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1.  Introduction
Polk 2030 is Polk County’s Comprehensive Plan, intended to
provide the citizens of Polk County with a vision of the future
of their County and their neighborhoods.  Based on this
vision, the plan establishes a policy framework for land use
changes and public improvements, within a 25-year time
frame.

Located in central Iowa on the Des Moines River, Polk County
is the largest county in the state, with a population of almost
400,000.  The capital city of Des Moines, located largely within
Polk County, is the core of a metropolitan region that is the
fastest growing in the state.

The Des Moines Metropolitan Area is the center of state
government, and functions as a central place for many
statewide wholesale and retail services.  Finance, insurance,
real estate, health care, agricultural products, transportation
and utilities form the core of the area’s economy.  Polk
County’s location at the junction of Interstates 80 and 35
affords excellent access to the regional and interstate highway
systems, and the County is well-served by rail and air
facilities.

The County’s last Comprehensive Plan was adopted in 1990.
Many of its goals were achieved, notably the protection of
much of the County’s agricultural land base:  the highly
productive farmland in the northern two-thirds of the County.
However, significant growth of the metropolitan area in the
1990s prompted Polk County to re-examine its role and
direction within this regional framework.

Among these trends: the rapid growth and expansion of
western suburbs such as West Des Moines, Clive and
Urbandale into Dallas County threatened to shift the region’s
economic center of gravity from the central city westward
toward the I-35/I-80 ‘beltway.’  Meanwhile, the equally rapid
growth of first-ring suburban cities such as Ankeny, Johnston
and Altoona began to create land use and annexation conflicts
along the city/county boundaries.  In the southeast, zoning
that allowed a pattern of one-acre suburban lots with on-site
septic systems led to traffic safety concerns on rural roads and
created barriers to the efficient extension of urban services.
These are among the issues that this Comprehensive Plan
must address.

The County’s objectives in updating its Comprehensive Plan
were to:

Foster growth in eastern and northern Polk County;

Develop a growth strategy consistent with suburban
communities

Provide a long term capital investment strategy

What is a comprehensive
plan?

“A collection of information and
materials designed to guide the
future development of a city or
county.  Such a plan can
provide a community with a
firm foundation for policy and
action that will allow it to
function more efficiently and
effectively.  It can strengthen
communities’ policies and
legislation, and can also
promote a more certain future.”
– ISU Extension Land Use
Series: The Comprehensive
Plan.  February 2001.
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Provide guidance for land use decisions

Improve neighborhoods, housing and the quality of life

Promote economic development

The plan is organized into eight elements or chapters that
follow this Introduction:

Vision, Goals and Policies

Land Use

Infrastructure

Environmental Quality

Economic Development

Housing

Agriculture

Implementation

It is important to clarify which elements of the comprehensive
plan apply to which areas of the County.  The County’s ability
to regulate land use extends only throughout the
unincorporated area, so the Land Use Plan focuses on that
area, while attempting to coordinate with the plans of adjacent
cities.  Other elements that focus primarily on unincorporated
Polk County include Environmental Quality (focusing on
County parks, trails and open space protection efforts) and
Agriculture.  The Infrastructure Plan focuses primarily on
water, sewer, other utilities in the unincorporated County, but
on major highways countywide.  The Economic Development
and Housing elements take a countywide and even a regional
perspective, since Polk County’s activities in these areas cross
municipal boundaries.

The Context for Planning: Community Character
and Quality of Life

Why Plan?

While growth and change are inevitable, the way in which they
occur is not.  Growth patterns are shaped by the hidden
design within such documents as transportation plans, zoning
and subdivision ordinances, sewer and water extension plans
and annual capital budgets.  The comprehensive plan can be
the overarching concept or vision that animates these
documents, guiding the form and shape of development.

By developing a plan we can influence the future.  A plan is an
alternative future, which would not have happened otherwise.
We can set goals for the future, develop a set of principles and
policies to guide decisions, and we can select a future scenario
that seems to be in the best interests of our citizens.
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The Context for Planning in Polk County

If one of the primary reasons for planning is to sustain and
improve the quality of life within a specific place, then it is
important to understand what “quality of life” means for Polk
County’s residents today.  Polk County can best be understood
as both a metropolitan and a rural county, spanning a broad
range of settlement patterns and providing for an equally
broad range of lifestyles, from the highly urban to the remote
and rural.

The 1990 Comprehensive Plan defined a series of community
character types along this spectrum, and classified them as
various combinations of “rural, suburban or urban” character.
This plan updates this classification, using the broad concept
of the ‘rural-urban transect,’ developed as part of the New
Urbanism philosophy of planning.

Figure 1.1.  Transect of Polk County Environments

What is a “Transect”?

“A transect is a geographical cross-section of a region that
reveals a sequence of environments.  Originally, it was used to
analyze natural ecologies, showing varying characteristics
through different zones such as shores, wetlands, plains, and
uplands.  Recently it has been adapted to analyze the built
environment as well, in a continuum that ranges from rural to
urban.  In Transect planning, there are six zones organizing
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the components of place-making: T1 Natural Zone, T2 Rural
Zone, T3 Sub-Urban Zone, T4 General Urban Zone, T5 Urban
Center Zone, and T6 Urban Core.  These T-zones organize the
human habitat at all scales of planning, from the regional
sector to the community pattern to the individual lot and
building.”1

The transect is an idealized concept that tends to exclude
many typically suburban development patterns, but still offers
a useful way to conceptually organize a city, county or region.
In applying the transect concept to Polk County, we can
distinguish the following ‘character zones.’  Some of them
occur only outside cities, some only within cities, while others
are found at several locations and scales.

Parks and Resource Protection Areas:  This category
includes the major regional State and County parks and
recreational facilities, such as Jester Park, Chichaqua Bottoms
Greenbelt and Saylorville Lake, as well as floodplains,
wetlands, stream corridors, native prairie, and other unique
natural areas that should have some level of protection from
development.  Landscapes are diverse, but are generally
shaped or influenced by water, from the large flood control
lakes to the meanders of the original Skunk River, to many
smaller streams and wetlands.

Agriculture:  Continues as the dominant zone and land use in
the County, in terms of area.  As a landscape, the agricultural
areas in northern Polk County are characterized by far-
reaching views of cultivated fields, punctuated by scattered
farmsteads, wooded stream valleys, and distant vistas of small
towns like Elkhart and Alleman.  These more level uplands
(part of the Des Moines Lobe glacial landform) contrast with
the steeper hillsides in the southeast, where farm fields
occupy the alluvial lowlands.

Suburban: It appears that the “Suburban” or “T3” zones of the
transect diagram is actually two distinct zones in Polk County.
One is the countryside or rural estate zone, characterized by
large single-family homes on large lots, or occasionally by
clustered lots with protected open space.  Equestrian
development is popular in this area.  The landscape offers
some degree of openness and rural privacy.  Areas along
Beaver and Four Mile Creeks, the west side of the Skunk River
Valley, or along Vandalia Road are typical of this type.

The suburban type is what we typically think of as ‘suburban’
–largely single-family suburban lots, typically less than an
acre in size, usually with central sewers.  The landscape, when
mature, offers substantial privacy on the individual lot.  Much

1 “Codes,” Mississippi Renewal Forum, Congress for the New
Urbanism, 2005.  www.
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of Saylor Township developed in this pattern after World War
II, and it remains the dominant pattern at the expanding edges
of cities within the County.

General Urban: This character zone applies to traditional
small towns such as Runnels or Mitchellville, where streets
are typically arranged in an interconnected grid pattern,
sometimes with sidewalks and shade trees, houses are fairly
small in size and oriented with the narrow end towards the
street, and garages are usually detached, with driveway or
alley access.  It can also apply to the historic villages of Saylor
and Delaware Townships, and to many traditional
neighborhoods in cities such as Des Moines, West Des Moines
and Ankeny.

In these areas, views are short and spaces are enclosed;
nearby houses are visible from each lot.  Streets can be
attractive public spaces, and neighborhood parks and
greenways provide access to open space.  Neighborhood
institutions such as schools, churches, post offices or small
businesses are integrated into neighborhoods.

Urban Center:  This zone could apply to a downtown with
some level of pedestrian activity, like Ankeny’s Uptown
district, a neighborhood commercial district like many in Des
Moines, or to a newer mixed-use area like the Green Meadow
planned development in Johnston.  Buildings are set close to
sidewalks, and retail and office uses may be mixed with some
housing.

Urban Core:  This zone combines the highest diversity and
intensity of uses, with offices, civic buildings, public spaces,
cultural facilities, retail and housing.  Downtown Des Moines
is the only area in Polk County that can be characterized as
“urban core.”

Specialized Districts:  Many specialized districts occupy a
separate position in the idealized transect diagram.  The most
common character districts in Polk County are:

Industrial:  Central Polk County, including large
portions of Saylor and Delaware Townships, includes a
wide range of industrial districts, from heavy industry
with considerable outdoor storage, to small-scale
industry that is often intermingled with housing.  These
areas provide the County with a strong employment
base, although some areas are in need of functional
and design improvements.

Commercial:  A variety of commercial strips, most with
free-standing single-story buildings, each with separate
driveways and parking areas, are found within
unincorporated Polk County, and are a dominant
pattern within most cities.  Newer development is often
served by access roads on either side of a highway, but
access management is frequently a concern in both

Small detached houses in Berwick

Berwick post office

Des Moines’ East Village district
is an extension of the downtown

that is evolving into an urban
center in its own right.

Housing and small-scale
industrial uses combine in

Central Polk County
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older and newer areas.  The cities contain a much
greater variety of commercial environments, from large
shopping malls to small neighborhood nodes.

Lifestyles

The first European settlers in the area of the central Des
Moines River valley had limited choices in terms of where and
how they settled – what we now term “lifestyles.”  The vast
majority came to Iowa to farm, although river towns, coal
mining camps and small farming towns quickly sprang up
during the early settlement period from 1850 to 1880.
Railroad and streetcar transportation boomed in the 1880s
and offered new commercial and travel opportunities, thus
expanding employment and housing choices.  By 1900 Des
Moines was a city of 62,139 people offering a full urban
experience, with electric streetcars, a commercial downtown,
and a variety of housing types. During the 20th century,
lifestyles in Polk County were influenced by the rise of the
automobile, the expansion of farm-to-market roads and
interstate highways, the end of coal mining, and steady growth
in farm size, combined with a decline in the farm population.

At the turn of the 21st century Polk County residents’ lifestyle
choices are greater than ever. At the risk of losing nuance, we
can categorize current lifestyle choices into five groups: rural,
small town, rural residential, suburban, and urban. The
following profiles describe each of these lifestyles in broad
terms of how people live, work and play.

Rural

Many sources lament the loss of a “traditional” farming
lifestyle in the United States. This often means the loss of
small, family farm operations. According to the U.S. Census of
Agriculture, the number of farms in Polk County decreased
from 886 in 1997 to 764 in 2002, while the average farm size
has continued to rise, increasing in size from 270 acres to 297
acres over the same period. In addition, more and more farm
families are turning to non-farm sources of income to
supplement farm income.

Agriculture in Polk County has been characterized as
“metropolitan” in nature.  This means that farms tend to be
smaller and crop margins higher, and that the potential value
of land for development is high, causing substantial pressure
for conversion of farmland2.

Farmers directly in the path of municipal expansion will
inevitably tend to sell their land for development.  Other
farmers are turning to recreational agriculture (i.e., equestrian
parks, pick-your-own operations), value-added agriculture, or

2 Iowa Farm Bureau, “Metropolitan Agriculture,” Powerpoint
presentation, Aug. 2, 2005.

A 1911 map showing the location of
principal Polk County coalmines outside

of Des Moines.

Farm with broadcast antenna
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specialty crops like vegetables or nursery products.  The
presence of highly productive agricultural soils in Polk County,
however, supports the continuation of farming and a rural
lifestyle over the life of this plan and beyond.

Small Town

The average resident of one of the small towns or
unincorporated villages in Polk County is likely to live in a
single-family home, drive to work in another community
(generally an urban or suburban one), and send their children
to a local elementary school.  Small towns in Polk County
include Granger, Grimes, Alleman, Elkhart, Runnells,
Mitchellville, Sheldahl, Polk City and Carlisle.  Most of these
towns have limited commercial and retail opportunities,
although some offer dining, taverns, convenience retail,
banking and other services.  Agricultural elevators and feed
and chemical sales are a major feature of farming-dependent
communities such as Alleman and Elkhart.

Some of these towns, such as Polk City, Grimes and Carlisle,
are in a rapid transition to suburbs, as new single-family
subdivisions are developed in and around their borders.
Residents trade a longer commute for the benefits of small
town living, but involving new households in civic and
community life can present a challenge.

Rural Residential

The rural residential lifestyle is a continuing option in many
parts of Polk County (associated with the “countryside” or
“rural estate” character zone discussed in the previous
section).  This rural residential lifestyle involves commuting to
the metropolitan area for jobs and depending on the urban
and suburban retail nodes for shopping and leisure activities.
This type of development tends to cluster around natural
amenities such as Saylorville Lake, the Skunk River and Four
Mile Creek.  Recreation opportunities are frequently found in
immediate proximity to housing, and frequently involve the
raising or keeping of animals such as horses.

Suburban

The suburban Polk County lifestyle is typified by post-war
single-family developments on lots of one-quarter acre to one
acre.  Suburban development has expanded from Des Moines
and surrounded the centers of older established communities
such as Windsor Heights, Clive, West Des Moines and
Urbandale.  Now, suburban communities in northern and
eastern Polk County, such as Ankeny, Altoona, Bondurant
and Pleasant Hill, are growing rapidly.  Most residents in
suburban areas commute to another community for
employment. Like rural residential, the suburban lifestyle is
automobile-dependent, although trails and bikeways provide
opportunities for recreation or commuting, and transit options

Agricultural co-ops are a common
type of small town business

New subdivision east of Ankeny

Entrance drive to an estate-type
property near Four Mile Creek

Residential street in Mitchellville
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are usually available.  Each of these suburbs is likely to have a
high school at the center of activities.

Urban

Since the 1880’s, Des Moines has been the center of urban life
and development in Polk County.  Urban lifestyle choices
include multiple options for housing (typically attached or
multi-family types), employment, and recreation.

During the day, many people experience this environment as
workers in the bustling downtown and Capital areas, leaving
in the evening to return to urban neighborhoods or suburban,
small town or rural areas.  The urban centers are also cultural
magnets, with recreational activities, venues for learning, and
a wide variety of events for all ages.

The urban lifestyle places a broad range of income levels and
diversity within single cities and neighborhoods.
Redevelopment in the 1990s brought a renewed high-density
residential lifestyle option to downtown Des Moines.
Downtown residential renewal has been accompanied by
increased commercial, retail and entertainment opportunities.
Elements of the urban lifestyle can also be found in the core
areas of some suburbs, or in new mixed-use developments.

The Planning Process

As Figure 1-2 shows, the comprehensive planning process was
divided into three general phases.

The plan involved numerous participants, who invested
considerable personal time and effort, participating in a series
of meetings and open houses over a period of more than a
year.  Specifically, six special-purpose committees or task
forces and a Steering Committee guided the planning process.
The committees were:

Four Area Committees, Northwest, Northeast, North
Central and Southeast, comprised mainly of citizens
who volunteered to participate.  Staff from cities within
each of the areas assisted or participated at many
meetings.  Committee chairs and vice-chairs were
Steering Committee members.

An Economic Development Task Force, comprised of
leaders from the public, private, nonprofit, and
educational sectors, including representatives from the
Des Moines Partnership, City of Des Moines, Dallas and
Warren Counties, major employers and educational
institutions.

A Housing Task Force, with representatives from a
number of not-for-profit housing agencies, City of Des

The Downtown Des Moines
riverfront is becoming a locus for
cultural and recreational events.

The Area Committees participated
in a design exercise using small

candies on large maps, to explore
the implications of various housing
densities for the ‘target population’
for each area. Results were used to

develop alternative land use
scenarios (see Land Use Plan for

details).
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Moines neighborhood planners, private developers, and
the Polk County Housing Trust Fund.

The Steering Committee included the chairs and vice-
chairs of each area committee and task force, as well as
representatives of other agencies and interest groups.

While the area committees worked closely on the land use
plan, the two specialized task forces worked on countywide
goals, policies and initiatives that Polk County will pursue.
Connections were made between these policies and their
implications for land use and transportation.  The plan
consultants and committee chairs updated the Steering
Committee each month.  Where conflicts or questions arose
that committees could not resolve, the Steering Committee
made the final recommendation.

Most participants recognize that a policy document as multi-
faceted as a comprehensive plan can never satisfy everyone.
The nature of planning is the need for trade-offs – between
growth and preservation, between city and county goals,
between the benefits and costs of any given action.  The key to
creating a supportable plan is to clarify the issues, understand
the differing perspectives at the table, and make it clear to all
interests that their concerns have been heard and considered.

Plan Review and Adoption

On January 30 and 31, 2006, Polk County held four Open
Houses on the Draft Comprehensive Plan.  Over 150 citizens
attended the sessions and commented on the maps and
displays.  These comments were reviewed by staff and the
Steering Committee.  On February 15, the Steering Committee
recommended the draft document, with several revisions, to
the Zoning Commission and Board of Supervisors for approval.
The final draft of the plan incorporated those revisions.

The Polk County Zoning Commission held a hearing on the
plan on March 27, 2006, and recommended its approval.
Following testimony at the hearing and subsequent written
comments from landowners and organizations, several
changes were made to the Future Land Use Map, along with
revisions to several chapters (Agriculture, Economic
Development and Implementation).  The revised plan was
adopted by the Polk County Board of Supervisors on May 9,
2006.


