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Introduction
The Iowa’s Living Roadways Community 
Visioning Program was born of an effort 
to provide design services to small Iowa 
communities. The program is a collaboration 
involving the Iowa Department of Transportation 
(Iowa DOT), the Living Roadway Trust Fund 
(LRTF), Iowa State University (ISU), and Trees 
Forever. 

The Community Visioning Program integrates 
landscape planning and design with sustainable 
action to assist community leaders and 
volunteers in making sound and meaningful 
decisions about their local landscape. The 
program empowers local leaders through a 
planning process that results in a transportation 
enhancement plan reflecting the values and 
identity of the community.

A committee of local residents participates in 
a series of steps toward creating a conceptual 
plan, including:
• Identifying issues
• Investigating the physical and cultural 

dimensions of landscape issues

• Setting goals for change
• Developing strategies to meet those goals
• Creating an implementation plan

Throughout the process, the committee receives 
support from the technical experts at Trees 
Forever, a professional landscape architecture 
firm, and the Iowa State University Department 
of Landscape Architecture.

The sustainability and success of the program 
is evident by the number of communities 
with which it has collaborated. Since Iowa’s 
Living Roadways was created in 1996, 244 
communities have participated in Community 
Visioning, two dozen of which have gone through 
the process more than once. 

The results of ongoing evaluation show how the 
program has impacted Iowa communities (see 
impacts below). Furthermore, our case studies 
of successful visioning communities support our 
belief that engaging local residents generates 
the knowledge necessary to make changes that 
the community as a whole will embrace.



past communities

2020 communities
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past communities

2020 communities

Iowa's Living Roadways Visioning Communities, 1996–2020

In addition to offering assistance to Iowa's small 
towns, the Community Visioning Program 
gives landscape architecture students the 
opportunity to work for a professional landscape 
architecture firm and to interact with real clients 
through our internship program.  Since 1996, 
more than 250 students have interned with the 
program, and a number of them have gone on 
to work with the program as practitioners.

The internship program also introduces 
practicing landscape architects to the best and 
brightest future practitioners, whom they spend 
a summer mentoring. Firms have often hired 
their interns as full-time designers once they 
have graduated because of the experience 
interns gain through the visioning program.

“It feels like it’s a nice way to give back. I learn 
as much from the interns as they learn from 

me. I wish I had an opportunity to be a part of a 
process like this when I went to school."

—Practitioner

“This was a unique opportunity to live 
in another location in Iowa as

well as experience the professional 
lifestyle of a landscape architect."

—Intern
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2020 Community Visioning Program
The 2020 visioning communities are Avoca, 
Elkader, Fairfax, Lost Nation, Madrid, Mingo. 
Mount Pleasant, Polk City, Reinbeck, and 
Wellsburg.

The annual report summarizes the essence of 
the year-long Community Visioning process 
and the main ideas developed by the design 
team for each town. In each community 
summary, we present images from the concept 
plan, as well as data collected from the focus 
groups as part of the transportation assets and 
barriers assessment. For seven communities  
we also provide selected results from random-
sample surveys.

Focus Groups
We invited residents with different 
transportation needs to participate in focus 
groups. In most communities, participants were 
separated into five user groups and the steering 
committee, which are defined below.

Each user group identified and mapped assets 
and barriers, as well as desired improvements. 
The ISU research team analyzed the focus-
group maps and transcripts, giving the steering 
committees insight into how residents perceive 
the local transportation system.

Because of the COVID-10 pandemic, we were 
only able to complete this assessment in five 
communities: Elkader, Lost Nation, Mingo, Polk 
City, and Wellsburg. 

Survey
With assistance from ISU’s Center for Survey 
Statistics and Methodology, ISU visioning 
program staff conducted surveys to better 
understand the transportation patterns, 
behaviors, needs, and desires of residents in the 
communities of Avoca, Elkader, Fairfax, Madrid, 
Mount Pleasant,  Polk City, and Reinbeck. These 
towns were selected for surveys because of 
their population and/or unique transportation 
issues and needs.

Transportation User Types
Actives: This user group represents those in the community who engage in outdoor 
recreation, including cycling, walking, running, swimming, skiing, etc. The availability of 
multiple venues for outdoor recreation matters to this group. 

Mobility Impaired: This user group is directly affected by accessibility barriers such as high 
curbing and uneven sidewalks that make it difficult to operate mobility-aiding equipment 
effectively. Handicapped parking, curb ramps, and smooth surfaces are critical 
transportation features. 

Older Adults: Accessibility—both in terms of physical access and proximity—is a major 
concern for this user group. Because some people in this user group do not or are 
unable to drive, having goods and services within walking distance is important. 

Youth: This group uses primarily non-motorized modes of transportation, so pedestrian- 
and bike-friendly streets and sidewalks are important. These users value the ability to get to 
destinations on foot or via bicycle and having goods and services within walking distance.

Parents: Safety of their children is a primary concern of this user group. Access to safe 
and easy routes to school activities is another significant factor to this group. Parents of 
young children desire smooth, wide surfaces for strollers.

Steering Committee: The common denominator for this user group is that their 
observations are influenced by special knowledge of the transportation system acquired 
during the Community Visioning assessment process. As a result, this group is more 
representative of decision makers.



Elkader walking routes map

Reinbeck high-school focus group comments
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Surveys were mailed to 300 randomly 
selected residents living in and around 
each town. Response rates ranged from 
30.9% to 48.7%.  (A response rate of 20% is 
considered valid.)

The survey gives the visioning steering 
committee objective, representative 
information about residents' 
transportation behaviors and needs, such 
as the preferred walking routes for Elkader 
shown here. In addition to their preferred 
routes, respondents also provided 
information on what qualities and features 
of routes and trails are important to 
them. The quantitative data collected 
from survey responses complements the 
qualitative information gathered from the 
focus groups at the transportation assets 
and barriers workshop.

High School Workshops
In 2020, the ISU research team added a 
new assessment to the visioning process. 
In communities with high schools, we 
conducted focus groups and a self-
selected transportation survey with 
9th-grade students and upperclassmen 
to better understand how this unique user 
type perceives and navigates the local 
transportation system. We visited high 
schools in Elkader, Madrid, Mount Pleasant, 
and Reinbeck.

Design Proposals
Based on information gathered from the 
focus groups, a transportation inventory, 
an assessment of the local bioregion, and 
survey results (in seven communities), the 
steering committees in each community 
identified and prioritized goals. The design 
team for each community developed 
a range of design proposals to address 
these goals.  

Together the design proposals work to highlight 
important community features, establish or 
strengthen city identity, and elevate aesthetics. 
The projects also aim to improve local 
transportation systems for all user types. 

Elkader Walking Routes 
(67 responses)
 1–10 people
 11–20 people
 21–27 people
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Avoca is located at the intersection of Highway 
59 and Interstate 80 in western Iowa. While 
these highways make it easy to navigate the 
community by vehicle, they can make it difficult 
to get around on foot or by bicycle. Making 
Highway 59 more walkable and bikable is a 
major goal for Avoca, as well as increasing trail 
connections throughout town. 

Community Assessments
The results from the survey showed the need 
for trail access, good sidewalks, better lighting, 
and connectivity in Avoca. Survey participants 
identified safer routes to school as the most 
important transportation enhancement in town. 
Most residents drive to important destinations 
around town and use roads such as Highway 
59. The trails in Eddington Memorial Park and 
on North Frost Avenue are popular routes for 
walkers; however, the lack of lighting limits their 
use to daylight hours for some people. 

Planning and Design Summary
Based on information obtained through 
the community assessments, the visioning 
committee identified four priority areas:
• Pedestrian Safety — Develop a pedestrian 

crossing at Highway 59 and West Crocker 
Street with rectangular rapid flashing 
beacons, crosswalks, vegetation, and turret 
monuments directing people downtown.

• Downtown Development — Convert the 
former grain elevator site to a green space 
with a trail and trailhead, amphitheater, play 
area, mixed-use buildings, and a drive-in 
theater; create housing and a park at the 
old school site; create an activity trail and 
passive recreation space at the library.

• Trail Improvements — Increase connectivity 
and access to the trails by adding trail 
segments and creating shared roadway 
trails; extend trail into Eddington Memorial 
Park; add lighting and shade trees to improve 
user comfort.

• River Access — Create a river access point 
along County Road G18 with parking, a trail, 
and seating.

Steering Committee:
Drew Becker 
Lance Brisbois 
William Dea
Tonya Feekes 
Aaron Long
Amber Mohr 
Serena Reisgaard

Trees Forever Facilitators: Brad Riphagen
Landscape Architects: Anne Machian and Bruce 
Niedermyer, RDG Planning & Design
Intern: Dani Hodgson

Public presentation of design concepts

Avoca  

Trees Forever Facilitators: Brad Riphagen
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Survey respondents identified Highway 59 as the primary commuting corridor in Avoca, and some 
respondents indicated that there is no pedestrian/cyclist-friendly crossing, making it difficult for people 
to access parks and other local amenities. The design team proposed creating an pedestrian crossing at 
the intersection of the highway and West Crocker Street that would feature a rectangular rapid flashing 
beacon to alert drivers of the presence of pedestrians.

1

“My main concern is the lack 
of a safe highway crossing on 
both Highways 59 and 83. As 
a parent, I feel that my child 
is unable to utilize our great 

parks and pool because of the 
lack of safe crossing areas.”

2
Eddington Memorial Park is home to several amenities in Avoca, including the aquatic center, a disc golf 
course, river access, and trails. Survey participants indicated that they feel safe in the park and it is a popular 
walking venue. To make the park more accessible and welcoming to non-vehicular traffic, the design team 
proposed extending the existing trail into the park and adding trees and lighting to increase pedestrian 
comfort.

Random-sample survey

Random-sample survey
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“[I] only feel safe biking 
on the trail at the city 
park. Otherwise the 

busy highway through 
town makes me feel 

too unsafe.”



Lighting along the trail emerged as an issue in the random-sample survey results. Residents feel 
limited to using the trails during daylight hours because they do not feel safe without adequate lighting. 
This plan for Mez Buttermilk Park includes solar pathway lights to address this issue, along with other 
amenities such as shade trees, a community garden, a rain garden to mitigate flooding, a shelter, and 
an accessible playground.

3

Desired Trail Features

10



Avoca residents have several trail options in the community. However, as the survey results show, 
connectivity to the trails is an issue. The trail plan shown here would increase connectivity and access 
to the trails by adding trail segments and creating shared roadway trails.

4

Desired Bike Route  Features
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Steering Committee:
Jennifer Cowsert
Ann Gibney
Mallory Hanson
Bob Hendrickson
Randy Henning
Kate Lower

Elkader is located in northeast Iowa within the 
Turkey River Recreational Corridor. As a 2008 
visioning community, Elkader pursued multiple 
projects, including developing the 98-mile Turkey 
River Water Trail and improving river access, 
working toward trail connectivity, and developing 
Founders' Park. One of the most significant 
accomplishments was the development and 
promotion of the Elkader Whitewater Park. In 
2020, Elkader wanted to focus on way-finding, 
entrance signage, connectivity, and safe 
pedestrian crossings.

Community Assessments
During the community assessments, townspeople 
showed their appreciation of the river walk and 
Founders' Park. Residents want a pedestrian 
bridge across the Turkey River to increase 
connectivity in town. Focus–group participants 
want better sidewalks so they don’t have to walk 
in the street. Lighting should also be improved in 
Elkader, mainly along 1st and Main Streets. Focus-
group and survey participants appreciate Pony 
Hollow Trail and would like more trails. 

Planning and Design Summary
The Elkader steering committee set priorities 
that addressed the concerns of residents and 
the design team developed a concept plan 
consisting of the following components:
• Signage — Develop a signage scheme 

that incorporates elements of the existing 
community identity and enhances visual 
appearance and accessibility to amenities.

• Water Recreation — Update water trail 
access points with restrooms, showers, and 
ADA accessibility. 

• Parks and Beautification — Improve 
community entrances and green spaces 
with vegetation, pedestrian amenities, and 
year-round recreation opportunities.

• Safety and Connectivity — Build two 
pedestrian bridges across the Turkey River, 
strengthen sidewalk and trail connections, 
create accessible crossings.

• Trails — Expand the existing community trail 
to connect city parks and recreation areas 
inside and outside of the city limits.

Design workshop

Trees Forever Facilitator: Patty Reisinger
Landscape Architects: Eric Doll, Jeffrey L. Bruce 
& Company
Interns: Sandeep Kumar and Zoey Mauck

Elkader

Rod Marlatt
Jenna Pollock
Josh Pope
James Scherf
Jason Scherf
Molly Scherf
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1
Both focus-group and survey participants would like a pedestrian bridge across the Turkey River to 
more conveniently access amenities and local services. The design team proposed two pedestrian 
bridges over the river, one to connect  the northeast side of town with the school and downtown and 
one to connect the southeast side and Pony Hollow Trail with Founders' Park.

“...you can only [cross 
the Turkey River] on 
Bridge Street, which 

is fine. It's nice we 
have a bridge in town, 

but it would sure be 
awesome if we had a 

pedestrian bridge.”

"I think another bridge would be 
nice too. We were talking about 

maybe doing that, but that never 
really happened, because really, 
[the Keystone Bridge] is the only 

way [across the River."

"...we could use 
a pedestrian 

bridge [over the 
Turkey River]."

“I think a foot bridge 
connecting Founders' 

Park to the city 
campground and the 
pool would be pretty 

heavily utilized.”

Proposed northeast pedestrian bridge

Proposed southeast pedestrian bridge
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The Pony Hollow Trail is a popular recreation venue for residents of all ages. However, according 
to focus-group participants, the underpass at Highway 13 gets washed out when the Turkey River 
floods. To address this issue, the design team proposed installing a culvert under the trail and a 
drain pipe beneath the highway to direct water. A fence adjacent to the river is also proposed.

2

“Right underneath 
[Highway 13], whenever 
it floods there's about a 
30-foot section [of Pony 

Hollow Trail] that just 
gets totally eaten up.”

"When the river 
overflows...[the Pony 

Hollow Trail underpass 
at Highway 13] does 

wash out, and it's hard 
to maintain...it's sandy, 
it's gravelly, it's rutted, 
and it's quite a safety 

concern."

“[On Pony Hollow Trail] 
under the highway, that's 

all washed out...it's always 
sandy...you could break 
a leg and ankle if you're 

running there very fast. You 
have to be careful.”

Existing underpass

Proposed underpass improvements
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Survey respondents identified good sidewalks as the most important factor in determining walking routes, 
and focus-group participants consider sidewalk conditions in Elkader to be a significant barrier to both 
walkers and cyclists. They also noted that Main Street is narrow and difficult to navigate for pedestrians 
and cyclists. Based on this input, the design team proposed streetscape improvements including 
intersection bump-outs to decrease crossing distances, new curb infrastructure to increase parking 
capacity, and amenities such as bike racks, way-finding signage, planters, and trash receptacles.

3

“I think that's why if you 
push a stroller people 

choose to go on the streets 
because you cannot 

maneuver that stroller 
down and up on those 

curbs without dumping 
your child on the ground.”

"...about in the middle 
of Carter Street, the 
sidewalk ends—and 

that's a busy road for 
traffic to the hospital—so 
if somebody wanted to 
walk up to the hospital, 
there's that section with 

no sidewalk."

“I think they need to...
redo the sidewalk by the 

hospital...[it is] too...skinny, 
because even two people 

cannot walk and pass 
each other.”

“...a lot of the sidewalks 
in town either don't 
have handicapped 

ramps to get on 
and off of them or 
the sidewalks are 

just so cracked that 
sometimes we actually 
have to go in the road.”

Proposed streetscape enhancements
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Fairfax is located along U.S. 151 in Linn County 
near Cedar Rapids, Iowa City, and the Amana 
Colonies. Although most of the town is located 
east of U.S. 151, new development is taking place 
on the west side, making the highway a significant 
barrier. Fairfax was a visioning community in 2004, 
which resulted in the completion of entrance 
signage and street tree plantings. In 2020, the 
community’s priority is developing a trail system 
that connects various parts of the community, as 
well as to regional trail systems.  

Community Assessments
Random-sample survey participants indicated 
that pedestrian/cyclist connectivity and 
access to trails are priorities for residents. 
More opportunities for physical activity and 
better accessibility for older adults are also 
important. A lack of lighting on the existing trail is 
problematic, because it limits the time when the 
trail is accessible. U.S. 151 is considered a barrier 
to cyclists and pedestrians because of heavy, 
fast-moving traffic. 

Planning and Design Summary
Resident input played an important role in the 
goal-setting process, through which the Fairfax 
visioning committee identified the following 
projects:
• Trail Connectivity and Beautification 

— Connect trail segment to the sports 
complex with the existing trail, plant trees 
and vegetation along the trail, install lighting.

• Downtown — Expand existing sidewalks 
to create wide areas that are inviting to 
pedestrians/cyclists, install intersection bump-
outs, plant street trees, add pedestrian-scale 
lighting, seating, and bike racks.

• Signage —  Create a family of signage using 
a consistent palette of materials, including 
monument, gateway, and way-finding signs.

• U.S. 151/80th Street Intersection — Realign 
80th Street for a more perpendicular 
crossing; install traffic signals, pedestrian 
refuges, and crosswalks; add trails with 
street trees along 80th Street and U.S. 151.

Fairfax

Steering Committee:
Jo Ann Beer
Jack Decker
Kyle Decker
Ed Faber
Bernie Frieden
Sara Hoover
Chris Philipp
Cynthia Stimson

Trees Forever Facilitator: Patty Reisinger
Landscape Architects: Nate Byro and Bruce 
Niedermyer, RDG Planning & Design
Interns: Dani Hodgson

Entrance sign completed after 2004 visioning process
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“Highway 151 and 80th 
Street are main highways 

in Fairfax. Speed limits 
are too high due to [the] 

traffic increase. Stoplights 
on [Highway] 151 should 

definitely be considered at 
151 and 80th Street.”

“We'd love to be able to 
connect with the Cedar 

Valley Nature Trail. It 
would also be wonderful 

to be able to cross 
[Highway] 151 without 

competing traffic.”

17

1
Trail access is important to random-sample survey respondents. 
Although Fairfax does have a walking trail, it is disconnected from 
some popular destinations. Survey respondents also indicated that 
they would like a pedestrian/cyclist crossing of Highway 151 in order 
to access the north part of Fairfax and Cedar Rapids. The Highway 
151/80th Street intersection proposal would realign 80th Street to 
improve visibility for pedestrians and cyclists who want to cross. In 
addition, traffic lights, crosswalks, and pedestrian refuges would 
enhance safety. Proposed trails with traffic-calming street trees 
would offer residents more recreation opportunities.



Random-sample survey 
respondents were asked 
to draw their walking 
routes on a map of the 
community and the 
routes were aggregated, 
revealing that a number 
of people walk in areas 
not accessed by the 
trail. The design team's 
concept plan calls 
for additional trails 
throughout Fairfield, 
along with intersection 
improvements along 
Highway 151 to better 
connect the community.

Existing Recreation Trail
Proposed Recreation Trail
Important Roadway
Proposed Roadway Realignment
Roadway Improvement Area
Downtown Development  Area
Intersection Improvement
Trail Connection Improvement
Increase Connectivity

Legend

18
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Desired Trail Features

Proposed enhancements to sports complex trail

Existing trail

19

The random-sample survey revealed that insufficient lighting is an issue along the walking trail. To 
remedy the situation, the design team proposed lighting along the length of the trail, specifically the 
portion leading to the city sports complex to make it accessible during more hours of the day. In 
addition to lighting, shade trees and vegetation would be added to make this vastly open area more 
welcoming.

3



Lost Nation
Lost Nation is located along Highway 136 in 
eastern Iowa. The town is near several outdoor 
recreation venues, such as the Wapsipinicon River, 
Eden Valley Recreation Area, and Oxford Junction 
Wilderness Area. Gilroy Rustic Park has a wooded 
trail, but it lacks lighting and a sufficient access 
road. Lost Nation has poor sidewalk conditions 
and connectivity, which keep residents from 
walking around town easily and safely. The town 
wants to create a pocket park and a community 
garden to bring together residents. 

Community Assessments
Focus-group participants appreciate Rustic Run 
Trail for the shade, quiet, and views, and enjoy 
walking at the cemetery. Residents identified 
barriers in town, such as the incomplete and poor 
sidewalks along Railroad Avenue and Western 
Street. The bridge into Rustic Park is also an issue 
because of flooding and the lack of guardrails. 

Planning and Design Summary
Based on assessment results and the visioning 
committee’s identified goals, the design team 
proposed concepts focused on several key 
themes: 
• Pedestrian Accessibility — Replace or 

construct new sidewalks throughout town, 
integrate a trail system into the sidewalk 
system for maximal connectivity, install ADA-
compliant curb ramps at all sidewalk and trail 
street crossings.

• Lighting — Install decorative vehicular 
and pedestrian lighting along all primary 
corridors and along designated primary 
walking routes.

• Streetscape Amenities — Add ADA-compliant 
sidewalks and decorative lighting with 
banners throughout town; add trash cans, 
benches, bike racks, planters, and bump-outs 
downtown; add crosswalks at intersections of 
the trail or sidewalk with the street.

• Trail and Park Amenities — Create a looped 
trail system in and around town; create a 
community garden and a downtown pocket 
park; add amenities to Gilroy Rustic Park; 
pave and add amenities to Rustic Run Trail.

Transportation assets and barriers focus group

Trees Forever Facilitator: Emily Swihart
Landscape Architect: Meg Flenker, Flenker Land 
Architecture Consultants
Interns: Haoyue (Karma) Yang

Steering Committee:
Francis Boggus
Karen Bradway
Janet Burke
Stacie Cronkleton
Pat Gade
Heather Gilroy

Ramon Gilroy
Jody Holtz
Joan Kleppe
Kayla Minor
Jim Schroeder
Ron Semran

20



“...there's not a safe 
place for us to take our 

kids and let them just 
go, so [it] would be nice 

to have [a bike path 
around town].”

"One of the biggest 
barriers is the 

uneven sidewalks 
and the broken 

sidewalks."

“There [are] not 
enough street 
lamps; there 

[are] just empty 
spaces where 
it's just dark.”

21

1
During focus groups conducted with residents, all user types identified sidewalk connectivity and 
accessibility as the most desired community improvement. Focus-group participants also noted low 
visibility and poor street lighting as significant issues. This connectivity and lighting plan addresses 
both concerns with the addition of ADA-compliant sidewalks; repair of existing sidewalks; shared 
roadways; a separate, paved trail; and lighting along 
primary corridors and designated pedestrian routes.



“There is a bridge 
[at the entrance to 
Gilroy Rustic Park] 
that occasionally 

goes under water.” "...anybody in a wheelchair...
[who] wanted to...go between 

the things at the park, there 
[are] not walkways or trails for 

anybody like that."

22

Residents treasure Gilroy Rustic 
Park for its natural beauty and 
many amenities. However, 
the focus-group results 
revealed that certain areas of 
the park are not accessible 
to pedestrians, particularly 
the creek crossing and the 
RV campground. The design 
team developed two concepts 
for the park. Concept one 
addresses the creek crossing 
and the RV campground 
access. Concept two expands 
on concept one, making the 
park accessible to pedestrians 
from Railroad Avenue and the 
White Street sidewalk system.

2
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4
Residents cited downtown as an area in need of improvement in terms 
of accessibility and aesthetics. To address this concern, the design 
team proposed landscaped intersection bump-outs, reconstructed 
sidewalks to improve accessibility and circulation, coordinated site 
amenities, murals, painted streetlights with banners, and signage.

3
Rustic Run Trail is popular among residents because of its shade, seclusion, and natural beauty. At the 
same time, focus-group participants pointed out that the trail could be improved. The design team 
proposed paving the trail, adding benches and interpretive signage, and clearing out undesirable 
vegetation.

“It would be really 
nice [to pave the 

trail]...because it's not 
by the highway and 

it's secluded.”
“The trail...is good to 
run, but there [are] 

plants everywhere...
there's poison ivy 
and stuff there.”

“...on Main Street in front of the 
legion and then going to the end 
of the sidewalk...there's about a 

12- or 14-inch difference between 
the sidewalk and the street. A few 
places have those steps, but there 

[are] some place...Someone would...
really have trouble to step up.”



Madrid
Madrid is situated at the intersection of Highways 
17 and 210 in Boone County. While Highway 17 
facilitates travel to other destinations near Madrid, 
it also carries heavy traffic through town. There is 
only one traffic-controlled crossing along Highway 
17, making it challenging for students to walk or 
bike to school. One of Madrid’s major assets is the 
High Trestle Trail, which brings many visitors to 
town, benefiting local retail businesses. However, 
the intersection of the trail with Highway 17 is a 
safety concern among residents. 

Community Assessments
Both adult and high-school survey respondents 
identified trail access as important. High-school 
focus groups revealed that the one entrance/
exit at the high school creates congestion at busy 
times. Parents as well as students noted the need 
for a safe crossing to access the high school. The 
survey and focus-group results reinforced the 
committee’s desire to improve Highway 17 and 
increase walkability/bikability in the community.

Planning and Design Summary
After the Madrid visioning committee identified 
goals, the design team led a virtual workshop, 
during which design concepts were created, 
including the following:
• Highway 17/210 Intersection — Close the 

Annex Road, install sidewalk with curb ramps 
at intersections, add new crosswalks and 
plantings to increase pedestrian comfort.

• Highway 17 Crossing — Add a new crosswalk 
with an RRFB at the high school, extend the 
sidewalk on the west side of Highway 17.

• High Trestle Trail — Add lighting and native 
plantings along the trail through Madrid, 
either create a trail underpass at Highway 17 
or build a median with a crosswalk and install 
a HAWK beacon, move the trailhead entry 
drive to the south.

• Downtown — Strengthen the connection 
to the trail through art; add pedestrian 
lighting, trees, plantings, and sidewalk 
enhancements; update the pocket park.

• Way-finding — Expand existing signage 
structure to emphasize Madrid's identity.

Virtual design workshop setup

Trees Forever Facilitator: Leslie Berckes
Landscape Architect: Nate Byro and Bruce 
Niedermyer, RDG Planning & Design
Intern: Dani Hodgson

Steering Committee:
Thera Brant
Paul Cleaveland
Martha Furness
Brian Horn
Lauren Horn
David Johnson
Jacob Loew
Brett Matthes
Mary Jo Reese
Travis Risvold
Willard Sharp
Deb Wibe
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High-school focus group

Random-sample survey

"Lighting is big because if I 
have to run when it's dark 
outside, it sometimes gets 

really tricky, especially 
in winter, because then 

there's ice and [I] can't see 
it sometimes."

“Our household 
appreciates that the 

city is interested in 
improving sidewalks, 

as our children walk to/
from school.”
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1
High-school focus group participants and survey respondents, as well as adults who completed the 
random-sample survey, noted the need for more lighting both in the community and along the High 
Trestle Trail. The design team proposed  industrial-style overhanging lights along the trail through 
town, along with lighted coal sculptures made from metal mesh material.

Both youth and adults are concerned about students crossing Highway 17 to get to school. The 
only designated crossing consists only of a painted crosswalk. To increase motorists' awareness of 
students crossing the roadway, the design team proposed a new crosswalk with a rectangular rapid 
flashing beacon (RRFB) that is activated by pedestrians. To further 
improve walkability to the school, a sidewalk on the west side of 
Highway 17 extending south is also proposed.



“The crossing of 
Highway 17...with High 
Trestle Trail [is unsafe]. 

Bikes don’t always 
stop, cars may or may 

not stop. Signage is 
terrible.”

Random-sample survey
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Although no accidents have been recorded at the intersection of the High Trestle Trail and 
Highway 17, residents mentioned that there have been many "close calls." In addition, vehicular 
traffic stopping to allow cyclists and pedestrians to cross the highway causes confusion and 
disrupts traffic flow. Of the two solutions proposed, a highway underpass is the more ambitious 
and safer in that it eliminates potential conflict between vehicles and cyclists/pedestrians.

3

The second option pictured below features a crosswalk with a 12-foot-wide median that creates 
a refuge for cyclists and pedestrians in situations when drivers stop to wave them across. This 
design also includes a high-intensity activated crosswalk (HAWK) beacon that is activated by 
pedestrians and gives pedestrians and cyclists a timed period to cross the highway.
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4
Both adult and high school 
survey respondents ranked 
good sidewalks as an 
important factor when 
choosing a walking route.

The design team addresses 
walkability in several design 
proposals, including concepts 
for downtown and the 
intersection of Highways 
17 and 210. The downtown 
plan features curb bump-
outs at intersections with 
ramps, special pavers, trees, 
and planting beds. The 
bump-outs shorten crossing 
distances and trees create 
shade and calm traffic. 

The Highway 17/210 
intersection plan features 
new sidewalk connections, 
curb ramps, new crosswalks, 
and plantings, all of which 
improve walkability. Other 
improvements to this area 
include closing the Annex 
Road, vegetating the 
drainage swale, and adding 
an island with trees.



Steering Committee:
Bill Berriman
Theresa Berriman
Gary Bartels
Amanda Bode
Kristen Crozier
Marna Davenport
Philip Dicks
Savannah Holdefer
Scott Hoskins
Steffi Hoskins
Janet Johnson 

Mingo
Mingo is located in Jasper County along the 
Chichaqua Valley Trail, a 28-mile rail trail that 
extends into the Des Moines metro-central Iowa 
regional trail network. Mingo is a beautiful town 
with a creek running through the lower area and 
rolling hills that create lovely vistas from higher 
points. Its small size and proximity to downtown 
Des Moines make it attractive to young families. 
Despite the trail, the community as a whole is not 
walkable or bikable because of the poor condition 
of the sidewalk system. 

Community Assessments
During the focus groups, residents identified 
the Chichaqua Valley Trail as the town’s main 
asset. However, they would like more trail 
amenities such as benches, lighting and a bike 
repair station. Some participants said that an 
additional access point to the trail would be 
beneficial. The poor sidewalk system is the 
primary barrier in town, along with a lack of 
lighting and way-finding signage and a "barren" 
downtown area. 

Planning and Design Summary
Resident input played an important role in the 
goal-setting process, through which the visioning 
committee identified the following projects:
• Downtown Streetscape — Install vegetated 

bump-outs at intersections, new lighting, 
permeable paving to capture stormwater, 
and street trees.

• Trailhead Updates — Plant trees and 
vegetation, add benches, create pathways 
from the parking lot to the trail, and install a 
community branding feature that directs 
views toward downtown.

• Trail Access — Create a new trail access 
point on the east side of town.

• In-town Trail Extension — Create a trail 
extension from the east side of town going 
south and west to connect to Station Street.

• Community Identity and Green Space — 
Create an entry park along Highway 117 
with a sculptural sign/play area and a 
shelter.

• Connectivity — Update existing sidewalks 
and close sidewalk gaps throughout town.

Trees Forever Facilitator: Jeff Jensen
Landscape Architect: Chad Hunter, Iowa State 
University Community Design Lab
Interns: Joe Anderson, Parmiss Sazgar, Clare 
Kiboko, Abby Schafer, Minni Davis, Paola 
Monllor-Torres, and Zach Rupprecht

Design installation along the Chichaqua Valley Trail

Sandra Kenney
Brandon Lamb
Carol Myers
Bob Perry
Emily Perry
Kendra Perry
Richard Phelps
Sheri Phelps
Melanie Pleggenkuhle
Brenda Steenhoek
Annie Wasson
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“I cut through [the Denco 
property to get to the trail] 
because my parents don't 
want me going up on the 

highway and getting turned 
into a pancake.”

Focus-group participants overwhelmingly agreed that access to the Chichaqua Valley Trail is 
needed on the east side of town. The off-road path proposed here would connect 
the trail to East Main Street. The plan features native vegetation in the 
ditches to add diversity to the environment and to improve the quality of 
stormwater management at this location.

“It would be nice 
if somehow there 

could be an entrance 
on Davenport or 

somewhere along there 
to get to the bike trail.”

“...when we go to the bike 
trail [from East Main Street]...

we're...cutting through 
[private property] and 

walking our bikes up the hill, 
because you don't want to 
get on [Highway 117] with 

little kids on a bike...”
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3

“...we don't have enough signage telling 
people when they come into town...[where 
they need to go [to park and use the trail]. 

Unless you're right on it you don't know 
that's where you're supposed to be.”

Focus-group participants said that downtown is unwelcoming, particularly to pedestrians, 
because of the wide streets and lack of amenities. The design team proposed adding vegetated 
bump-outs at intersections to reduce crossing distances, pedestrian-scale lighting, and street 
trees, all of which will create a more welcoming atmosphere.

Mingo residents take pride in their community 
and are eager to let visitors know where they 
are. The sculptural sign that doubles as a play 
area would be located in the proposed entry 
park along Highway 117 and would be visible to 
both motorists on the highway and cyclists and 
walkers on the Chichaqua Valley Trail.

“...there's really 
no shading in this 
downtown area...
so it gets very hot 

when you are 
walking.”
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“[The Station 
Street sidewalk] 
is broken. It's not 

really a good 
sidewalk.”



A lack of connectivity in the pedestrian/cyclist network is a major concern among the different 
transportation user types, as revealed during resident focus groups. East Main Street in particular was 
noted because there are no sidewalks. The design team proposed a plan to address connectivity that 
includes repairing existing sidewalks, adding new sidewalks, and creating new trail connections.

“[On Walnut Street] 
there's probably an 

8-foot to 10-foot break 
where there's no 

sidewalk. On my side of 
the street there's nothing.”

“...there [are] a lot of 
people [who] walk with 
strollers and dogs and 

lots of families, and I 
imagine it's scary to 

walk on the road [along 
East Main Street].”

4
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“One of the big 
problems [is that] 
from...one end of 

the town to the 
other, on [East Main 

Street], there [are] no 
sidewalks.”



Mount Pleasant is the county seat of Henry 
County and is located at the intersection of 
Highways 218 and 34. Home to Iowa Wesleyan 
University and Midwest Old Threshers, the 
community has many amenities that attract 
tourists. Since Mount Pleasant first participated 
in community visioning in 2001, the Highway 
218/34 bypass has been completed, and the 
town has changed significantly. In 2020, the 
community applied for visioning to complete 
its trail system, improve connectivity to local 
destinations, and establish community 
gateways.

Community Assessments
Residents provided input through a random-
sample mail survey, a self-selected online 
survey, and focus groups and a survey with 
high school students. These assessments 
revealed that connectivity, good sidewalks, and 
improvement of major corridors are important.   

Planning and Design Summary
The concept plan for Mount Pleasant is based 
on priorities identified by residents, as well as 
guidance from the visioning steering committee, 
and includes the following proposals: 
• Safety Improvements — Designate and 

update pedestrian routes to and through 
downtown, heighten visibility of pedestrian 
infrastructure along busy corridors, and add 
way-finding for motorists and pedestrians.

• Connectivity — Improve sidewalk along 
Jefferson St./Broadway St., including 
stamped concrete bands and lighting; 
create a shared traffic alley connecting 
businesses and public parking; add 
amenities along existing and planned trails..

• Branding — Introduce a signage family 
drawing from a town materials palette and 
expand the plantings palette to range from 
native prairie perennials to ornamental trees.

• Corridor Plantings — plant low-maintenance, 
forbs, grasses, and trees for stormwater 
management, beautification, improved 
walkability, and branding/identity purposes.

Socially-distanced public presentation

Trees Forever Facilitator: Emily Swihart
Landscape Architects: Dylan Jones, Genus 
Landscape Architects
Interns: Carissa Shoemaker

Mount Pleasant

Steering Committee:
David George 
Mike Heaton
Jack Hedgecock
Kadie Johannson
Terry McWilliams

Jennifer Moutrie
Lisa Oetken
Kristi Perry
Brent Schleisman
Kent White
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Random-sample survey commuting routes

1
Highway 34 Business is a primary commuting route in Mount Pleasant. However, online survey 
respondents indicated that the corridor is unwelcoming and not pedestrian friendly. To improve the 
look and the feel of this area, the design team proposed an entrance monument and landscaping 
at the west end (shown below), as well as native vegetation, street trees, and bioswales along the 
entire corridor.
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2
High-school focus-group participants and adult survey respondents expressed the need for 
better sidewalks and more lighting. The downtown area was specifically mentioned. The design 
team developed a pedestrian network connecting downtown with Iowa Wesleyan University that 
includes  upgraded sidewalks, decorative lighting, and a shared-use alley, a portion of which is a 
pedestrian-only "art alley."

3
The intersection of Washington Street and Grand Avenue was 
identified as confusing and unsafe by assessment participants. The 
addition of pedestrian infrastructure and plantings would increase 
motorist awareness of the presence of pedestrians, way-finding 
signage would decrease confusion, and monument signage would 
promote community identity.

“…we just…run all over 
downtown, but the 

sidewalks are—they’re 
either really narrow or 
they’re not too good.”

High-school focus group

High-school focus group

“This four-way stop is horrible, 
because [Washington Street] is a 

highway…[drivers] don't think they 
have to stop…and then, when you 
turn right [at the intersection] you 

don’t actually have to stop, you just 
yield, and people just kind of fly 

through sometimes.”
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“I love the improved bike 
trail system! I love to see 
that vision continue with 

additional connecting 
routes that do not 

require road access.”

Random-sample survey

4 Mount Pleasant residents value the trail system in town and would like it to be expanded, more 
connected, and better equipped in terms of amenities. Prairie View Park has tremendous potential 
as both a park and trail connector. Building on existing trail and shelter amenities, a trailhead kiosk, 
expanded parking, and pet and bike facilities draw visitors in while grills, seating, and shade make 
for a more comfortable stay.
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Steering Committee:
Ron Anderson
Jeff Anker
Amy Bentley
Chris Blanchard
Brandon Converse
Monica Converse
Steve Crann
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Ron Hankins
Corey Hoodjer
Steve Karsjen
Chad Kelchen

Polk City
Polk City is located in the Des Moines metro area 
along Highway 415. The community’s existing 
transportation system and multipurpose trails 
provide a variety of utility and recreational use. 
With approximately five miles of city trails and 
access to the 26-mile Neal Smith Trail, residents 
have some connectivity from the downtown 
square area to trails extending to Big Creek 
State Park, Saylorville Lake, downtown Des 
Moines, and connecting recreational trails. The 
High Trestle Trail is situated just east of town. 

Community Assessments
Polk City residents share a love for the Polk 
City Square, the abundance of recreational 
opportunities close by, and the trail system. 
However, survey and focus-group participants 
identified the lack of a trail connection between 
the High Trestle and Neal Smith Trails as a 
significant barrier. Lack of complete sidewalk 
systems and safe pedestrian crossings in town 
is also an issue. Residents would like better 
pedestrian/cyclist connections within town.

Planning and Design Summary
Based on the assessments and the Polk City 
visioning committee’s identified goals, the design 
team proposed the following concepts: 
• Trail System — Connect the Neal Smith and 

High Trestle Trails, improve connectivity 
among city trails and with Neal Smith Trail, 
create three new trailheads.

• Way-finding — Develop a signage scheme 
that incorporates elements of the existing 
community identity and enhances visual 
appearance and accessibility to amenities.

• Beautification — Improve streetscape 
aesthetics at community entrances 
and recreation destinations with native 
vegetation, trees, and art. 

• Safety — Improve pedestrian/cyclist safety 
through traffic-calming street trees and 
vegetation, off-street trails, and sidewalks.

• Year-round Recreation — Update existing 
parks and establish new parks on 3rd Street 
and at the Big Creek Technology Campus.

Design workshop

Trees Forever Facilitator: Jeff Jensen
Landscape Architect: Eric Doll, Jeffrey L. Bruce & 
Company
Interns: Sandeep S. Kumar and Zoey Mauck

Eric Lehmen
Jen Lehman
Ben Marcus
Scott Patterson
Rob Sarchet
Eva Schoenberg
Rachel Schroeder
Sherri Schroeder
Mike Sparks
Jeff Walters
Kim Walters
Matt White
Garald Zomermand
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“I think the easiest way to 
[connect to the High Trestle 

Trail] would be to...make 
a trail or bike lane past 

Kiwanis Park...and then it 
can connect to The Oasis, 
and then you're right there 

on the trail.”

“You['ve] got to connect the 
[Neal Smith and High Trestle 
Trails], because ...there [are] 

always bikers [traveling 
between the two trails] on [the 
county roads]...and they take 

up the whole road.”
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“The High Trestle Trail is a pretty 
important disconnect that we 
have right now...[to get to the 
trail from town] you're having 
to jump on the highway where 

it's kind of [unsafe].”

Survey respondents, along with focus-group participants from all demographic types, identified a 
connection from Polk City to the High Trestle Trail as a priority. The design team proposed creating a 
trail extension from High Trestle Trail Oasis that would connect trail users to the Big Creek Technology 
Campus, Kiwanis Park, and the Neal Smith Trail.
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Existing Trail Route
Future Roads
Proposed Trailhead
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HIGH TRESTLE TRAIL

It would be nice to 
connect to [the High 
Trestle Trail] safely 

so you don't have to 
ride on the shoulder 

of the  road."



In addition to connecting to the High Trestle Trail, focus-group and survey participants would also 
like better connections to the Neal Smith Trail and among community trails. The design team 
proposed trail routes that incorporate off-street trails, shared roadways, and sidewalks. In addition, 
new trailheads are proposed at the Big Creek Technology Campus, downtown, and along 
Highway 415 near the sports complex. The plan for the downtown trailhead shown here would 
feature a cycle track bike lane along 3rd Street, improved crosswalks, a themed intersection, and 
trail amenities such as restrooms, seating, and a bike repair station.

2

Legend
Potential Trail Route
Potential Sharrow Route
Existing Trail Route
Future Roads
Proposed Trailhead
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“[The Neal Smith Trail] doesn't 
connect well. There's no 

access...there's [access to the 
trail at Parker Boulevard and 
Highway 415, but you have to 
cross a very busy [Highway] 

415 to do that.”

"What we really 
need is to close the 

gap on the rec trails, 
just get rid of the 

segmentation and 
have a fluid system."



During the focus groups, parents and youth talked about having trouble accessing the elementary 
school and the library because  it is difficult to cross West Broadway. Some residents are also not 
comfortable using the on-street bike lanes. The design team proposed removing the bike lanes from 
the roadway and creating a 10-foot trail on one side of the street and extending the verges on both 
sides from 7 feet to 13 feet. Street trees would be planted in the verges to calm traffic.

3

4
Some focus-group participants 
expressed the need for better way-
finding in town and on the trails. 
Although Polk City has some way-
finding signage, it lacks a cohesive 
design. The signage proposed 
would feature a new city logo that 
incorporates the City Park bandstand. 
Trail signage would show users what 
trail they are on and mileage.

“I also use the trails 
recreationally for 

running...and I 
have been stopped 

continually by 
people looking 

to find their way, 
either to Polk City 
or to Big Creek...

so maybe we 
need some way-

finding.”

“I feel like 
when I cross 

Broadway with 
my kids, it's like 

playing Frogger 
sometimes.”

“It's really hard to 
cross [Broadway 

at the Prairie Ridge 
Road] because the 
cars are just going.”
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Reinbeck

High-school focus group

Reinbeck is situated along Highway 175 on the 
east side of Grundy County. It is connected to the 
towns of Grundy Center, Morrison, and Holland 
by the Pioneer Trail, which is located on a former 
rail line. Reinbeck was a visioning community in 
2005, which resulted in the partial completion of 
a walking path in Elmwood Park, as well as new 
playground equipment. In 2020, community 
priorities include connecting Pioneer Trail to 
town, improving the Highway 175 corridor, and 
enhancing the downtown streetscape. 

Community Assessments
A random-sample survey and focus groups and 
a survey among high school students revealed 
that creating a better pedestrian/cyclist 
connection to Pioneer Trail is a high priority. 
Missing and broken sidewalks are considered 
a barrier to walking and biking. In addition 
to improved connectivity, residents would 
like better lighting, enhanced neighborhood 
streetscapes, and more opportunities for 
physical activity. 

Planning and Design Summary
Based on the assessments and the Reinbeck 
visioning committee’s identified goals, the 
design team proposed the following: 
• Downtown — Add intersection bump-outs 

with tactile warning pavement, decorative 
pavement, and highly visible crosswalks; 
plant street trees and ground cover to 
improve aesthetics.

• Highway 175 — Plant street trees, convert 
areas of the right-of-way to green space, 
add sidewalks, lighting, and a pedestrian 
crossing.

• Safety — Improve routes to popular 
destinations north of Highway 175 such 
as Strohbehn Park and the Pioneer Trail 
trailhead, repair existing sidewalks, enhance 
pedestrian crosswalks, and update lighting.

• Connectivity — Add sidewalks along specific 
routes to ensure safe routes to popular 
destinations such as the schools, parks, and 
downtown.

Trees Forever Facilitator: Brad Riphagen
Landscape Architects: Craig Ritland and 
Samantha Price, RITLAND+KUIPER Landscape 
Architects

Intern: Mallory Sage
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1 “Usually if we bike 
[we] take the roads 

because...[the] 
sidewalks are kind of 
torn up in Reinbeck.”

High-school focus group

Both adult and high school survey respondents ranked good 
sidewalks as an important factor when choosing a walking route, 
and high-school students identified the poor sidewalks in Reinbeck 
as a barrier during focus groups. The design team proposed 
installing new sidewalks throughout town, including along the 
Highway 175 corridor. In addition to sidewalks, the concept for the 
corridor includes street trees and decorative, pedestrian-scale 
lighting with banners.

“With a lack of good 
sidewalks in town, 
sometimes I feel I 

can't stay safe with 
a stroller and a dog.”

Random-sample survey Proposed Highway 175 pedestrian improvements

Existing highway corridor
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Random-sample survey and 
self-selected high-school survey 
respondents were asked to draw 
their walking routes on a map of 
the community, and the routes 
were aggregated, revealing that a 
number of people walk on streets 
with no sidewalks. The design 
team addressed this issue in the 
connectivity improvements plan, 
proposing new sidewalks and highly 
visible crosswalks along popular 
routes.  

2
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The Pioneer Trail is a valued asset for Reinbeck residents. However, it is difficult to access on foot 
or a bicycle. Random-sample survey respondents and high-school students who participated in 
focus groups consider access to the trail as important. To improve pedestrian and cyclist access to 
Pioneer Trail, the design team proposed a designated pedestrian/cyclist lane with bollards along N 
Commercial Street to Strohbehn Park, as well as a designated pedestrian crossing on Highway 175.

3

Random-sample survey

Desired Bike Route  Features

High-school focus group

“I think it'd be kind of cool 
if [the Pioneer Trail] was 
somehow connected to 

town. People have to drive 
all the way out to [V Avenue] 

just to get to the trail.”

“I would love to see the bike 
trail have an access point in 
town and connect in town to 

Grundy Center. I think the bike 
trail would be used a lot more if 

this happened. ”

Proposed pedestrian/cyclist lane along N. Commercial Street

Proposed Highway 175 pedestrian crossing
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Wellsburg is situated two miles south of U.S. 20 
along County Road T-19 in Grundy County. It 
was a visioning community in 2001, and has 
implemented new entrance signs and native 
plantings as a result. In 2020, the community 
is faced with new challenges, in part because 
of the completion of the U.S. 20 realignment in 
2003, which resulted in the once moderately 
traveled T-19 becoming a major thoroughfare 
for truck traffic. Pedestrian safety and 
walkability are major concerns.

Community Assessments
The assessment process revealed that residents 
appreciate Wellsburg Park, but they would like 
to see some improvements made to the area. 
Focus-group participants also value walking 
around town. However, residents walk in the 
streets often because of the poor quality of 
the sidewalk system. The community hopes 
to address these concerns to make Wellsburg 
beautiful, safe, and more accessible. 

Planning and Design Summary
Using the results of the focus groups and a 
"walk-by workshop" for the general public, 
the design team created a concept plan that 
addresses the following priorities:
• Downtown — Update sidewalks; add 

bump-outs, tactile warning pavement 
and improved crosswalks; include street 
trees and plantings; change the vehicular 
orientation to two-way traffic; replace light 
poles and fixtures; and add a pocket park 
for public gatherings.

• Wellsburg Park — Improve park’s 
accessibility, update playground equipment, 
renovate band shell, and improve 
connectivity to park’s amenities.

• Pedestrian Safety — Improve existing 
sidewalks, enhance pedestrian crosswalks, 
and update lighting within specific areas of 
the community.

• Pool Park — Add a splash pad, relocate 
existing swings, improve accessibility 
through the park, and increase park 
amenities.

Transportation assets and barriers workshop

Trees Forever Facilitator: Patty Reisinger
Landscape Architects: Craig Ritland and 
Samantha Price, RITLAND+KUIPER Landscape 
Architects
Intern: Mallory Sage

Wellsburg

Loretta Jones
Jeff Kolb
Karen Mennenga
Steve  Mulder
Shelly Schafer
Karla Stille
Bob Waters
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Walkability and pedestrian safety in the downtown area emerged as an important issue during the 
community assessment and public input processes. In this plan for North Adams Street, the design 
team changes the one-way traffic to two-way to lessen confusion, and incorporates bump-outs, 
tactile warning pavement, and crosswalks to improve pedestrian walkability and safety. The plan also 
includes street trees, vegetation, and a pocket park to improve the overall aesthetic.

1

““[We need to] make sure 
that that's a good walking 
surface right through our 

downtown because...
that's where [visitors are] 

going to be walking...That's 
where our impression of 

the town is.”

Both drivers and pedestrians noted the dip at the intersection of 
Monroe and East 4th Streets as a problem during focus groups. 
In addition to street repairs, this image edit shows painted 
crosswalks and a line denoting where traffic should stop on the 
street and accessible curb ramps.

“There's a dip [at the stop sign 
on Monroe Street by the school] 
and it's always wet there. I walk 

that way. Lots of times, I have 
to walk in the water, snow, or 

rainwater, and you can't get up 
on the sidewalk because that's 

not accessible.” 
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Residents from all age and ability groups cited the quality of the sidewalk system throughout 
Wellsburg as a significant barrier for pedestrians and cyclists. In response to this issue, the design 
team created a three-phase sidewalk plan. Phase one addresses connectivity among popular 
destinations. Phase two expands on connectivity and extends into residential areas. Phase three 
results in a complete sidewalk system throughout the community.

“I like to walk too, and 
there are not good 

sidewalks on most of 
the streets in town.”

“The sidewalks are 
awful, so...if I take my 
daughter for a walk, 
you have to walk on 

the street because you 
can't use a stroller on the 

sidewalks.”

“The sidewalks have so 
many cracks. It's hard not 

to trip on them.”
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Participants in all focus-group demographics identified Wellsburg Park as a popular destination. 
However, adults would like a paved surface to make the park more accessible and youth would like 
new play equipment. In addition to those improvements, this plan for the park features a renovated 
band shell, accessible seating, lawn seating, benches, and evergreen screen plantings.

4

Legend
1. Band shell renovation
2. Accessible seating for band shell
3. Lawn seating
4. Sidewalk with stairs to 

restroom
5. Eight-foot sidewalk to band shell
6. Playground equipment for 

ages 5–9

7. Playground equipment for 
ages 2–5

8. Perimeter sidewalk with 
benches

9. Outdoor picnic and grill area
10. Existing shelter
11. Existing restroom
12. Evergreen screen plantings

“There could be more 
sidewalks [in Wellsburg 

Park] because a lot of 
people have trouble 

walking on slanted grass.”
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Virtual &  
Socially-distanced 

Community 
Engagement
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Introduction
Is public participation possible during a 
pandemic?

That was the question facing Iowa’s Living 
Roadways Community Visioning program 
staff in mid-March, when Iowa State University 
canceled all in-state travel for employees.

Julia Badenhope, ISU professor and visioning 
program director, decided to use COVID-19 
as an opportunity to explore innovative ways 
to engage the public without compromising 
the safety of staff, students, and community 
members.

The first step in transitioning to public 
participation in the age of COVID-19 was to 
assess the readiness of visioning community 
steering committees to proceed in a virtual 
setting. Program staff conducted a readiness 
survey of steering committee members to 
determine their willingness and ability to 

meet virtually. Trees Forever field coordinators 
reached out to their respective committees to 
better understand their needs and to reassure 
committee members that the program would 
do what was best for them. The committees 
for all 10 communities decided to continue the 
visioning process.

The next step was to develop a protocol for 
in-person meetings that would follow university 
protocols and keep all participants safe. 
After researching COVID-19 and studying 
ISU guidelines, Badenhope trained program 
staff and private-sector consultants on safety 
standards for in-person meetings. Visioning 
program staff assembled meeting kits including 
masks, cleaning supplies, floor markers, and 
guidelines from the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention. Private-sector consultants 
agreed to present detailed plans prior to in-
person meetings to ensure safety requirements 
were met.

The result was a hybrid of virtual meetings and 
socially-distanced, in-person gatherings held 
outdoors when possible. At in-person gatherings, 
masks and hand sanitizer were available for all 
participants and markers were taped to the floor 
denoted six-foot intervals. 

Design Installations 
A key component of the visioning process is the 
design workshop, a public meeting at which, 
under normal circumstances, residents gather to 
provide input on transportation enhancements 
proposed by a design team consisting of a 
landscape architect and student intern(s). 
Engaging the public in a similar manner during a 
pandemic posed a unique challenge.

To compensate for the inability to hold large 
gatherings, visioning program staff and private-
sector design consultants created installations 
highlighting design proposals, installing the 
displays throughout the communities and 
soliciting feedback through online surveys, 
interactive window displays, community 
websites, and social media. Because design 

ISU program staff used social media platforms, 
including Twitter, to disseminate feedback obtained 
from focus groups.
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proposals were on display for several days—
either as physical installations or online—rather 
than during a one-day workshop, residents had 
more flexibility to offer input.

Social Media
Another strategy that program staff used to 
keep people engaged despite being physically 
isolated from one other was an robust social 
media plan. In addition to the existing Facebook 
page, ISU staff created Instagram and Twitter 
accounts and linked them to individual visioning 
communities' webpages. Social media posts 
ranged from information regarding community 
workshops and installations, images of 

proposed designs, and data captured during the 
assessments, to photos of volunteers building 
projects and success stories to inspire those 
communities still in the planning process.

ISU program staff developed presentations 
analyzing the results of the focus groups, high-
school workshops, and random-sample surveys 
and posted them on the communities' visioning 
webpages. Design interns created QR codes for 
each community's webpage on the Community 
Visioning website and shared them on design 
installations and via social media. 

Meeting location:
Freedom Bank
210 S Main St,

Elkader, IA 52043

Elkader Feasibility Report and Public Presentation
Eric Doll of JBC will be facilitating the Elkader Feasibility Report
Presentation at 4:00pm on November 6th. The meeting location will be
at the Freedom Bank's multi-purpose room as shown on the map. After
the feasibility report meeting, the meeting room will be used for the
informal, public presentation where we will invite folks to see the final
design boards from 5:30 - 7pma. The map shows the intent for
keeping this event safe.

Physically, the room will be arranged with an assortment of folding
tables. Each folding table will have Design Boards where they are taped
in 'A' Frame format to one another and spaced 6' apart on center. 'X's'
will be taped/marked on the floor in front of each board along with
arrows to portray the desired flow of traffic. The identified safety table
will be staffed full-time with precautionary measures/PPE.

Boards will be 'A'-framed
like this without one in the
middle to ensure 6' spacing.
at each table. tables will not
be next to one another but
also spaced 8' apart.

6'

Public Entrance Restrooms/Kitchen
Area

8' table, typ.

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

xSafety Table

This diagram illustrates how the design team from Jeffrey L. Bruce & Company planned to present the Elkader 
feasibility report to the public without posing a risk to residents and program staff.
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STEP 1: Start at City Hall
Check out some of the analysis and feedback 
that has been gathered so far.

STEP 2: Community Tour
Use this map to take a tour of Mingo and ex-
plore locations and enhancements that have 
been identified. 

STEP 3: Tell us what you think
Along the way, respond to the questions on the 
survey that correspond with each numbered 
location. Your voice is a valuable piece of this 
process.

STEP 4: Back to the start
When you have completed the tour please 
email your form to cahunter@iastate.edu

THANK YOU!

GO
to

Public Engagement

The Mingo design team created a community tour map that allowed residents to explore design ideas posted 
throughout town and provide feedback on a questionnaire.

Wellsburg held a "walk-by workshop" where residents 
voted on design proposals on display downtown. 

"Creating more dynamic 
engagement within 
communities through social 
media and installations has 
led to not only a safer process 
during this pandemic, but also 
a more inclusive and public 
process. The investment of 
time and design thinking of 
the landscape architects and 
interns and the willingness to 
experiment in communities 
are ingredients that made the 
program a success.” 

— Julia Badenhope
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Top: In addition to displaying design proposals on 
kiosks during the farmers market, the Avoca design 
team held a socially-distanced design workshop at 
the fire station.

Above: The Elkader design team took advantage of 
good weather and a popular park to hold an outdoor 
design workshop.

Left: Design interns posted photos of kiosks being 
installed in communities on social media to alert 
followers of the installations. 
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Iowa's Living Roadways Annual Celebration
The program year culminated in a virtual Iowa's 
Living Roadways annual celebration with the 
theme "Creating the Silver Lining: Post-disaster 
Recovery." Like the design workshop, the day-
long annual celebration is highly interactive. 
Event participants have the opportunity to see 
design boards from the 10 current visioning 
communities and community representatives 
are able to meet program sponsors, staff, and 
other stakeholders. Representatives from newly 
selected communities interact with those from 
current visioning communities and get a "sneak 
peek" at the possibilities open to them.

With assistance from ISU Extension and 
Outreach Community and Economic 
Development specialists, program staff worked 
to create an abbreviated, virtual program that 
emulated the interactive aspects of event.

The event kicked off with presentations by the 
2020 visioning communities that highlighted 
their biggest priorities. In an effort to simulate 
the tour of community projects, participants 
had the opportunity to ask questions and 
offer feedback about the designs after the 
presentations. The presentations were recorded 

Mount Pleasant is large enough to have a movie theater, 
which the design team used to present design concepts 
to the public in a safe, socially-distanced fashion.

One version of the kiosks design at ISU employs 
transparencies of design proposals to allow users to 
visualize how their community could look..

and will be available to the public on their 
respective community websites.

Participants also watched videos featuring 
communities that have recovered or are in the 
process of recovering from natural disasters.  
With help from the Visioning Program, these 
communities are "creating the silver lining" post 
disaster.

Design teams worked with the Trees Forever field 
coordinators and steering committee members to 
create brief presentations about their communities.
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Looking Ahead

“To think—we have delivered 
Community Visioning for over 
20 years and we still have ‘new’ 
ways to deliver the product 
(planning) to the community! 
Of course, many of these same 
virtual meeting techniques can 
be used when facing snow or 
ice storms or other issues that 
prevents people being together 
in one room.”

— Patty Reisinger 
Trees Forever

Going forward, the program will continue to 
employ a variety of engagement techniques 
and offer virtual options for meetings to improve 
the ability of program staff and participants 
adapt to unexpected situations.

Residents in visioning communities will be able to 
view online story maps that more clearly explain 
the local landscape in the context of historical 
settlement, vegetation patterns, watersheds, 
and elevation. Focus groups will be conducted 
virtually or in person, as circumstances dictate. 
Finally, individual visioning webpages will be a 
clearinghouse of information for each visioning 
community.

Residents enjoy seeing design proposals for Avoca 
during the weekly farmers market.
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Community Visioning
Julia Badenhope, FASLA
Director, Iowa’s Living Roadways Community Visioning Program 
Professor of Landscape Architecture 

Sandra Oberbroeckling
Project Manager, Iowa’s Living Roadways Community Visioning Program
Extension Program Specialist, ISU Extension and Outreach Community and Economic Development

Trees Forever

Brad Riphagen
Emily Swihart

Shannon Ramsay,

Brad Riphagen, 

Founding President and CEO

Community Visioning Program Manager

Field Coordinators
Jeff Jensen
Leslie Berckes

Patty Reisinger

Iowa State University 
Community Visioning Program Interns
Austin Alexander

Joe Anderson

Lexi Blank

Alisa Courey

Minnie Davis

Emma Georgeff

Clare Kiboko

Giannis Koutsou

Aaron Lewis

Britney Markhardt

Paola Monllor Torres

Zach Rupprecht

Parmiss Sazgar

Abby Schafer 

Kristian Schofield

Emily Serchen

Carissa Shoemaker

Ben Stewart

Chad Hunter
Landscape Architecture Outreach Studio Manager, Iowa’s Living Roadways Community Visioning 
Program
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Interns
Genus Landscape Architects
Carissa ShoemakerMallory Sage

RITLAND+KUIPER Landscape Architects

Community Design Lab, Iowa State University

Joe Anderson, Parmiss Sazgar, Clare Kiboko, Abby 
Schafer, Minni Davis, Paola Monllor-Torres, Zach 
Rupprecht

Flenker Land Architecture Consultants, LLC
Hooyue (Karma) Yang

Bruce Niedermyer
Anne Machian
Nate Byro
Landscape Architects 
RDG Planning & Design

Eric Doll
Landscape Architect 
Jeffrey L. Bruce & Company

Meg K. Flenker, PLA, ASLA, CPESC, CPSWQ
Landscape Architect 
Flenker Land Architecture Consultants, LLC

Landscape Architect
Genus Landscape Architects

Dylan Jones, PLA, ASLA 

Practitioners

Craig Ritland, FASLA
Samantha Price, PLA
Landscape Architects 
RITLAND+KUIPER Landscape Architects

Jeffrey L. Bruce & Company
Sandeep S. Kumar, Zoey Mauck

Community Design Lab
Iowa State University

Carl Rogers, Associate Professor and Chair 
Chad Hunter, Design Fellow and Lecturer

RDG Planning & Design
Dani Hodgson
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Iowa DOT
Stuart Anderson
Director, Planning, Programming, and Modal 
Division

Tara Van Waus
Living Roadway Trust Fund Coordinator

Iowa State University
Christopher Seeger
Professor of Landscape Architecture, Extension Landscape Architect

Robin McNeely
Program Manager, Institute for Design Research and Outreach

Nora Ladjahasan
Assistant Scientist, Institute for Design Research and Outreach
Janice Larson
Survey Unit Manager, Center for Survey Statistics and Methodology

Allison Anderson
Project Manager, Center for Survey Statistics and Methodology

Seana Godbold
Chief Landscape Architect

FHWA
Timothy C. Marshall
Division Administrator
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Partners
• Iowa Department of Transportation
• Trees Forever
• Living Roadway Trust Fund
• Iowa State University Department of Landscape Architecture

... and justice for all
Iowa State University Extension and Outreach does not 
discriminate on the basis of age, disability, ethnicity, gender 
identity, genetic information, marital status, national 
origin, pregnancy, race, religion, sex, sexual orientation, 
socioeconomic status, or status as a U.S. veteran. 
(Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) 
Inquiries regarding non-discrimination policies 
may be directed to the Diversity Officer, 
2150 Beardshear Hall, 515 Morrill Road, 
Ames, Iowa 50011, 515-294-1482, 
extdiversity@iastate.edu. All other 
inquiries may be directed to 800-
262-3804.




