to increase 
public transportation use by: 

 expanding routes and increasing the number  
 of  transfer points with more connections to  
 entertainment, shopping and work sites;

 reducing travel and wait time with the   
 addition of  express routes/rapid transit and  
 additional busses;

 simplifying transfers and trip planning; and 

 promoting public transportation as an   
 affordable, safe and healthy transportation  
 alternative through engaging public education  
 and promotional campaigns.

Developing our public transportation system and 
infrastructure and promoting the increased use 
of  alternative forms of  transportation includ-
ing walking and biking is an important aspect of  
the long-term sustainability of  the Greater Des 
Moines metropolitan community. But to facilitate 
the increased use of  public transit and demon-



strate the value of  alternative transportation and 
the need for next generation public transportation 
systems such as high-speed light rail, Des Moines 
and the surrounding area must adopt policies that 
incentivizes structural development that will sup-
port those goals.

This paper outlines a proposal for the city of  Des 
Moines (and eventually towns and suburbs sur-
rounding Des Moines) to adopt a Transit-Orient-
ed Development (TOD) plan intended to increase 
the mix and density of  development within a 
“walkable” distance of  existing or proposed tran-
sit centers. This plan includes a proposed TOD 
zoning overlay ordinance that would promote 
development and redevelopment in existing com-

mercial and established mixed use areas to achieve 
critical mass essential for the long-range success 
of  local and regional public transit improvements. 

Specifically, the proposed ordinance outlines 
incentives for mixed use development bringing 
together increased employment opportunities; 
quality, affordable housing within a variety of  
price ranges; public amenities such as parks and 
meeting spaces; and easy access to healthcare, 
grocery stores and other vital services and retail 
establishments within a quarter mile of  a bus 
transit station. The adoption and implementation 
of  a TOD would create more livable communi-
ties and promote the use of  alternative and public 
transportation. 



  

  

  

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

How Regional Plans  (Capital Crossroads 
and the Tomorrow Plan) Support TOD
Transit-Oriented Development has been defined 
as the

 “…functional integration of  land use and transit via 
the creation of  compact, walkable,  mixed-use 
communities within walking distance of  a transit 
stop or station. A TOD brings together people, jobs 
and services and is designed in a thoughtful way that 
makes it efficient, safe and convenient to travel on foot 
or by bicycle, transit or car.”  

The Capital Crossroads strategic plan, which is 
described as “A Vision Forward” for Central Iowa, 
acknowledges that the Greater Des Moines area, 
including the Ames Metropolitan Statistical Area 
(MSA), is one of  the fastest growing metropoli-
tan areas in the Midwest. To accommodate this 
growth, the plan outlines sustainable development 
plans for Physical, Governance and Environmen-
tal Capital that should be implemented over the 
coming decade. The adoption and implementation 
of  TOD would  promote the following goals in 
the Capital Crossroads Strategic Plan:  

8.1.2: Ensure the DM Area Regional Transit 
Authority (DART) effectively serves its cur-
rent constituencies as it prepares for future 
geographic expansion.

8.3.2: Commission a logistics development 
plan for Central Iowa. 

8.3.3 Support the continued study and 
potential funding of  high-speed rail through 
Greater Des Moines

8.3.5 Partner with DART, regional MPOs 
and other agencies to study the development 
of  fixed-rail or bus-rapid-transit connectivity 
between Ames and Des Moines

9.1.2: Optimize local zoning and development 
ordinances to ensure regulatory integration 

and coordination across Greater Des Moines

10.1.1: Continue the enhancement of  Greater 
Des Moines’ Supply of  Environmental and 
recreational infrastructure

The Capital Crossroads plan encourages stake-
holders to identify solutions that fulfill the needs 
of  the present, support the needs of  the future 
and move beyond the negative emotional respons-
es to the buzzword, “sustainability.” Sustainability 
is a popular term used in many different contexts 
with varying definitions. For the purposes of  this 
proposal, sustainability  is defined as, “Develop-
ment that meets the needs of  the present without 
compromising the ability of  future generations 
to meet their own needs.”  That definition was 
crafted in 1983 when the United Nations General 
Assembly created the world Commission on En-
vironment and Development . The Commission 
came to be called the “Brundtland Commission” 
named after its Chairperson, Gro Harlem Brundt-
land of  Norway.   

TOD would also directly  promote the goals for 
Greater Des Moines as identified in The Tomor-
row Plan: Partnering for a Greener Greater Des 
Moines. In addition to defining sustainability for 
Greater Des Moines and offering a snapshot 
of  the current state of  sustainability initiatives 
in Iowa, The Tomorrow Plan outlines a vision, 
guiding principles and recommendations for the 
area to reduce the area’s carbon footprint, increase 
livability and unite communities.  The underly-
ing goal of  the Tomorrow Plan is to answer the 
question, “Which urban policies and practices are 
effective at getting institutions and residents to 
consume less energy and fewer resources?”  The 
authors of  this proposal believe that implementing 
TOD in Greater Des Moines is one of  the most 
effective policies and practices that could best help 
our community consume less energy and fewer 



resources, while also achieving a great many more 
worthy objectives of  a sustainable community. 

As identified in the Tomorrow Plan, a survey 
of  27 towns and communities in Central Iowa 
expressed great interest in incentives for: 

 mixed use districts, 

 reduced vehicle miles traveled,  

 higher density neighborhood centers,

 growth tied to proposed public  
 transportation and, specifically,

 the adoption of  Transit-Oriented  
 Development. 

Further, numerous communities supported the 
promotion of: 

 pedestrian travel, 

 bicycling, 

 provisions for increased recreation space and  
 the development of  community facilities, 

 community and neighborhood branding, 

 historic preservation, 

 increased affordable housing and 

 more diverse housing mixes within  
 neighborhoods. 

Unfortunately, the percent of  the 27 central Iowa 
communities engaged in the above activities or 
projects as witnessed by their affirmative sur-
vey response, “Doing it now,” compared to the 
percent of  communities who indicated they are 
“Not doing it” or are simply “Thinking about it,” 
represented an enormous gap. The adoption of  

TOD within Des Moines could help achieve all of  
the sustainable efforts outlined above, and many 
more. Further, Des Moines’ successful imple-
mentation of  TOD would provide a concrete 
example for other central Iowa communities to 
emulate and could spur the long-term business 
development and necessary residential densities 
along transportation corridors over the com-
ing decades to justify the installation of  a fixed, 
light-rail transportation system. The addition of  a 
light-rail in Central Iowa would link central Iowa 
communities and have the potential to invigorate 
urban communities and city centers; reduce traffic 
congestion, vehicle trips and carbon emissions; 
and decrease Iowans’ growing dependence on 
single-occupancy vehicles and fossil fuels. 



  

  

  

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

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 devel-
opment. 

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 
allows property owners/developers to “opt-in” to 
the TOD zoning or instead remain under the ex-
isting, 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, landscap-
ing, building materials, set back distances, park-
ing among other things to ensure project designs 
blend in with the existing community and support 
the goal of  creating a walkable, attractive neigh-
borhood that will draw business and residents.  To 
entice developers to participate in TOD projects, 
a municipality can offer a variety of  incentives be-
yond tax abatements and tax-increment financing 
such as providing streamlined approval, density 
bonuses and tax credits for infill development 
and development near a transit station; incentives 
to encourage rehabilitation and reuse of  proper-
ties; and incentives for people to live near their 
workplace.  

One example of  a unique incentive comes from 
Maryland, where the state adopted a statute limit-
ing infrastructure funding—including highway 
spending—to existing communities and desig-
nated growth areas, rather than providing sub-
sidies to encourage sprawling development.  An 
example of  a region that has successfully imple-
mented TOD is in Portland, Oregon, where the 
area has coordinated transportation investments 

The Benefits of TOD: Creating a 
“Greener Greater Des Moines”

and improved land use policies to create a range 
of  attractive travel options and more compact, 
walkable communities oriented 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. 

TOD Benefits to Society

 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 land 
 marks and reflecting the distinct personality  
 of  the residents, businesses and region

 Establishes a sense of  community/neighbor 
 hood by creating a centralized civic center  
 and public meeting spaces 

 Provides settings for social interaction and  
 active community life by using wide side  
 walks, 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 

 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 man 
 age 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 Benefits to the Environment

 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

 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

TOD Benefits to the Economy

 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

 Combats urban exodus and slow suburban  



 sprawl, invigorate neighborhoods and in  
 crease property values, which increases   
 property tax income for the city  

 Increases urban densities save local   
 governments and municipalities money be 
 cause 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 com-
munity 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 develop-
ment patterns of  a compact, mixed-use, pedes-
trian-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 expecta-
tions 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 op-
tions – options that can be provided by making 
more resourceful land use decisions. With TOD, 
driving is converted from a necessity into an op-
tion. Living [within] a TOD is going to be very 
attractive for people who are tired of  fighting traf-
fic 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 coordi-
nate 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.”

Problems with Low Density Single 

Use Zoning

1. Urban Sprawl and Inner City Decay

2. Racial and Socioeconomic Segregation

3. Environmental Degradation and Energy Waste

4. Adverse Economic Impact

5. Diminishing Quality of  Life



  

  

  

 

 
 

 

 
 

 Current Zoning Law in Des Moines 
and its Relation to Sustainability 
and Transit-Oriented Development


