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Here We Grow is a collaborative 
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with Capital Crossroads to increase 
the supply of workforce housing 
in Greater Des Moines, Iowa. 
Learn more at HereWeGrow.city.
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Polk County, Iowa. Learn more at pchtf.org.
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Introduction
Through the Here We Grow campaign, Cap-
ital Crossroads and the Polk County Housing 
Trust Fund have been working with stake-
holders since 2021 to increase the supply of 
workforce housing available in our region to 
meet the needs of our growing economy. In 
doing this, we have been guided by several 
principles: 

•	 First, we support housing that’s affordable 
across the full range of wages workers are 
earning in the region today; we are mind-
ful that, according to the Regional Work-
force Housing Strategy1, while costs have 
risen for everyone in recent years, hourly 
wage workers earning between $12-$15/
hour are struggling most to afford housing.

•	 Second, people in our region need hous-
ing choices near their jobs. As jobs in the 
region are increasingly suburbanizing, peo-
ple will need housing near those jobs in-
stead of relying on areas where lower-price 
housing is currently concentrated in areas 
surrounding downtown Des Moines.

•	 Third, we support equitable housing ac-
cess so that the wage a person earns will 
not pre-determine where they live. We are 
working to understand and remove other 
barriers to housing access people face.

Capital Crossroads roadmap 
workforce housing priority areas

Now guided by the Capital Crossroads Road-
map2, we have developed three focus areas 
for our work in 2024-2025:

1. Zoning and land use reform

Creating long-term solutions for housing re-
quires communities to be thoughtful about 
how local regulations can support creating ad-
ditional—and much needed—housing supply.

2. Regional assessment and 
preservation of housing stock

Housing affordability is a shifting picture, 
and standing still can often mean we are 
losing ground. We’re helping communities 
understand and track their local housing re-
sources and work together to preserve them 
so progress on affordable housing does 
not move backward.

3. Economic development and 
local incentives for housing

Development incentives and local investment 
can be key to making workforce housing pos-
sible. We’re creating a strategy to support 
coordinated and careful use of local resourc-
es to drive impact where it’s needed most.
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An ongoing commitment to 
stakeholder participation

Engagement among many different  housing 
stakeholders – including builders, developers, 
the business community, local governments, 
community leaders, and local residents is es-
sential to reaching our initiative’s goals.

This document shares builder 
and developer feedback we have 
collected about how the Greater 
Des Moines region can achieve 
the greatest positive impact on 
workforce housing attainability. 

Even prior to the release of Capital Cross-
roads Roadmap, our team has been meet-
ing with housing industry and development 
stakeholders to gather their feedback about 
what it will take to increase the supply and di-
versity of housing available in the region. This 
document includes those views as well as 
recent feedback we have gathered through 
stakeholder engagement efforts.

While industry perspectives are important, 
they are not the only views the Here We Grow 
team is seeking to gather.

Local government perspectives

In 2021 and 2022, our team completed a series 
of meetings with a dozen local governments 
to gather their perspectives on opportunities 
and challenges for workforce housing devel-
opment. The Polk County Housing Trust Fund 
(PCHTF) then featured several promising ex-
amples cities shared with us during a regional 
housing bus tour in 2022. Conversations with 
local government officials are continuing in 
our present two-year work plan.

Understanding the public’s perspective

PCHTF is a steering committee member 
in the regional Analysis of Impediments to 
Fair Housing Choice, Central Iowa’s plan to 
ensure housing equity. Together with oth-
er partners including local governments, we 
have partnered in 2024 to complete one of 
the largest housing stakeholder surveys in re-
cent years, gathering feedback from almost 
2,000 survey participants across the region. 
We look forward to the plan’s publication lat-
er in Fall of 2024 which will provide a great 
deal of context about how the public views 
the need for workforce and affordable hous-
ing in our region.

Above: Local developer Scott Cutler holds a building ma-
terial sample during a Here We Grow regional bus tour of 
housing developments. Below: The Polk County Housing 
Trust Fund has focused on solutions to build housing sup-
ply in recent years at its annual housing symposium.
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Developer feedback on single 
family production
Through our engagement efforts, develop-
ment stakeholders have overwhelmingly sup-
ported simplification and standardization of 
regulations and regulatory processes across 
the region. Stakeholders say that limiting 
the rising price of housing depends on giv-
ing clear, up front rules of the road that allow 
housing to be built affordably and prioritizing 
a well-built, safe product. They also say grant-
ing more flexibility for developers to follow 
the market in making major decisions about 
the product they develop, like those shown in 
Table 1, will be needed to contain costs.

The way developments are approved also 
matters; for instance, developers want to re-
duce repetitive public reviews that can bring 
the focus to topics beyond health, safety, 
and marketability factors involved in a proj-
ect, slowing down work and increasing cost.

Table 1: Some major drivers of increased 
housing cost are hiding in plain sight

•	 Overall square footage (size) of house 

•	 Size or width of lot where the house is 
built 

•	 Whether the home has a basement or is 
built on a concrete pad, known as “slab 
on grade” 

•	 Whether the house has a garage

•	 Design standards, such as materials that 
are permitted or not permitted to be 
used on exteriors
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Reducing the need for complex, repetitive 
negotiations for each development

Developers have shared a preference for city 
codes that grant the right to build “by right” 
where they are granted permission to make 
decisions “by right” of ownership of the 
property without extensive public hearing or 
board and commission processes that can 
slow down development and increase cost.

Developers have often raised concerns about 
negotiations for Planned Unit Developments 
(PUDs), which create a special set of zon-
ing rules specific to one development. In 
the course of those negotiations, cities and 
developers do sometimes agree on project 
characteristics that will reduce cost. Howev-
er, developers sometimes feel those choices 
are then viewed as a “win” for the developer 
in the negotiation which the city then seeks 
to offset with other concessions that nullify 
any cost savings.

Developers are interested in how more proj-
ect approvals can be streamlined by fore-
going these negotiations altogether and 
allowing more housing to be developed 
through the “regular” zoning code.

Finally, some listening session participants 
have shared that conditional approvals they 
must seek and processes to approve “spe-
cial” PUD zoning create a perception among 
community members that if housing needs 
special approval, something about the proj-
ect must be deficient, increasing negative 
public perceptions about new development.

Instead, developers assert that setting a ba-
sic floor for acceptable housing quality and 
safety while providing greater market-driven 
flexibility in other factors like the design and 
finishes used on a house will be important 
to providing greater choice and affordability 
in the marketplace.

Developers say local residents can 
start to think something is wrong 
with a housing project if they see 
their city is requiring multiple 
hearings or conditional approval—
even if the housing project will 
readily find buyers in the market 
and support a city’s housing goals.

The speed with which regulatory 
processes move is also important

In addition to zoning rules themselves, stake-
holders say lengthy approval processes are 
another factor that can drive up housing 
cost. Developers have shared stories of Iowa 
communities that have taken a pro-housing 
stance with streamlined, standardized ap-
proval processes that keep projects moving 
forward and trust the expertise of local staff 
to provide appropriate oversight. 
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Builders are hopeful for accountability from 
regulators, for example, setting timelines for 
how long it should take to receive project ap-
provals with options for relief if public officials 
do not meet those timelines. 

Developers perceive regulatory reform 
will have greater impact on home price 
than additional development incentives

In our conversations, builders have general-
ly prioritized streamlined and standardized 
regulations as a way of reducing cost. There 
is recognition that public investment—for 
example, a city offering tax abatement or 
assisting with infrastructure—plays a role in 
increasing workforce housing supply. At the 
same time, developers have explained incen-
tives are likely to have a comparatively nar-
row impact relative to action on regulatory 
issues that apply to a larger share of housing 
being built. 

Widespread regional adoption of reforms 
helps improve their effectiveness

Builders assert that a holistic approach to 
home attainability is necessary across the 
region and across the market to achieve 
the maximum benefit on home attainability. 
Code or process changes only for one devel-
opment or in one city in the region may pro-
duce lesser results if they are not replicated 
elsewhere. 

Community practices are dominated by 
incumbent homeowners, pulling up the 
ladder of opportunity for newcomers

Finally, stakeholders have expressed con-
cern that many policies simply are geared 
to favor existing homeowners and other en-
trenched stakeholders who are concerned 

about building home equity and maintaining 
the look and feel of their neighborhoods over 
the interests of potential new residents. 

Such a frame of view, while understandable, 
risks leaving aside the cost impact of choices 
being made and the consequences for aspir-
ing homeowners or renters to enter the mar-
ketplace. It also may lead to incorporating 
high expectations for the design and finishes 
for new housing into city code without fully 
considering the cost of those items or how 
requiring them may affect the ability of new 
people to obtain housing in the community.

Long-term housing progress, stakeholders 
have told us, depends on our region’s ability 
to focus on keeping the door of home attain-
ability open to as many newcomers as possi-
ble and creating housing options that meet 
the needs of current and future residents.
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Developer feedback 
on multifamily 
development
Many challenges facing multifamily develop-
ment are like those in single family develop-
ment, but some key differences exist when 
it comes to income-restricted housing de-
veloped with the intention of offering work-
force-affordable rents that fit the budgets of 
earners in the $12-$15/hour range discussed 
in the Regional Workforce Housing Strategy. 

First, to create income-restricted housing, 
public investment is usually essential to sup-
port affordable rents. Second, perceptions 
(which can sometimes be negative and even 
outright harmful) of a property’s potential res-
idents raises the stakes of public meetings. 
Ordinary requests, for example, to approve 
zoning changes or site plans can become 

fraught if community feedback turns neg-
ative about issues not related to the actu-
al quality, safety, and community benefits 
of a development.

Developers value a clear understanding 
of a city’s view of multifamily 
development from the start

Stakeholders have shared a desire for a cen-
tral point of contact in a “development friend-
ly” community who can connect them to all 
available economic development incentives 
and serve as a guide through approvals. Cur-
rently, developers must sometimes connect 
with multiple city staff in different parts of city 
government. This leads to a perception that 
developers may not be aware of all financial 
incentives available and can add financial un-
certainty and risk to developments. 

Furthermore, stakeholders have expressed 
that political support is key, alluding to sto-
ries developers sometimes share of not 
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proceeding with projects on otherwise devel-
opment-ready land because of a perception 
that local community support is not sufficient 
to see the project through to occupancy. The 
ability to convey certainty in a jurisdiction’s fi-
nancial and political backing for a project is a 
main characteristic of development-ready cit-
ies that will see successful projects being built.

Reducing the price of land is a key 
opportunity to support attainable 
affordable development

In our conversations, developers have been 
interested in the idea of a land bank – an en-
tity or program in city government focused 
on acquiring, amassing, and holding land for 
future redevelopment. Local government in-
vestment in land or in other incentives pro-
vides greater certainty that a community will 
stick with a project until it is built.

Some stakeholders shared that they avoid 
working in certain communities unless those 
jurisdictions have committed to supporting, 
or even themselves requested, the propos-
als.  Yet at the same time, developers caution 
that there is sometimes a gap between what 
development cities pursue from a political 
standpoint relative to what the market actual-
ly demands or will support.

“The mentality of ‘that city is 
not doing it, why should we?’ 
has to stop. You can only control 
your jurisdiction not others.”
“Developers are tracking the 
economic value of multifamily 
units and the overall impact on 
local communities. Cities are not 
encouraging those [investments].”
— Stakeholder session participants

Parking standards are a leading area to 
seek market-driven housing policy

Market driven policies related to parking and  
the burden of other regulations, like park-land 
set-asides, also come up in conversations 
with developers. Stakeholders have asserted 
the market can regulate the need for parking 
according to location and details pertaining 
to each project. Emphasis on the oversupply 
of parking in the region and the consump-
tion of developable land used for parking is 
an opportunity for localities to pursue reform. 

Developers have stated that it is in their best 
interest as industry experts to follow mar-
ket trends and meet those needs to make 
projects succeed. They sometimes perceive 
that city staff discount developers as sub-
ject-matter experts. Moreover, the stakehold-
ers frequently point to an internal disconnect 
between city staff and elected officials when 
multifamily development projects meet regu-
latory requirements but are still subject to pos-
sibly contentious public hearing processes.

Communities must seek to 
balance regulatory expectations 
with impact on housing cost

Regarding regulatory relief in exchange for 
affordable housing supply, stakeholders 
shared interest in municipalities helping via 
incentives to allow for additional density to 
make projects feasible or with funds for dem-
olition costs in cases of redevelopment. 

Rental inspections and code enforcement

Additionally, especially when developers op-
erate in the affordable space, they sometimes 
desire greater collaboration among levels of 
government regarding inspections of prop-
erties or residents’ units. The number of in-
spections required, and the costs attached 
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to some of those, have prompted discussion 
around interagency solutions such as a stan-
dardized inspection processes, or, for exam-
ple, allowing a temporary exemption from 
a local rental inspection policy if a similarly 
stringent state or federal inspection has just 
taken place that has already determined that 
the property is in compliance with health, 
safety, and other expectations.

Additional opportunities exist 
for regulatory improvement 

Furthermore, additional ‘by right’ develop-
ment was seen as a solution that could sig-
nificantly boost affordable housing, if cities 
set clear, streamlined expectations for multi-
family development up front.

Stakeholders also emphasized the need for 
additional technical assistance for elected of-
ficials across the region to provide education 
and awareness on housing needs and the 
challenges of affordable housing production. 
This technical assistance, whether provided 
by government entities like the Iowa Finance 
Authority or HUD or Iowa State University Ex-
tension, was seen as highly useful to overcome 
NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard) opposition that  
projects must endure at public hearings.
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General trends 
in development 
stakeholder feedback
Stakeholders from both the single-family and 
multifamily development realms have shared 
some common themes in feedback they have 
provided Here We Grow. 

Options like missing middle housing attract 
discussion but limited housing production

Regional stakeholders are often asked to 
consider emerging housing strategies like al-
lowing “missing middle” housing (particular-
ly in infill neighborhoods) as well as accessory 
dwelling units. Stakeholders understand the 
opportunity these solutions present, but they 
are still a very small portion of regional hous-
ing production.  Major themes identified as 
challenges to the creation of middle housing 
were economies of scale, lack of comparable 
properties in the region, and absence of fi-
nancing tools. 

Furthermore, developers alluded to the un-
known variables in creating a new product 
outside their expertise and additional oper-
ating costs as areas of concern. Opportuni-
ties to highlight best practices and successful 
projects in nearby communities outside the 
metro, including how local incentives assist-
ed those projects, are seen as next steps. The 
region can also consider new opportunities 
to train and equip new developers, who often 
begin their careers on smaller projects.

Housing progress requires collaboration 
among all stakeholders

Within our state, stakeholders provided a few 
examples of communities that are welcom-
ing additional development and generating 
housing units. Development in rural areas has 
sometimes been described as friendlier for 
developers as community stakeholders focus 
on overcoming barriers and working together 
to get housing projects in their localities. 

Resolving any local disagreements and work-
ing under shared understanding of which 
projects will be acceptable prior to bringing 
in developers has been a resounding theme. 
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Development friendly communities have 
alignment across the board including elected 
officials, public staff, and local stakeholders.

To ensure progress, communities need to pri-
oritize adding appropriate housing units with 
a similar level of focus communities apply 
when they are seeking to bring in new jobs.

Again and again, developers have expressed 
interest in allowing the market to determine 
development needs and for municipalities to 
facilitate market-driven projects. Stakehold-
ers have reached a consensus opinion when 
discussing the need for cities to have confi-
dence in developers and their expertise be-
cause developers understand the market and 
already seek to direct investment towards vi-
able projects. 

Stakeholders recognize that housing devel-
opment is a business, but it is also a vital 
service communities need so they can grow 
and thrive. This creates a considerable need 
for problem solving and efforts to overcome 

barriers not only among development stake-
holders but also among city staff and elected 
officials.  

“Every elected official should think 
about what their community needs 
and find a solution for the betterment 
of their community, as opposed 
to letting a vocal few decide.”
— Stakeholder session participant

Regionally, stakeholders want to see agree-
ment from communities and the local busi-
ness community on the need for housing and 
a joint creative effort to find solutions. The 
group identified an educational gap among 
local stakeholders who may not see the cor-
relation between housing supply and afford-
ability, in addition to the regional approach 
required to meet the need. 

Endnotes
1  czb, LLC (2019), Regional Workforce Housing Strategy, 
available at https://www.herewegrow.city/reports/regional-workforce-housing-strategy-(full-text)

2  Capital Crossroads (2024), Capital Crossroads: Central Iowa’s Roadmap to Opportunity and 
Prosperity for All, available at https://www.capitalcrossroadsvision.com/capitalcrossroadsroadmap/

Stay connected with workforce housing efforts in Greater Des Moines. 
At HereWeGrow.city, you can read reports and news updates related to 
this effort, sign up for e-mail updates, and find other ways to be involved.
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