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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Des Moines and its surrounding suburbs
encompass a progressive, Midwestern
metropolitan area. At the time of the 2010
census, the population of Des Moines was
203,000; the metropolitan area population
exceeded 450,000.1 Many first-time visitors
are impressed—and somewhat 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,
“Euclidian” zoning, which separates uses
such as residential areas and business districts
and encourages low densities to provide
the wide open space people have grown
accustom to and easy access through ample
parking lots near their destination. The City
of Des Moines has suffered as a result of its
adherence to this traditional zoning regime.
Euclidian zoning plays a direct role in a large
variety of ills.2

	“[B]y fostering or requiring low density
development with a high separation 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 socioeconomic
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 Euclidian zoning perpetuates itself
by channeling less well-off children
into chronically under-funded 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.”3
This paper outlines a proposal for the city
of Des Moines (and eventually towns and
suburbs surrounding Des Moines) to adopt
a Transit-Oriented Development (TOD)
district.

Transit-Oriented Development has been defined as the “…functional integration
of land use and transit via the creation of compact, walk-able, mixed-use
communities within walking distance of a public mass 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,
public mass transit or car.”4
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This plan includes a proposed ordinance
creating a TOD district that could be
implemented in the City of Des Moines (or
other Central Iowa communities), which
would promote mixed-use development
and redevelopment in existing commercial
and residential areas that are currently
underutilized, to promote social equity and
commercial development and achieve the
high density critical mass essential for the
long-range success of local and regional
public mass transit and other alternative
transportation options.
Specifically, the proposed ordinance outlines
mandates and incentives to:
i ncrease density in the TOD district by
increasing the gross square footage of
structures on a site and increasing the
minimum dwelling unit per acre;
	dramatically reduce parking spaces and
lots by eliminating minimum parking
requirements and promoting shared
parking;

locate TOD districts near DART bus
transit stops to improve access to the
area and reduce the need for a car to
access the area;

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT PLANS FOR
DES MOINES AND CENTRAL IOWA: CAPITAL
CROSSROADS, THE TOMORROW PLAN AND
DART FORWARD 2035

i nstitute mandatory design standards
such as maximum set backs, green
space requirement, wider sidewalks,
and landscaping guidelines that create
a human-scale area that promotes
alternative transportation such as walking
and biking.

Central Iowa leaders recognize that for our
metropolitan area to sustain its growing
population and develop economically, it must
recruit new employers and create incentives
for local companies to produce more jobs.
In addition, Central Iowa must increase
property values to generate tax revenues,
which can then be invested to replace or
repair aging infrastructure. Central Iowa must
also create an environment that will eliminate
or reduce social and economic inequities.
Finally, Iowa must achieve all of these goals
in an environmentally sustainable manner,
e.g., making sure not to increase green house
gas emissions (GHG) from increased vehicle
traffic, in our efforts to grow economically
and progress socially. Recently, several civic
organizations have published strategic plans
for Central Iowa that outline sustainable
solutions to current challenges and plans for
future development.

The adoption and implementation of a TOD
district utilizing the criteria above would
create urban areas with a robust 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 needed on a regular basis
all within walking distance of a DART bus
transit station.

In September 2011, Central Iowa leaders
representing the Greater Des Moines
Partnership, Community Foundation of
Greater Des Moines, Iowa State University,
Des Moines Area Metropolitan Planning
Organization, Bravo Greater Des Moines,
United Way of Central Iowa, Prairie
Meadows Racetrack and Casino and other
key partners unveiled a long-term strategic
visioning plan for Greater Des Moines
and Central Iowa to plan for sustainable
population growth.5 The Capital Crossroads
strategic plan, which is described as “A Vision
Forward” for Central Iowa, states that the
Greater Des Moines area, including the larger
Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA), is one of
the fastest growing metropolitan areas in the
Midwest.6 To accommodate this growth, the

http://www.desmoines.org/
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plan outlines sustainable development plans
for physical, governance and environmental
capital that should be implemented over the
coming decade. Further, the Capital Crossroads
plan encourages stakeholders to identify
solutions that fulfill the needs of the present,
support the needs of the future and move
beyond the negative emotional responses to
the buzzword, “sustainability.” 7

The Tomorrow Plan: Partnering for a Greener
Greater Des Moines “is a regional planning
effort focused on the sustainable
development of Greater Des Moines.”
Launched in September 2011, it involved
residents and local leaders in identifying
visions and aspirations for the region,
exploring potential scenarios for its future
and setting a preferred direction for
sustainable future development.”10 The
Sustainability is a popular term used in
Tomorrow Plan defines sustainability for
many different contexts with varying
Greater Des Moines, offers a snapshot of
definitions. For the purposes of this proposal, the current state of sustainability initiatives in
sustainability is defined as an accounting
Iowa and outlines a vision, guiding principles
framework incorporating three dimensions
and recommendations for the area to reduce
of performance: social, environmental
its carbon footprint, increase livability and
and economic—also known as the “Triple
unite communities.11 The two questions The
8
Bottom Line” (TBL). The TBL is a concept Tomorrow Plan aims to answer are: 1) what
that has been used to measure sustainability
sustainable development future is best for
for decades, but the phrase was coined in
Greater Des Moines and 2) what would it
1994 by John Elkington who believed that
take for the Greater Des Moines region to
only communities that consider social,
adopt a regional planning and management
economic and environmental factors
approach to sustainable development?12
recognize the full cost of implementing
policy changes.9
As identified in The Tomorrow Plan, a survey
of 24 towns and communities in Central Iowa
expressed great interest in incentives for:
For the purposes of this proposal, sustainability is
	increasing mixed-use districts (35% doing
defined as an accounting framework incorporating three
it; 12% thinking about it);13
dimensions of performance: social, environmental and
economic— also known as the “Triple Bottom Line” (TBL).
	decreasing parking requirements for
development (25% doing it; 0% thinking
about it); 14

Further, numerous communities supported
the promotion of:
	pedestrian travel (68% doing it; 11%
thinking about it); 17
	bicycling (35% doing it; 29% thinking about
it); 18
	public transit provisions and
improvements (20% doing it; 27% thinking
about it);
	provisions for increased recreation space
and the development of community
facilities (84% doing it; 5% thinking about); 19
	community and neighborhood branding
(41% doing it now; 24% thinking about it); 20
	historic preservation (35% doing it; 12%
thinking about it); 21
	support for aging populations to stay
engaged and living in the community
(65% doing it; 12% thinking about it); 22
	increased affordable housing (24% doing
it; 6% thinking about it);23 and
	diverse housing mixes within
neighborhoods (24% doing it; 24% thinking
about it). 24

To improve air quality, reduce traffic
congestion and provide more affordable
public transportation options for local
residents, 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.25 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.26

	establishing higher density neighborhood
centers (41% doing it; 0% thinking about it);
and 15
	growth tied to proposed public
transportation (12% doing it; 18% thinking
about it). 16
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The largest producer of transportation GHG
emissions is the passenger car at 35 percent,
with sport utility vehicles, minivans and light
trucks following at 30 percent. 29 The freight
truck followed at 20 percent, and commercial
aircraft were fourth at 6 percent.30 The
combination between passenger cars and the
other “personal automobiles” comprises a
large majority of the transportation GHG
emitters at 65 percent.
Developing our public transportation
system and infrastructure and promoting
the increased use of alternative forms
of transportation including walking and
biking is an important aspect of the longterm sustainability of the Greater Des
Moines metropolitan community. But to
facilitate the increased use of public transit
and demonstrate the value of alternative
transportation, Des Moines and the
surrounding area must adopt policies that
incentivize development that will support
those goals.
Municipal and civic leaders have invested a
great deal to identify what our communities
must do to become more sustainable in the
three strategic plans discussed above. The
next section of this proposal discusses some
of the environmental, social and economic
challenges in Des Moines that hinder its
sustainable development and could thwart the
achievement of the goals outlined in Capital
Crossroads, The Tomorrow Plan and DART
Forward 2035.

SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES
IN GREATER DES MOINES
ENVIRONMENTAL CHALLENGES

In 2010, total U.S. (GHG) emissions were
6,865 Million Metric Tons, an 11 percent
increase since 1990.27 In 2010, the U.S.
(GHG) emissions for transportation alone
were 1,736.5 million metric tons, an increase
of 8.5 percent since 1990. 28
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The reliance upon automobile transport—
more than Iowans’ disregard for the planet —
has led to a lifestyle that generates the highest
per capita GHG emissions in the US.31 Iowa’s
gross GHG emissions increased 10.7 percent
between 2005 and 2010. Further, Iowa’s per
capita GHG emissions are 40 percent higher
than the Midwest as a whole, and close to 60
percent higher than the national average.32
This is, in part, due to Iowa’s low population
density.33 Our auto-centric population and
low-density, sprawling neighborhoods
exacerbate air pollution and climate change.
Scientists have established a strong
correlation between rising temperatures and
the increased concentration of GHG in the
atmosphere resulting from human activity.34
“The human activity that makes the largest
contribution to the buildup of greenhouse
gases is the burning of fossil fuels to generate
electricity and to power automobiles.”35
Following the 5-4 U.S. Supreme Court
decision in Massachusetts v. EPA, 549 U.S. 497,
(April 2007), in which 12 states and several
U.S. cities brought suit against the United
States Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) to force the federal agency to regulate
carbon dioxide and other GHG as pollutants,
the EPA published its finding Dec. 15, 2009,
that GHG in the atmosphere endangers both
the public health and the environment for
current and future generations.36

In 2010, the State of Iowa conducted a
study on the impacts of climate change. The
study concluded that Iowa should expect a
continued rise in temperature and humidity.37
This year is a prime example with our
extremely mild, summer-like temperatures
beginning in March. Those climate changes
have resulted in a significant increase in
extreme precipitation events that have lead to
more frequent and extreme flooding, and that
changes are projected to continue well into
the future.38
The study found a range of economic
effects to the state of Iowa as a result of the
environmental changes. One of the biggest
concerns for Des Moines is the impact the
increases in catastrophic weather events have,
and will continue to have, on the insurance
industry.39 “For the [insurance] industry to
remain profitable, it must determine the
magnitude of accumulating risks, devise
strategies for spreading those risks, price
financial instruments appropriately to assist
all manner of businesses and households
to purchase peril-mitigating policies, and
most importantly, foster strategies for risk
reduction.40 ” The unpredictable nature
of climate change poses a risk to the
insurance industry, which is the second
largest employment industry in Des Moines
supplying over 15% of the local jobs.41

Source: Iowa Department of Natural Resources
http://www.iowadnr.gov/Environment/ClimateChange/ClimateChange101/
IowasGHGEmissions.aspx

If Iowa hopes to avoid the worst
consequences of climate change including
extreme weather events discussed above,
Iowa’s largest metropolitan area must
demonstrate its leadership by implementing
aggressive policies to reduce its GHG
emissions. One way Des Moines can do that
is by reducing the number of miles driven.42
Most American cities including Atlanta,
Dallas, Denver, Los Angeles and even Des
Moines, were designed for people with
“wheels.”43 Many Central Iowans are living

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:I-235_Des_Moines.JPG
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out what has been coined the “American
Dream” with the acquisition of a freestanding house with a fenced-in yard and a
two-car garage located in a distant suburb
miles away from their jobs. This “American
Dream” is not universal, however. In fact, a
majority of people do not like the current
development practice of separating housing
from everything else.44
Recently, the US has seen an increase in
residents choosing compact, walk-able,
mixed-use communities.45 One of the
major drivers of this trend is the change in
household composition. Whereas the vast
majority of American households used to
be nuclear families, this demographic now
comprises 25% of households. Childless,
single-parent and single-adult households
now comprise about 41% of America’s
households.46 With changing lifestyles people
are now looking for convenience and a sense
of community. Lower housing costs and the
desire to avoid traffic congestion and gain
easy access to daily amenities are all factors
influencing why more people might choose
urban dense housing over the suburbs in
the future. In fact, “Forty-seven percent of
households want urbane living.”47
The biggest change in desire and behavior
from suburban living to urban living is with
the “Millennials,” the generation of young
adults currently entering the housing market,

Home Sweet Home: A New American Dream
“A national TOD market study found that by 2030 almost
a quarter of all U.S. households looking to rent or buy are
likely to want higher-density housing near transit.”50
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with 88 percent of them wanting to live in an
urban setting.48
“ Back in the ‘70s and ‘80s people wanted [to
live in] drivable suburbs. But as roads become
more congested by single-occupancy vehicles
commuting between work and home, and
time becomes more precious, people are
rethinking suburban life. The majority of
current development is still occurring in the
suburbs, but that balance is shifting. 51
	“The 2009 American Housing Survey
found that only 24 to 25 percent of
Americans would prefer to live in largelot single-family houses. Consequently,
there is, [or will be in the near future] an
oversupply of approximately 28 million
units in the drivable suburbs. Attached
housing and small-lot housing, on the
other hand, are undersupplied — by
about 12 million and 13.5 million units,
respectively. 52

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
CHALLENGES

More and more Americans want a residence
within walking distance of coffee shops,
restaurants, health clubs, parks, movie theatres
and cultural opportunities. 53 Americans’
lifestyles are changing based on demographics
and economic realities; and convenience and
affordability are two of the most important
considerations when determining where to
live.54 “The shift in the housing market is
the most significant since the march to the
suburbs began after WWII.”55 Regardless
of whether people choose to live in the
suburbs or in downtown Des Moines, it is
imperative we redevelop all of our urban and
suburban centers, ideally near mass transit,
to accommodate the growing population
and become a more sustainable, healthy and
vibrant community.

“The shift in the housing market is
the most significant since the march
to the suburbs began after WWII.”
Single persons will soon be the majority in
the U.S., and older Americans will outnumber
younger Americans by mid-century.57 As the
need for space to raise a family decreases
with aging Baby Boomers, the demand for
smaller housing that requires less caretaking,
e.g., yard work, and is conveniently located
near the services needed on a regular basis,
will increase.58 Further, almost half of the
U.S. population will be non-white by 2050.59
These statistics are significant because the
demographic groups growing most rapidly
in the U.S. and Iowa—older, non-family,
non-white households—have historically used
transit in higher numbers.60

As the population relocates, so do jobs. Many
jobs that pay well are retained in the urban
core, but the wealthy people who fill those
roles move out to the suburbs, a behavior
which has come to be known as urban flight,
while at the same time the new jobs created
in the suburbs, e.g., labor-intensive and lowerpaying manufacturing or service occupations,
require people to commute long distances
from areas where housing values are low, i.e.,
affordable.65 As a result more people—both
rich and poor—need vehicles to commute
from home to work because few people
actually live near their place of employment.66

“By creating a legal framework uncannily
conducive to sprawl and the associated
urban decline, Euclidian [single use, low
density] zoning imposes an enormous cost: it
‘increases development costs to the suburbs,
diminishes the quality of life factors needed
“For the housing industry to meet the nation’s to sustain viable economic growth, and
requires the consumption of the greatest
needs in the next 10 years, we are depending
amount of land and resources.’ Moreover,
on builders that have two generations
it raises housing costs, which increases the
of experience mostly of providing the
financial strain on middle-class families while
opposite of what the market is now calling
further reducing the ability of lower incomes
for. [Further, municipalities must] establish
families to improve their lot in life. It also
an infrastructure and [policy] framework
‘generates traffic congestion, dependence on
that promotes walk-able, transit-friendly
development.”61 The challenge is that we have oil, extraordinary transportation costs for
families, higher costs to deliver municipal
zoning codes and transportation systems
services, and pollution.’”67
geared more to the 1950s than to current
needs, which inhibits the kind of economic
Des Moines cut its budget nearly $28 million
development required.62
over the last 10 years, which is about 18
percent of its general fund.68 Between 2002
Traditional low-density Euclidian zoning
and 2012, the City eliminated 275 full-time
can lead to cities growing outward faster
jobs and another 38 full-time jobs will be
than their infrastructure and services can
63
eliminated in the next two years, representing
support the outward growth. As the city
a 16 percent reduction in headcount in
and suburbs continue to expand, it leads to
a change in population densities.64 As people 12 years because of shrinking budgets
and increased capital and infrastructure
migrate to the suburbs, the urban core is
expenses.69 In addition, as a result of the
left underutilized, while being saddled with
extreme weather events and flooding caused
the costs of maintaining an underutilized
by climate change mentioned previously, Des
infrastructure.
Moines has invested $90 million in flood-
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related infrastructure across Des Moines
and the downtown area70 to protect against
levee de-accreditation and the designation
of extensive areas of Des Moines as being
unprotected against a 100-year flood.71
During this same time period, Des Moines
has experienced significant declines in
property tax valuations including a 28
percent reduction in downtown commercial
property values over the past two years and a
3.4 percent average reduction to residential
assessed values.72

comes in the form of property tax.73 As a
result of this direct impact the Des Moines
City Manager has emphasized the “Need to
retain a strong commitment to economic
development because of ongoing budget
issues and dropping [property] values.”74

Because of the Des Moines’ dependence on
property taxes for half of its revenue, it is
critical Des Moines explore the establishment
of TOD districts in strategic areas to
incentivize development, which will increase
property values through increased densities,
The reduction in property values has a
development of underutilized and vacant lots
dramatic negative effect on Des Moines’
(infill development), building renovations,
overall budget because of a lack of diversified new construction projects, job creation and
revenues—50 percent of Des Moines revenue business development.

Revenues by Category
Intergovernmental
14%

The reduction in property values has a
dramatic negative effect on Des Moines’
overall budget because of a lack of
diversified revenues—50 percent of Des
Moines revenue comes in the form of
property tax.

Fines and Fees
5%

Local
Taxes
50%

SOCIAL EQUITY CHALLENGES

The “Occupy” movement that emerged in
2010 across the United States was a massive
demonstration by diverse citizens against
the social inequities pervasive in the U.S.,
among other concerns.75 Occupy movements
emerged in all 50 states and in hundreds of
U.S. cities – even Des Moines – indicating
many local residents recognize the social
divisions within our community and desire
a change. The disparity in income levels
among Americans—including Des Moines
residents—is significant. Fourteen percent,
or one in every seven households in Des
Moines, are below the poverty level; and twothirds of students enrolled in Des Moines
Public Schools qualify for free or reduced
cost meal plans.76 Unfortunately, household
income levels, as well as race, ethnicity and
education level, tend to define neighborhoods
within the city.77
The figures in Appendix _ provide
demographic overviews of the defined
neighborhoods within Des Moines by
household income, race and education
level. What those figures show is that the
neighborhoods north of downtown have
high populations of non-white residents with
lower household incomes and less education,
while residents in the outer edges of Des
Moines have higher household incomes, are
more likely to be Caucasian and have higher
education levels.
See Appendix ___

Reimbursement /
Charge for
Services
21%
Hotel-Motel
Taxes
Franchise Fees
2%
8%

http://www.dmgov.org/Government/CityCouncil/WorkshopDocuments/120511%20Budget%20Presentation.pdf
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While Polk County is more racially and
ethnically diverse than the state as a whole,
the racial divide is even greater when
comparing Des Moines proper to Polk
County. The percentage of minorities in
Des Moines is 24, while that number drops
to 15 percent when considering all of Polk
County.78 “Particularly since 1990, there
has been a dramatic growth in the Hispanic

population, particularly within Des Moines.
Further, children are leading the way in this
diversity. While only seven percent of Polk
County seniors and 15 percent of working
age adults are of color, 23 percent of schoolage children and 27 percent of preschool
children are of color.”79 Greater Des Moines
and Iowa will become increasingly diverse,
and it is incumbent upon community leaders
and elected officials to establish policies and
programs that promote acceptance, respect
unique cultural differences, provide equal
opportunities and access to services and
promote racial and ethnic harmony.
Due to humanities’ tribal beginnings, it is
not surprising that we often seek to live
amongst people that share similar values,
backgrounds and demographics. However,
geographic separation of people of different
races, ethnicities and other socioeconomic
factors can foster misunderstanding, distrust
and further widen the economic gap
between the “haves” and the “have nots.”
Further, urban neighborhoods with lower
household incomes and lower housing values
will negatively impact tax revenues, further
eroding the budgets necessary to maintain
Des Moines’ infrastructure and provide
standard services.
For Des Moines to sustain itself economically
and culturally, it is imperative it adopt policies
that will help create neighborhoods with
mixed-income housing. Doing so could help
foster racial, ethnic and social diversity and
acceptance; provide equality in education;
create affordable housing near employment
centers to make good jobs more accessible
to people without private transportation; and
promote economic development within the
urban core of Greater Des Moines.
Establishing more affordable housing near
public mass transit will benefit Greater Des
Moines residents with lower household

ENHANCING SUSTAINABILITY THROUGH TRANSIT-ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT
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incomes. The close proximity of affordable
housing near mass transit matters because
transportation is a significant household
expense.80 Traditionally, the cost of housing
has been defined purely as the cost of
monthly rent or a mortgage payment.81
However, a better measure of affordable
housing is the combined cost of housing and
transportation.82
The average U.S. household spends 19
percent of total income on transportation;
however, households with good access
to public mass transit spend only nine
percent.83 This savings can be critical for
low-income households because they spend
a disproportionate amount of their income
on transportation compared to the average
household.84 While the average household
spends 19 percent on transportation costs
including the vehicle, insurance, repairs

and fuel, low-income households spend 55
percent or more on transportation.85
To further reinforce the idea that “housing
affordability” should include the cost of
transportation, it is interesting to note the
increased costs for those who choose to
live in the suburbs because they believe
it provides more affordable housing, i.e.,
lower home prices and lower taxes. While
the average household spends 19 percent on
transportation, auto-dependent suburbanites
spend an average of 25 percent of their
household income on transportation.86 “For
every dollar households saved on cheaper
housing in the suburbs in 2005, they spent 77
cents more on transportation.” 87

ANALYSIS OF CURRENT ZONING
DISTRICTS & ORDINANCES
HOW STATE LAW
ENCOURAGES SUSTAINABLE
ZONING IN DES MOINES

The State of Iowa has made it a priority
for government agencies to consider
sustainability in their operations. The State
requires all municipalities to consider
the “Smart Growth Principles” in the
deliberations of, “...planning, zoning,
development and resource management
decisions.”88 The Principles that must be
considered are:
	collaboration between government and
other stake holders,89
efficient outcomes,90
efficient use of energy,91
the provision of occupational diversity,92
revitalization,93
housing diversity,94
community character,95
	natural resource and open space
protection,96
sustainable design97
and transportation diversity.98

http://reconnectingamerica.org/assets/Uploads/tod101full.pdf

DES MOINES COMMERCIAL
AND MULTI-FAMILY TAX
ABATEMENT PROGRAM

The City of Des Moines has a tax abatement
program for redevelopment of existing
multi-unit dwellings. As part of this program
the redeveloper must comply with at least
four out of 10 possible sustainability options.
These options include, but are not limited to,

14
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having the buildings primary entrance located
within one quarter mile of transit, providing a
bike rack equal to ten percent of the parking
lots parking and increasing landscaping an
additional 50 percent. The requirements help
to incentivize transit choice and make the
neighborhood more walk-able.

ASSESSMENT OF CURRENT ZONES
THAT CONTEMPLATE SUSTAINABILITY
AND THEIR SHORT COMINGS

Zoning in Des Moines follows traditional
Euclidian patterns. Most of Des Moines
is broken up into residential, commercial
and industrial zones.99 Those general
classifications then have a myriad of
classifications, for instance the code has 10
different types of residential zones.100 This
section seeks to discuss a number of types
of zoning and their impacts on sustainability,
then discuss some particular issues arising
from zoning in Des Moines as a whole.
There are a number of zoning districts in
the City of Des Moines that contemplate
sustainability challenges , such as the
preamble to the Planned Unit Development
(PUD) zone,101 or the parking provisions
of Neighborhood Pedestrian Commercial
(NPC).102 A common contemplation amongst
zones in Des Moines is “mixed use,”
which allows for a building to contain both
commercial and residential uses, allowing for
people to live near or walk short distances to
where they work, dine or shop. While mixed
use is important to help solve many of the
challenges raised in this paper, none of the
current zones that intend mixed use address

ENHANCING SUSTAINABILITY THROUGH TRANSIT-ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT
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all of the challenges raised. The following is
a brief inventory of Des Moines’ mixed use
zones and their potential pitfalls.
The Current zones in the city of Des Moines
that contemplate mixed use are:
1.	C-3A, Central Business Support
Commercial
2.	C-3B, Central Business Mixed Use
District
3.	C-3R, Central Business Mixed Residential
4. D-R, Downtown River
5. R-HD, Residential Historic District
6. PUD, Planned Unit Development
7.	NPC, Neighborhood Pedestrian
Commercial

Four of the above zoning districts specifically
contemplate use for Downtown. All of
the C-3 Districts and the D-R District are
intended to be used Downtown.103 Their “use
specification” limits their application for
uses that encourage sustainable development
and public mass transit usage. The use of
public mass transit requires a transit corridor,
with increased densities along the corridor
between the various transit hubs. The Des
Moines Downtown is a natural hub, but to
encourage public mass transit growth beyond
downtown, there must be other locations
with sufficient population densities and
public attractions and activites to give riders
destinations in which to ride.

RESIDENTIAL HISTORIC DISTRICT

The Residential Historic District (R-HD)
allows for limited mixed use.104 The primary
purpose of the district is to preserve the
historic nature of existing buildings in the
district.105 The district allows for residential

use of buildings and for specific light
commercial uses including gift shops and
restaurants.106
The mixture of uses in R-HDs encourages
pedestrian traffic, though not to the extent
of higher density zoning. The difficulty
with the district is that the limitations of
allowed uses and the focus on preserving
existing buildings, limits significant
increases in the density of the district.
Other obstacles with the district are the
lot setback and yard requirements. The
R-HDs lot setback requirements can limit
the pedestrian friendliness of the district by
keeping commercial activity further back
from the street, while the yard requirements
increase the distance between activities. The
setback requirements are also numerous
and complicated, varying greatly from block
to block.107 The district also has off-street
parking requirements.108 Currently the
Sherman Hills neighborhood is the primary
use of R-HD in Des Moines.

PLANNED UNIT DEVELOPMENT

Sherman Hill
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Drake Neighborhood

While the purpose of the PUD ordinance
specifies encouragement of redevelopment
and mixed uses, 112 the actual design
standards by which their approval is based
does not require that the development be a
redevelopment or mixed use.113 The PUD
needs to be in harmony with current or
anticipated uses, and where it is appropriate,
include open space. 114 It must also be
able to meet expected increases in need
for services and meet city requirements
on infrastructure.115 One factor the PUD
ordinance does not consider, is access
to transportation. The only mention of
transportation in regards to a PUD, is the
requirement that the new development be
able to handle any increased traffic flow. 116

Planned Unit Development (PUD) is a
very flexible zoning designation. PUDs are
intended to, “Preserve open space and other
environmentally sensitive areas,” “Encourage
appropriate mixed use development,”
and “Encourage revitalization of older
neighborhoods by permitting development
or redevelopment of vacant or underutilized
tracts of land substantially surrounded by
other properties which have been developed
with buildings.”109 The zone itself allows for
any of the uses allowed in any R, C or M1-2
industrial and warehouse zone district.110
PUD zones can be just about anything; the
design plans are evaluated on a case-by-case
basis, and are subject to an extensive and
lengthy approval process that takes a number The flexibility in the use of the PUD allows
of community considerations into account. 111 for it to serve a number of purposes.
It is both the PUDs greatest advantage
and greatest disadvantage when it comes
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to sustainable development. There are a
number of successful PUDs in Des Moines
including the Drake West Village. On the
other hand, there are a number of instances
where the PUD does not fulfill a mixed use
or sustainable purpose. The parking lot next
to the Drake Fine Arts Building between
24th and 25th street is zoned PUD, as are a
number of outlying single use suburban style
residential areas. PUDs also are frequently
used for government or service buildings
such as the United Way campus and the
downtown U.S. Post Office. PUD can lead to
a high-density mixed-use redevelopment, but
it does not necessarily achieve those goals.

NEIGHBORHOOD PEDESTRIAN
COMMERCIAL

The NPC requires minimal setbacks. 120 It
requires at least 40 percent window space
along the street,121 and a front entrance
oriented to the street.122 It also specifies
that the street facing should be broken into
bays123 to keep the frontage interesting and
welcoming to pedestrians. NPC zones also
reduce the required amount of parking to
60 percent of the minimum standard124, and
encourage parking to the rear and side of
buildings.125 NPC zones also allow for shared
parking.126 Building height is limited to 45
feet127 and the number of stories is limited
to four for residential uses128 and two for all
other uses.129

NPC zones lack some features that encourage
The final zoning designation that specifically sustainability. First NPC zones only
encourage parking along the side and back of
addressed mixed use is the Neighborhood
a building—it is not a requirement. Second,
Pedestrian Commercial (NPC). This zone
while NPC zones have a number of bulk
is intended to provide automobile corridors
130
117
with retail, office use and apartments. The area requirements based upon use, there
are no floor area to lot area ratio restrictions.
restriction on design, setbacks, parking and
Third, there is no requirement or incentive
bulk requirements for NPC zones are based
118
upon the site plan for the area. NPCs zones for the developer to set aside rental space
for households earning less than the median
are subject to substantial guidelines beyond
income or to build using sustainable practices
what is mentioned in its section of the
or materials. Lower income families tend
code.119

to use transit more, therefore providing
space and transit options for them also
increase the viability of public and alternative
transportation in the area. Finally, NPC is
essentially a modified highway commercial
district that prohibits certain automobile
based usages.131 The NPC allows a number
of commercial uses that are more intensive.132
A typical example of an NPC zone in Des
Moines is Ingersoll Avenue between 28th
Street and 35th Street.

CURRENT DEFICIENCIES IN
ZONING LAW AND PLANNING
IN DES MOINES AND ITS
RELATION TO SUSTAINABILITY
TRANSPORTATION CHOICE AND
GREEN HOUSE GAS EMISSIONS

Zoning designations in Des Moines are
the product of the history of the city. An
overview of the city zoning map reveals
that along the city’s primary transportation
corridors, there is an abundance, or
overabundance, of C-2 “Highway
Commercial.”133 C-2 zoning is intended to
provide commercial strips to serve the needs
of general consumers and the needs and
services of the auto-dependent customer.134
This has caused the main transportation
corridors in Des Moines to cater to
automobile transit, while creating barriers for
pedestrian and mass transit.
Historically this zoning pattern makes sense,
as many of the city’s primary corridors are
current or past highways. Hickman, Douglas
and Euclid at various times make up U.S.
Highway 6, and SE 14th Street is U.S. Highway
69. Historically, the availability of highwayoriented commercial along highways made
sense.

Drake Neighborhood
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The problem with this layout is that it does
not facilitate a variety of transportation
options. The large yard requirement of a

Drake Neighborhood

minimum of 25 feet, makes the zone out
of scale for pedestrian use.135 C-2 zones
are also subject to the full parking and
loading requirements under Des Moines
Zoning, further decreasing the walk-ability
of the area.136 In addition, with the planning
focus being placed on the auto-dependent
customer, the needs of customers traveling
via other means becomes secondary.
To compound the problem, the single-use
commercial development along the corridors
pushes the population further away from
routes that are ripe for mass transit. As the
population spreads out into low-density
residential neighborhoods further away from
transportation corridors, density decreases
and dependence upon automobiles for
transportation increases. This reliance upon
automobiles and lack of transportation choice
helps to foster the climate change problems
challenging Iowa, as mentioned previously.
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All zoning districts in the City of Des Moines
have off-street parking requirements, with
the exception of PUD and C-3 districts.137
The effect of the parking code is to reduce
transportation choice and to favor automobile
transit. Free off-street parking is essentially
a subsidy to automobile use, as it passes the
true cost of parking to the population at
large, instead of forcing the automobile user
to pay the true cost of parking.138 The NPC
district reduces the required parking to 60
percent of that required by the type of use in
other districts. PUDs do not have a default
parking requirement, but as part of the
approval process, the development plan could
permit or even require parking lots. Only the
C-3 districts and select PUDs do not require
parking.
The reduction or removal of minimum
parking requirements not only makes the area
more walk-able and pedestrian friendly,139 but
it also can reduce environmental problems
caused by excess storm water run-off. 140

than supervised group residences and elder
homes.144
The map also reveals that the areas of the city
with the smallest residential lots, such as R160 align with high minority and low-income
housing, such as the Drake neighborhood
and the area East of the Capitol.145 Lots in
R1-60 are much smaller; the width of the
lot need only be 60 feet for a single family
home, and may be even smaller for other
residential uses.146 The total size is also
significantly smaller, with a requirement for
7,500 square-feet for a single family detached
dwelling,147 and it too may go as small as
4,000 square-feet for residential use.148 Lot
size requirements, in effect, put income
restrictions upon who can live in a zone,
excluding buyers who cannot afford to pay,
which disproportionally affects minorities.149
Because only certain families can afford to
live in certain places, the zoning code adds to
existing racial and economic segregation and
further exacerbates the problem.

Summary of the Shortcomings of the Current Des Moines’ Zoning Code and
Ordinances in Promoting Sustainability
1.	Transportation choice and availability of non-auto transit are not factors
in the current zoning code. This promotes the use of the automobile and
leads to an increase in GHG emissions.
2.	None of the current zones require rear parking. All zones outside of
downtown effectively have an off-street parking requirement either through
their site plan guidelines or through the approval process.
3.	The current code, without changes, will maintain the racial and economic
segregation and inequity that the current zoning code has created within
Des Moines.
4.	Mixed use is encouraged in NPC, but there are no incentives. The current
code allows mixed use, but it also allows low-density single use and other
unwelcome uses in NPC.
5.	PUD, which is the most flexible zoning district is effectively a “Catch All” for
anything that does not fit squarely into an already existing zoning ordinance.
The “flexibility” in the zoning process creates an “uncertain environment,”
which can discourage developers.
6.	No zones incentivize density. Density outside of downtown is merely
permissive.

SOCIAL EQUITY AND SEGREGATION
CHALLENGES

Des Moines zoning law and planning patterns
promote socioeconomic balkanization.
As discussed earlier, Des Moines is highly
segregated along racial and economic class
lines. This did not happen by chance, but
instead is the result of our land use patterns,
among other things.
A look at the zoning map of Des Moines
reveals that the largest residential lot sizes,
such as R1-90 are concentrated in areas
that align with the Census’ areas with high
income, high educational attainment and
high Caucasian racial makeup, such as the
“South of Grand” neighborhood.141 R1-90
requires a minimum lot width of 90 feet,142
and minimum lot area of 12,500 square feet
for a single family home,143 the district does
not allow for multi-family dwellings other
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	Reduces traffic congestion allowing
people to reach their destination in less
time 162

TRANSIT-ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT
AS A SOLUTION
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.
Participating in a TOD district can be
attractive to developers and neighborhoods
because it allows for mixed uses and higher
development potential per unit of land
compared to traditional zoning ordinances.150
TOD districts 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 attract business
and residents.151 To entice developers to
participate in TOD districts, a municipality
can offer a variety of incentives beyond 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 properties; and incentives for
people to live near their workplace.152
One example of a unique incentive comes
from Maryland, where the state adopted
a statute limiting infrastructure funding—
including highway spending—to existing
communities and designated growth
areas, rather than providing subsidies to
encourage sprawling development.153 An
example of a region that has successfully
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implemented TOD districts is Portland,
Oregon, where the area has coordinated
transportation investments and improved
land use policies to create a range of
attractive travel options and more compact,
walk-able communities oriented to alternative
forms of transportation, namely public
transit.154 These efforts have enabled Portland
to accommodate a 50 percent population
increase in the region in recent decades with
just a two percent increase in land base,
and 30,000 new jobs downtown with no
significant increase in vehicle trips.155

TOD BENEFITS TO SOCIETY
	Increases the variety of housing choices
that are affordable, safe, energy efficient
and close to employment opportunities156
	Preserves neighborhoods’ unique
character by protecting historical
buildings and landmarks and reflecting
the distinct personality of the residents,
businesses and region157
	Establishes a sense of community/
neighborhood by creating settings for
social interaction and active community,
e.g., a centralized civic center and public
meeting spaces 158
	Promotes social equity, racial diversity
and ethnic harmony159
	Increases mobility through increased
transportation choices including biking,
walking and economical and convenient
public transit160
	Improves the health of residents by
creating neighborhoods that are bike- and
pedestrian-friendly161

	Planned TOD districts 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.163
	The strategic implementation of TOD
districts encourages the placement of
services people require for meeting daily
household and living needs, e.g., grocery
stores, medical services, drycleaners,
within walking distance, which
encourages walking/biking and benefits
residents without cars who otherwise
would not have access to the services,
thereby further promoting social equity.164

TOD BENEFITS TO THE ENVIRONMENT
	Reduces the cost and amount of parking
requirements and/or encourages the use
of shared 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
trails165
	Requires coordinated, thematic
landscaping minimums to provide a
distinctive visual quality, biodiversity and
use of native plant species166
	Reduces auto dependence, which
reduces noise pollution and lowers GHG
emissions, resulting in cleaner air167

TOD BENEFITS TO THE ECONOMY
	Promotes a diverse and thriving economy
with a robust base of businesses and
quality job opportunities clustered
together in and around housing169
	Increases public transit ridership resulting
in higher transit revenues and financial
stability for public transportation
services170
	Residents in TOD districts tend to
utilize public transportation more often,
reducing the amount of their household
income spent on cars, maintenance,
insurance and fuel. The money saved can
improve quality of life and be infused
into the economy in different ways.171
	Developers who build up, rather than out,
increase the appraised value of individual
lots and buildings, which increases
landowners’ return on investment and
increases property values, which generates
property tax income for the city172
	Increases urban densities, which saves
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. It maximizes return
on public utility and transportation
infrastructure improvements/repairs by
requiring high-intensity development.173
	For land-locked municipalities, TOD
districts allows the city to promote the
development of vacant and underutilized
sites, which increases property values and
tax revenue without physical growth174

	Re-purposing existing buildings will
improve their energy efficiency and
aesthetics (curb appeal)168
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As noted above, establishing TOD districts
in Des Moines, thereby creating walk-able
neighborhoods, would have numerous
positive effects — among them, benefits
to citizens’ household budgets.175 “The
average American family spends 32 percent
of its income on housing and 19 percent
on transportation, leaving 49 percent for all
other expenditures. Those who live in autodependent suburbs spend 25 percent of their
income on transportation, leaving only 43
percent for all other expenses. Those who live
in transit-rich neighborhoods spend only nine
percent on transportation, leaving far more
money for discretionary expenses.”176

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.”

The authors of this proposal believe that
implementing TOD districts in Greater Des
Moines is one of the most effective means
to help our community achieve many worthy
objectives of a sustainable community. Unlike
many proposed ordinances, establishing
a TOD district would not cost the city,
DART or other organizations money to
While the establishment of TOD districts
implement, but instead could generate more
would be new to the city of Des Moines,
revenue, infuse funding into the Greater
areas of town that model many of the
Des Moines area and help rehabilitate cities’
attributes of TOD districts have begun to
infrastructures. Further, the establishment
emerge with much success and community
of TOD districts throughout Greater Des
support. Those areas include the East Village, Moines will allow the community to meet
Western Gateway, Sherman Hills, the Court
the changing housing needs of our diverse
Avenue District and Ingersoll Avenue. These population and redevelop our urban and
areas espouse many, but not all, of the
suburban centers to accommodate more
development patterns of a compact, mixedgrowth.178 But Central Iowa, and Des Moines,
use, pedestrian-oriented community such as
specifically, must act now in anticipation of
177
a TOD district. Des Moines’ vision for the the market shifts.
future as outlined in DART Forward, Capital
Crossroads and The Tomorrow Plan supports
Des Moines’ successful implementation of
the adoption of TOD districts to meet the
TOD would provide a concrete example for
environmental, social and economic goals set other central Iowa communities to emulate
out for Greater Des Moines.
and could spur the long-term business
development and necessary residential
The benefits of TOD implementation is well densities along transportation corridors over
stated in the City of Austin TOD Guidebook: the coming decades to justify the installation
of a fixed, light-rail transportation system.
	“Living [within] a TOD is … attractive
The addition of a light-rail in Central
for people who are tired of fighting
Iowa would link central Iowa communities
traffic and are willing to give up a second and have the potential to invigorate
car, people from a variety of age groups urban communities, city centers and rural
who are looking to move up or down in communities; reduce traffic congestion,
housing size, and seniors who want an
vehicle trips and carbon emissions; and
independent lifestyle and to reduce their decrease Iowans’ growing dependence on
dependence on the automobile. At the
single-occupancy vehicles and fossil fuels.
same time, TOD is an opportunity…
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