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2. Vision, Goals and Policies
One of the first steps in the planning process is typically the
creation of a vision statement – the imagined result of a
successful plan.  Each Area Committee participated in a
visioning exercise, in which they were asked to imagine their
part of the County in 2030, assuming the successful
completion of the County’s planning effort. The resulting
statements are summarized below into a countywide vision.
Of course, each planning area has its own unique character
and goals, and complete consistency among the areas is
neither feasible nor desirable.  The planning area vision
statements are provided in the individual Area Plans
(Appendix A).

Vision Statement

The landscape of Polk County encompasses a full range of
settlement types.  It extends from the revitalized urban core of
Des Moines to vibrant small towns such as Grimes and
Mitchellville, historic village centers like Berwick and
Norwoodville, productive farm fields north and east of Ankeny,
and wooded river valleys and lakeshores.  Development on this
landscape has been shaped by coordinated planning and
partnering between cities and between the County and cities.
County and city boundaries are invisible from the air, because
land uses are consistent and compatible.

Polk County is central Iowa’s hub of commerce, industry,
business and transportation.  High quality jobs follow
successful business, supporting a sound, broad tax base and
a high quality of life.  Downtown Des Moines remains the hub
of economic activity for the County.  The downtown includes a
mix of high-density housing, entertainment, and shopping,
linked by walkable streets and riverfront greenways.
Redevelopment of the surrounding city neighborhoods
continues.

Ongoing commercial development is concentrated in compact
villages or vital small cities along major transportation
corridors.  Business parks and industrial development are also
concentrated along these corridors, separated from residential
areas.  New development standards for building materials and
landscape improvements have resulted in visually appealing
developments.  A strong economy with many high-tech jobs
offers incentives for college graduates to stay in the region.

The transportation system has expanded to include high-
speed bus service along designated transit corridors, which
link downtowns and new mixed-use centers.  These centers
are designed with a concentration of housing, employment,
retail, services such as child care and other transit-oriented
facilities, within a pedestrian-friendly environment.  Careful
access management and corridor planning have maintained
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traffic flow along existing highways.  New highways are
designed as parkways, with ample landscaping and well-
spaced access points.

Population density within the cities varies, but on average is
higher than in previous decades.  New residential housing
includes a mix of higher-density housing for a variety of
income levels, integrated into cohesive neighborhoods,
interspersed with green space.  Residential areas have retail
cores within walking distance.  Walking is once again an
important form of transport, to schools, shopping, parks and
local entertainment.  Children can now bike and walk to city
parks and local schools, improving their fitness.

Waterways such as Four Mile, Beaver and Camp creeks are
protected from development and floodplains are protected as
open space.  Greenbelts and greenways allow stormwater to
recharge groundwater and reduce polluted runoff into the
healthy waterways and lakes. The greenbelts are wide enough
to provide wildlife habitat and preserve ecological functions, as
well as a regional network of bike trails, many of which link
the County’s regional parks and preserves.

Polk County has achieved a balance between urban and rural
development, between employment and housing, and between
growth and preserved natural areas and working farmland.
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The image of the rural-urban transect provides an illustration of the diversity of landscapes and settlement patterns
found within Polk County and encompassed by the Polk County Comprehensive Plan.

Image Credit: Duany/Plater-Zyberk & Company
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County-wide Goals

Quality of Life Goal

Polk County will work to improve residents’ quality of life and
safety in policy and regulatory decisions, investment in public
infrastructure, economic development and housing initiatives,
and natural resource and agricultural protection.

Policy 1 - Social Infrastructure

Having educational and economic opportunities is
critical to maintaining a high quality of life.  Polk
County will promote development patterns and
investment that fosters educational and economic
opportunities for current and future residents.

Policy 2 - Respect for Property Owners

Respecting the decisions of individual landowners must
be a component of setting land use policies and
regulation.  Polk County will respect the individual
decisions and values of private property owners in
setting and administering land use policy and
regulation, and will mitigate impacts to property
owners’ quality of life when community and private
property interests conflict.

Character of Development Goal

Polk County will promote development and development
patterns that maintain neighborhood, community, and
landscape character, including both agricultural and natural
landscapes.

Policy 1 - Preserve Rural Character

Polk County includes large agricultural areas and
vibrant rural communities.  Polk County will protect
prime farmland and maintain the rural character of
non-urbanized areas.

Policy 2 – Coordinated Growth Patterns

Staged development and orderly extensions of street
and utility infrastructure is necessary to protect
neighborhood, community, and landscape character.
Polk County and local governments will work to align
City and County land use plans and discourage sprawl,
protect social/economic/natural resources, and
encourage controlled, orderly growth of cities.

Policy 3 – Integrated Development

Neighborhood extensions and new neighborhoods
should enhance the character of adjacent urban and
rural communities.  Polk County will encourage
development design that emphasizes connections
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between new development and existing land uses and
fosters a sense of community.

Policy 4 – High-Quality Design

Well-designed housing and commercial development
and public infrastructure contribute to the long-term
sustainability of new development and redevelopment.
Polk County will encourage high-quality visual and
functional design of new homes and businesses that
integrates development with the landscape and visually
distinguishes Polk County communities.

Agriculture Goal

Polk County will protect agricultural practices in areas with
prime soils and viable agricultural interests, and will work
with agricultural producers, cities, and non-agricultural
landowners to minimize conflicts between agricultural and
non-agricultural land uses.

Policy 1 - Agricultural Land Protection

Large tracts of prime soils are critical to maintaining
agricultural practices in Polk County.  The County will
encourage stewardship of prime agricultural soils and
will continue to protect areas most suitable for
agricultural production, by encouraging more compact
growth in and around municipalities and through
development regulations that protect agricultural
activities.

Policy 2 – Agricultural Practices Protection

Minimizing nuisances requires that incompatible land
uses be separated.  Polk County will protect
agricultural practices as the primary and preferred land
use in designated agricultural areas to encourage
continued private economic investment in agricultural
production.

Policy 3 - Rural Protection

Polk County will protect the rural character of
agricultural landscapes and communities by directing
non-agricultural growth to municipalities, discouraging
municipal expansion into productive farming areas,
and allowing rural communities to remain economically
sustainable.

Environmental Quality Goal

Polk County will conserve unique natural areas and wildlife
habitat, air and water quality, and will work to expand and
enhance trails, greenways, and park resources throughout the
County.
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Policy 1 – Protect Natural and Recreational Areas

Existing natural areas, unique natural places, and
recreational assets are essential to environmental
quality.  Polk County will protect, through appropriate
land use regulation and incentives, unique natural and
wildlife areas, parks, wetlands, and recreational
amenities.

Policy 2 – Protect Green Infrastructure

Recognizing the systems that link natural areas to each
other and to developed areas will lead to conservation
practices and development patterns that sustain
environmental quality.  Polk County will protect its
green infrastructure by ensuring that future
development enhances rather than threatens river or
creek corridors, green space, natural areas, air quality,
parks, and trails.

Policy 3 – Trails and Recreation Areas

Trails and recreational areas both enhance quality of
life and environmental quality.  Polk County will plan
for investment in an enhanced trail and greenway
system, creating new opportunities for outdoor
recreation, and linking local and regional parks.

Water Quality Goal

Polk County will protect surface and ground water quality
through protection of watersheds and management of
stormwater and wastewater.

Policy 1 – Stormwater Management

Surface and ground water quality is largely determined
by land use choices and development standards.  Polk
County will improve surface water and groundwater
quality and lower the risk of flooding by promoting
innovative stormwater management and by assessing
water quality impacts of land use decisions.

Policy 2 – Protect Natural Infrastructure

Risks to surface water quality, risks from flooding, and
risks to many natural areas can be avoided or mitigated
by protecting and investing in the County’s natural
infrastructure.  Polk County will protect streams,
waterways, and floodplains in land use decisions and
by directing appropriate investment to enhance the
County’s natural infrastructure.

Planning Process and Implementation Goal

Polk County will implement its long term planning goals
through regulation and programs that direct commercial,
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industrial and residential development to allow for appropriate
land uses and minimize leap-frog development.

Policy 1 - Public Awareness

Involving community members and other units of local
government when administering land use policies or
regulation results in a more sustainable planning
process.  Polk County will encourage public education
and participation in the County’s planning processes
and will work with other local government units to
ensure inclusive decision-making processes.

Policy 2 - Collaborative Planning

Polk County land use and planning decisions need to
be made with consideration of the decisions being made
by other local governments.  Polk County will work with
cities, unincorporated communities, and adjoining
counties to create an open, public, collaborative
planning effort that meets the region’s goals.

Policy 3 - Zoning Consistency

Regulation is a critical tool to meeting County land use
goals, and the County’s preferred land use vision.  Polk
County will update its zoning and land development
regulations to encourage an efficient development
pattern, fostering compact villages and corridors linking
distinct communities.

Economic Development Goal

Polk County will guide and stimulate economic growth by
building on its existing economic base, focusing on three
specific sectors: financial services, logistics/advanced
manufacturing, and health care.  These sectors were identified
as part of the Economic Development Action Plan process, and
are discussed in Chapter 7.

Policy 1 - Enhance the Financial Services Sector

Polk County will collaborate with the Greater Des
Moines Partnership to create a national identity for the
Des Moines Area that supports and celebrates the
Financial Services Sector as “the Financial Services
Center of America.”  The County will support full State
funding for workforce training and continuing
education, and will continue to support downtown
improvements that raise the quality of life for all
residents and assist in attracting and retaining trained
financial sector employees.
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Policy 2 - Support the Logistics and Advanced
Manufacturing Sectors

Polk County will create planned manufacturing
districts (PMD) as a mechanism to attract, retain, and
expand logistics and manufacturing firms.  Industrial
areas along the I-80 corridor have been identified for
this approach, among others.  The County will also
continue to support growth at the Des Moines
International Airport, a vitally important component of
the region’s economy, and work to leverage new growth
around the Airport.  The County will support ongoing
agriculture-related biotechnology research and the
development of advanced technology in the area of
biofuels and other value-added products.

Goal 3: Expand and Diversify the Health Care
Sector

Polk County will work with the major hospitals in Des
Moines and with the City to establish medical districts
that integrate traditional medical facilities such as
hospitals and surgical centers with space for
development of a wide range of support and spin-off
activities, including housing, lodging, retail,
professional services and medical-related research
facilities.  Such medical districts can act as catalysts
for wide-ranging redevelopment and reinvestment in
surrounding areas.

Economic Growth and Land Use Goal

Polk County will direct investment to new industries and
businesses to create quality jobs, a strong tax base, and foster
sustainable economic growth for small and large businesses.

Policy 1 - Economic Development and
Infrastructure

Infrastructure choices can affect the type and location
of commercial, industrial, and agricultural investment
supporting the County’s economy, which in turn result
in distinct costs of service and tax base.  Polk County
will encourage appropriate commercial, industrial, and
agricultural business development when making
infrastructure decisions and identifying the costs of
service associated with proposed land uses.

Policy 2 - Regional Growth Management

The County is in the unique position of being able to
act regionally in regard to development, redevelopment,
and growth strategies.  Polk County will manage its
housing programs on a regional basis, encouraging
infill development and redevelopment of urbanized
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areas and staged urban density annexations in
partnership with cities.

Policy 3 - Growing the Tax Base

The County’s tax base is a primary means of supporting
vital County services and making many public
investments.  Polk County will promote economic
development and private investment that builds
community tax base and improves residents’ quality of
life.

Policy 4 – Revitalization

Substantial growth can occur in existing developed
areas through reinvestment and redevelopment.  These
efforts can improve utilization of existing public
services and infrastructure and can provide for a
diversity of quality housing and businesses
opportunities.  Polk County will work to direct suitable
public and private investment to unincorporated areas
and core cities of the metropolitan region in need of
reinvestment and redevelopment.

Economic Growth and Agriculture Goal

Polk County will encourage continued sustainable growth of
the County’s agricultural land uses through identifying
appropriate locations for agricultural and non-agricultural
business growth, encouraging innovation in agricultural
production and market development, and linking economic
investment with the resources that make the investment
competitive.

Policy 1 - Value-Added Economic Development

Agriculture is on the cutting edge of technology, and
Iowa, as the nation’s largest producer of corn and
soybeans, leads in production of ethanol and soy
biodiesel fuels, as well as other ag-related products.
Polk County will encourage commercial and industrial
investments in agricultural value-added products and
create partnerships to expand and foster growth of new
research, production and marketing efforts.  Planned
manufacturing districts, discussed above under
Logistics and Advanced Manufacturing, can be a prime
location for this type of research and production.

Policy 2 - Community Economic Development

Rural commercial development should support and
enhance the vitality of rural communities and limit
leapfrog commercial development.  Polk County will
encourage compact commercial development within
municipalities serving agricultural areas, and will



Vision, Goals and Policies Polk 2030

Spring 2006 2-9 URS

discourage non-agricultural commercial development
in agricultural areas of the County.

Housing Goal

Polk County assists with many regional and targeted housing
programs through the Polk County Housing Trust Fund.  The
County will continue to work to achieve an equitable and
balanced distribution of affordable housing across Polk
County and the Des Moines metropolitan region.  Related
goals include addressing regulatory barriers, inequities in land
costs, a lack of housing choices in some locations or for
populations, and many other issues explored in the Housing
Plan, Chapter 8.

Policy 1 – Support creation of a broader range of
housing and development types that serve the
needs of diverse income and age groups and
special populations.

Housing types to be encouraged or explored include
limited-equity senior housing co-operatives, mixed-
income and mixed-use development, and many types of
assisted housing.  The majority of this housing will be
developed through rehabilitation of existing housing or
new infill development, comprising small-scale
developments in existing neighborhoods.  Polk County
will continue to support not-for-profit housing
providers in developing assisted housing, and seek to
extend rehabilitation and infill programs to
unincorporated areas.

Policy 2 – Develop new tools and techniques for
creating mixed-income housing, or increase the
effectiveness of existing tools and techniques.

Polk County will encourage or explore the use of zoning
set-asides, density bonuses, and other incentives for
creation of an affordable component in housing
development. The County will work with municipalities
to ensure that residential TIF assistance for affordable
housing is used within those communities consistent
with the Comprehensive Plan.  The County will also
assist in development of TIF-funded affordable housing
through the Polk County Housing Trust Fund.

Policy 3 – Reduce regulatory barriers to affordable
or mixed-income housing, while striving for high-
quality design.

Polk County will work to reduce regulatory barriers
when revising its zoning ordinance and other
development regulations, and will encourage
municipalities to do the same.  The County will work to
educate the public and municipal governments on ways
to achieve high-quality design of affordable or mixed-



Vision, Goals and Policies  Polk County Comprehensive Plan

Spring 2006 2-10 URS

income housing, ensuring that such new housing
respects and complements surrounding neighborhoods.

Infrastructure and Utilities Goal

Polk County will stage infrastructure expansion to guide
future development and keep infrastructure affordable.

Policy 1 – Urban Services Expansion

Staging utility extensions will use land and utility
infrastructure more efficiently and reduce leapfrog
development patterns that can increase public costs
and create nuisance risks between incompatible land
uses.  Polk County will encourage staged extension of
urban services including wastewater, water, fire
protection, and telecommunication infrastructure in an
efficient manner.

Policy 2 - Rural Infrastructure Goal

Appropriate infrastructure in rural areas supports
agriculture and the qualities of rural communities that
make those communities desirable.  Polk County will
encourage efficient growth patterns to allow economic
investment in the rural water system, telecommuni-
cations system, wastewater systems, and emergency
response and law enforcement systems in designated
agricultural areas and small rural communities that do
not have centralized services.

Transportation and Development Goal

Polk County will manage both new private development and
public investment in roads in order to maintain reasonable
traffic patterns, protect inter-community traffic flow on
regional highways, improve traffic safety, and promote multi-
modal transportation options.

Policy 1 - Roads and Highways

Investment in local traffic infrastructure and inter-
community or regional infrastructure are both needed
to allow reasonable access to employment centers,
homes, services, and retail centers.  Polk County will
manage road and highway investment to stabilize local
traffic patterns and protect the flow of arterial traffic.

Policy 2 – Public Transit

Efficient use of road infrastructure requires investment
in alternatives that provide choices for commuting,
errands, and access to critical services.  Polk County
will promote efficient public transportation and multi-
modal alternatives to the private automobile and will
encourage transit-oriented development along corridors
capable of supporting enhanced transit service.
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Policy 3 – Agriculture and Transportation
Infrastructure

Location of transportation infrastructure, the capacity
of roads to handle agricultural needs, and management
of road use are important for keeping agriculture viable
in the County.  Polk County will guide development and
expansion of transportation in agricultural areas so as
to enhance the viability of agricultural practices in
regard to siting of new roads, improvement and
maintenance of existing roads, and creation or
maintenance of rail transportation options.

Policy 4 - Transportation Access

Conflicts between local traffic and regional traffic
increase congestion and create demand for expensive
post-development modifications to regional
transportation corridors.  Polk County will enhance and
manage transportation infrastructure to improve access
to regional highways for residents and businesses.

Policy 5 - Transportation and Land Use

Transportation infrastructure investment and new
development are integrally related – land use choices
create traffic demand, and road investment creates
development opportunities.  Polk County will consider
the land use impacts of transportation investment
choices and will consider multi-modal alternatives to
road expansion or improvements that might have
distinct impacts on development opportunities.


