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WHAT IS A COMPREHENSIVE PLAN?
This plan lays out a vision for the future of Altoona, with a 
focus on priorities for policy and investments in the next 20 
years.  The plan serves three primary roles:

1. Community Building

Comprehensive planning provides an opportunity for resi-
dents to create a shared vision for their community. Resi-
dents and city staff identified issues and opportunities for 
Altoona’s land use, infrastructure, public facilities, natural re-
sources, and more. These findings were used to create a vi-
sion for Altoona and set public priorities.

2. Guidance for Decision-Makers

The plan will serve as a guide for City staff, the Planning & 
Zoning Commission, City Council, and other City boards and 
commissions, as they set policy, make public investments 
and deliberate land use decisions.

3. Legal Basis for Land Use Regulations

Section 414 of the Code of Iowa allows cities to adopt land 
use regulations, such as zoning and subdivision ordinances, 
to promote the “health, safety, morals or general welfare of 
the community.”  These regulations govern how land is de-
veloped within a municipality and its extra-territorial jurisdic-
tion. Land use regulations recognize that people live coop-
eratively and have certain responsibilities to coordinate and 
harmonize the uses of private property.  The comprehensive 
plan provides a legal basis for these regulations.

The plan recommends policies and actions related to land 
use, environmental preservation, community character, 
parks, recreation, community services, housing, transpor-
tation, infrastructure, and public safety.  These recommen-
dations will help achieve Altoona’s community vision and 
goals, described on the following pages.  

Community Building

This plan is based on the vi-
sion of Altoona residents.  At 
left: Residents Work Together 
at a Community Goals work-
shop to identify priorities for 
Altoona.  

Guidance for Decision-
Makers

Altoona City Council, staff, 
and city commissions will use 
this plan as a guide for future 
decisions.

Legal Basis for Land Use

Decisions about zoning and 
future development will be 
based on the principles of 
this plan. 
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A Community of Neighborhoods
Altoona is growing quickly, and could double in population 
over the next 20 years. The comprehensive plan provides a 
land use and transportation concept for the growth areas of 
Altoona. It uses the “neighborhood unit” concept to envision a 
growth pattern that maintains Altoona’s small town character. 

A VISION FOR ALTOONA
Through the public input process (p.10), a four part vision for the future of Altoona emerged.  The following four concepts  
represent the priority concepts (aka, the “big ideas”) of the comprehensive plan.  

A Distinctive Identity
While Altoona has much to offer, many residents have  
noted that the community lacks a clear identity.  The 
comprehensive plan helps advance two primary ideas 
that give Altoona its distinctive identity:  

1. A small town with big city amenities: The core of  
Altoona has quality, family-friendly neighborhoods, 
while the north side of town has amenities that few 
small towns can match.

2. A healthy, “green” community: Altoona values both 
nature and recreation.  Green trail corridors weave 
through Altoona’s neighborhoods, and the communi-
ty offers a growing array of signature recreational op-
portunities.

A “Green,” Active Community
Altoona has a history of preserving natural areas and 
constructing trails throughout its neighborhoods, 
both as an amenity and a stormwater management 
tactic.  As Altoona grows into the environmentally 
sensitive Mud Creek area, the need for preservation 
will remain important.  The comprehensive plan pro-
vides a map and set of policies to preserve a system 
of “greenways,” natural areas that will provide storm-
water drainage and become part of Altoona’s exten-
sive park and trail system.

A Regional Economic Center
Altoona is a regional entertainment and commercial center, 
and has great potential for continued growth.  The plan pro-
vides strategies that Altoona can use to build on its regional 
status, prime location, and growing population. Strategies 
include: commercial diversification, encouraging “spillover” 
from existing attractions, investing in quality of life ameni-
ties, and promoting housing diversity.
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GOALS AND PLAN ORGANIZATION 
The comprehensive plan is organized into chapters by topic.  
Each of those topics has a goal statement, based on public 
input (p.10) and discussions during the comprehensive plan 
process.  Most goals apply to multiple topic areas and there-
fore inform various chapters of the plan.

Chapter 1 - Land Use and Environment
Efficient and Sensitive Growth

Encourage development that maximizes infrastructure 
efficiency, prioritizes infill and contiguous growth, is 
sensitive to environmental features, and preserves Altoona’s 
existing neighborhood-oriented character. 

Chapter 2: Economic Development
Healthy, Diverse Economy

Support a healthy economy by attracting a variety of quality 
businesses and industries, including office uses and regional 
attractions.

Chapter 3: Quality of Life

Small Town Community Character

Preserve Altoona’s small town character and invest in fea-
tures that support a unique community identity.

Parks and Recreation Opportunities

Enhance parks and recreation opportunities, including trails, 
organized recreation, and natural open space.

Quality Community Services

Attract and retain residents by supporting quality commu-
nity services, such as education and public safety.

Chapter 4: Housing
Diverse Housing Options

Encourage a variety of quality housing, including moderate-
ly-priced single family homes, quality multi-family options, 
and high-end homes, to attract and retain residents at all 
stages of life.

Chapter 5: Transportation and Infrastructure
Strategic Transportation and Infrastructure

Provide quality infrastructure and streets by planning exten-
sions in strategic growth areas, building an inter-connected 
street system, and investing in upgrades to existing streets, 
sewer, water and stormwater systems.

Public Safety and Hazard Protection

Keep Altoona a safe community by maintaining sound in-
frastructure, providing quality police and fire protection, and 
protecting against hazards, such as flooding, through strate-
gic stormwater and floodplain management.
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A GROWING COMMUNITY
Altoona is a fast growing community.  If current trends 
continue, Altoona could gain 10-15,000 new residents in 
the next 15-20 years, more than doubling its 2010 popu-
lation.

Figure 0.2 shows population projection scenarios for Al-
toona through 2035.  Scenarios, described below, are 
based on the continuation of historical growth rates.  The 
project team used scenario 2 for the purposes of this plan, 
with an expected 2035 population of around 33,500.  

1. 1960-2010 Growth Rate: The population Altoona will 
achieve if it grows at the average rate experienced from 
1960-2010

2. 2000-2010 Growth Rate: The population Altoona 
will achieve if it grows at the average rate experi-
enced from 2000-2010

3. Construction Rate: The population Altoona will achieve 
if it grows at a rate consistent with the average rate of 
residential construction experienced from 2000-2010.

4. Natural Population Change: For comparison purposes 
only: the population Altoona will achieve if there is no 
migration in or out of Altoona, and population change 
occurs only due to births and deaths.

Figure 0.1  -  Hi s to r ic al  Po p u lat i o n C ha n g e i n  C i t y  o f  Alto o na,  19 0 0 -2012
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PLAN PROCESS 
The comprehensive plan was led by a project team that in-
cluded city staff, a consulting team, and a 20-person com-
mittee of Altoona residents, workers, and elected officials.  
The plan was created over a 10-month process that included 
4 major phases.  

1. Understanding Altoona Today
The project team analyzed the existing conditions and his-
torical trends of land use, transportation, economic condi-
tions, natural resources, parks, housing, population and more.  

2. Vision and Goal Setting
The project team worked with the public to set goals for the 
next 20 years of growth and change in Altoona.  The public 
input opportunities are listed in the following section.

3. Concept and Policy Development
Building on the previous 2 phases, the project team pro-
posed concepts for land use and transportation, strategies 
for economic development, designation of parks and natural 
areas, policies for housing and infrastructure, and more.  This 
phase included the creation of the plan document.

Understanding Altoona Today
October - December 2013

1

Vision and Goal Setting
November 2013 - February 2014

2

Concept and Policy Development
February 2014- May 2014

3

Approval and Implementation
June 2014 and beyond

4

4. Approval and Implementation
The plan approval process included a public open house and 
public hearings before the Planning & Zoning Commission 
and City Council.  Chapter 6 proposes a process for imple-
mentation of the plan.

Public Input
The project team worked with the public throughout the 
planning process to set goals and develop content for the 
plan.  Public input included the following:

•	 Community Goals Workshop (Nov 2013)

•	 4 Focus Groups (Nov-Dec 2013)

•	 Online Survey (Nov-Dec 2013)

•	 Online “Town Hall” Meeting (Nov 2013-Feb 2014)

•	 2-day Design Studio and Open House (Feb 2014)

•	 Online Document Review (Jun-Jul 2014)

•	 Public Open House (Jul 2014)

•	 Public Hearings with the Planning & Zoning Commission 
and City Council (Jul/Aug 2014)

Incorporating Other Planning Efforts
•	 Altoona Parks Plans: The recommendations of the Altoona 

Parks Comprehensive Plan (2005) and Parks Needs Assess-
ment (2007) are integrated into the comprehensive plan 
and should be considered a part of the plan.

•	 The Tomorrow Plan (2013): The comprehensive plan helps 
further several key goals of the Tomorrow Plan, the long 
range plan for the Des Moines Metropolitan Region.  
Those goals include:

 ○ Create a Resilient Economy;

 ○ Improve the region’s environmental health; and

 ○ Further the health and well-being of all residents. 

•	Mud Creek Watershed Study (2014): The watershed study 
assesses flooding issues, predicts consequences of up-
stream development, and identifies management strate-
gies for stormwater in Altoona.  The watershed study in-
forms the preservation approach to development that is 
demonstrated throughout the comprehensive plan.

•	 Polk County Multi-Jurisdictional Hazard Mitigation Plan 
(2009): The plan sets priority hazard mitigation actions for 
Polk County and its municipalities.  At the writing of this 
document, a hazard plan update was awaiting approval.
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Neighborhood Unit Principles (p. 13-15)
•	 Describes the desired characteristics for all of Altoona’s ex-

isting and future development.

Environmental Framework (p. 16-18)
•	 Identifies sensitive environmental areas, such as flood-

plains and wetlands, that should be conserved and incor-
porated into an environmentally sensitive development 
concept that maximizes the potential of these areas as 
amenities.

Existing Land Use Map (p. 19-20)
•	 Shows land uses in Altoona as they are today, in 2014. 

Development Concept (p. 23-24)
•	 Shows land uses and road connections for strategic 

growth areas.  The elements of the concept are explained 
in detail in the housing chapter, transportation chapter, 
and economic development chapter of this plan.

Future Land Use Map (p. 23, 25)
•	 Presents the land uses in Altoona as envisioned for the 

long-term future.  The changes represented on this map 
will happen gradually, over decades, as property owners 
voluntarily sell, develop, or change the use of their prop-
erty.

Land Use Categories and Characteristics Table 
(p. 26-28)
•	 Describes the characteristics of the land use categories 

shown in the Existing Land Use and Future Land Use maps.

Land Use Compatibility Matrix (p. 29)
•	 Shows which land uses are compatible with each other, to 

help identify potential conflicts before they happen.

Annexation Strategy (p. 31)
•	 Provides specific guidelines for proper annexation process, 

to help minimize unnecessary conflict and expenditures.

Annexation Map (p. 32)
•	 Presents the areas that Altoona should consider for annex-

ation, both in the short term (5-10 years) and long term 
(10-25 years).

LAND USE & ENVIRONMENT 
OVERVIEW
Altoona’s Land Use Plan is a core component of the compre-
hensive plan document.  It establishes a development vision 
to: accommodate future growth, maintain and enhance the 
quality of existing development, and provide a sound basis 
for public and private decisions, including infrastructure in-
vestments. It also provides a physical framework to guide the 
remainder of the plan.

This section of the document provides the tools and prin-
ciples to guide future land use and development, including:

Recommended Actions In This Chapter

1. Use the neighborhood unit principles as criteria 
for making land use decisions, such as reviewing 
new subdivision proposals and rezoning requests.  

2. Preserve sensitive natural areas from 
development, using the development suitability 
map (Figure 1.2) as a guide

3. Use the future land use map (Figure 1.7), along 
with tables 1.2 and 1.3, to guide all land use 
decisions, such as subdivision review or re-zoning.

4. Base all annexation decisions on the six-point 
annexation strategy and the annexation map 
(Figure 1.9).

Goal: Encourage development that maximizes infrastructure efficiency, prioritizes infill and contiguous growth, is 
sensitive to environmental features, and preserves Altoona’s existing neighborhood-oriented character. 
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NEIGHBORHOOD UNIT PRINCIPLES
As Altoona continues its fast-paced growth, new develop-
ment should follow the form of the “neighborhood unit,” a 
desirable pattern of growth that will help maintain our com-
munity character as we grow.  Many of Altoona’s existing 
neighborhoods already follow the neighborhood unit form.

The seven neighborhood unit principles described below 
will help foster a comprehensive approach to the growth of 
Altoona, instead of a piece-meal pattern that can result in 
disconnected, unbalanced growth.  The planning and zon-
ing commission, city council, and private developers should 
use these principles as criteria for making land use decisions.

1. Develop balanced neighborhoods with a mix of uses

Mixing compatible uses creates dynamic and resilient com-
munities that provide residents with places to live, play, and 
engage with the community.  This mixture also promotes ef-
ficient infrastructure provision and shorter travel times.  Ap-
propriate transitions should be made between uses.  Table 
1.1 outlines the recommended mix of land uses, along with 
the corresponding housing unit mix.

Ta b le 1.1  -  Ne i g h b o r h o o d Un i t  L a n d Us e D i s t r i b u t i o n

% Acres 
(includes 

ROW)

% Housing 
Units

Low Density Residential 70-75% 60-65%

Medium Density Residential 10-12% 15-20%

High Density Residential 5-7% 20%

Mixed Use 5% NA

Civic Center: Parks and Schools 5% NA

Greenways Dependent on environmental 
conditions Fi g u r e 1.1  -  D i ag r a m o f  Ne i g h b o r h o o d Un i t  D e si g n

Recommended Action: Use the neighborhood unit principles as criteria for making land use decisions, such as 
reviewing new subdivision proposals.  

Interconnected 
Network of Streets

Civic 
Center
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2. Provide a Civic Center: Parks and Schools

Parks, open spaces, schools, and other public places can 
serve as neighborhood focal points that promote commu-
nity activity, personal interaction, and a sense of place.  Al-
toona’s parks and greenways can serve as an attraction 
for potential residents and encourage new development 
around their perimeter. 

3. Provide multi-modal, interconnected streets 

A network of streets, bikeways, and pedestrian paths should 
provide connectivity throughout Altoona and accommo-
date a diverse set of mobility needs and preferences.  Con-
nected street networks make private travel and public ser-
vice provision more efficient and contribute to a feeling of 
cohesion in the community.

Altoona is known for its enthusiasm for recreation.  A stron-
ger emphasis on biking and walking options would reinforce 
this identity while providing options for residents.  

Neighborhood Unit Principles (cont.)

4. Promote diverse housing choices

To be appealing to residents and potential residents at all 
stages of life, Altoona must provide diverse housing options.  
A variety of choices allows residents to stay in Altoona as 
their housing needs change throughout their life.  In addi-
tion, popular housing needs and preferences are diversifying 
beyond the traditional single family home.  The recent eco-
nomic downturn has inspired a greater preference for afford-
able and/or rental options, and the baby boomer and Millen-
nial generations are demonstrating a growing preference for 
smaller lot homes and multi-family housing.  Table 1.1 shows 
the suggested mix of acreage for a neighborhood and the 
corresponding housing mix that would result.
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5. Preserve Important Natural Areas (Greenways)

Preserving key natural areas can protect plant and animal 
habitats, increase property value for adjacent development, 
enhance and connect the park system, and reduce flash-
flooding by providing natural stormwater drainage.  As Al-
toona grows into the Mud Creek area, it has a great oppor-
tunity to create a unique amenity by preserving a network 
of natural areas, or “greenways,” that will enhance commu-
nity character and make Altoona more attractive to new resi-
dents. Greenways protect wetlands, floodplains, drainage-
ways, and other areas.  See “Environmental Framework” sec-
tion of this chapter for guidance on this principle.

6. Enhance public safety and minimize hazard risk

Land use decisions have a variety of effects on public safe-
ty and hazard mitigation.  Preserving floodplains and natu-
ral drainage-ways to manage storm-water minimizes the risk 
of injury and property damage due to flooding. A well-con-
nected and multi-modal transportation network promotes 
better emergency service provision and evacuation routes 
in case of large-scale hazards. A mixture of land uses within 
neighborhoods enhances security by creating activity and 
“eyes on the street” throughout the day.  

7. Encourage good design

•	 Relegated Parking: Parking visibility should be minimized 
by making street parking the norm and locating parking 
lots to the rear and/or sides of buildings.  The amount of 
paved area should be limited.

•	 Appealing Streetscape: Trees, landscaping and lighting 
should provide a positive aesthetic experience.

•	 Building Placement and Scale: Building massing, height, 
setbacks and orientation can either detract from or en-
hance the public realm.  Buildings should be at a “human 
scale.”

Neighborhood Unit Principles (cont.)
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ENVIRONMENTAL FRAMEWORK
Altoona’s natural environment can be a tremendous asset 
for future growth, but only if development is sensitive to key 
environmental features, such as floodplains, wetlands, hy-
dric soils, and steep slopes.  Preserving natural areas can in-
crease property values for adjacent development, enhance 
and connect the park system, protect plant and animal habi-
tats, and reduce flood risk by providing natural stormwater 
drainage.  

Development Suitability Map
Figure 1.2 identifies areas that should be preserved and re-
ceive special consideration during development.  The map 
was created by weighing the significance of various envi-
ronmental features, and generating an aggregated rating for 
the level of environmental consideration in each geographic 
area.  The ratings are explained in the box at right.

Developers, the Planning & Zoning Commission, City Staff, 
and City Council should use the development suitability 
map, definitions on this page, and the example in Figures 
1.3a-c to determine if proposed developments adequately 
protect and preserve sensitive environmental features.  

While the suitability map gives a general overview of envi-
ronmental conditions, each development proposal should 
undergo a detailed environmental analysis to determine 
how to address environmental concerns.  The development 
suitability map was developed with a high level of scrutiny, 
and exceptions to the preservation requirement should be 
limited to rare cases where the developer can show, through 
a detailed environmental analysis, that development will not 
create negative environmental effects.

Definitions and Guidelines

Wetlands
Areas of poorly drained soils characterized by permanent 
or temporary soil saturation and occasionally standing wa-
ter.  Wetlands perform an important ecological function by 
absorbing and slowing floodwaters, and providing a unique 
habitat for plants and animals.  Wetlands are protected by 
state and federal law and must be preserved as part of any 
new development.

Hydric Soils
Soils that have a high capacity to detain water.  Hydric soils 
capture and detain rainwater, releasing it more gradually into 
Altoona’s minor drainage-ways, which mitigates stream bank 
erosion and flash flooding.  Allowing hydric soils to perform 
this function is an important part of a stormwater manage-
ment plan.  Hydric soils should be preserved where possible 
to avoid flooding and water quality deterioration.

Watershed
An area of land in which all water drains to the same place.  
Communities which share a watershed often have inter-re-
lated or shared water issues, and may have an interest in col-
laborative efforts related to water quality and flood control.

Floodplain
An area that is susceptible to being inundated by a flood 
event.  The 100-year floodplain indicates a 1% chance of 
flooding in any given year, while the 500-year floodplain in-
dicates a 0.2% chance of flooding in any given year. 

Other Features
Additional environmental features to be considered, includ-
ing slopes and land cover, are presented in maps in the ap-
pendix.  

Development Suitability Ratings (Figure 1.2)

Major Considerations (Red)
Should be preserved from development - includes drain-
age-ways, 100-year floodplains, wetlands and the steep-
est slopes.  

Higher Considerations (Orange)
Should ideally be preserved, but could potentially allow 
low impact development - includes areas such as 500-
year floodplains and steep slopes.

Minor Considerations (Yellow)
Can be developed, but developers should be particularly 
attuned to good stormwater management - includes ar-
eas with hydric soils.

Implementation Options
While many developers may voluntarily choose to preserve 
sensitive natural areas, reaching the desired level of preser-
vation will require the force of city regulations.  The follow-
ing policy options, either alone or in combination, can help 
implement the environmental vision:

•	 Ban all development in the 100-year floodplain

•	 Ban or restrict development in the 500-year floodplain

•	 Adopt a stream buffer ordinance

 ○ Stream buffer ordinances specify a distance around 
streams that must be preserved from development.  
Altoona’s neighbors, the City of Pleasant Hill and Polk 
County, both have stream buffer ordinances.
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Fi g u r e 1. 2  -  D eve l o p m e nt Su i t a b i l i t y  Ma p
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A. Start with an analysis of the natural environment, in-
cluding hydrology and topography.  The aerial below 
shows a possible growth area in Altoona.

Environmental approach to development: An example from Altoona

B. Identify sensitive natural areas that should be pre-
served, such as floodplains and drainage-ways.  The de-
velopment suitability map (Map 1.2) for this area shows a 
range of environmental consideration ratings.

C. Create a land use and transportation plan that pre-
serves the sensitive natural areas as open space.  In this 
example, the critical natural areas are preserved as green-
ways (green color) to allow natural drainage that serves 
the existing and proposed residential uses (yellow and 
orange colors) .  Street patterns should avoid encourag-
ing development in sensitive areas.

Fi g u r e 1. 3a Fi g u r e 1. 3b Fi g u r e 1. 3c
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Low Density Residential

Duplex

Multi-Family ResidentialPublic

Commercial 

Civic Parks and Recreation

Industrial

EXISTING LAND USE
The Existing Land Use Map - Figure 1.4 - classifies parcels 
of land in Altoona according to their use.  The land use 
categories are described in Table 1.2 and a photo-guide 
of common uses is provided here. A table in the appendix 
lists the number of acres in each land use category. 

The Existing Land Use map can be used in conjunction 
with the compatibility matrix (Table 1.3) to determine if 
proposed developments are compatible with existing 
uses.

Community Regional
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Fi g u r e 1.4  -  Alto o na E x i s t i n g L a n d Us e,  2014
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FUTURE LAND USE
Preferred Growth Areas
As Altoona grows, new land will be developed to accom-
modate housing, commercial, industrial and other uses.  The 
planning team identified preferred growth areas (Figure 1.5) 
based on environmental features, the existing land use pat-
tern, infrastructure capacity and market trends.  Figure 1.6 
shows a land use and transportation plan for these areas.

Residential Areas
The preferred residential growth areas are to the south and 
east of the existing city - areas with access to infrastructure 
and new amenities such as parks and schools.  

The Southeast growth area around Mud Creek requires a par-
ticularly strategic approach for two reasons.  

1. The unique environmental context presents both an ex-
citing opportunity for creating unique neighborhoods 
with access to natural areas, and an imperative for devel-
opers to work with the natural environment.  

2. The land is outside of city limits and has a number of ex-
isting homes.  (The annexation section of this chapter dis-
cusses a strategy for voluntary annexation of these areas.)

Figure 1.8 provides a model design option for this area that is 
sensitive to both of these issues.

Commercial Areas
The Prairie Crossing area and the adjacent land to the east 
provide Altoona’s biggest area for commercial growth.  As 
a supplement to Altoona’s well-established commercial and 
entertainment uses, this area holds potential for a diverse 
Commercial Mix (CM) of healthcare, office, recreation, civic, 
entertainment, multi-family housing and more.  East of Hub-
bell, along Adventureland Drive, there are small areas that 
could hold Commercial Mix, or a Mix of Office and Multi-
Family Residential (O/R).  Chapter 2 discusses the vision for 
commercial areas in more detail.

Figure 1.6 - Development Concept

Chapter 4 - Housing 

Chapter 2 - Economic Development

Details on Preferred Growth Areas

Fi g u r e 1. 5  -  Pr e f e r r e d G r ow t h Ar e a s ( Tu r n to p ag e s 24 a n d 25 f o r  la n d u s e co n ce pt s)

Industrial Areas
Altoona has established industrial areas - on the north side 
of I-80 at the Hubbell exit and on the south side of I-80 at the 
1st Ave exit.  These areas hold sufficient vacant space to ac-
commodate the expected future need.  The area around the 
new data center north of I-80 holds potential for other tech-
nical industry companies that could tap into the fiber optic 
and other infrastructure put in place for the data center.

R:        Residential
CM:    Commercial Mix
O/R:   Office and Residential Mix
I:          Industrial
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Amount of Future Land Need 
The projected 2035 population for Altoona is more than 
30,000 people, approximately double the population today.  
This projected population is used to estimate the number of 
acres of development that the city should plan for. 

Residential
Estimates of future residential land require assumptions 
about housing preferences.  This plan predicts that Altoona 
would support the following mix of housing units: 

•	 65% low density (single family detached)

•	 15% medium density (e.g. - townhomes)

•	 20% high density (apartments)

This housing mix results in a need to plan for 3,340 acres (see 
graphic at right).  Chapter 4 provides more discussion on Al-
toona’s future housing.

Commercial and Industrial
Altoona has an unusually high proportion of commercial 
land compared to its size, due to the presence of regional 
attractions such as Adventureland and Prairie Meadows.  As 
a result, it is difficult to draw a direct connection between 
Altoona’s projected population growth (local demand) and 
the geographic growth of its commercial areas (local + re-
gional demand). 

However, it is reasonable to conclude that Altoona currently 
has sufficient room reserved for commercial growth.  There 
is approximately 350 acres of commercial land available, 
the equivalent of 2 Adventurelands.  Altoona will need ap-
proximately 50-75 acres over the next 10-20 years to serve 
local needs (Altoona residents), which leaves 300 acres avail-
able for potential new regional attractions. Chapter 2 pro-
vides additional detail on economic growth potential.

Similarly, Industrial growth is difficult to predict, since one 
large user (such as the Facebook data center) could change 
the need dramatically.  The Future Land Use map provides 
space for approximately 350 acres of Industrial land.

17,000 new 
residents  
(2015-2035)

4,200 low density 
homes

x 3 units / acre

= 1,400 acres

x 2*

2,800 acres 

6,500 new 
housing units

1,000  medium 
density homes

x 6 units / acre

= 160 acres

x 2

320 acres

1,300  high density 
homes

x 12 units /acre

= 110 acres

x 2

220 acres

= 3,340 ACRES

+ +

* The land need is doubled for planning 
purposes, to provide market flexibility.

65% 15% 20%
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Development Concept and Future Land Use 
Map
The Development Concept map, Figure 1.6, shows proposed 
uses for the preferred growth areas.  The concept focuses on 
areas that are most well-suited for short to mid-term growth. 

As explained on the previous page, the amount of land that 
is planned for is approximately double the projected need, in 
order to provide market flexibility and avoid creating a false 
land shortage.  This means that many areas shown in the 
concept will not develop in the 20-year time frame (un-
less the population grows at a higher rate than expected).  

The Future Land Use Map - Figure 1.7 - combines the de-
velopment concept with existing land uses and longer term 
growth areas.  This map shows land use transitions that may 
not occur for many years, beyond the 2035 time frame.   Land 
use categories are described in Table 1.2.

Figures 1.6 and 1.7 also show proposed streets and trails.  
These are discussed in Chapter 5 and Chapter 3, respectively.

Both the development concept and future land use map are 
based on the neighborhood unit principles on pages 13-15.

3 important points about the Development 
Concept and Future Land Use Maps
1. Property Owners Decide

The Development Concept and Future Land Use map de-
pict new land uses for privately owned properties.  The tran-
sition of these properties from their current use to the de-
picted use is expected to occur slowly over time, in response 
to market demands, as property owners voluntarily sell, de-
velop, or change the use of their land.  

2. Generalized Map

The Future Land Use map should be interpreted generally 
and is not intended to provide the specificity or the rigidity 
of a zoning map or engineering document.  The map should 
provide guidance for:  

•	 Generalized land use locations and transitions: The bound-
aries between land uses on the map are “fuzzy” lines and 
are meant to show approximate areas for transition, rath-
er than rigid boundaries.  Additionally, minor variations in 
land use, such as a small civic use on a residential block, 
are not reflected in this generalized map, but may still be 
permitted per zoning regulations.  

•	 Collector and Arterial Street connections: Critical arterial 
and collector street connections are specified on this map, 
though the exact routes will depend on detailed engi-
neering studies.  Local streets will be determined as devel-
opment occurs.  See Chapter 4: Transportation.

•	 Natural Resource Preservation Areas: Greenways on the 
map are based on the development suitability map in Fig-
ure 1.2.  The boundaries of the greenways should be given 
significant weight in decision-making.

3. Basis for Land Use Decisions

The Future Land Use map should provide the basis for deci-
sions of the Planning & Zoning Commission, the City Council, 
and private developers.  The map is a critical part of the ap-
proval process for development proposals and zoning deci-
sions.

1

2

3

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Use the future land use map, along with Tables 1.2 and 1.3, as the 

basis for all land use decisions, such as subdivision review and re-zoning.
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Figure 1.6  -  D eve l o p m e nt Co n ce p t f o r  Pr e f e r r e d G r ow t h Ar e a s
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Fi g u r e 1.7  -  Fu t u r e L a n d Us e Ma p
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Ta b le 1. 2-  L a n d Us e C ate g o r i e s  a n d C ha r ac te r i s t ic s

Land Use Category Use Characteristics Features and Location Criteria

Agriculture Agriculture or conservation will remain the principal use.
Can be used as a holding zone until extension of city infrastructure 
permits urban development.
Extremely low residential densities, typically below 1 unit per 20 acres, 
may be permitted.

Urban encroachment, including large lot subdivisions, should be discouraged.
Areas may be designated for conservation, including floodplains and steep topography
Commonly zoned as A1 (Agricultural).

Greenways/Open Space Environmentally sensitive areas that are preserved and protected from 
development.
Includes wetlands, native prairies, floodplains, drainage channels and 
scenic corridors.

Should follow environmental features.
Should be pre-designated in development areas.
Can be incorporated into the city’s trail system when appropriate.

Low Density (Single 
Family) Residential 

Restrictive land use emphasizing single family detached development.  
Innovative single family forms may be permitted with special review. 
Civic uses are generally allowed, with special permission for higher 
intensity uses.
Manufactured units with HUD certification (post-1976 units) that 
comply with other criteria in State statute may be treated as 
conventional single family construction.

Density is 1 to 4 units per acre, although these areas may include some single family attached projects 
with densities up to 6 units per acre in small areas (Up to approximately 15% of a low density area 
could be built at 6 units per acre, for example, by mixing in duplexes on corner lots, or adding a row of 
townhouses.  Good design should be used so that medium density and low density areas blend together 
well.)
Should be insulated from adverse environmental effects, including noise, smell, air pollution, and light 
pollution.
Should provide a framework of streets and open spaces.
Developments will be provided with full municipal services.
Commonly zoned as R1 (Single-Family Residential) or R2 (One and Two-Family Residential).

Medium Density 
Residential 

Restrictive land use emphasizing housing.
May incorporate a mix of housing types, including single family 
detached, single family attached, and townhouse uses.
Limited multifamily development may be permitted with special 
review and criteria.
Civic uses are generally allowed, with special permission for higher 
intensity uses.

Density is 4 to 12 units per acre.
Developments should generally have articulated design that maintains identity of individual units.
Tend to locate in clusters, but should include linkages to other aspects of the community.
Innovative design should be encouraged in new projects.
Projects at this density may be incorporated in a limited way into single family neighborhoods.
May be incorporated into mixed use projects and planned areas.
Commonly zoned as R-2 (One and Two-Family Residential) or R-3 (Multiple-Family Residential).

LAND USE CATEGORIES AND CHARACTERISTICS
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Ta b le 1. 2  -  L a n d Us e C ate g o r i e s  a n d C ha r ac te r i s t ic s

Land Use Category Use Characteristics Features and Location Criteria

High Density Residential Allows multifamily and compatible civic uses.
Allows integration of limited office and convenience commercial within 
primarily residential areas.

Density is 12 units per acre or higher.
Locate at sites with access to major amenities or activity centers.
Should be integrated into the fabric of nearby residential areas, while avoiding adverse traffic impacts on low 
density uses.
Traffic should have direct access to collector or arterial streets to avoid overloading local streets.
Can be developed near lower intensity uses or in mixed use developments with development review
Avoid creation of isolated compounds.
Attractive landscape standards should be applied.
Commonly zoned as R-3 (Multi-Family Residential).

Parks Traditional park and recreation areas including passive and active recreation 
uses.

Parks should be centrally located with easy access for both pedestrian and auto users. 
Residents should be within approximately a half mile of a neighborhood park. 
All parks should be connected through the city’s trail and greenway system. 

Civic and Public Includes schools, churches, community centers, cemeteries, publicly-owned 
buildings and other public facilities that act as centers of community activity.

May be permitted in a number of different areas, including residential areas. 
Individual review of proposals requires an assessment of operating characteristics, project design, and traffic 
management. 
Commonly allowed in areas zoned for residential or commercial.

Commercial Includes a variety of commercial and office uses.
May allow residential units above commercial development, and may 
incorporate planned residential uses, typically at higher densities.
Serves as focus of retail activity.
Can include freestanding commercial uses and shopping centers on larger 
lots.

Should be located on arterials at intersections or in established commercial areas.  
Should be accessible to transit and should supply an adjacent amount of off-street parking.
Traffic systems should provide alternative routes and good internal traffic flow.
Negative effects on surrounding residential areas should be limited by location and buffering.
Good landscaping and restrictive signage standards should be maintained.
Good pedestrian/bicycle connections should be provided into surrounding residential areas.
Commonly zoned as C-2 (General Commercial).
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Ta b le 1. 2-  L a n d Us e C ate g o r i e s  a n d C h a r ac te r i s t i c s

Land Use Category Use Characteristics Features and Location Criteria

Mixed Use 1 
(Neighborhood 
Commercial Center)

Can include a range of low-impact commercial uses, higher-density 
residential uses, and office.
Provides for daily convenience shopping and service needs of nearby 
residents.

Typically located at intersections of higher order streets: collectors and arterials.
Developments should related well to adjacent properties and provide appropriate transitions from higher 
intensity uses to lower intensity uses. External effects that would negatively impact adjacent properties 
should be limited.
Pedestrian traffic should be encouraged, using a neighborhood-scale design where appropriate.
Signage, landscaping and site features should respect neighborhood scale and quality.  For example, avoid 
large expanses of parking visible from major streets.
Could be zoned as C-1, C-2, C-3, or C-4.

Mixed Use 2 (Community/
Regional Commercial 
Center)

Includes a variety of commercial, office and high-density residential uses, 
and limited industrial uses that do not generate noticeable external effects.
Intended to serve as the regional foci of commercial activity providing retail 
commercial services, entertainment and business offices.
Could include high intensity employment centers or health care campuses.

Typically located at intersection nodes along major arterial highways or expressways, or along rapid transfer 
nodes.
Design standards should be enforced to ensure top-quality appearance.
Ensure minimal negative impact on surrounding land uses.
Strict control over signage, landscaping and design is necessary for locations nearer to low intensity uses.
Should incorporate well-defined entrances, shared internal circulation, limited curb cuts to arterial streets, 
sidewalks and shade trees in parking lots, landscaping, and well-designed signage.
Could be zoned as C-1, C-2, C-3, C-5, C-6 or C-7. 

Light Industrial/Office Light Industrial areas may combine office, business parks, and warehouse 
uses. These areas can also include supporting commercial activity.
Includes uses that do not generate noticeable external effects. 

Signage, landscaping, and design standards should be established, with more restrictive controls for locations 
nearer to low intensity uses.
Uses that involve substantial peak traffic should locate near major arterials and regional highways, and 
provide multiple access points.
Commonly zoned as M1 (Limited Industrial).

General Industrial Provides for a range of industrial enterprises, including those with significant 
external effects.

General industrial sites should be well-buffered from less intensive uses.
Sites should have direct access to major regional transportation facilities, without passing through residential 
or commercial areas.
Developments with major external effects should be subject to review.
Commonly zoned as M2 (Heavy Industrial).

Utilities Includes facilities with industrial operating characteristics, including public 
utilities, maintenance facilities, and public works yards.

Industrial operating characteristics should be controlled according to same standards as industrial uses. When 
possible, they should be located in industrial areas. 
Facilities like the water treatment plant should be well buffered from residential uses.
Commonly zoned as M1 or M2.
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LAND USE COMPATIBILITY
Table 1.3 provides a land use compatibility guide that indi-
cates which land uses can be located near each other, and 
which land use combinations will create significant conflict. 
The creation of new conflicts should be avoided moving for-
ward. Existing conflicts should be encouraged to change 
over time as property turns over. This chart should be 
used to assess the relationship between land uses and 
provide a basis for development proposal review. The 
compatibility of each pairing is rated 1 to 5:

•	 5: Completely compatible. 

•	 4: Basically compatible. Traffic from higher intensity uses 
should be directed away from lower intensity uses. Build-
ing elements and scale should be consistent with sur-
rounding development.

•	 3: Potential conflicts.  Conflicts may be resolved or mini-
mized through project design. Traffic and other external 
effects should be directed away from lower-intensity uses. 
Landscaping, buffering, and screening should be used to 
minimize negative effects. A Planned Unit Development 
may be advisable.

•	 2: Significant conflict. Major effects must be strongly miti-
gated to prevent impact on adjacent uses. A Planned Unit 
Development is required in all cases to assess project im-
pact and define development design.

•	 1: Incompatible. In general, proposed uses with this level 
of conflict will not be permitted. Any development pro-
posal requires a Planned Unit Development and extensive 
documentation to prove that external effects are fully miti-
gated. 

Ta b le 1. 3  – L a n d Us e Co m p at i b i l i t y  Mat r i x
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AGRICULTURE - 3 3 3 2 2 3 2 3 3 3

PARKS - 4 4 4 4 4 3 3 2 5

LOW DENSITY RESIDENTIAL - 5 3 3 2 2 1 1 4

MEDIUM DENSITY RESIDENTIAL - 5 4 3 2 2 1 4

HIGH DENSITY RESIDENTIAL - 5 3 3 2 1 4

MIXED USE 1 - 4 4 3 2 4

GENERAL COMMERCIAL - 5 4 3 4

MIXED USE 2 5 3 3

LIGHT INDUSTRIAL/OFFICE - 4 3

GENERAL INDUSTRIAL AND UTILITIES - 1
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Fi g u r e 1. 8  -  A  Co n s e r vat i o n d eve l o p m e nt o p t i o n f o r  a  p o r t i o n o f  t he s o u t he a s t  r e s i d e nt i al  g r ow t h 
a r e a (p r e s e r ve s  e x i s t i n g r u r al  r e s i d e nt i al).

Environmental Design - Neighborhood Scale
Environmentally sensitive areas were identified in Figure 1.2 and 
shown as “greenways” in Figure 1.7.   While these maps cover the 
major environmental features on a city-wide scale, there is far 
more that can be done to design with nature on the neighbor-
hood scale.  Figure 1.8 shows a concept for the southeast resi-
dential growth area that takes a conservation development ap-
proach.  The concept demonstrates how neighborhoods can 
integrate the natural environment and natural drainage sys-
tem into their development pattern.  Minor drainageways and 
streams are preserved, providing good stormwater manage-
ment and an amenity for adjacent houses.  Homes are put clos-
er together to leave more green space in between lots.  This is 
similar to the pattern in several existing Altoona neighborhoods 
where trails pass along back property lines.  

The design demonstrates a balance between establishing good 
connectivity and respecting what is already on the ground.  The 
design not only works with the natural environment, but also 
preserves existing rural homes.  

This is one of many ways that this area develop.  The concept fol-
lows the general principles for land use and major street connec-
tions established in the Future Land Use map, while allowing for 
minor variations. Figure 1.8 demonstrates how the Future Land 
Use map and the principles in this plan can serve as a guide to 
create an environmentally-oriented neighborhood design.
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1: Pursue Voluntary Annexation
Altoona should use the “voluntary annexation” provisions of 
Iowa annexation law (including the 80/20 rule, see below) 
and not annex areas under “involuntary” procedures. The 
drawbacks of involuntary annexations include:

•	More complex annexation process 

•	 Confrontation with land owners 

•	 Susceptibility to court challenges, which add delays and 
expense 

•	 Costly extension of city services are mandated within a 
short time period, even if development is not imminent

In contrast, the benefits of voluntary annexation are: 

•	 Allows city to promote areas for development without 
having to install costly infrastructure ahead of that devel-
opment. The annexation/infrastructure extension plan be-
comes a negotiated process between the property owner, 
developer and the city. 

•	 Does not require the city to pick “winners and losers” 
among potential annexation areas. Instead, the private 
market determines development timing and location.

•	 Simpler process, less controversial

To make the voluntary annexation approach work the city 
must:

•	 Enact Parts 2-6 of this strategy

•	 If necessary, use the 80/20 rule for voluntary annexation, 
which allows up to 20% of the total annexed area to be 
included without consent from property owners. This al-
lows for the “squaring off” of annexation areas to logical 
boundaries to avoid the creation of unincorporated “is-
lands”, which are not permitted by state law. While full con-
sent from property owners is ideal, there may be situations 
where the 80/20 rule is necessary to follow state laws.

2. Initiate Outreach to Property Owners
Initiate ongoing communication with owners of properties 
in the annexation priority areas (Figure 1.9). Communicate 
the potential benefit of annexation: The extension of city ser-
vices/infrastructure greatly enhances the development po-
tential of the land and maximizes its sale value.

3: Negotiate Development Agreements 
Development opportunities in the annexation priority areas 
should be pursued on a “negotiated development agree-
ment” basis, with zoning, infrastructure extensions, and any 
applicable development incentives as part of the negotia-
tion process. The Future Land Use Map should serve as the 
guide for uses within the annexation areas. 

4. Wait to Zone
Annexation areas should not be zoned for future uses until 
the areas are voluntarily annexed and a negotiated develop-
ment deal is accomplished. Discussion of appropriate zon-
ing, consistent with the Future Land Use Map, should be a 
part of the negotiation process.

5. Prioritize Contiguous Parcels
Annexation priority should go to parcels contiguous to cur-
rent city boundaries.  It is not recommended to annex prop-
erty that is not contiguous to current city property, and 
would not be permitted by state law in most circumstances.

6. Continue Extra-Territorial Subdivision Review
The City of Altoona reserves the right to perform subdivision 
review for any land to be developed in the unincorporated 
area within two miles of the city boundaries, its extra-terri-
torial area.  Subdivisions in the extra-territorial area are held 
to the same standards as those in the city limits.  The city 
should continue this practice, to ensure that any develop-
ment in the city’s long-term growth area (that is, develop-
ment that may eventually be annexed into the city) meets 
city standards for design and infrastructure, and does not in-
terfere with the city’s long-term plans for transportation con-
nections.

ANNEXATION



CHAPTER 1: LAND USE & ENVIRONMENT

32 ALTOONA COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

Fi g u r e 1.9  -  An ne x at i o n Pr i o r i t y  Ar e a s
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ASSETS, CHALLENGES AND 
OPPORTUNITIES
Altoona has a wide variety of economic assets that have 
contributed to its strong economic position. The community 
has grown tremendously over the past decade, and trends 
indicate that growth will continue. The following pages 
highlight Altoona’s chief economic assets and challenges.  
Altoona can support a strong economic future by 
maintaining its status as a regional center, diversifying its 
commercial base, maximizing spillover between attractions, 
and supporting a high quality of life for the workforce.

Assets Challenges

Altoona is a Regional Center for Entertainment and  
Retail

Altoona is a growing community

Altoona has excellent transportation accessibility and  
a large amount of available land.

The Metropolitan area offers a relatively complete sup-
ply of retail and services, with few gaps in the market.

Altoona’s commercial base is large, but lacks diversity, 
such as office or medical uses.

Altoona is not fully capitalizing on potential “spillover” 
effects from their attractions.

Altoona has long-term stability of infrastructure,  
including sewer and water.

Altoona can benefit from “East Side” customer loyalty.

Assets

GOAL: Support a healthy economy by attracting a diverse mix of quality businesses and industries, building on Altoona’s status as a regional 

entertainment center, and providing a high quality of life for residents.
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ALTOONA’S THREE MARKETS
Altoona is a regional entertainment center, providing attrac-
tions such as Adventureland Amusement Park, Prairie Mead-
ows Racetrack and Casino, the Bass Pro Shops, and soon, an 
outlet mall.  At the same time, Altoona serves a Sub-Regional  
market with big-box retail options for the east side of the 
metro, such as Target, and a Community-based market with 
grocery stores and other daily services along 8th Street.

These three markets provide different options for growth for 
Altoona.  While Altoona’s potential as a regional entertain-
ment center depends on providing unique new attractions 
for Central Iowa and beyond, its potential in community-
based retail relies primarily on population growth in its pri-
mary trade area (see following page).

Prairie Meadows

Adventureland

Altoona’s regional attractions draw in customers from around the state and beyond. 

1. The Regional Market
Adventureland, Prairie Meadows and the Bass Pro Shops 
form the core of Altoona’s regional attractions. Combined, 
these places draw approximately 7 million visitors per year 
from around the state and beyond, and from passing Inter-
state 80 traffic. 

The numbers confirm Altoona’s regional status.  Altoona has 
significantly more retail than its population size would sug-
gest.  Per capita retail sales in Altoona are more than double 
the per capita sales for Polk County as a whole (excludes au-
tomotive sales).  Since 2002, retail sales grew 79% and the 
supply of retail space in Altoona grew more than 500,000 
square feet, with the attraction of Target, Lowe’s, Bass Pro, 
Staples and Walgreens.  

Altoona has plans to continue growing as a regional enter-
tainment center.  The 200-acre Prairie Crossing development 
is working to attract new retail, restaurants and entertain-
ment.  Developers recently announced the expected 2015 
construction of a 300,000 square foot outlet mall that will 
serve the Central Iowa region.

The market in the Central Iowa region is growing.  The re-
gion’s long-range plan, The Tomorrow Plan, projects that the 
area will grow by approximately 250,000 new residents by 
2050.  
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Ta b le 2.1  -  Su b -Re g i o nal / Bi g-B ox Re t ai l  Ce nte r s  Ne a r  Alto o na

Delaware Avenue, Ankeny 14th Street, Des Moines Merle Hay Mall

Driving Distance from 
Altoona in Miles

8.3 14.1 14.6

Estimated Amount of Retail 
Space in Square Feet

1,600,000 1,400,000 1,000,000

Anchor Retailers Target, Wal-mart, Kohl’s, Home 
Depot, Menard’s, Best Buy, 
Michaels, Petsmart, TJ Maxx, 
Sportsman’s Warehouse

Target, Wal-mart, Younkers, Home 
Depot, Menard’s, Best Buy, Office 
Max, Petsmart, Marshall’s

Target, Younkers, Kohl’s, Staples, 
Old Navy, MC Sports, Ulta

Delaware Avenue 

Merle Hay Mall

14th Street

2. The Sub-Regional Market

Sub-Regional Primary Trade Area (Figure 2.1):
•	 Area from which 70% or more of retail customers are 

drawn.  Includes 28,000 households.

•	 Trade area relevant to large retail such as Target and Wal-
Mart (not regional attractions such as Adventureland).

•	Market growth for this category of retail will depend on 
population increase in the area, which is projected to be 
7,000 households in the next 20 years.

Other Nearby Retail Centers
Retail sales competition is high in the Greater Des Moines 
region and will likely remain high in the foreseeable future.  

•	 There is a relatively complete supply of big-box and com-
munity-serving retailers (e.g. - Wal-Mart, Home Depot) in 
close proximity to Altoona (See Table 2.1).  

•	 Nearby big-box retail centers include Delaware Avenue in 
Ankeny, 14th Street in Des Moines, and Merle Hay Mall.  

•	 Altoona captures a relatively low amount of the retail sales 
potential west of I-235/I-35, which is dominated in part by 
the 1 million square-foot Jordan Creek Mall.  

•	 Altoona is well situated to serve markets to the east, how-
ever, these are mostly rural areas that are relatively low in 
population density.  

Fi g u r e 2.1  -  Alto o na’s  Tr ad e Ar e a f o r  t he Su b -Re g i o nal  Ma r ke t

Target and Lowe’s are part of Altoona’s sub-regional market.
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3. The Community Market
The community market services the daily needs of residents 
of Altoona and those immediately surrounding Altoona.  This 
includes many of the commercial services along 8th Street, 
such as banks, convenience stores, grocery stores, drug 
stores, child care centers, coffee shops and more.  Some uses, 
such as Hy-Vee, may fall somewhere in between the com-
munity and sub-regional market, but most are primarily serv-
ing Altoona residents.  

The growth of this market will depend on population growth 
in the city of Altoona, which is projected to be approximately 
15,000 between 2015-2035 (about double the 2010 popula-
tion)

Current and Future Demand for Retail in the 
Sub-Regional and Community Markets
•	 Altoona has approximately 1 million square feet of retail.

•	 Recent retail absorption rates (340,00 square feet in the 
past 5 years) suggest that the Northeast Des Moines re-
tail sub-market was overbuilt during the recession, though 
improving occupancy rates suggest the market is now 
catching up.  

•	 The sub-regional market trade area is expected to add 
approximately 7,000 households over the next 20 years, 
which could translate to approximately 300,000 square 
feet of new space for retail, based on expected capture 
rates for Altoona (does not include regional attractions).  

Top: Old Town provides community services such as a barber shop.   
Above: Walgreens primarily serves nearby residents.

Above: A new commercial building under construction on 8th Street in Altoona.

•	 Additional potential growth in Altoona, beyond the 
300,000 square feet for the subregional market, lies in pro-
viding options that are unique to the Central Iowa region 
(such as existing regional draws like Bass Pro) that will 
draw in customers from beyond the sub-regional market 
area.  Altoona has an advantage in having already estab-
lished itself as a regional draw.
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Placeholder

Placeholder

Placeholder

ECONOMIC GROWTH AREAS
Altoona has prime commercial and industrial land, with its 
visibility and accessibility to the high traffic volumes of In-
terstate 80, Highway 65, and Hubbell Avenue.  The areas ad-
jacent to these corridors are well established as commercial 
centers and industrial parks, and there is ample commercial 
and industrial land still available for growth at comparably 
low prices.  Altoona currently has approximately 350 acres of 
undeveloped commercially zoned land and 300 acres of un-
developed industrially zoned land with easy access to Inter-
state 80.  The areas that make up this acreage are described 
here and illustrated in Figure 2.2.  Land use plans for these 
growth areas are provided in Chapter 1.

1. Prairie Crossing: Approximately 150 acres are available, 
under the management of a single developer.  This area 
can offer a mix of entertainment, restaurants, retail, medi-
cal, office, civic, and high density residential uses.

2. 34th Avenue and Adventureland Drive: There are approxi-
mately 120 acres east of Prairie Crossing that are currently 
in Agricultural use.  Given their location, this area is likely  
to be developed.  A concept for the development of this 
area is presented in Figure 2.3.

3. Adventureland Drive - East of Hubbell: There are 65 acres 
of undeveloped land on the north side of Adventureland 
Drive.  This area could host a mix of retail, office and other 
commercial.

4. Adventureland Drive and 1st:  The 50 undeveloped acres 
here could be used for office development.

5. 1st Avenue Industrial Area: This established industrial area 
has 230 acres zoned for industrial uses, with an additional 
90 acres in agriculture.  The parcels in this area that abut 
residential uses should be lower intensity and use appro-
priate buffers.

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Focus infrastructure investments and economic incentives in 

the strategic growth areas shown in Figure 2.2.

6. NorthEast of Hubbell Interchange: This is an established 
industrial area with 80 undeveloped acres.

7. Data Center Area: Most of this area is owned by the new 
data center, however, if annexation occurs this industrial 
growth area could extend up to 62nd Ave and west to 
46th Street.  This could be an emerging area for technol-
ogy businesses.  New businesses could take advantage of 
the infrastructure put in place for the data center.

8. There are a number of infill properties available along 8th 
Street.  These could be developed to provide community 
based services, as described on the previous page.  Infill 
properties can take advantage of existing infrastructure 
and proximity to neighborhoods, which makes them well 
suited for daily retail and services oriented to nearby resi-
dents.

Fi g u r e 2. 2  -  Alto o na’s  Co m m e r c i al  a n d In d u s t r i al  G r ow t h Ar e a s
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RECOMMENDED ACTION: Continue to market Altoona as a regional activity center by leveraging Altoona’s existing assets, continuing efforts 

to be “a development friendly community” and actively working with the real estate community.

REGIONAL CENTER
The market has established a role for Altoona as a regional 
center.  Altoona needs to actively work to continue to meet 
that role. Altoona can continue to capitalize on its conve-
nient location and ample land by welcoming service and en-
tertainment oriented businesses, office parks, and retail that 
are unique to the Central Iowa region.

Leverage Existing Assets
As outlined earlier in this chapter, Altoona has a wide range 
of assets that it can market to new and expanding business-
es: 

•	 Accessibility to Interstate 80 and Highway 65

•	 Established regional attractions, such as Prairie Meadows 
Race Track and Casino and Bass Pro Shops

•	 Stable infrastructure with capacity for growth

•	 Prime available land near Interstate-80 

A “Development Friendly Community”
The City of Altoona has adopted the tag-line, “a development 
friendly community.”  The City should continue to search for 
ways to expedite and streamline the development approval 
process, and provide flexibility when possible.

Reaching out to Developers
Outreach and communication with developers and busi-
nesses is an important part of growth for Altoona.  Eastern 
Polk Regional Development, Inc. currently represents Atloo-
na in this regard.  However, when Altoona withdraws from 
the regional development group in 2015, the City will be the 
primary entity charged with the task of initiating outreach 
and marketing.  If the withdrawl from the regional develop-
ment group goes through, the city should designate a staff 
person to head development services.
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 “SPILLOVER” EFFECT
Existing retail space and regional attractions in the commu-
nity are not well linked together, which reduces the oppor-
tunity for “spillover” traffic from one location to another. Al-
toona can help increase “spillover” through connected street 
design, way-finding, creating pedestrian-friendly spaces, and 
concentrating a mixture of commercial uses adjacent to the 
highway and existing attractions.  Larger, well-linked, and 
more diverse retailing areas will be better able to withstand 
the impacts of competing locations than smaller retail facili-
ties.

Figure 2.3 shows an example of how this could be achieved 
in the Adventureland Drive/34th Avenue area.  Chapter 5 ad-
dresses connected street design.

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Encourage more “spillover” from one attraction to another through encouraging connected street design, pedestri-

an-friendly areas, way-finding signs, and concentration of major commercial centers.

Concentration and Connectivity
Concentrated shopping areas with good internal circulation 
promote spillover.  Once off the highway, visitors should be 
able to visit multiple locations in close proximity using inter-
nal road circulation and sidewalks.  Pedestrian friendly areas 
encourage visitors to park once, and then visit several loca-
tions in close proximity.  This concept is similar to that of a 
traditional mall, in which a larger anchor store or entertain-
ment venue may bring the shopper in, but once there, the 
easy access to smaller, neighboring shops will keep them 
there. 

Way-finding
Many visitors to Altoona may be unaware of the other attrac-
tions nearby, or unsure how to reach them.  A singage sys-
tem to help with way-finding could encourage visitors to go 
to multiple sites within Altoona.

Diversity of Uses
Adding a mixture of office, civic, entertainment, and high 
density residential uses to Altoona’s commercial areas will 
draw in more potential customers.  For example, a person 
coming to Altoona for work or a doctor’s appointment may 
then visit retail, particularly if everything is well-linked.
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COMMERCIAL DIVERSIFICATION
Altoona lacks a significant office base.  Although there are 
many jobs in Altoona, they are primarily concentrated in the 
retail and service industry.  Throughout the planning pro-
cess, residents voiced a desire to increase the diversity of job 
opportunities in Altoona by encouraging growth in non-re-
tail commercial, such as office, medical, and civic uses.  At 
the same time, the proportion of retail expenditures made 
online is continuing to grow, reducing the need for on-the-
ground retail space.  A commercial mixture that includes 
non-retail therefore ensures the best chance for success.

Potential locations for this growth are shown in Figure 2.2.  
Altoona has a large amount of available land, and a diverse 
approach will give it the strongest opportunity to fill this 
space.

An important part of increasing the office base is ensuring 
that potential workers have housing nearby.  Altoona should 
encourage the development of high density residential 
(apartments) near commercial areas to provide an accessible 
workforce for potential new office uses.  Figure 2.3 shows a 
concept for the area east of Prairie Crossing that includes a 
diverse range of uses, including a mix of office, commercial 
and high density residential.  Figure 1.7, the Future Land Use 
map, shows additional locations for high density residential 
and Chapter 4 discusses housing options in more detail.

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Diversify Altoona’s commercial base with office, civic, medical and other commercial uses.

Altoona should diversify its commercial base beyond retail and entertainment, and 
encourage uses such as office and medical.

Providing apartments and other reasonably priced housing options for workers is an 
important part of supporting more office development.
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RECOMMENDED ACTION: Use the concept in Figure 2.3 to promote the development of office, commercial, and multi-

family residential in the 34th Avenue/Adventureland Drive area.

34
th

 A
ve

Development Concept: 34th Avenue and 
Adventureland Drive
Re-route 34th Avenue: The existing alignment of 
34th Avenue and Hubbell Avenue creates a traffic safety 
hazard.  The re-alignment shown at right would not only 
create a safer, 90 degree intersection, but would also 
provide access to a development area for office (land 
in this area is currently on the market).  The new route 
would allow improvements to Hubbell Avenue that would 
make it a more appealing gateway to the community, 
including the addition of a green buffer along the west 
side.  This re-alignment would need to be done ahead of 
any development, before the land is subdivided.  The city 
already has plans to build a new intersection on Hubbell at 
the location indicated in the drawing.

North Section (North of Adventureland Dr): The 
north section is dominated by trucking uses.  This is not the 
highest and best use for an area that serves as a gateway 
to Altoona and neighbor to its biggest attractions (Bass 
Pro, Adventureland and Prairie Meadows).  As demand (and 
price) for this valuable land rises, some of these businesses 
may choose to relocate to a more appropriate area.  The 
concept shows a circulation and building pattern that 
would provide a functional, interconnected neighborhood 
for commercial and office uses.

Central Section: The re-aligned 34th Avenue provides 
access to a row of potential office or medical buildings, 
with parking in the rear.  A green buffer separates Hubbell 
Avenue from the parking areas.  Apartment buildings to the 
west (in brown) would provide nearby, reasonably priced 
housing options for workers in the new office/medical 
complex.  This housing would also provide customers for 
retail to the north and west.  

South Section (South of Hubbell Ave): A 
mixture of apartments and townhomes, with some small 
commercial uses are shown next to Adventureland.  The 
circulation around the hotel would be changed to allow 
easier access and increased parking around the theme park.  

Figure 2.3  -  D eve l o p m e nt Co n ce pt f o r  34t h Ave n ue a n d Ad ve nt u r e la n d D r i ve Ar e a
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Developing a Regional Center: Insight from 
“The Tomorrow Plan”
The Tomorrow Plan, the Greater Des Moines region’s 
long-range plan, identifies the Prairie Crossings area as 
one of seven “regional nodes,” that is, one of the region’s 
economic and cultural centers.  The recommendations in 
this chapter support the full realization of this area as a 
“node,” and address the target design features for nodes, 
as identified in the Tomorrow Plan: creating a safe and in-
viting pedestrian realm, supporting density, and promot-
ing multiple uses (see pages 40-42).

One important feature of “nodes,” as identified in The To-
morrow Plan, is a high level of access to public transpor-
tation.  The city is currently working with the Des Moines 
Area Regional Transit Authority (DART) and a developer 
to add a bus stop in the Prairie Crossing area.  The city can 
continue to support public transportation access by pro-
moting a mix of uses (as shown in Figure 2.3), providing 
sidewalk connections to existing and planned bus stops, 
and promoting street design that can support potential 
future bus stops.

The Tomorrow Plan also recommends that the region’s 
nodes pay special attention to parking.  As Altoona’s re-
gional node develops, it is important to avoid over-build-
ing parking, since excessive parking takes up valuable 
land, impedes walkability, and creates a disincentive to 
the “spillover” shopping that Altoona wants to encour-
age.  The city can support this goal with flexibility on the 
city’s parking requirements, support for alternative trans-
portation, on-street parking (where appropriate), and de-
sign guidelines for the location of parking lots.    

The Tomorrow Plan provides extensive recommenda-
tions and implementation tools for supporting the devel-
opment of Altoona’s regional node as described above.  
The City should use this information as a reference to 
continue developing a vibrant economic and cultural 
center that the entire region will visit and enjoy. Image source: DART.  Used with permission.

Above: Excessive parking can impede walkability and lessen 
“spillover” activity.
Left: Access to public transportation is an important part of de-
veloping a regional center.
Top: This mixed-use shopping district in Kansas City demon-
strates a walkable environment that is also car-friendly.
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POPULATION GROWTH AND 
QUALITY OF LIFE
There is a great deal of household growth potential within 
Altoona.  The Altoona population could potentially double 
over the next 20 years, if Altoona continues to provide a high 
quality of life.  This population will fuel local commercial 
growth, and provide a solid workforce base for new office 
and industrial enterprises.  

Although the majority of Altoona’s retail sales come from 
non-residents, about 35-40% of the overall retail sales base 
is currently supported by Altoona residents.  Altoona also 
benefits from an “east side” customer loyalty that would the-
oretically make new Altoona residents more likely to want to 
shop in Altoona, rather than other nearby options.  

This potential growth in population is not guaranteed, but 
will depend on the city’s continued support of quality hous-
ing options, good schools, and amenities such as parks.  
Strategies for providing these opportunities are provided in 
Chapters 1, 3, 4 and 5.

RECOMMENDED ACTION:  Help realize Altoona’s population growth potential, and the associated economic growth, by con-

tinuing to provide new housing options and a high quality of life for residents.



3 Qua l i t y
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COMMUNITY IDENTITY
Altoona has many unique features, but according to resi-
dents, it lacks a clear brand or identity.  A strong identity is 
important for supporting a healthy economy and fostering 
community pride.  

In considering its identity, Altoona has three distinct audi-
ences: 1) Residents and Potential Residents; 2) Visitors and 
Tourists; and 3) Developers.  However, while the messaging 
is different for each, the overall identity should be consistent 
to avoid confusion or dilution of the message.  

Branding efforts are underway as a cooperative effort be-
tween the City and the Chamber of Commerce.  The Cham-
ber currently uses the slogan “Quality of Life Grows Here.”  Ef-
forts to refine the branding message should continue, fo-
cusing on the unique attributes that Altoona brings to the 
metro area.  

This page summarizes several primary attributes that were 
identified by participants in the comprehensive planning 
process.  These attributes guide this comprehensive plan 
and should inform future branding efforts.

GOAL: Preserve Altoona’s small town character and invest in features that support a unique community identity.

STRONG SCHOOL DISTRICT - The community takes 
great pride in their schools.

SMALL TOWN ATMOSPHERE WITH BIG CITY AMENITIES - While Altoona’s core neighborhoods feel like a small 
town, attractions and shopping near the interstate provide amenities that few small towns can match.  Altoona 
also has easy access to all the amenities of the Greater Des Moines area.

HEALTHY COMMUNITY OFFERING A RANGE OF RECREATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES - The soccer complex serves play-
ers from around the region, recreational trails are a prevalent part of Altoona’s neighborhoods, and plans for new, 
unique recreational options, such as a cyclo-cross park, are in the works.

A “GREEN” COMMUNITY - Altoona offers access to preserved natural areas throughout its neighborhoods. Creeks 
and drainage-ways are preserved to provide both natural stormwater management and a valuable amenity.
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Civic Plaza
One of Altoona’s central gathering places is the Prairie Heri-
tage Civic Plaza west of Hy-Vee.  This plaza serves a function 
similar to that of a traditional town square, and therefore car-
ries a heavy influence on the identity of the community.  

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Enhance Altoona’s city center with expansions to the Prairie Heritage Civic Plaza.

The city plans to expand the area as shown in the plaza mas-
ter plan below, including additional plaza space, a shelter or 
band stand, and restrooms.  The bandstand and additional 
plaza space would provide a larger performance area for 
events such as the “Music on the Plaza” series.

The City should consider improving signage and visibility of 
this core area, especially from 8th Street.  Visitors could eas-
ily drive by on 8th Street and never know that the plaza and 
adjacent park are just one block away.

Figure 3.1  -  Pla n f o r  Pr ai r i e  He r i t ag e C i v ic  Pla z a

Source: Snyder & Associates 
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RECOMMENDED ACTION: Enhance the 8th Street Corridor, starting with an update 

of the 2002 8th Street Corridor Plan.

8th Street Corridor and Other Community 
Gateways
The 8th Street corridor is critical to Altoona’s image.  It is one 
of the primary gateways to Altoona, and for many non-resi-
dents, this is the only part of Altoona they see.

A plan for the 8th Street corridor was adopted in 2002, and 
many components of that plan have been followed, such as 
the establishment of the civic plaza adjacent to Hy-Vee and 
decorative monuments along the street. However, much has 
changed since the plan was adopted, such as the develop-
ment of the big-box commercial area east of Highway 65.  

The 2002 plan should be updated to include additional 
enhancements that will help reflect Altoona’s image as a 
a healthy, green, small town.  The area could be enhanced 
greatly by street-scape features such as landscaping, pub-
lic art and street furniture.  Traffic calming techniques could 
help make the corridor safer for motorists and more ap-
proachable to pedestrians and bicyclists. 

Altoona should also identify and plan improvements for oth-
er community gateways, including Adventureland Drive and 
34th Avenue. 

Adventureland Drive (right) serves as an entrance to the Bass Pro and Prairie Crossing area.  8th Street and other community gateways 
should be improved to help communicate the Altoona “brand” of a green, healthy, small town community.

Previous efforts to improve 8th Street include landscaping, side-
walk additions and monument markers, like the one shown above. 

8th Street is a heavily traveled corridor and provides one of 
Altoona’s best opportunities to make a positive impression on both 
visitors and residents.
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PARKS AND RECREATION
Parks and recreation are an important part of Altoona’s iden-
tity and quality of life.  Altoona has a quality park system with 
a wide range of recreational options, such as the soccer com-
plex and Sam Wise Youth Complex.

An analysis of the amount, type, and location of park land 
provides insight into the level of service provided by Al-
toona’s parks.  A descriptive table of the size, location, cate-
gory and features of Altoona’s parks is included in the appen-
dix.  Highlights of Altoona’s performance in each category 
are described below:

Amount of Park Land 

Altoona offers approximately 250 acres of park land, a 
high amount for its population.  

Altoona’s 250 acres of park land amounts to approximately 
16 acres per 1,000 residents (based on the 2012 population 
estimate of 15,409).  Although there is no “magic number” 
for acreage, a minimum of 10 acres per 1,000 is a frequently 
cited rule of thumb.  Although Altoona appears to have built 
ahead of the demand, it’s important to note that 150 of the 
250 acres is concentrated in two locations: Sam Wise Youth 
Complex and Spring Creek Sports Complex. As Altoona 
grows, it should add park land in its growth areas to maintain 
its current level of service (see following page).  

Table 3.1  -  Pa r k C la s s i f ic at i o n D e s c r i pt i o n s (NRPA)

Classification Function Size Service Radius Altoona Example

Neighborhood Basic unit of a community’s park system, providing a recreational and social focus for 
residential areas; Accommodate informal recreational activities.

5-10 acres ¼ - ½ mile (walking 
distance)

Village Park, Haines Park, 
Phoenix Park

Community Meet diverse community-based recreation needs, preserve significant natural areas and 
provide space for larger recreation facilities.  May include special attraction such as a 
pool or trails.

30-50 acres ½ - 3 miles Lions Park

Specialty Meet a niche recreational need for the community, such as a sports park or wilderness 
area.

Varies Varies Skate Park

Type of Park Land

Altoona has a good supply of neighborhood parks,   
but may need another “community” park.

The National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA) has es-
tablished a park classification system that helps communi-
ties identify categories of parks that it should provide (Table 
3.1).  Altoona has a good supply of neighborhood parks for 
its size, but Lions Park and Prairie Heritage Park are the only 
“community” parks.  Sam Wise Youth Complex could be con-
sidered a community park, but the majority of the facility is 
better characterized as a sports complex.  As Altoona grows 
to the south, it could consider creating another Community 
Park (The planned 80-acre Spring Creek Park could poten-
tially meet this need).  

Location 

Altoona’s parks are well distributed throughout the 
community.  

Figure 3.2 shows a map of Altoona’s existing parks, trails and 
recreational areas.  It also shows 1/4 mile and 1/2 mile service 
areas for each park.  Virtually all residential areas are within 
a half mile of a park and the majority are within a quarter 
mile.  However, the neighborhood at 1st Avenue North and 
9th Street is currently under-served.

Parks Master Plan
Altoona has both a Parks Master Plan (2005) and Parks Needs 
Assessment (2007).  These plans provide guidance for up-
dates and improvements to existing parks, and proposed 
new parks and trail connections.  The comprehensive plan 
therefore focuses on new parks and trails in the growth areas 
of Altoona, incorporating the recommendations of the 2005 
and 2007 documents where appropriate.  The recommenda-
tions of those earlier documents should be considered a part 
of this comprehensive plan.

GOAL: Enhance parks and recreation opportunities, including trails, organized recreation, and natural open space.
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Fi g u r e 3. 2  -  Alto o na’s  E x i s t i n g Pa r k s,  Tr ai l s  a n d Pa r k S e r v ice Ar e a s

1. Altoona Elementary School Park

2. Aquatic Center

3. The Campus

4. Dog Park

5. Eagle Ridge Park

6. Enabling Garden

7. Greenway Park

8. Haines Park

9. Ironwood Park

10. Lions Park

11. Phoenix Park

12. Prairie Heritage Park

13. Falcon Ridge Park and Pond

14. Sam Wise Youth Complex

15. Skate Park

16. Spring Creek Sports Complex

17. Village Park

18. New Park on Park Meadows Drive
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Haines Park

Village ParkTrail north of Ironwood Park Enabling Garden
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FUTURE PARKS
Proposed Parks

To maintain its high level of park service, Altoona must add 
parks and trails as its population grows. Figure 3.3 shows pro-
posed locations for future parks in Altoona’s growth areas.  

Altoona should consider the following principles when de-
termining locations for future parks:

•	 Provide a neighborhood or community park within 1/4 
mile to 1/2 mile walking distance of all residential areas.

•	 Use parks as a focal point for new neighborhoods, to pro-
vide a community gathering space.

•	 Use parks to help preserve sensitive natural areas by locat-
ing them in areas that are not well-suited for higher inten-
sity development.

•	 Try to co-locate parks with schools to encourage efficien-
cies through shared use of facilities.

•	 Use new parks and trails as a catalyst for encouraging de-
velopment in desirable areas.

Amount of Future Park Land

If Altoona reaches its projected population potential of 
33,700 in 2035, it would need to add approximately 200 
acres of park land to maintain its existing level of service (ap-
proximately 16 acres of park per 1,000 people).  However, the 
existing service level reflects Altoona’s attempt to stay ahead 
of demand, and may therefore greatly overestimate the 
amount of new park land needed.  The concept in Figure 3.3 
shows 225-250 acres of proposed park land, spread across 
an area that would accommodate approximately double the 
projected population.  If this area is fully built-out as shown 
in the Future Land Use Map (Figure 1.7), and the proposed 
parks are added, Altoona should still be above 10 acres of 
park land per 1,000 people overall.

1. Meadow Vista Neighborhood Park

This 20-acre park has been platted as part of the Meadow 
Vista subdivision to serve the proposed new neighborhoods 
in the western part of Altoona.  It connects to the existing 
and proposed trail system.  

2. Twin Creeks Park 

The city plans to take control of 60 acres of wooded area ad-
jacent to Highway 65, just south of the existing city limits.  
The park will remain primarily in its current natural state.  

3. 17th Avenue Neighborhood Park

A 5-10 acre neighborhood park at the intersection of 17th 
Avenue and a proposed new street would be needed if this 
area develops with residential, as shown in the future land 
use plan (parcel shown is 6 acres).  A trail link to the west (ap-
proximately 1/2 a mile) would connect it to the existing Vern 
Wiley trail.    

4. Altoona/Pleasant Hill Shared Neighborhood 
Park

Planned residential growth in the southwest of Altoona, 
south of 36th Street and west of 1st Avenue, would be ad-
jacent to planned residential growth in Pleasant Hill.  To pro-
vide the 1/2 mile goal of park service, a park in the indicated 
area would be appropriate, but given its location on the bor-
der, it would probably be used by residents of both commu-
nities. As development of this area becomes more imminent, 
the two communities could discuss an arrangement to share 
the cost of construction and maintenance of a new park.  
The parcel shown is approximately 20 acres, but a smaller 
5-10 acre parcel would also be appropriate.

5. Clay Elementary Park 

3-4 acres of land is currently open on the south end of Clay 
Elementary, and could be used for a shared recreational/park 
area for the elementary and the general public.  The pro-
posed trail system goes through this land.

6. Spring Creek Park

Approximately 80 acres of passive park land are planned just 
south of the soccer complex off of 24th Street.  The master 
plan for the park includes two large ponds, trails, two play-
grounds, fishing piers, gardens, a picnic area and more.  The 
low impact design and ponds in this area will contribute to 
the city’s natural stormwater management system.

7. 80th Street Neighborhood Park

This park would be centered around Spring Creek, about 1/2 
mile south of where it crosses 36th Street. The parcel shown 
in the concept is approximately 25 acres. This larger size 
would allow for large open space and natural areas, while 
5-10 acres could be developed for more active uses, such as 
a playground. The proposed site is on the border of the Al-
toona growth area, but is located in this particular area due 
to environmental conditions that limits the site’s suitability 
for more intense development. This park could be another 
candidate for a shared use agreement with Pleasant Hill, if 
Pleasant Hill were to experience residential growth in this 
area.

8. East Neighborhood Park

A 5-10 acre neighborhood park will be needed in this loca-
tion as residential growth occurs between 80th Street and 
88th Street.  The parcel shown in the concept is approxi-
mately 10 acres and is in an environmentally sensitive area.

9. North Side Neighborhood Park

The residential area around 1st Avenue N and 9th Street is 
currently not within a 1/2 mile service area of a neighbor-
hood park.  A new neighborhood park of 5-10 acres should 
be added as shown.

10. Cyclo-Cross Park

A new park behind the aquatic center will feature a cyclo-
cross track that can also serve as a multi-use trail.

11. Upgrades to Sam Wise Youth Complex

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Add new neighborhood and community parks as the city grows, with the goal of 

providing parks within 1/4 mile walking distance of all residential areas.
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Figure 3.3  -  Pr o p o s e d Pa r k s,  Tr ai l s  a n d G r e e nway s f o r  Alto o na

Golf 
Course
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FUTURE TRAILS
Altoona can build on its identity as a recreation-oriented 
community by expanding an interconnected network of 
multi-use trails as the community grows.  Altoona already 
has approximately 18 miles of trail, with a regional trail spine 
running through the heart of the community (the Gay Lea 
Wilson (GLW) trail and Vern Willey Trail).

Trails include any off-street paths that serve pedestrians, bi-
cyclists, and other non-motorized forms of transportation.  
Proposed trail extensions in Figure 3.3 include:

•	Mud Creek Trail: Starting at the eastern terminus of the 
GLW trail (north of Sam Wise), this trail goes east past the 
north side of Sam Wise and continues to Mud Creek.  The 
trail then heads south along the west side of the creek, to 
Pleasant Hill.  The Mud Creek trail could be the next pre-
mier trail amenity for Altoona and can connect the grow-
ing southeast side to the regional trail network.

•	 Southern Loop: This proposed trail creates a loop around 
the southern perimeter of Altoona’s future growth area.  
The loop starts at the GLW trail at 36th Street and Highway 
65, then runs east past 17th Ave, 1st Ave, and 80th Street, 
finally meeting up with the proposed Mud Creek Trail.   

•	 Twin Creeks to Mud Creek: This is an east/west trail route 
that will take users through the heart of Altoona’s residen-
tial growth area.  The trail connection starts in the west at 
the tip of Twin Creeks park on the GLW trail.  It runs east 
across town, through proposed parks at 17th Avenue and 
1st Avenue, crosses 80th Street and Spring Creek, passes 
by another proposed park, and finally meets up with the 
Mud Creek Trail.  

•	 Spring Creek: Starting at Spring Creek Sports Complex, 
this route runs south and then east through the proposed 
Spring Creek Park, turns south to parallel 80th Street to 
36th Street, and then turns east to cross 80th and meet up 
with Spring Creek.  It then follows Spring Creek south until 
meeting up with the southern loop, and potentially con-
tinuing into Pleasant Hill. 

Timing
Trails should be put in as development happens, NOT after 
it occurs.  Trail right-of-way should be reserved as part of de-
velopment agreements (see following page for detail on trail 
dedication) and trails should be constructed as houses are 
being constructed.  While trails can add value to a home, if 
the trail is not put in until after new homes are occupied, it 
can cause confusion about property lines, especially when 
trails run along the back yard.

Greenways: An Environmental Opportunity
The route of future trails, as shown in Figure 3.3 follows the 
natural terrain.  Creeks, drainage-ways and floodplains de-
fine strips of land that should be preserved for natural storm-
water drainage.  These “greenways” can provide open space 
within developed areas, separate incompatible uses, buf-
fer busy roadways, accommodate natural drainage to miti-
gate flooding, and provide great routes for recreational trails.  
Chapter 1 provides detail on the function and location of the 
greenways.

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Add new trails as Altoona grows, based on the trails plan in Figure 3.3.

•	 Twin Creeks to Venbury Drive: This link connects the exist-
ing neighborhoods in the Venbury Drive area to the north 
side of the new Twin Creeks Park.  This trail segment con-
nects the Gay Lea Wilson trail in the west to the existing 
trail near Driftwood Drive and 5th Avenue SW in the east.

•	 24th Street to Spring Creek: An existing trail currently ends 
at 24th Street and 3rd Avenue SE.  This trail could be con-
tinued south and then east to link up with the proposed 
Spring Creek Park, then continue south to meet the “Twin 
Creeks to Mud Creek trail” described above.

•	 Ironwood Park to Clay Elementary: The trail that currently 
ends at Ironwood Park could be extended south to Clay 
Elementary, where it would meet up with the “Twin Creeks 
to Mud Creek” trail.  This trail provides a safe walking or bik-
ing route Clay Elementary students.

•	 Gay Lea Wilson Extension: A planned extension of the 
Gay Lea Wilson trail will extend from the current termi-
nus north of Sam Wise, continuing east and then north 
to cross 9th Street NE and Interstate 80 before continuing 
north into Bondurant.
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Funding and Maintenance
Funding the construction and maintenance of parks and 
trails is often a difficult task.  Altoona currently has a system 
in place to acquire land for parks and trails, but finding the 
funds to develop the land is difficult.  The city has a consis-
tent budget item for parks and trails, but more funding from 
outside sources, such as grants, would be beneficial.  Rec-
ommendations regarding park funding include: 1) changes 
to dedication requirements; 2) increased pursuit of outside 
funding options such as grants; and 3) considering the es-
tablishment of a “Friends of the parks” group.

1. Changes to Dedication Requirements
Altoona currently requires the dedication of land for parks 
and trails for new developments, through the provisions of 
its tax abatement ordinance.  Dedication requirements can 
be revised and expanded as follows:

•	 Standardize dedication requirements, specifically the re-
quired Right-Of-Way width for trails.

•	 Expand park land and trail dedication requirements to be 
included in the city’s subdivision ordinance, so that it is 
not reliant on the use of tax abatement.  Currently, the vast 
majority of developments in Altoona are using tax abate-
ment, but if this were to change in the future, Altoona 
would still want to have a mechanism to require dedica-
tion.  Similar to the current requirement under tax abate-
ment, the dedication in the ordinance would be a func-
tion of: Acres in the development, Development density, 
Number of people per housing unit, and the city’s desired 
level of service of parks. 

Notes Regarding Dedication
•	 Due to the piecemeal nature of development, the re-

quired amount of land dedication for any single develop-
ment is sometimes smaller than the ideal neighborhood 
park size of 5-10 acres.  Altoona can encourage the assem-
bly of larger pieces of land by requesting that developers 
locate dedicated land at the edges and corners of the de-
velopment, so that adjacent developments can combine 
several small parcels of dedicated land to form one larger 
parcel.

•	 Some Iowa cities allow payment of cash in lieu of dedica-
tion of land by developers, while others prohibit such ded-
ication.  The legal precedent on these policies is complex, 
and the city should always consult with the city attorney 
when considering these issues.

2. Grant Opportunities
In order to help develop the dedicated land as parks and 
trails, Altoona should take advantage of available grant fund-
ing from local, state and federal agencies and from non-profit 
foundations.  Recent emphasis on healthy lifestyles and tour-
ism in Iowa has made trail funding more available, but highly 
competitive.  Altoona has the advantage of a thorough parks 
plan and a consistent, established budget for trails and parks, 
which it can use as a match for grant opportunities.

Table 6.2 in the Implementation chapter provides a list of 
possible outside funding sources for parks and trails.

3. Friends of the Parks
Altoona should consider establishing a “friends of the parks” 
organization to support special projects.  These organiza-
tions typically undertake fund-raising and public awareness 
for parks projects.  Many Iowa communities, such as nearby 
Des Moines and Urbandale, have a “friends” organization.

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Provide consistent funding for parks and trails, and consider changing dedication 

requirements, pursuing outside funding opportunities, and forming a “Friends of the Parks” organization.
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COMMUNITY SERVICES
Community services such as the library and fire service are 
an important facet of Altoona’s quality of life and are critical 
to public safety.  Altoona’s goal for community services is to 
“attract and retain residents by supporting quality commu-
nity services, such as education and public safety.”  The city 
should continue its support of these services by reviewing 
their needs on an annual basis as part of the CIP process.  A 
general overview of the current conditions and needs of city 
hall, the library, the police department, the fire department, 
the Campus, senior services, and the school district are sum-
marized in this section.

City Hall: 407 8th Street SE

Overview of Services
City Hall holds the city council chambers and offices for city 
departments and officials.

Condition: Under-sized
The 6,000 square foot facility is under-sized for current opera-
tions.  As Altoona’s population grows, space restrictions will 
become even more problematic.

Long Term Needs: Build Larger Facility
The City plans to build a new, larger facility on Venbury drive, 
just north of the existing fire station.  The existing facility 
should be re-used and could potentially be rented as office 
space.

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Continue to support Altoona’s community services, with an annual evaluation and funding 

plan for short term and long term needs.

Altoona Public Library: 700 8th Street SW

Overview of Services
The Altoona public library provides materials check-out, 
computer access, reference services, children and teen pro-
gramming, meeting space, and many other services. 

Condition: Good
The facility, constructed in 1998, is approximately 19,000 
square feet and in good condition.  The library is limited by 
the building size - the collection is smaller than recommend-
ed due to space constraints, demand for meeting space is 
higher than what is available, and the children’s room is un-
dersized for the volume of use.

Long Term Needs: Expansion
A professional space needs report from 2007 recommend-
ed that the library be expanded to around 43,000 square 
feet, more than double the current size (based on a popu-
lation estimate of 25,000 for 2020).  Library staff expect that 
the library will be able to expand on the existing site, though 
parking may need to be expanded. 

Previous parks plans have recommended the construction of 
a play space behind the library, near the path.
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COMMUNIT Y SERVICES CONTINUED

Police Department: 700 1st Avenue South

Overview of Services
The Altoona police department’s primary function is to en-
force laws, protect the community and deter crime.  (911 ser-
vies are provided by Polk County)  The department has 24 
sworn officers.

Condition of Facility: Fair and Under-sized
The 5,000 square foot building is in fair condition, but the 
department has outgrown the facility.  Staff report that the 
building lacks the necessary facilities to operate effectively 
and safely - prisoner movement is unsafe, victim areas are 
inadequate, there is no safe area for the public, no room for 
training, the security system is outdated and administrative 
space is cramped.  The garage is outdated and located sev-
eral blocks from the department.

Long-Term Needs: A New Facility
Minor remodeling could help with space issues in the short-
term, but a new police facility is needed in the long term.  
Altoona has the potential to nearly double its population in 
the next decade, which would require a significant number 
of additional staff and more space to house operations.

Fire Department: 950 Venbury Drive

Overview of Services
The fire department provides fire protection, prevention, and 
fire safety education.

Condition of Facility: Very Good
The fire station was built in 2001 and is in very good condi-
tion.  A sleep room was added in 2009.  

Long Term Needs: Staffing and Equipment
Given the excellent condition of fire station, short and long 
term needs are all related to staffing and equipment, such 
finding volunteer staff and acquiring an aerial truck.

The Campus 
Overview of Services
The Campus provides recreational services for the city of Al-
toona, including a weight room, swimming pool, track, gym-
nasium, classes and more.  The City owns the building and 
a non-profit operates the Campus using membership fees.

Condition of Facility: At Capacity
The original building was built in 1992, and an addition was 
added in 2006.  The facility is currently around 75,000 square 
feet and is at capacity.

Long Term Needs: Expansion
The Campus staff expect that a 20,000 square foot expansion 
will be needed in the next 5-10 years to accommodate the 
growing population.
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SCHOOL DISTRICT
Overview
Altoona is part of the Southeast Polk Community School Dis-
trict, which serves more than 6,000 Preschool-12th grade 
students.  Altoona is home to four middle schools: Altoona 
Elementary, Centennial Elementary, Clay Elementary, and 
Willowbrook Elementary.  The Junior High School and High 
School are both in Pleasant Hill.

Long-Term Plans
The school district is growing quickly, at about 220 students 
per year.  There are approximately 1,000 spaces available for 
new students to accommodate short term growth.  The dis-
trict expects to create a long-term facility plan during the 
2014-2015 school year.  This plan will determine how the dis-
trict will accommodate long-term growth, through both ex-
pansions to existing schools and new facilities.

The City of Altoona and the School District should work to-
gether to determine the location of any new schools in Al-
toona.  As mentioned in Chapter 1 of the plan, schools pro-
vide a focal point for neighborhoods, and have tremendous 
potential to spur residential growth.  It is important that 
any new schools are built in preferred growth areas (as es-
tablished in Chapter 1) where they can be efficiently served 
with city infrastructure and where they encourage residen-
tial growth in logical and desirable locations.  Plans for new 
parks should be coordinated with school facility planning, to 
allow for the possibility of co-location and shared facilities.

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Partner with the school district to coordinate school facilities planning and site selection with city infrastructure and parks planning.

COMMUNIT Y SERVICES (CONT.)

Senior Services
During the public input process, many participants asked 
about the possibility of creating a senior center in Altoona.  
Polk County provides senior centers throughout the county, 
with the nearest center being the East Senior Center at 1231 
E 26th Street in Des Moines (about 7 miles from the center 
of Altoona).  A senior meal is hosted at the shelter house at 
Lion’s Park. There was recent discussion about providing a 
dedicated space for seniors in the Campus, but the vote did 
not pass.  At this time, there are no plans to create an inde-
pendent senior center.

Community Center at Ironwood Park
Altoona currently does not have a community center and 
has only one enclosed park shelter (Lions Park).  The 2005 
Parks Comprehensive Plan identified a need for a year-round 
community center, and listed this as one of the top ten pri-
orities for further evaluation.  Over the past several years, 
there has been discussion of putting the community center 
in Ironwood Park, however funding has not been available.  
The city should continue to investigate funding options for 
constructing a community center, and work with the public 
to determine space and programming needs for the center.  
During the comprehensive plan process, several needs were 
expressed that could potentially be housed in a community 
center, including the need for a dedicated space for seniors, 
indoor recreational activities, and spaces to rent for events.

Other City Buildings
As Altoona grows, it will need to continually evaluate the 
need for expansion and additions for all public buildings, 
such as public works buildings and storage areas.  Building 
needs and conditions should be evaluated on an annual ba-
sis as part of the CIP process.

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Continue to investigate funding options for constructing a community center, and work with the public to determine space and programming needs.
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RECOMMENDED ACTION: Continue to investigate funding options for constructing a community center, and work with the public to determine space and programming needs.
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Missing Market Segments
Altoona has a mix of housing types, ranging from single fam-
ily detached homes to apartments (see pie chart on follow-
ing page).  Altoona also has a good balance of owner occu-
pied and renter, with a 75% / 25% split.  

However, Altoona may still be missing some segments of the 
market.  While Altoona is providing many options for mid-
range housing, it is under-served for both the lower and 
higher ends of the spectrum.  

More budget-friendly “workforce housing” could help ac-
commodate young people and those who work in Altoona’s 
abundant service industries.  This is not just the lowest in-
come residents - in Altoona, the under-served population 
includes households making up to $50,000 per year (see 
appendix for detailed affordability analysis).  Housing types 
such as apartments and townhomes can help provide more 
options for this group.

At the same time, higher range options ($300,000+) are also 
in short supply relative to the number of people who live 
in Altoona who could afford such a home.  (About 8% of  
Altoona households make more than $150,000 per year.)

Large Potential Demand
Altoona’s population has the potential to nearly  
double from 2015-2035, to around 30,000 residents.  
This would create a need for approximately 6,500 new 
housing units.  

Figure 4.1 shows potential locations for that 
residential growth and page 61 provides a  
recommended mix of housing types for future growth.

Strong Market
Altoona has a strong housing market with high home val-
ues and a low vacancy rate.  A strong market helps support 
consumer confidence that a house in Altoona is a good in-
vestment. 

•	 Altoona has higher home values than the state and the 
Metro area, yet home values in those areas rose more 
quickly than Altoona’s from 2000-2010. 

•	 Altoona has a relatively low vacancy rate, at 4.3%.  While 
a high vacancy rate (over 10%) is a negative, it is good to 
have some vacancy, as Altoona does, to allow market flex-
ibility.

Table 4.1: Median Home Value Comparison, Altoona,  
Des Moines-West Des Moines Metro Area, Polk County, Iowa

2000 2010 % Change

Altoona $115,600 $159,900 38.3%

Metro NA $151,100 --

Polk County $103,100 $149,700 45.2%

Iowa $82,500 $119,200 44.5%

17,000   
  potential new  
  residents  
  (2015-2035)

6,500 
new housing 
units

HOUSING TODAY
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Housing Goal: Provide a Mix of Housing Types 
Altoona’s goal for housing is to “Encourage a variety of quality 
housing, including moderately-priced single family homes, 
quality multi-family options, and high-end homes, to at-
tract and retain residents at all stages of life.”  As shown in the 
graphic on this page, Altoona currently has approximately 
20% multi-family housing, 11% single-family attached hous-
ing (e.g. - townhomes, condos) and the remainder single 
family detached.  Compared to some other suburban com-
munities in the Des Moines metropolitan area, Altoona has a 
greater percentage of single family detached housing.  

Across the country, more people, especially members of the 
Millenial and baby boomer generations, are looking for alter-
natives to large single family homes for many reasons: lower 
costs, reduced maintenance, and the ability to live in a high-
er density neighborhood where services and entertainment 
are within walking distance. The Altoona market is already re-
sponding to this trend by constructing several recent apart-
ment and condo projects.

Additional multi-family and single-family attached housing 
could help Altoona attract more young professionals and 
other workers, and can provide housing options that allow 
residents to stay in Altoona through all phases of life.  For ex-
ample, a young resident or couple could live in an apartment 
or townhome when first starting their career, then move to a 
single family house while raising children, and finally transi-
tion to a four-plex in retirement, all within Altoona.  

Different housing types should be connected to each oth-
er to form cohesive neighborhoods, rather than isolated by 
type (e.g. - avoid pods of apartment buildings with only one 
entrance).  The box on page 63 provides guidelines for mix-
ing housing types within neighborhoods.

The neighborhood principles in Chapter 1 describe how 
to plan for a variety of housing types within Altoona’s new 
neighborhoods.

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Follow the Neighborhood Principles in Chapter 1 to help encourage a diverse mix of hous-

ing types at a range of prices.  (See pages 13-15)

Altoona - Today (2010)

Altoona 
Future Housing Growth

67%

21%

12%

Urbandale

47%

39%

14%

West Des Moines

18%

21%

62%

Ankeny

Single Family Detached

Single Family Attached Duplex

Multi-Family



High Density (Multi-Family)

Apartments near Centennial Elementary in Altoona
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Low Density (Single Family Detached, Some Single Family Attached)

Medium Density (Single Family Attached, Some Multi-Family)

Eagle Creek Boulevard Duplex 
(Duplexes are included in Low Density Residential)

Four-plex on 13th Avenue SW Row-houses with rear garage (Des Moines)

Single Family Detached Homes in Altoona

New Senior Apartments on 1st Avenue

HOUSING TYPE PHOTO GUIDE

Apartments on 5th Avenue SW

Ironwood Village Condos

Single Family Detached Homes on 15th Street SE
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MIXING HOUSING TYPES 
Different types of housing should be interconnected 
in one cohesive neighborhood, not isolated from each 
other.  Developers often specialize in one type of home, 
and will build in clusters of one type.  However, good 
neighborhood unit planning (see Chapter 1) provides dif-
ferent housing types that are interconnected through the 
street system and walking paths, and centered around a 
common focal point, such as a school or park.

Transitions from one type to another are typically 
made at rear or side lot lines.  In some cases, limited tran-
sition is needed, such as including medium density options 
like duplexes or four-plexes in single family areas.  

The graphics at right show several approaches to mixing 
of housing types, ranging from relatively isolated, to com-
pletely integrated.  For example, in the top right, the red ar-
eas are isolated from the interior neighborhood, with street 
connections leading only to the arterial road (although 
sidewalk connections are present).  The green and yellow 
areas are clusters of higher density housing types that have 
better connection to the interior neighborhood.  On the 
lower right, all housing types are completely integrated, 
with little clustering and transitions at the lot line.  Altoona 
should stive for neighborhood patterns that avoid isolation 
and provide good connections.

A transition from single family homes to apartments at the rear 
lot line.  Ames, Iowa.

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Allow a mixture of housing types within neighborhoods with appropriate transitions, and 

avoid isolating different housing types from each other.

Single Family
Apartments

Alley

Street

The neighborhood at left (Ames IA) 
shows a completely integrated ap-
proach to mixing housing types.  
There is little separation between 
type, and transitions are made at rear 
and side lot lines. 

This Altoona neighborhood shows a range of approaches to mixing (or not mixing) housing types.
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RECOMMENDED ACTION: Infrastructure and other city investments should be focused on existing neighborhoods 

and the residential growth areas shown in Figure 4.1, starting with areas adjacent to existing development.  

RESIDENTIAL GROWTH AREAS
Figure 4.1 shows the preferred residential growth areas for 
Altoona.  All have the capacity to be served by city sewer 
and water, though extensions will be required.  Areas that 
are adjacent to the existing city should be developed be-
fore outer areas.  Given market trends and infrastructure 
availability, the South and Northeast areas are likely to 
develop first.  Annexation would be required to develop 
many of these areas - refer to Chapter 1 for annexation pol-
icy recommendations.  

South: 1st Avenue Corridor

•	 Land already in City limits

•	 Primary street infrastructure in place (1st Ave)

•	 Close to existing neighborhoods and services, including 
the new Clay Elementary

•	 Access to Interstate 80 and Highway 163 via 1st Avenue. 

Northeast

•	 Likely to develop soon, given its location along 8th Street 
and proximity to existing neighborhoods and amenities 
such as the golf course and Sam Wise Complex. 

Southeast

•	 New sewer main along Mud Creek provides service po-
tential for this area.  

•	 The area around Mud Creek is environmentally sensitive, 
due to floodplains and steep slopes.  This provides a tre-
mendous opportunity for a natural amenity by preserv-
ing these sensitive areas as a greenway with a multi-use 
trail.  This can improve property values of nearby homes.

•	 There are many existing homes in this area.  The detailed 
concept for this area in Chapter 1 shows a way to devel-
op that does not displace any homes.

(Continued on following page...)

The Future Land Use Map in Chapter 1 shows the proposed 
mix of land uses in each of the residential growth areas.

Figure 4.1  -  Pr e f e r r e d G r ow t h Ar e a s f o r  Re si d e nt i al  D eve l o p m e nt
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(...Residential Growth Areas continued)

Southwest

•	 Similar to the southeast area, the Southwest has a number 
of existing homes, including the cluster of homes south of 
8th Street and 17th Avenue.  As areas to the west, south 
and east of these homes develop and are annexed into 
the city, the city will need to discuss annexation with the 
property owners, to avoid creating an unincorporated is-
land (which is not allowed by state law).

•	 The land that is in city limits is already under development.

•	 The land outside city limits will likely develop later than 
other areas such as the South and Northeast.  It will require 
significant transportation investments to provide access.

North

•	 Adjacent to existing residential and has easy access to the 
interstate.

•	 Could be well suited for multi-family/high density residen-
tial.

Northwest (Mixed with Commercial) 

•	 This area will be primarily commercial, but some high den-
sity residential could be appropriate.  Residential develop-
ment in this area would provide customers for growing re-
tail and convenient housing options for workers of nearby 
businesses.

•	 Chapter 2 provides a concept for the eastern portion of 
this area that shows how high density and medium den-
sity housing could be integrated into the development.

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Follow the neighborhood principles in Chapter 1 to create interconnected residential 

neighborhoods that reflect the character of our community.  (See pages 13-15)

Housing Goal: Create Neighborhoods
As development occurs, the community should encour-
age developers to create new neighborhoods, not just new 
houses.  Neighborhoods have focal points such as a park or 
a school, are interconnected with the rest of the community 
through streets and trails, preserve important natural areas, 
and reflect the unique character of the community.  

Chapter 1 explains the principles of neighborhood develop-
ment in more detail.  
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RECOMMENDED ACTION: Reach out to the private housing market to understand the barriers to building workforce 

housing and explore policy options to help fill the gap in the market (such as the options listed on pages 66-67).
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WORKING WITH PRIVATE MARKET
In Altoona and around the state there is a perpetual need 
for workforce housing, that is, housing for households that 
are below and around the median income (In Altoona, the 
median income is around $63,000). This income group may 
sometimes make too much money to be eligible for state-
funded affordable housing programs, but may still find it dif-
ficult to afford market prices.  

A gap exists where the market is under-providing work-
force housing.  Altoona is already doing a good job of pro-
viding reasonably priced mid-range housing.  However, Al-
toona could benefit by doing even more to provide housing 
to lower and moderate income buyers, since this includes 
young professionals just starting their careers, individuals 
who work in and support Altoona’s large service and enter-
tainment industries, and potential workers for the office base 
that Altoona wishes to attract.  

Altoona should work with developers to find out what the 
barriers are for building workforce housing, and explore ways 
to help reduce those barriers.  The following policies and pro-
grams are potential tools that the city could use to encour-
age the construction of housing for this important workforce 
group.  

(Note: Any city monetary support for development should 
include stipulations to ensure quality construction and 
neighborhood development, according to the principles in 
Chapter 1 and in this Chapter.)

Program Options for Supporting Workforce 
Housing

Programs to Reduce Developer Costs

Infrastructure Bank

An infrastructure bank provides front-end financing for pub-
lic improvements by reimbursing the home-builder or devel-
oper for these costs. The value of these improvements then 
becomes a subordinated mortgage, due only on sale of the 
property.

This technique is primarily a private market program that fi-
nances items in the public domain and provides a payback 
to the city at the point of sale.

Tax Abatement

The City of Altoona already has an established tax abatement 
program.  This program could be modified to specifically en-
courage the construction or rehabilitation of houses and 
apartments for workforce housing.  

Tax Increment Financing (TIF)

Tax Increment Financing provides the opportunity to use the 
increase in property tax revenue to make improvements on 
the land, thereby bringing down developer costs.  TIF should 
only be used if development would not otherwise be pos-
sible.

Expedited Development process

Provide expedited “fast track” zoning and building permit 
processes for development projects proposed to include 
workforce housing.

Land Write-Down

In areas where land is publicly owned, the city could write-
down the cost of the land for developers that agree to build 
workforce housing.
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Programs to Reduce Developer Risk
Private home-builders are often unable to absorb the risk in-
volved in building an inventory of moderately-priced specu-
lative homes.  Financing can be difficult to obtain due to the 
risk involved.  

Lender’s Consortium 

Through a lender’s consortium, local lenders come together 
to share the risk of lending to higher risk or unconventional 
projects. The city can use dedicated housing funds to insure 
the projects as well. Several communities in Iowa have al-
ready generated local funds in support of housing rehabilita-
tion through the establishment of Lender’s Consortium. The 
central missions of the consortium could include:

•	 Construction and long-term financing of key housing 
types that are identified as high priorities for the commu-
nity.

•	 Construction lending to private builders of workforce 
housing.

•	Mortgage financing to low and moderate-income buyers 
who fall outside of normal underwriting standards for in-
stitutions.

The consortium and its programs can be funded by a com-
bination of:

•	 Proportionate funding by lenders (proportional to overall 
assets).

•	 Corporate contributions and investments.

•	 State Community Development Block Grants (CDBG) and 
other housing funding programs (for projects benefitting 
low income households)

Loan Guarantee

The city could mitigate risk by partnering with homebuilders 
to guarantee loans for workforce housing.  

Review Codes to Remove Barriers
One of the barriers to building workforce housing can be city 
codes.  Altoona should review the zoning code to make sure 
that there are no unnecessary restrictions to multi-family and 
medium density housing.  For example, minimum lot sizes 
can prevent the construction of housing options that would 
otherwise be desirable.  As a general rule, at least 10% of 
land should be zoned for relatively high-density multi-family 
housing.  A cursory review of the subdivision ordinance and 
zoning code was performed as part of the comprehensive 
plan update.  A memo of recommended changes was pro-
vided to city staff for review.

Higher-End Housing
There appears to be a shortage of higher-end housing in Al-
toona, as indicated in the housing affordability analysis and 
throughout the public participation process.  (That is, there 
are people who could afford higher priced homes above 
$300,000, but homes in that price range are limited).  It is not 
necessary for the city to implement policies or programs to 
directly address this, as the private market can take care of 
higher end housing.  However, the key to supporting high-
er end housing in Altoona will be to promote the other ob-
jectives of this plan: a high quality of life (Chapter 3), ensur-
ing prime land and infrastructure availability (Chapter 1 and 
Chapter 5), and attracting professional jobs (Chapter 2).
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TRANSPORTATION TODAY

Figure 5.1 is a map of the streets of Altoona.  The streets are 
classified by the Federal Functional Classification system, 
which divides roadways into five categories, based on traffic 
levels, access, and intended speed of travel.  

1. Interstates - Connect cities and allow travel over multiple 
states at high speeds.  Example: Interstate 80

2. Major Arterials - Connect regional activity centers and al-
low long distance travel at high speeds with minimal in-
terference.  Examples: Highway 65, Hubbell Avenue

3. Minor Arterials - Connect with major arterials at 0.5 to 1.0 
mile intervals to connect parts of a city together.  Exam-
ples: 8th Street, 1st Avenue

4. Collectors (Major and Minor) - Connect with arterial sys-
tem to link neighborhoods together at relatively low 
speeds (<35 mph).  Examples: 17th Avenue, 9th Street NE

5. Local - Link individual properties to higher order streets at 
low speeds.  Designed for short trips.

Street classification is important for a number of reasons.  

•	 Funding: Classification affects the amount of state and fed-
eral funding available for construction and maintenance.

•	 Land Use Compatibility: High intensity uses should locate 
along high level streets (arterials and collectors) and low 
intensity uses along lower level streets (local).

•	 Sharing the Road: Classification guides bicycle and pe-
destrian infrastructure decisions.  For example, bike traf-
fic should be directed to lower traffic local streets when 
possible, while sidewalk updates should prioritize col-
lectors and minor arterials.

Fi g u r e 5.1  -  Alto o na St r e e t s,  C ate g o r ize d by Fe d e r al  Fu n c t i o nal  C la s s i f ic at i o n

GOAL: Provide quality infrastructure and streets by planning extensions in strategic growth areas, building an inter-connected 

street system, and investing in upgrades to existing streets, sewer, water and stormwater systems.

NE
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Street Level of Service
Figure 5.2 summarizes the level of service of Altoona’s streets, 
according to the ratings described in Table 5.1.  These rat-
ings are derived from a capacity analysis that compares the 
traffic volumes on a street segment with the design capac-
ity of that segment.  The ratings provide a rough estimate of 
traffic flow and help identify potential problem areas.  Sev-
eral street segments in Altoona have higher volume of traffic 
than is recommended for the size of the road:

•	 1st Avenue North, between 8th Street and 9th Street

•	West 8th Street, both east and west of 34th Avenue

•	 Interstate 80 and Highway 65 (managed by DOT)

All other street segments are at a level C or higher, which is 
considered optimal.  

Limitations of Level of Service
Although the LOS system gives a rough measure of street 
performance, it does not account for a variety of factors that 
are important to overall street performance, such as pedes-
trian accommodations or traffic signaling.  

Fi g u r e 5. 2  -  Leve l  o f  S e r v ice f o r  maj o r  St r e e t s  i n  Alto o na (2012)

Ta b le 5.1  – Leve l  o f  S e r v ice (LOS)  C ate g o r i e s

A Free-flowing.  Vehicles face few impediments to maneuvering.  

B Reasonably free-flowing.  Maneuvering ability is slightly restricted, 
but ease of movement remains high.  

C Stable. This level is often a target for service, since it provides safe 
operation without being overbuilt. Road is below capacity but abil-
ity to maneuver is somewhat restricted due to higher traffic flow.  

D Borders on unstable.  Maneuverability is limited and small traffic 
increases produce deteriorated service.  

E Traffic at full design capacity of street.  Operations are unstable be-
cause there is little margin of error in the traffic stream.  

F Breakdown in system.  Traffic exceeds the design capacity of the 
street.  Travel is significantly slowed and maneuverability is ex-
tremely low.  

9TH ST NE
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FUTURE TRANSPORTATION
Basic Principles for Building Streets 
As Altoona grows it will need to extend the street and trail 
system.  Figure 5.3 shows the proposed transportation net-
work that will accommodate Altoona’s preferred growth ar-
eas.  As the proposed streets are constructed, three basic 
principles should guide the process:

1. Enhance Connectivity

New streets should line up with existing streets and connect 
new development to existing neighborhoods using multiple 
entrances.  Single access cul-de-sacs should be avoided un-
less environmental factors preclude other options. 

2. Build Complete Streets

Streets should accommodate multiple modes of transpor-
tation, including public transit, walkers and bikers.  Multi-
modal features include: sidewalks, bike lanes, bike pavement 
markings, bike signage, or traffic calming. Streets should pro-
vide sidewalk on at least one side of new local streets, and on 
both sides of new arterial and collector streets.  

The city should work with DART to ensure that future streets 
accommodate bus service, with adequate space for bus trav-
el and bus stops/shelters.  Street design should support safe 
access to bus stops via sidewalks and crossings and allow 
space for waiting areas. 

Complete Street design also involves traffic calming tech-
niques, to keep traffic at a level that is appropriate for the 
context.  Examples of calming devices include landscaped 
islands, speed bumps and tables, crosswalks, changes in pav-
ing surfaces, and slower speed limits.  

Image source: DART.  Used with permission.

3. Promote Character 

Streets are Altoona’s largest public space, and should be 
designed to reflect the pride that Altoona residents feel in 
their community, and highlight Altoona’s identity as a green, 
healthy, small town.  Streets provide the first impression for 
many visitors, and have a daily impact on how residents view 
their community.  Landscaping, street furniture, public art, 
green boulevards and other attractive street features should 
be considered an investment in community character and a 
tool to promote economic development.
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Fi g u r e 5. 3  -  Pr o p o s e d St r e e t s,  Tr ai l s  a n d Bi ke Ro u te s 
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17th Street
From the existing 17th Street segment in the Tuscany 
development, 17th could continue east past Tuscany, to 
connect with 88th Street. 

80th Street to Mud Creek: East/West Connector
A new east/west street would start at 80th Street, north of 
24th Street, and run east to Mud Creek, then loop south to 
meet up with 24th Street just west of the Creek.

Spring Creek Park to 14th Street: East/West 
Connector
A new east/west street would start at the proposed Spring 
Creek Park (southwest of intersection of 24th Street and 80th 
Street) and go east until meeting up with the 14th Street ex-
tension (described above).

80th Street to 88th Street: East/West Connector
A new east/west connection links 80th Street (south of 24th 
Street) to the proposed 88th Street extension.

NORTHEAST (North of 8th St)

50th Avenue to 8th Street
A new north/south street is proposed just east of Sam Wise 
Youth Complex, connecting 50th Avenue to 8th Street.  
North of 8th Street, a loop street splits off to the east, crosses 
80th Street and turns south to meet up with 8th Street.

9th Street to 50th Avenue
From 9th Street, east of the 80th Street intersection, a new 
street runs south to 50th Avenue and creates a loop south of 
50th to open up a small residential development area.  The 
street also has a loop that splits off between 50th Avenue 
and 9th Street, providing access to another residential devel-
opment area on both sides of 80th Street. 

9th Street to 8th Street
From 9th Street, west of the 88th Street intersection, the 
proposed street runs straight south to connect to 8th Street.  
South of 50th, the street splits and makes a half loop to the 
west and south to meet 8th Street. 

Descriptions of Proposed Streets 
(Figure 5.3)

SOUTHWEST (Hwy 65 to 1st Ave)

21st Street SW
21st Street would extend west for approximately half a mile, 
then turn south and continue to Pleasant Hill’s growth area. 

24th Street/38th Avenue 
24th Street would extend west from its current dead end 
at 3rd Avenue SW to connect to 34th Avenue SW via 
Rutherford Drive.

30th Street SW and 32nd Street SW
30th Street SW and 32nd Street SW would both extend west 
from Clay Elementary, into the southwest growth area.

32nd Street/6th Avenue Loop
The loop street that creates the intersection of 6th Avenue 
SW and 32nd Street SW is shown as an optional alternative 
to a standard 4-point intersection, as a way to maintain con-
nectivity while discouraging cut-through traffic.  

6th Avenue SW
6th Avenue SW would extend south from the 21st Street SW 
intersection, cross 36th St and 1st Avenue South to connect 
to the Pleasant Hill growth area.

2 additional north/south streets
Two additional north/south streets would complete the col-
lector system in the southwest area, both starting from the 
24th Street western extension and heading south.  The first 
begins west of 17th Avenue and the second begins west of 
the 6th Avenue SW extension.  

SOUTH (1st Ave to 80th St)

3rd Avenue SE 
The proposed extension of 3rd Avenue SE goes south from 
24th Street to the Pleasant Hill growth area boundary.

6th Avenue SE
From its current dead end at 28th Street, 6th Avenue SE 
would continue south for a short distance, then split to go 
east and west.  The east segment would connect to the inter-
section of 30th Place and 80th Street, and the west segment 
to 1st Avenue South at Clay Elementary.

10th Avenue SE
10th Avenue SE would extend south along the east side of 
the sports complex, continuing to Pleasant Hill’s growth area.

17th Street
From the current dead end near 3rd Avenue SE, 17th Street 
could extend east, running through undeveloped land and 
along the north edge of the soccer park until meeting up 
with 80th Street 

2 East/West Connections South of 36th Street
South of 36th Street, there are two proposed east/west con-
nections in the southern growth area, the upper connection 
running the length of Altoona’s growth area, from 17th Av-
enue to 88th Street, and  the lower connection from 1st Av-
enue South to 80th Street.

SOUTHEAST (80th St to Mud Creek)

14th Street SE to Pleasant Hill: North/South 
Connector
Starting from the stub off of Tuscany drive, 14th Street SE 
would continue south past 24th Street, 36th Street, to the 
border of the Altoona and Pleasant Hill growth areas.  

15th Street SE
Starting from the stub off of 17th Street, 15th Street would 
extend south. North of 36th Street, it would loop to the east 
to meet up with the 14th Street SE extension.

88th Street
The proposed extension bridges the gap in 88th Street be-
tween 38th Avenue/24th Street and 27th Avenue/36th 
Street.
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Implementation of Streets Plan
To implement the recommended extensions 
shown in Figure 5.3, Altoona should follow three 
guidelines: 

1. Reserve Right-of-Way in advance
The city should work with developers and property 
owners to reserve Right-of-way for major streets in 
advance of development.  Developers should leave 
room to extend streets to future adjacent develop-
ment by leaving stub streets or empty lots where 
extensions are planned.

2. Build with Development 
Altoona should work with developers to extend 
new roads as development demand arises, in con-
junction with development agreements. The city 
can coordinate with developers to share the cost of 
street construction.  

3. Collaboration
Several of the proposed street connections will 
need to link up to future streets in Pleasant Hill, re-
quiring coordination between the two entities.  Al-
toona will also need to coordinate with the county 
as annexation occurs and the city takes over exist-
ing county roadways.

Understanding the Proposed Street 
Map (Figure 5.3)

Big Picture
The map does not show every street that would be 
needed for future development, only major arterial 
and collector streets.  The local street pattern should 
be determined as development occurs, using the 
basic principles described on p. 72.   

Flexible
While the routes in Figure 5.3 have been carefully 
analyzed, the exact path of these streets may vary 
depending on the details of development as it oc-
curs.  The priority is to maintain the principle of con-
nectivity, to provide access to the key connecting 
points, and to follow the general path shown in the 
map.  Minor modifications can be made as needed 
on a case-by case basis.  Detailed engineering stud-
ies will be needed before undertaking any new road 
construction.

Working with Property Owners
Many of these new roads run through prop-
erty that is privately owned, and their imple-
mentation will therefore depend on the deci-
sions of the property owners.  The city should 
reach out to property owners in these key  
areas to discuss plans for the future.

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Ensure street connectivity by reserving street Right-of-Way in advance of development, and requiring developers to leave room for future street connections.

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Build new roads in conjunction with development agreements, to share the costs of construction with developers.



CHAPTER 5: TRANSPORTATION AND INFRASTRUCTURE

76 ALTOONA COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

Walking and Biking

Proposed Bike Routes and Trails
The proposed trails shown in Figure 5.3 are described in de-
tail in Chapter 3. 

Bike routes help complete the bicycle system by providing 
links between off-street trails.  Figure 5.3 identifies two ex-
isting streets that can provide good, safe east/west connec-
tions for bicyclists, due to their relatively low traffic.  These 
bike routes should be designated using “sharrows” and signs 
(see photos at right).  

The two proposed bicycle routes are on Venbury Drive/17th 
Street and 13th Street.

Sidewalks
Sidewalks are the central piece of pedestrian infrastructure.  
Altoona has a fairly well connected sidewalk network, and 
this should be maintained as the city grows.  New streets 
should provide sidewalks on both sides of the street, es-
pecially collectors and arterials.  Altoona requires sidewalks 
in new development as part of its subdivision ordinances.  

Existing streets should provide sidewalk on at least one side 
of the street.  Altoona should identify existing streets for side-
walk retrofitting and construct new sidewalks over time in 
conjunction with other street or infrastructure improvement 
projects. Priority areas for retro-fitting are:

•	 Arterial and collector streets

•	 Streets within a quarter mile radius of schools and parks

•	 Connections to DART bus stops.

 ○ Better connection is needed between the Wal-Mart 
bus stop and Altoona’s major employers to the north 
– Adventureland and Prairie Meadows.  As the area 
in and around Prairie Crossings develops more with 
housing and retail in the coming years, those side-
walk connections will become increasingly impor-
tant to provide public transportation access for work-
ers, residents and customers.

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Enhance the Altoona bicycle and pedestrian network by building an interconnected system of trails and designating bicycle routes, as shown in Figure 5.3, 

and by identifying priority streets to be retrofitted with sidewalk.

Sharrow Bike Route Sign
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PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION
Today
The Des Moines Area Regional Transit Authority (DART) pro-
vides bus service to Altoona, including the following:

•	 Route #17 Hubbell Ave/Altoona – A fixed route operat-
ing 7 days a week from the Altoona Wal-mart Park & Ride.  
Weekday service is every 30 minutes during the day and 
every hour in the evenings.  Weekend service is hourly.

•	 Route #99 Altoona Express – Express service to downtown 
Des Moines operating weekdays every 30 minutes during 
peak hours.  The route stops in several locations in Altoona, 
including the Altoona Wal-Mart Park & Ride.

•	 Paratransit services for approved users 7 days a week. 

•	 Regional on-call services on specified weekdays for resi-
dents of Bondurant, Mitchelville and Carlisle to travel to 
and from Altoona.

In the summer of 2014, DART is extending the service of 
route #17 to operate longer hours in Altoona.  In combina-
tion with the continued express route service, Altoona will 
now have 15 minute peak hour service.  

Planning for Public Transportation 
Public Transportation helps provide access to jobs, shopping, 
and entertainment for Altoona’s residents and workers.  Bus 
service in Altoona provides local workers with direct access 
to major employers such as Adventureland and Prairie Mead-
ows.  As the Prairie Crossings retail area develops, it can also 
provide service for customers to the district.  By providing 
easy transportation access to downtown Des Moines, bus 
service can support the development of proposed hous-
ing areas near 34th Avenue & Adventureland (Figure 2.3) 
by helping to attract residents that frequent downtown for 
work or entertainment.  Overall, increased public transpor-
tation use can help reduce strain on Altoona’s roads by de-
creasing the number of vehicles, and can help preserve our 
environmental quality through reduced pollution.  Support-
ing public transportation can therefore help save money on 
road construction and repair, and can help keep up Altoona’s 
identity as a green, healthy community (see Chapter 3).

DART is currently working with the City of Altoona and the 
developer of the new Prairie Crossing Outlet Mall to extend 
service to that location.  This initiative will help implement 
recommendations of The Tomorrow Plan, the Greater Des 
Moines region’s long-range plan.  The Tomorrow Plan identi-
fies the Prairie Crossing area as a “regional node,” that is, one 
of the economic and cultural focal points of the region.  The 
plan states that nodes should be well connected to the rest 
of the region via “corridors,” such as Hubbell Avenue, that in-
clude good public transportation service.

The City should continue to work with DART to maintain and 
expand bus service in Altoona by supporting new bus stops 
in growing areas, providing convenient pedestrian and bicy-
cle routes to bus stops, preserving safe waiting areas for bus 
users, and supporting high density residential development 
in target areas near transit stops, as shown in the concept 
for the Adventureland Drive & 34th Avenue area (Figure 2.3).

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Continue to partner with DART to maintain and expand bus service in Altoona.

Image source: DART.  Used with permission.

Image source: DART.  Used with permission.



IMPROVEMENTS TO EXISTING 
STREETS
Altoona’s streets require on-going funding and maintenance.  
City staff is continually monitoring the condition of streets in 
Altoona to identify priority improvement projects. The city 
should continue to prioritize projects, establish a funding 
schedule on an annual basis, and pursue financial support 
from the Des Moines Area Metropolitan Planning Organiza-
tion.  Among the many proposed street improvements, the 
following three would directly address issues identified as 
priorities in this plan:

1. Widening of 1st Avenue North, between 8th Street and 
9th Street.  This will address the traffic congestion in this 
area, as identified in Figure 5.2 (Expected Timeline: 2020-
2030)

2. Reconstruction of 8th Street SW from US 65 to Venbury 
Drive to improve traffic flow and aesthetics.  This initiative 
will address the importance of 8th Street as the face of 
Altoona, and contribute to the goals for identity in Chap-
ter 3 and economic development goals in Chapter 2 (Ex-
pected Completion: by 2020)

3. Re-routing 34th Avenue as shown in Figure 2.3 (and at 
far right), to improve safety and open up land for devel-
opment.  This project would contribute to the economic 
development goals of Chapter 2. Due to the safety im-
plications of this project, Altoona could have access to 
more funding options from the State.  Unlike the other 
improvements listed here, this change is new as part of 
the comprehensive plan, and does not yet have cost esti-
mates or a time frame.  

Lane Diets
Altoona should consider lane diets for streets that are over-
built.  A lane diet involves reducing the number of lanes on 
a street, from 4-lanes to 3-lanes, for example.  Lane diets can 
improve traffic safety and provide right-of-way for sidewalks 
or bike lanes.

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Maintain a quality street system by continuing to invest in Altoona’s street improvement program.  Based on the goals established in this plan, 1st Avenue 

North and 8th Street SW should be priorities.

78 ALTOONA COMPREHENSIVE PLAN
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WATER SYSTEM
OVERVIEW

Source
Jordan Aquifier.

Components of System
Four wells, three treatment plants, three storage facilities, 
and an additional storage tank shared with Des Moines Wa-
ter Works (DMWW).

Capacity
Maximum supply capacity of 3.9 million gallons per day 
(mgd), plus access to up to 1 mgd of additional capacity 
from DMWW, for emergency and/or supplemental purposes.    

ISSUES AND NEEDS
The city commissioned a Water System Master Plan (2013) to 
identify long-range needs and improvements for the water 
system.  

Lack of Supply for Times of High Demand
Based on a 2030 population projection of around 27,000 resi-
dents (roughly consistent with the projections of this plan), 
the study determined that the City would be able to ful-
fill the demand for average day conditions.  However, dur-
ing periods of increased demand, such as in the summer 
months, the City will require additional supply beyond their 
current capacity.

Small Pipes Limit Fire Flow
The plan determined that the existing distribution system 
is capable of fulfilling demand through the year 2030, how-
ever it identified several areas of concern where small pipes 
would limit fire flow.

RECOMMENDED UPGRADES

Purchase Supply from DMWW
In order to meet the demand for water, the Water System 
Master Plan recommends that the City maintain the exist-
ing 1 mgd capacity from DMWW and buy additional sup-
ply from DMWW when needed.  This recommendation 
was contingent on performing a detailed water quality 
evaluation.

Expand Water Treatment Plant
The plan recommends expansion of water treatment plant 
#3.  Expected time frame: 2020.  Expected cost: $4.5 million

Replace Small Distribution Pipes
The plan recommends 10 water main improvement proj-
ects to replace distribution system pipes smaller than 
6-inches in diameter (to address fire flow concerns)

RECOMMENDED ACTION : Implement the recommendations of the Water System Master Plan, including expansion of water treatment plant #3 and replacement of under-sized pipes.
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Fi g u r e 5.4  -  Alto o na Wate r  L i ne s 

Highway
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SANITARY SEWER SYSTEM

Overview
Altoona is part of the Des Moines Metropolitan Wastewater 
Reclamation Authority (WRA), which serves 17 municipali-
ties, counties and sewer districts in the metropolitan area.  
The system includes a wastewater treatment facility and a 
conveyance system that connects each of the participating 
communities to the plant, through a system of 125 miles of 
sewer lines.  The WRA serves around 500,000 people and 
treats an average of 59 million gallons per day.

Figure 5.5 shows Altoona’s sewer lines.  Altoona has no 
known combined sewers (sanitary sewer and storm sewer).

Issues and Needs
The WRA facility plan update (2012) addresses future im-
provements to the system.  The City does not require its own 
sewer master plan, but is responsible for monitoring pipes 
and pump stations and performing required maintenance. 

Some of the recent maintenance issues in Altoona include 
problems with the northeast pump station, and the need 
for slip-lining in existing pipes, both of which have been ad-
dressed.

Staff expect that there will be an eventual capacity issue be-
tween the railroad and 8th Street (east of 17th), due to the 
limited pipe width in this area.  

The city is currently working in several neighborhoods to 
add secondary sewers and disconnect footing drains from 
the sewer in order to lessen undue stress on the system.

Capacity for Growth
The Mud Creek sewer interceptor was recently completed 
(see Figure 5.5).  The interceptor will provide 4.74 mgd of ca-
pacity for Altoona, allowing for accommodation of expected 
development in the south and east growth areas.  

In the long term (approximately 2025), updates to the Mud 
Creek Pump Station and a future parallel sewer to the Little 
Four Mile Interceptor would increase Altoona’s capacity to 
9.45 mgd. 

SOLID WASTE SERVICE
Altoona is part of the Metro Waste Authority (MWA), an in-
dependent agency that provides waste management for cit-
ies and other entities in the metropolitan area.  MWA man-
ages trash, recycling, and yard waste collection for residents 
in Altoona.  MWA operates two landfills, a compost center, a 
transfer station, a hazardous waste drop-off center and recy-
cling drop-off sites.  It also operates programs for waste re-
duction, composting, and recycling.  
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Fi g u r e 5. 5  -  Alto o na S ewe r L i ne s 

Mud Creek 
Interceptor

Highway
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STORMWATER SYSTEM
OVERVIEW

Purpose of Stormwater System
The stormwater system manages the water runoff produced 
by rain or melting snow.  This water is collected into storm 
sewer lines and conveyed, untreated, to natural waterbodies 
or detention ponds.

Management of Altoona Stormwater System
The city maintains the storm sewer lines, shown in Figure 
5.6.  Detention ponds are primarily maintained by the city, 
though some are managed by private homeowners associa-
tions. Altoona has a stormwater utility fee to provide funding 
for system operations and upgrades.  

Watershed Management Authority
Stormwater management is heavily influenced by the natu-
ral environment.  Altoona is a part of many different water-
sheds (see Figure 5.7), areas of land in which all water drains 
to the same place.  Representatives from city and county en-
tities in the Mud Creek, Camp Creek and Spring Creek wa-
tersheds (including representatives from Altoona) recently 
came together to form a Watershed Management Authority 
(WMA).  WMAs provide a way for multiple jurisdictions to co-
operate on watershed planning, such as assessing flood risk, 
improving water quality, and funding water quality and flood 
mitigation projects.  The Mud, Camp and Spring Creek WMA 
is currently investigating funding options to move forward.  
Since the 2010 State legislation enabling WMAs, several have 
taken shape across the state, incuding in the nearby Four 
Mile Creek Watershed.

Mud Creek Study
Altoona recently commissioned a Mud Creek watershed 
study to assess flooding issues, predict consequences of up-
stream development (Bondurant area), and identify manage-
ment strategies and stormwater funding as Altoona grows. 

A Natural Approach to Stormwater
Stormwater systems have traditionally focused on col-
lecting rainwater into networks of pipes that transport 
water off-site quickly to detention basins and creeks (or 
where combined with sanitary sewer pipes, to the waste-
water treatment plant).  These systems can be costly to 
maintain and have negative side effects such as stream 
bank erosion and contaminated streams.  Traditional de-
velopment patterns, with a high degree of impervious 
surfaces, can result in an overwhelming amount of run-
off, causing flash flooding during rain events.  

Many communities, including Altoona, have started tak-
ing a more natural approach to stormwater, by preserving 
natural areas that help mimic pre-development drainage 
patterns.  These preservation areas are located strategi-
cally, where water already naturally drains.  Instead of run-
ning directly into the streams or overflowing pipes, more 
stormwater is absorbed into the soil or stored in ponds, 
then released gradually into waterways.  A natural system 
requires fewer and/or smaller costly pipes, and the gradual 
infiltration results in less erosion and contamination in the 
waterways.  
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The aerial photo above shows a wetland area on an undeveloped 
piece of land.  This area should be protected from development 
to prevent flooding and allow natural stormwater management. 

This is a possible land use plan for the area at left.  The green area 
shows the preservation area.  The yellow and orange areas show 
potential housing (if the current owner chooses to develop).

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS : 1) Preserve sensitive natural areas to allow natural stormwater drainage by banning development in the 500-year flood-

plain and adopting a stream buffer ordinance.  2) Review subdivision ordinances to ensure that stormwater-conscious site design is allowed.

STORMWATER RECOMMENDATIONS
Preserve Natural Areas
Altoona should protect flood plains, wetlands, streams, dry 
runs and flow paths from development, to allow the natural 
drainage system to manage stormwater runoff.  This preserva-
tion effort is critical to prevent floods, by helping to balance 
out the on-going development of new impervious surfaces 
(streets and parking lots) that create runoff.  The development 
suitability map in Figure 1.2 identifies areas for preservation.

There are several policy options for implementing this preser-
vation approach.  Altoona should:

•	 Ban development in 100-year and 500-year floodplains.  This 
would be done through updates to the subdivision ordi-
nance.

•	 Adopt a Stream Buffer ordinance that requires preservation 
of areas around streams.  Many communities use a mini-
mum buffer around the streams, such as 50 feet.  Alterna-
tively, Altoona could use the development suitability map in 
Figure 1.2 to determine the required buffer area.  This map 
includes consideration of floodplains, wetlands, drainage ar-
eas and steep slopes.  

Allow Flexibility in Subdivision Regulations
Altoona should review its subdivision ordinance and make 
changes to ensure that the following practices are allowed:

•	 Conservation Development: Site design that clusters homes 
closer together to preserve more natural area (Figure 1.8 
shows an example of this technique).

•	 Impervious Cover Reduction: Reducing impervious surface 
requirements, such as streets and parking lots, through site 
design or use of pervious pavement. 

Encourage Best Management Practices (BMP)
Altoona currently requires developers to look at best manage-
ment practices for stormwater as part of the post-construction 
process.  Altoona should continue to encourage developers 
and individual property owners to adopt BMPs such as: Bio-
swales, Permeable Pavement, Green Roofs, Rain Gardens, and 
Native Landscaping.

Above: A stream corridor with a preserved natural buffer helps 
manage stormwater from adjacent development.  

Above: A stormwater detention pond with a native vegetation 
buffer can manage strormwater and provide an amenity.
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Fi g u r e 5.6  -  Alto o na’s  Sto r mwate r  L i ne s

Highway
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Fi g u r e 5.7  -  Wate r s he d s i n  Alto o na a n d su r r o u n d i n g a r e a

Highway
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PUBLIC SAFETY AND HAZARDS
Public safety and protection against hazards are critical parts 
of a comprehensive plan, and are integrated throughout this 
document. Recommendations in the Comprehensive Plan 
that are most relevant to safety and hazard mitigation are 
summarized below:

Interconnected, Multi-Modal Transportation 
(Chapter 5)
Recommended Actions

•	 Provide multi-modal, interconnected road extensions for 
new development, based on the proposed street network 
shown in Figure 5.3 and the principles of connectivity, 
complete streets, and character (p72)

•	 Enhance the Altoona bicycle and pedestrian network by 
building an interconnected system of trails and designat-
ing bicycle routes, as shown in Figure 5.3, and by identi-
fying priority streets to be retrofitted with sidewalk (p76)

•	Maintain a quality street system by continuing to invest in 
Altoona’s street improvement program (p78)

Safety and Hazard Mitigation Effects

•	 Connected system allows more efficient provision of 
emergency services and increases options for evacuation 
in case of emergency

•	 Provision of sidewalks keeps pedestrians out of roadways

•	 Trail and bike route plan provides safe routes for bicyclists

•	 Improved road quality provides safer driving conditions

•	 Street extension plan directs development to safe loca-
tions, outside of floodplains

Stormwater Management and Environmental 
Preservation (Chapters 1 and 5)
Recommended Actions

•	 Preserve sensitive natural areas to allow natural storm-
water drainage by banning development in the 500-year 
floodplain and adopting a stream buffer ordinance (p16, 
84)

•	 Review subdivision ordinances to ensure that stormwater-
conscious site design is allowed (p84)

Safety and Hazard Mitigation Effects

•	 Reduces flooding and flash flooding

•	 Keeps new development out of the path of floods

•	 Improves water quality by allowing natural filtering, rather 
than channelling runoff pollutants and eroded soil straight 
into the waterways

Strategic and Safe Land Use Plan (Chapter 1)
Recommended Actions

•	 Use the neighborhood unit principles as criteria for mak-
ing land use decisions, such as reviewing new subdivision 
proposals (p13)

 ○ Principle #6: Enhance public safety and minimize haz-
ard risk (p15)

•	 Preserve sensitive natural areas from development, using 
the development suitability map (Figure 1.2) as a guide (p 
17)

Safety and Hazard Mitigation Effects

•	 Directs development away from hazardous areas such as 
floodplains, thereby preventing flooding, property dam-
age, and water quality deterioration

•	 Identifies areas that are safe for development and areas 
that are unsafe

•	 Discourages development of polluting uses (such as heavy 
industrial) next to residential, park or school uses

Support for Police and Fire Protection (Chapter 3)
Recommended Action

•	 Continue to support Altoona’s community services with 
an annual evaluation and funding plan for short term and 
long term needs (p56)

Safety and Hazard Mitigation Effects

•	 Provides effective fire and police service to help protect 
residents from bodily harm and property loss/damage

Water Quality (Chapter 5)
Recommended Action

•	 Implement the recommendations of the Water System 
Master Plan, including expansion of water treatment plant 
#3 and replacement of under-sized pipes (p79)

Safety and Hazard Mitigation Effect

•	 Ensures a consistent, safe source of water for Altoona residents

Hazard Mitigation Plan
The Polk County Multi-Jurisdictional Multi-Hazard Mitigation 
Plan sets priority hazard mitigation actions for Polk County 
and its municipalities.  At the writing of this plan, an update 
to the 2009 hazard plan is underway and approval is expect-
ed in mid 2014.  Altoona should work with the county and 
neighboring jurisdictions to implement the recommenda-
tions of the updated hazard plan.  

GOAL: Keep Altoona a safe community by maintaining sound infrastructure, providing quality police and fire protection, and protecting against haz-

ards, such as flooding, through strategic stormwater and floodplain management.
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ANNUAL ACTION PROGRAM
The Altoona Comprehensive Plan is ambitious and long-
range, and its recommendations will require funding and 
other continuous support.  

City staff should work with the Planning and Zoning 
Commission and City Council to define an annual action 
and capital improvement program that implements the 
recommendations in this plan.  

This program should be coordinated with Altoona’s 
existing capital improvement planning and 
budgeting process, even though many of the Plan’s 
recommendations are not capital items. This annual 
process should be completed before the beginning of 
each budget year and should include: 

•	 A 1-year work program for the upcoming year 
that is specific and related to the City’s financial 
resources. The work program will establish which plan 
recommendations the City will address during that 
year. 

•	 A 3-year strategic program that provides for a multi-
year perspective, aiding the preparation of the annual 
work program.  

•	 A 6-year capital improvement program that is merged 
into Altoona’s current capital improvement program.

ANNUAL EVALUATION
City staff should undertake an annual evaluation of the 
comprehensive plan. This evaluation should include a 
written report that:

•	 Summarizes key land use developments and 
decisions during the past year and relates them to the 
Comprehensive Plan.

•	 Reviews actions taken by the City during the past year 
to implement Plan recommendations.

•	 Defines any changes that should be made in the 
Comprehensive Plan. 

The City should undertake a full update of the 
comprehensive plan every 6-8 years.

CHANGES TO THE PLAN
This Plan should be viewed as a dynamic document that 
can adapt in response to changing conditions, resources, 
and opportunities.  This plan was created through a 
public process, and therefore, any official changes to 
the plan should be made through a public process.  The 
city has an established amendment process.  The criteria 
for approval of an amendment should be whether it 
complies with the spirit of the goals and principles of this 
plan, as articulated in the Introduction and in Chapter 1.

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS: 1) Define an annual action and capital improvement program that implements the recommendations of this plan. 

2) Undertake an annual evaluation of the comprehensive plan, with a full update every 6-8 years.  3) Review zoning and subdivision codes for 

any unnecessary impediments to the implementation of this plan.

CODE REVISIONS
Some of the recommendations in this plan may require 
changes to the zoning and subdivision codes.  As part of 
the comprehensive plan process, the project consultants 
provided staff with a memo listing potential changes to 
the zoning code and subdivision ordinances that would 
help remove any unnecessary impediments to devel-
opment and the implementation of this plan.  The Plan-
ning and Zoning commission should work with city staff 
and the public to review and implement these potential 
changes.
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IMPLEMENTATION SCHEDULE
Table 6.1 presents a summary of the recommendations 
of the Altoona Comprehensive Plan.  Recommendations 
are categorized by their place in the plan.  Each 
recommendation is characterized according to several 
categories:

Type

•	 Policy: Continuing efforts over a long time period.  In 
some cases, policies include specific regulatory or 
administrative actions.

•	 Action: Specific efforts or accomplishments by the city 
or community.

•	 Capital: Investments and public capital projects that 
will implement features of the Plan.

Timing

•	 On-going: Most of the recommendations fit into this 
category.  These are matters related to general policy 
and operations, and have no completion date.  

•	 Short Term: Implementation within 5 years

•	 Medium Term: Implementation in 5-10 years

Responsibility and Leadership

The primary audience of this plan is the City Council, City 
Staff, the Planning & Zoning Commission, and the Parks 
Board.  However, it is important for the City to partner 
with other entities who have an interest in implementing 
the recommendations of the plan.  Columns in Table 
6.1 recommend which group should take the lead in 
carrying out the recommendation and who the potential 
partners are.  This designation of “leadership’ is not an 
exhaustive list, and is not intended to exclude any group 
that would like to take the lead on a project or policy. 

The entities named in Table 6.1 are listed below, followed 
by the abbreviated name used in the table.

•	 City Entities:

	- City Council (Council)

	- Planning & Zoning Commission (P&Z)

	- Parks Board (Parks)

	- Staff (Staff)

•	 Polk County (County)

•	 Altoona Residents or Resident Groups (Residents)

•	 Private Land Developers (Developers)

•	 Private Property Owners (Owners)

•	 Chamber of Commerce and/or Business and Industry 
Leaders (Business)

•	 Southeast Polk Community School District (Schools)

Priority

•	 Priority 1: Moving Altoona Forward

	- Addresses a particularly strong need in the 
community and/or provides a unique opportunity.  
These recommendations relate directly to the 
“big ideas” summarized in vision section of the 
introduction.  

•	 Priority 2: Supporting and Maintaining

	- Supporting recommendations that are pivotal to 
the achievement of priority 1 recommendations, 
and/or help maintain quality systems and amenities 
already in place.  

This basic level of prioritization can help the community 
determine where to focus its limited resources.  Priorities 
may change as conditions change.  Reflection on 
priorities should be part of the annual evaluation of the 
plan.

Although prioritization can help with the question 
of “where to start,” it should not dictate the order 
of implementation.  The city should be open to 
implementing any of these recommendations if/when 
the opportunity arises or conditions are right.  
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Ta b le 6.1:  Im p l e m e nt at i o n S c he d u le

Type Timing Leadership Partners Priority

Chapter 1 - Land Use and Environment

1 Use the neighborhood unit principles as criteria for making land use decisions, such as reviewing new  
subdivision proposals and rezoning requests.  

Policy On-going P&Z Staff, Council,  
Developers

1

2 Preserve sensitive natural areas from development, based on the sensitive areas identified in the development suitability map 
(Figure 1.2).

Policy On-going P&Z Staff, Council,  
Developers

1

3 Use the future land use map (Figure 1.7), along with tables 1.2 and 1.3, as the basis for all land use decisions, such as subdivision 
review or re-zoning.

Policy On-going P&Z Staff, Council,  
Developers

1

4 Base all annexation decisions on the six-point annexation strategy and the annexation map (Figure 1.9). Policy On-going Council Staff, Owners,  
Developers, County

2

Chapter 2 - Economic Development

5 Focus infrastructure investments and economic incentives in the strategic growth areas shown in Figure 2.2. Policy On-going Council Staff 2

6 Continue to market Altoona as a regional activity center by leveraging Altoona’s existing assets, continuing efforts to be “a 
development friendly community” and actively working with the real estate community.

Action On-going Staff Business,  
Developers

1

7 Encourage more “spillover” from one attraction to another through encouraging connected street design, pedestrian-friendly 
areas, way-finding signs, and concentration of major commercial centers.

Policy
Action

On-going Staff Developers 1

8 Diversify Altoona’s commercial base with office, civic, medical and other commercial uses. Action On-going Business Staff, Developers 1

9 Use the concept in Figure 2.3 to promote the development of office, commercial, and multi-family residential in the 34th Avenue/
Adventureland Drive area.

Action Medium Staff Business,  
Developers

2

10 Help realize Altoona’s population growth potential, and the associated economic growth, by continuing to provide new housing 
options and a high quality of life for residents.

Action On-going Staff Council, Parks, 
Developers

2

Chapter 3 - Quality of Life

11 Enhance Altoona’s city center with expansions to the Prairie Heritage Civic Plaza. Capital Short Council Staff, Parks 1

12 Enhance the 8th Street Corridor, starting with an update of the 2002 8th Street Corridor Plan. Action Short Staff Residents 1

13 Add new neighborhood and community parks as the city grows, based on Figure 3.3, with the goal of providing parks within 1/4 
mile walking distance of all residential areas.

Policy
Capital

On-going Parks Staff, Developers, 
Council

1

14 Add new trails as Altoona grows, based on the trails plan in Figure 3.3. Policy
Capital

On-going Parks Staff, Developers, 
Council

1

15 Provide consistent funding for parks and trails, and consider changes to dedication requirements, outside funding opportunities, 
and formation of a “Friends of the Parks” organization.

Policy
Capital
Action

On-going, 
Short

Parks Staff, Council 2

16 Continue to support Altoona’s community services, with an annual evaluation and funding plan for short term and long term 
needs.

Action
Capital

On-going Council Staff 2
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Ta b l e 6.1:  Im p l e m e nt at i o n S c he d u le

Type Timing Leadership Partners Priority

17 Partner with the school district to coordinate school facilities planning and site selection with city infrastructure and parks 
planning.

Action On-going Staff Schools, Parks 2

18 Continue to investigate funding options for constructing a community center, and work with the public to determine space and 
programming needs.

Action
Capital

Short Staff Parks, Residents 2

Chapter 4 - Housing

19 Follow the Neighborhood Principles in Chapter 1 to help encourage a diverse mix of housing types at a range of prices, and to 
create interconnected neighborhoods that reflect the character of our community.  (See pages 13-15)

Policy On-going Staff P&Z, Developers, 
Council

2

20 Allow a mixture of housing types within neighborhoods with appropriate transitions, and avoid isolating different housing types 
from each other.

Policy On-going P&Z Developers, Staff, 
Council

2

21 Infrastructure and other city investments should be focused on existing neighborhoods and the residential growth areas shown in 
Figure 4.1, starting with areas adjacent to existing development.  

Policy On-going Council Staff, Developers 2

22 Reach out to the private housing market to understand the barriers to building workforce housing and explore policy options to 
help fill the gap in the market (such as the options listed on pages 66-67).

Action Short Staff Developers 2

Chapter 5 - Transportation and Infrastructure

23 Provide multi-modal, interconnected road extensions for new development, based on the proposed street network shown in Figure 
5.3 and the principles of connectivity, complete streets, and character.

Capital
Policy

On-going Staff P&Z, Developers, 
Council

1

24 Ensure street connectivity by reserving street Right-of-Way in advance of development, and requiring developers to leave room for 
future street connections.

Policy On-going P&Z Staff, Developers 1

25 Build new roads in conjunction with development agreements, to share the costs of construction with developers. Capital
Action

On-going Council P&Z, Staff, 
Developers

2

26 Enhance the Altoona bicycle and pedestrian network by building an interconnected system of trails and designating bicycle routes, 
as shown in Figure 5.3, and by identifying priority streets to be retrofitted with sidewalk.

Capital
Action

On-going Parks Staff, Council, 
Developers, Owners

2

27 Continue to partner with DART to maintain and expand bus service in Altoona. Capital
Action

On-going DART Staff 2

28 Maintain a quality street system by continuing to invest in Altoona’s street improvement program.  Capital On-going Council Staff 2

29 Implement the recommendations of the Water System Master Plan, including expansion of water treatment plant #3 and 
replacement of under-sized pipes.

Capital Medium Staff Council 2

30 Preserve sensitive natural areas to allow natural stormwater drainage by banning development in the 500-year floodplain and 
adopting a stream buffer ordinance.  

Action Short P&Z Staff, Council 1

31 Review subdivision ordinances to ensure that stormwater-conscious site design is allowed. Action Short P&Z Staff, Developers 2

Chapter 6 - Implementation

32 Define an annual action and capital improvement program that implements the recommendations of this plan. Action On-Going Staff Council, P&Z 2

33 Undertake an annual evaluation of the comprehensive plan, with a full update every 6-8 years. Action On-Going Staff Council, P&Z 2

34 Review zoning and subdivision codes for any unneccessary imediments to the implementation of this plan. Action Short P&Z Staff, Council 2
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Ta b le 6. 2  Pote nt i al  Fu n d i n g S o u r ce s

SOURCE AND ADMINISTRATOR DESCRIPTION POSSIBLE USES DEADLINE AVAILABLE FUNDS REQUIRED 
MATCH

Community Attraction and Tourism 
Program; 
Vision Iowa, IEDA

Funding for the development and creation 
of multiple purpose attraction or tourism 
facilities.

New tourism amenities and attractions. Quarterly; Jan 15, 
April 15, July 15, 
Oct 15

$5 million was available 
for 2013-2014

Encouraged

Community Development Block Grant 
(CDBG); 
HUD and State of Iowa

Federal funding for housing, public facilities, 
and economic development to benefit  
low-and moderate income residents.

Rehabilitation and infill projects, directed to 
projects that benefit low-and-moderate-income 
households or eliminate blighted areas.  Water and 
wastewater projects.

Varies by funding 
area

Varies by funding area No

DOT/DNR Fund; 
IDOT, DNR

Roadside beautification of primary system 
corridors with plant materials.

Landscaping improvements along key corridors in 
the city.

Open Maximum of $100,000 
per applicant per year

Encouraged

FUNDING SOURCES
In order to implement many of the objectives described 
in the Plan, the City will need to consider outside fund-
ing sources.  Table 6.2 presents possible funding sources 
available to the City of Altoona for projects recommended 
in the Comprehensive Plan.  This list is not exhaustive and 
should be reviewed and modified each fiscal year.  

Table 6.2 uses the following acronyms: Department of Nat-
ural Resources - DNR ; Des Moines Area Metropolitan Plan-
ning Organization – MPO; Federal Department of Housing 
and Economic Development - HUD ; Iowa Economic De-
velopment Authority - IEDA ; Iowa Department of Trans-
portation - IDOT ; United States Environmental Protection 
Agency – EPA
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Ta b l e 6. 2  Pote nt i al  Fu n d i n g S o u r ce s

SOURCE AND ADMINISTRATOR DESCRIPTION POSSIBLE USES DEADLINE AVAILABLE FUNDS REQUIRED MATCH

Federal Transportation Enhancement 
Program;
IDOT through MPO

Funding for enhancement or preservation activities 
of transportation related projects.

The following projects are funded: facilities for 
pedestrians and bicyclists; safety and educational 
activities for pedestrians and bicyclists; scenic or historic 
highway programs; acquisition of scenic or historic 
sites; landscaping and scenic beautification; historic 
preservation; rehabilitation and operation of historic 
transportation facilities; preservation of abandoned 
railway corridors; control and removal or outdoor 
advertising; archaeological planning and research; 
mitigation of water pollution due to highway runoff; or 
transportation museums.

Typically October 
1 for statewide 
applications; Check 
with local MPO for 
regional deadlines.

Dependent on 
allocation as part 
of reauthorization 
of TEA-21.  Funding 
has historically been 
$4.5 million annually 
statewide.  Funds 
available vary by 
region.

Varies by 
region; Contact 
MPO.

Recreational Trails Program (Federal);
IDOT through MPO

Funding for creation and maintenance of 
motorized and non-motorized recreational trails 
and trail related projects.

Recreational trail extension. Typically October 1 Varies each year 20%

Recreational Trails Program (State);
IDOT

Funding for public recreational trails. Trail projects that are part of a local, area-wide, 
regional, or statewide trail plan.

Typically July 1 Varies each year 25%

Highway Bridge Program;
 IDOT

Funds for replacement or rehabilitation of 
structurally deficient or functionally obsolete 
public roadway bridges.

Bridge rehabilitation or replacement. Typically October 1 $ 1 Million per bridge 
(one bridge per city per 
year)

20%

Housing Fund (HOME); 
IEDA, Iowa Finance Authority

Funds to develop and support affordable housing. Rehabilitation of rental and owner-occupied homes; 
new construction of rental housing; assistance to home 
buyers; assistance to tenants; administrative costs.  
HOME funds may be used in conjunction with Section 42 
Low Income Housing Tax Credits. They may also be used 
for innovative project approaches, such as rent-to-own 
development.

Varies - Usually 
January

Varies annually NA

Iowa Clean Air Attainment Program 
(ICAAP);
IDOT

Funding for highway/street, transit, bicycle/
pedestrian or freight projects or programs which 
help maintain Iowa’s clean air quality by reducing 
transportation related emissions.

Projects which will reduce vehicle miles traveled 
or single-occupant vehicle trips; Transportation 
improvements to improve air quality.

Typically October 1 Approximately $4 
million annually; 
Minimum $20,000 total 
project cost

20%
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Ta b le 6. 2  Pote nt i al  Fu n d i n g S o u r ce s

SOURCE AND ADMINISTRATOR DESCRIPTION POSSIBLE USES DEADLINE AVAILABLE FUNDS REQUIRED MATCH

Land and Water Conservation Fund;
Iowa DNR

Federal funding for outdoor recreation area 
development and acquisition.

Improvements to existing recreation facilities and 
development of new facilities.

March 15, or closest 
working day

Varies annually 50%

Living Roadway Trust Fund; 
IDOT

Implement integrated Roadside Vegetation 
Management programs (IRVM) on city, county, or 
state rights-of-way or areas adjacent to traveled 
roads.

Roadside inventories, gateways, education, research, 
roadside enhancement, seed propagation, and special 
equipment.

Typically June 1 Varies No

Pedestrian Curb Ramp Construction;
IDOT

To assist cities in complying with the Americans 
with Disabilities Action primary roads.

Construct curb ramps to ADA standards. Accepted all year Maximum of $250,000 
per city per year

45%

Public Facilities Set-Aside Program 
(PFSA);
IEDA

Financial assistance to cities and counties 
to provide infrastructure improvements for 
businesses which require such improvements in 
order to create new job opportunities.

Provision or improvement to sanitary sewer systems, 
water systems, streets, storm sewers, rail lines, and 
airports. For Iowa Cities under 50,000 populations.  51% 
of persons benefitting must be low or moderate income.

Accepted all year Varies 50%; Additional 
points for 
higher 
percentage

Transportation and Community and 
System Preservation Program (TCSP);
IDOT

Funding for planning and implementing strategies 
that improve the efficiency of the transportation 
system, reduce the environmental impacts of 
transportation, reduce the need for costly future 
public infrastructure investments, ensure efficient 
access to jobs, services and centers of trade, and 
examine private sector development patterns and 
investments that support these goals.

Innovative transportation improvements that address 
stated goals.

Established yearly Varies annually (have 
awarded $50-$60 
million in prior years)

No

Urban-State Traffic Engineering 
Program (U-STEP);
IDOT

Funding to solve traffic operation and safety 
problems on primary roads.

Extension of a primary road; spot improvements or linear 
improvements.

Accepted all year $200,000 for spot 
improvements $400,000 
for linear improvements

45%

Watershed Planning Grant;
IDNR for EPA (Clean Water Act Section 
319)

Watershed planning grants for impaired waters in 
<50,000-acre watersheds.

Watershed management plan (for addressing TMDLs). April $10,000 to $50,000 per 
project

50% local 
match, with at 
least 20% in 
cash
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Ta b l e 6. 2  Pote nt i al  Fu n d i n g S o u r ce s

SOURCE AND ADMINISTRATOR DESCRIPTION POSSIBLE USES DEADLINE AVAILABLE FUNDS REQUIRED MATCH

Watershed Implementation Grant; 
IDNR for EPA (Clean Water Act Section 
319) 

Funding to put a watershed management plan into 
action.

Stream improvement projects; natural stormwater 
system improvements

Typically October Varies, $1.7 million for 
2013

Not required 
but encouraged

Five-Star Restoration Program; 
EPA

Focuses on partnerships to provide environmental 
education and training through restoration 
projects; the goal is to engage 5 or more partners

Wetland and stream restoration. Late fall Typically $10,000 to 
$40,000 per project

Minimum 
50% match 
recommended; 
larger matches 
are more 
competitive

Wetland Program Development 
Grants (WPDG); 
EPA

Assists with implementing and accelerating water 
pollution reduction projects.

Research, investigations, experiments, training, 
demonstrations, surveys, and studies relating to the 
causes, effects, extent, prevention, reduction, and 
elimination of water pollution.

Available every 2 
years, starting in 
2013; Check with EPA 
Region 7 office for 
deadline

Varies according to 
project needs

Check with EPA, 
Region 7 office

Historical Resource Development 
Program; 
State Historical Society of Iowa

Assists with enhancement of local historical 
resources

Acquisition and development of historical resources; 
preservation and conservation of historical resources; 
interpretation of historical resources; professional 
training and educational programs regarding any of the 
above

Typically Spring 
(2014 deadline was 
April 25)

$50,000 maximum 
request recommended 
(up to $100,000 
permissible)

For government 
entities - $0.50 
match per $1 
requested

State Historic Preservation and 
Cultural and Entertainment District 
Tax Credit Program; 
State Historical Society of Iowa

Provides state income tax credit for the 
rehabilitation of historic buildings

Rehabilitation of properties listed or eligible to be listed 
on the National Register; rehabilitation of properties 
designated as a local landmark by city or county 
ordinance; rehabilitation of barns constructed prior to 
1937

Small Projects Fund 
applications accepted 
year-round; Other 
fund applications: 
Early July 

Income tax credit 
of 25% of qualified 
rehabilitation costs

NA

General Obligation Bonds ; 
City of Altoona

Allows the City to secure funding by pledging 
future tax revenues to repay the bond.

Capital improvements, such as street projects NA Varies NA

State Revolving Fund Loan ;  Iowa 
Finance Authority, 
Iowa DNR

State funding source for low-interest loans for 
water, wastewater, and stormwater projects

Water, Sewer and Stormwater improvements and 
planning

Applications taken 
year-round

NA NA



IMPLEMENTATION

98 ALTOONA COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

Ta b le 6. 2  Pote nt i al  Fu n d i n g S o u r ce s

SOURCE AND ADMINISTRATOR DESCRIPTION POSSIBLE USES DEADLINE AVAILABLE FUNDS REQUIRED MATCH

Resource Enhancement and 
Protection (REAP); 
Iowa DNR

Funding for projects that enhance and protect 
natural and cultural resources.  Grants available 
in categories such as: City Parks and Open Space, 
County Conservation and Roadside Vegetation

Parkland expansion, multi-purpose recreation 
developments, management of roadside vegetation.

Varies by grant 
category

Varies; authorized 
for up to $20 million 
annually until 2021

Varies by grant 
category; many 
require no 
match

Revitalize Iowa’s Sound Economy 
(RISE);
IDOT

Funding to promote economic development 
through construction or improvement of roads and 
streets.

Construction or improvement of roadways that 
will facilitate job creation or retention, such as a 
street system for additional business or industrial 
development.

Typically Feb 1 and 
Sept 1 for local 
projects; Immediate 
opportunities 
accepted all year

$11 million for cities 
and $5.5 million for 
counties (annually)

Local 
Development: 
50%
Immediate 
Opportunity: 
20%

Safe Routes to Schools;
IDOT

Funding for infrastructure and non-infrastructure 
improvements that will result in more students 
walking or bicycling to school. 

Sidewalk installation and improvements, pedestrian 
safety improvements.

Typically Oct 1 Varies: In 2013, awarded 
approximately $800,000

No

Section 42 Low Income Housing Tax 
Credit;
HUD

Tax credits for affordable housing developers 
through the State. Developments can utilize either 
a 4% or 9% credit, depending on the mix of low-
income residents.

Multi-family housing development for low and 
moderate-income families.

NA NA NA

Self-Supported Municipal 
Improvement District (SSMID);
Local Business/Downtown Association

Contributions by business owners used for various 
business district enhancements.  

Physical improvements to business district, upper-story 
restoration of downtown buildings.

NA NA NA

Surface Transportation Program (STP);
MPO

Funding for road or bridge projects on the federal 
aid system.

Road or bridge projects. Trails improvements. Bicycle 
facilities.

Check with MPO Check with MPO Check with MPO
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Ta b l e 6. 2  Pote nt i al  Fu n d i n g S o u r ce s

SOURCE AND ADMINISTRATOR DESCRIPTION POSSIBLE USES DEADLINE AVAILABLE FUNDS REQUIRED MATCH

Tax Abatement;
City of Altoona

Reduction or elimination of property taxes for set 
period of time on new improvements to property 
granted as an incentive to do such projects.

Available for commercial, industrial, or residential 
developments.

NA NA NA

Tax Increment Financing (TIF);
City of Altoona

Use added property tax revenues created by growth 
and development to finance improvements within the 
boundaries of a redevelopment district.

New residential, commercial, or industrial 
developments, including public improvement, land 
acquisition, and some development costs.

NA NA NA

Traffic Safety Improvement Program 
(TSIP);
IDOT

Traffic safety improvements or studies on any public 
road.

Traffic safety and operations at specific site with 
an accident history. New traffic control devices. 
Research, studies or public information initiatives.

Typically summer 
(2014 deadline: 
August 15)

$500,000 maximum 
per project (Total 
available annually: 
0.5% of Road Use Tax 
Fund, Approximately $6 
million)

No

Federal Transportation Bill,
Federal Highway Administration, 
through MPO

Federal transportation funding, including matching 
grants for major street improvements, enhancements 
funding for corridor design, streetscape, trail 
development, and transit. 

Improvements to arterial and major collector 
streets and trail development.

TBD TBD TBD
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Population Comparison
•	 Altoona has grown more slowly than several other sub-

urban communities in the Des Moines metro area over 
the past 50 years, such as Ankeny, Johnston, Waukee, 
Pleasant Hill and  Grimes.

•	 Altoona’s rate of growth over the past 50 years  has been 
comparable or higher than communities such as Urban-
dale, Clive, and West Des Moines

•	 The predicted population increase for Altoona (10-
15,000 new residents in 15-20 years) is similar to the 
growth experienced in Ankeny from 1980-2000.

Ta b le A1 -  Po p u lat i o n C ha n g e f o r  Alto o na a n d O t he r  Iowa Tow n s,  19 6 0 -2010

COMMUNITY 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 % CHANGE 
1960-2010

% CHANGE 
2000-2010

ALTOONA 1,458 2,883 5,764 7,242 10,345 14,541 897.3% 40.6%

ANKENY 2,964 9,151 15,429 18,482 27,117 45,582 1437.9% 68.1%

JOHNSTON NA 222 2,526 4,702 8,649 17,278 NA 99.8%

URBANDALE 5,821 14,434 17,869 23,500 29,072 39,463 577.9% 35.7%

WAUKEE 687 1,577 2,227 2,512 5,126 13,790 1907.3% 169.0%

CLIVE 752 3,005 6,064 7,462 12,855 15,447 1954.1% 20.2%

PLEASANT HILL 397 1,535 3,493 3,671 5,070 8,785 2112.8% 73.3%

GRIMES 697 834 1,973 2,653 5,098 8,246 1083.1% 61.7%

DES MOINES 208,982 201,404 191,003 193,189 198,682 203,433 -2.7% 2.4%

WEST DES MOINES 11,949 16,441 21,894 31,702 46,403 56,609 373.8% 22.0%

MARION 10,882 18,028 19,474 20,403 26,294 34,768 219.5% 32.2%

IOWA 2,757,537 2,824,376 2,913,808 2,776,755 2,926,324 3,046,355 10.5% 4.1%

Sources on this page: U.S. Census 2013, RDG Planning & Design 2013
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Ta b le A 2 -  Me d i a n Ag e f o r  Re si d e nt s  i n  D e s  Mo i ne s /
We s t  D e s  Mo i ne s Me t r o a n d St ate o f  Iowa,  2010

GROUP MEDIAN AGE

Altoona Residents 33.7

Metro Residents 35.2

Iowa Residents 38.1

Age Distribution 
•	 Altoona has a lot of families, but relatively fewer young 

adults (20-24) and seniors.

 ○ Figure A1: Altoona’s largest age groups are children 
14 and under, and adults 30-44 (likely the parents 
of those children).  

•	 Figure A2: From 2000 to 2010, Altoona experienced in-
migration in almost every age group, with the highest 
increases among children 14 and under and adults 25-
44.  

 ○ Figure A2 shows a comparison of the actual pop-
ulation in 2010 vs. the population that would be 
predicted if there had been no migration between 
2000 and 2010 (i.e. - natural population change 
based on birth and death rates).

•	 Table A2: Altoona is a young community, with a Medi-
an Age that is lower than both the State and the Metro 
Area 

Sources: U.S. Census 2013; RDG Planning & Design 2013
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Race and Ethnicity
•	 Altoona has limited racial and ethnic diversity, with 

more than 95% of residents identifying as White and 
Non-Hispanic.

•	 As compared to the state as a whole, Altoona has fewer 
racial and ethnic minorities.

Sources: U.S. Census 2013; RDG Planning & Design 2013

Ta b le A 3 -  Race a n d Et h n ic i t y  f o r  Alto o na a n d Iowa

ALTOONA IOWA

2000 2010 Change 2000 2010 Change

RACE

WHITE 95.9% 95.1% -0.8% 93.9% 91.3% -2.6%

BLACK 0.9% 1.1% 0.2% 2.1% 2.9% 0.8%

ASIAN 0.5% 1.1% 0.6% 1.3% 1.7% 0.4%

HAWAIIAN / PACIFIC ISLANDER 0.4% 0.2% -0.2% 0.0% 0.1% 0.1%

AMERICAN INDIAN / ALASKA NATIVE 0.3% 0.1% -0.2% 0.3% 0.4% 0.1%

SOME OTHER RACE 0.8% 0.9% 0.1% 1.3% 1.8% 0.6%

TWO OR MORE RACES 1.2% 1.5% 0.3% 1.1% 1.8% 0.7%

ETHNICITY

HISPANIC/LATINO 1.7% 2.9% 1.2% 2.8% 5% 2.2%

NOT HISPANIC/LATINO 98.3% 97.1% -1.2% 97.2% 95% -2.2%
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Education and Income
•	 Figure A3: Altoona has a higher percentage of residents 

with Bachelor’s and Graduate/Professional Degrees 
than the State as a whole

•	 Figure A4: Altoona has a significantly higher median in-
come than the state of Iowa.  Median income grew by 
about 25% in both Altoona and the State from 2000 to 
2010. 
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Fi g u r e A 3 -  Ed uc at i o nal  At t ai n m e nt f o r  Po p u lat i o n 25 ye a r s  a n d o l d e r,  Alto o na a n d Iowa

Fi g u r e A4 -  Me d i a n In co m e f o r  Alto o na a n d Iowa,  20 0 0 a n d 2010

Sources this page: U.S. Census 2013; RDG Planning & Design 2013
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Ta b le A4:  Key Ho u si n g In d ic ato r s,  Alto o na,  20 0 0 a n d 2010

2000 2010 Change 
2000-2010

% Change 
2000-2010

TOTAL HOUSING UNITS 3,959 5,702 1,743 44.0%

TOTAL OCCUPIED UNITS 3,850 5,459 1,609 41.8%

OWNER OCCUPIED UNITS 2,729 4,099 1,370 50.2%

% OWNER OCCUPIED 70.9% 75.1% 4.2% x

RENTER OCCUPIED UNITS 1,121 1,360 239 21.3%

% RENTER OCCUPIED 29.1% 24.9% -4.2% x

VACANT UNITS 109 243 134 122.9%

VACANCY RATE (%) 2.8% 4.3% 1.5% x

      - HOMEOWNER 1.2% 2.0%

      - RENTAL 4.1% 4.6%

MEDIAN VALUE (OWNER-
OCCUPIED)

$115,600 $159,900 $44,300 38.3%

MEDIAN RENT $559 $675 116 20.8%

PERSONS PER HOUSEHOLD 2.66 2.64 -0.02 -0.8%

Housing
•	 Altoona has a good balance of owner occupied and 

renter occupied housing, with a 75/25 split.  This is in 
the range that is considered optimal to allow a diverse 
range of options for residents.

•	 Altoona has a relatively low vacancy rate, at 4.3%.  While 
a high vacancy rate (over 10%) is a negative, it is good 
to have some vacancy, as Altoona does, to allow market 
flexibility.

•	 Altoona has relatively high home values as compared to 
the state, yet state home values rose more quickly than 
Altoona’s from 2000-2010. 

Sources this page: U.S. Census 2013; RDG Planning & Design 2013

Ta b le A 5:  Me d i a n Ho m e Value,  Alto o na a n d Iowa

2000 2010 % Change (2000-2010)

ALTOONA $115,600 $159,900 38.3%

IOWA $82,500 $119,200 44.5%

Fi g u r e A 5 -  Ho u si n g Ty p e D i s t r i b u t i o n,  Alto o na 2010

20%

11%
69%
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Fi g u r e A6 -  Alto o n a Env i r o n m e nt al  Co n d i t i o n s:  We t la n d s,  Fl o o d p lai n s  a n d Hyd r ic  S o i l s
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Fi g u r e A7 -  Alto o n a Env i r o n m e nt al  Co n d i t i o n s:  S l o p e s
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Fi g u r e A8 -  Alto o na Env i r o n m e nt al  Co n d i t i o n s:  L a n d Cove r
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Ta b le A6:  Alto o n a Pa r k s

FACILITY LOCATION TOTAL ACRES FEATURES

NEIGHBORHOOD PARKS

Village Park 17th Ave NW & 4th St NW 5.3 Shelter, sand volleyball courts (2), picnic tables, playground, tennis courts (2), basketball court, 
restrooms

Phoenix Park 4th St SW & 19th Ave SW 5.4 Walking trail, picnic shelter, benches, picnic tables, playground, open field with backstop

Haines Park 3rd Ave SE & 6th St Place SE 8.7 Playground, shelter, restrooms, gazebo, stage, tennis courts (2), basketball court

Ironwood Park NE 38th Ave and 3rd Ave SW 5.0 Playground

Subtotal Neighborhood Parks 24.4

COMMUNITY PARKS

Lions Park 13th Ave & 4th St SW 21.4 Softball fields (2), Concessions, 5 kiddie fields, frisbee golf, Shelters (3), Playgrounds (2), Trail access

Prairie Heritage Park and Civic Plaza Between Venbury Dr and 1st Ave S, South of 
8th St SW

29.6 Trail, Enabling Garden, War memorial, Ponds (2), Prairie and Wildflowers, Picnic tables/benches

Subtotal Community Parks 51.0

SCHOOL PARKS

Altoona Elementary School 6th St SW and 5th Ave SW 1.0 Playground, open fields

SPECIAL USE PARKS

Sam Wise Youth Complex 8th St SE & 8th Ave SE 67.8 Little league fields (7), Softball fields (6), Flag football fields (2), Soccer Fields (7), Picnic Shelters (3), 
Playground, Ice skating wink, War memorial

Falcon Ridge Park 10th Ave SE & 15th St SE 1.0 Pond (not included in acreage), Playground equipment

Eagle Ridge Park Brookview Dr & Timberline Ln 5.0 Open space, trail connection

Skate Park Venbury Drive and Lindsay Ct 2.0

Greenway Park & Trail Between Adventureland Dr and 4th St SW, east 
of 10th Avenue NW

19.0 Trail, picnic tables, pond

17th Avenue Dog Park 17th Ave SW, south of 8th St SW 1.0

Spring Creek Sports Complex 24th St SE, W of NE 80th St 79.0 Soccer fields, Football field

Subtotal Special Use Parks 174.8

TOTAL PARKS & RECREATION 251.2

Park Acres per 1,000 residents 16.3

110 ALTOONA COMPREHENSIVE PLAN
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Ta b le A7:  Alto o na H o u si n g Af f o r d a b i l i t y  (2010)

INCOME RANGE % OF CITY 
MEDIAN

% OF 
HOUSEHOLDS

# HOUSEHOLDS IN 
EACH RANGE

AFFORDABLE RANGE 
FOR OWNER UNITS

# OF OWNER UNITS AFFORDABLE RANGE 
FOR RENTER UNITS

# OF RENTER 
UNITS

TOTAL AFFORDABLE 
UNITS

BALANCE

$0-25,000 40% 13.06% 713 $0-50,000 158 $0-400 85 243 -470

$25,000-49,999 80% 26.29% 1,435 $50,000-99,999 336 $400-800 1,050 1,386 -49

$50,000-74,999 120% 22.36% 1,221 $100,000-149,999 1,290 $800-1250 188 1,478 258

$75-99,999 160% 16.63% 908 $150,000-200,000 1,279 $1250-1500 0 1,279 372

$100-150,000 239% 13.25% 723 $200-$300,000 842 $1500-2500 37 880 156

$150,000+ 8.41% 459 $300,000+ 193 $2500+ -- 193 -266

Ta b le A8:  Alto o na E x i s t i n g L a n d Us e -  2013 (w i t h i n 
c i t y  l i m i t s)

LAND USE ACREAGE

Agriculture and Ag Residential 1,694

Civic and Public 78

Commercial 743

Industrial/Light Industrial 373

Park and Recreation 304

Residential, Single Family 1,137

Residential, Duplex 45

Residential, Mobile Home 55

Residential, Multi-Family 121

School 61

Utility 49

Platted, Single Family 116

Platted, Duplex 16

Platted, Multi-Family 20

Platted, Commercial 220

Platted, Industrial 24 Sources this page: U.S. Census 2013; RDG Planning & Design 2013


