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The following report summarizes the observations and recommendations that are a result of an 
Iowa Downtown Resource Center Assessment Visit conducted in Gowrie, Iowa. 
 
In preparation of this report, the Team learned about Gowrie’s development history and plans 
for future development.  The Assessment Team’s familiarization process began with a review of 
Gowrie materials supplied prior to the visit, a driving tour of the city and a walking tour of the 
Downtown commercial district.  The intensive three-day visit also included interviews with 
approximately 70 community leaders, individuals and groups representing the public and 
private sectors, a community meeting and a verbal report.   
 
Based upon these activities and the Assessment Team’s extensive working knowledge in 
Downtown economic development, this report summarizes their findings and recommendations 
for Gowrie.   
 

 
 

PURPOSE 
 
The City of Gowrie contracted with the Iowa Downtown Resource Center, Iowa Economic 
Development Authority (IEDA) to conduct a Downtown Assessment Visit. 
 
The Downtown Assessment Visit serves multiple purposes: raising awareness, educating, 
recommending, and encouraging the local community.  In conducting this “self-discovery” 
process, Gowrie has begun to empower itself by stepping out of its comfort zone.  It is a good 
sign that the community appears ready to take additional steps to address Downtown’s 
challenges.   
 
This assessment visit and recommendations should serve as a call to action and provide the 
community with current information to formulate strategies necessary to address the very 
serious issue of saving Downtown for future generations.  This report cannot and does not 
provide all of the answers.  Ultimately, Gowrie citizens must explore their options, decide what 
is relevant and realistic and acquire additional information and resources as they address 
Downtown’s future.   
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ASSESSMENT TEAM 
 
The Iowa Economic Development Authority’s Assessment Team included three Downtown 
development professionals: 
 

Robin Bostrom, Business Specialist for the Iowa Economic Development 
Authority’s Main Street Iowa program, has been with IEDA since 2014.  
Prior to joining IEDA she served as the local Executive Director in West 
Union.  She has also worked for numerous non-profit organizations, served 
as Executive Director for Fayette County Economic Development, 
chairperson for the Fayette County Community Foundation and was a small 
business owner.  She earned a BA from the University of Northern Iowa 
and is a graduate of the Heartland Economic Development Course. Ms. 
Bostrom has spoken nationally at the National Main Street Conference, the 
American Planning Association conference and the Smart Growth 

Conference on the topic of rural community revitalization.  She is also a facilitator for the 
FastTrac Entrepreneur Training, offering couseling and training for small business owners. 
 

Terry Poe Buschkamp, Promotion Specialist for the Iowa Economic 
Development Authority’s Main Street Iowa program, has been with IEDA 
since 2008.  She provides professional services to communities across the 
state as the lead trainer in the area of Promotion, and is the coordinator 
for the Iowa Downtown Conference and Main Street Iowa Awards. 
Previously, Buschkamp served as Executive Director for: Main Street 
Waterloo, the Waterloo Convention & Visitors Bureau and Waterloo 
Downtown Council. She was in management for a major retail chain and 
taught Tourism Marketing as Adjunct Professor at the University of 
Northern Iowa. Buschkamp is recognized as a Certified Main Street 

Manager by the National Main Street Center; has a BA from the University of Northern Iowa; is 
a graduate of Iowa Association of Industry’s Leadership Iowa and the Iowa Tourism Leadership 
Development programs; and received a Certified Tour Professional designation from the 
National Tour Association. She has written articles for state and national publications and 
presented at state and national Downtown conferences.  
 

Kevin Pomeroy works with elected officials, municipal staff and citizens 
throughout the Midwest on community design and planning issues. He 
organizes workshops, training sessions and assessments on a wide variety 
of topics including; Downtown revitalization, infill development, 
community planning, public participation, architectural design and 
sustainable development. He previously worked as Planning Director of 
1000 Friends of Wisconsin, a leading non-profit advocate for community 
planning and co-author of Wisconsin’s Comprehensive Planning 
Legislation. He also worked in the public sector as the Design Coordinator 
for the Wisconsin Main Street Program, providing design and planning 

assistance to the designated Main Street communities; and in the private sector for 
architectural and planning consulting firms and was the owner of a Downtown development 
consulting business. He has a Masters of Urban and Regional Planning from the University of 
Wisconsin Madison and a Bachelors of Architecture from the University of Wisconsin. 
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OVERVIEW 
 
This Downtown Assessment Visit report and recommendations for Gowrie are based on the 
Team’s Downtown development experience, totaling over 70 years.  Their beliefs are grounded 
by the philosophy that in order for Downtown to re-establish itself as the social and commercial 
center of the community – the physical heart and soul of the city – Downtown must become 
more valuable physically, economically, socially and politically.  
 
The dialogue with the community begins with the community’s need to understand why 
Downtown is important.   
1) Downtown serves as the symbol (the visual testimony) of the community’s economic health.  

The commercial activity and vibrancy of Downtown is a reflection of the health and 
investment within the entire community.  

 
2) The viability of Downtown is important to both public and private sectors.  Government 

officials and taxpayers have a vested interest in the health and viability of Downtown and 
the valuation of its commercial properties.  Since the welfare of Downtown is both a public 
and private concern, it is in everyone’s best interest to form a partnership to address its 
vitality.  Both sectors have resources and expertise to contribute to the process.   

 
3) The local quality of life (livability) is reflected through the condition of Downtown. Today, 

young workers will change their employment and careers multiple times, many of them 
basing those decisions solely upon where they prefer to live.  Quality of life is a key factor in 
industrial, commercial and professional business and employee recruitment.   

 
4) Downtown reflects local pride and the values of the community.  Much can be learned 

about your community and its values by exploring its Downtown. 
 
5) Downtown is a functioning, living museum.  It speaks volumes about how your community 

developed, how it has evolved and what influences have been instrumental in its 
development.  Your Downtown is unique--with its own character and history (sense of 
place), that sets it apart from any other place.  

 
The health of Downtown has a direct impact upon the entire community’s economic well being.  
They are inter-related.  Downtown revitalization IS economic development.  Downtown is a 
prime location for incubating small business, it is an affordable location for independent 
businesses, and is historically one of the community’s major employers.  The commercial center 
provides a compact environment with multiple stories for commerce, government and living 
spaces, thus reducing sprawl and the cost associated with extending city services and 
infrastructure. The pedestrian friendly environment is convenient and accessible, serving as the 
center (community space) for not only commercial trade but also cultural, social and civic 
engagement.  Historic Downtown districts can serve as heritage tourism attractions.  A 
building’s condition, the business’ viability and maximization of the building’s square footage 
for income generation affect not only the property’s value, but also the value of the 
neighboring properties and real estate in the entire community.  Investments in Downtown 
allow it to “pay its fair share” in taxes resulting in lessening the tax burdens of its citizens and 
city government.   
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Gowrie does not look nor resemble what it was like 40 years ago.  Downtown has also changed.  
Various factors have had dramatic effects upon the character of Downtown and its business 
viability.  External forces have affected Downtown’s competitiveness--big box retail, internet 
sales, catalog sales, transportation and commuter trends to name a few.  Citizens are more 
mobile and technologically connected. Increasing regional and even global competition directly 
affect the level of activity and commerce in Downtown.  More women have entered the 
workforce.  Women, the primary household purchasers, are making the majority of their 
purchases on Saturday, Sunday and in the evening.  Different generations of consumers have 
different spending habits and expectations.  The commercial business world has dramatically 
changed. 
 
Internal forces at work include the investments or lack of investments that have occurred in 
Downtown buildings.  Inappropriate façade changes over the years have lessened the historic 
integrity of Downtown properties and affected its overall appearance.  Under-utilization of 
buildings also reduces income generation, which has a direct effect upon the amount of capital 
available for maintenance and reinvestment in the buildings and ultimately, the value of 
Downtown.  Covered, boarded up and scaled down display windows create barriers between 
the businesses and the customers.  In some cases, signage is lacking, poorly designed or 
obsolete.  These physical changes combined with other external forces have substantially 
challenged the dynamics and vitality of Downtown. It is important to note that none of this 
occurred with malicious intent.  Rather, building and business owners were seeking possible 
solutions to the ever-changing dynamics under which Downtown existed, not realizing that 
many of these solutions only contributed to Downtown’s decline.  
 
During the recent past, Gowrie has had many successes in its community building efforts.  
Through this assessment visit, Gowrie has taken another step in addressing its commercial 
district’s future.  As you already know, change does not occur overnight.  The successes will be 
incremental and every success should be celebrated.  Failures will occur and lessons will be 
learned. 
 
Most of our memories are directly associated with a place.  We “go back” to places we feel 
good about.  We “go back” to places where we have had positive shopping experiences.  We 
“go back” to places where we have had fun.  We “go back” to places we think are important.  
We are also attracted to places where we think we will have a positive experience.  We must 
strive to make Downtown a “go to” kind of destination, not an avoidable area we pass through 
to get somewhere else.  
 
 

  

“Never doubt that a small group of committed 
dependable citizens can change the world.  
Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.” 

-Margaret Mead 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Nearly everyone that the Downtown Assessment Team interviewed indicated how much they love 
Gowrie. Elected officials, Downtown stakeholders and residents are passionate about the community, 
and realize the importance of the Downtown area. The town is rich with amenities and Downtown has a 
strong core of service businesses, many of whom have served the needs of the community for many 
years.  Community leaders and residents want to see business growth and physical improvements made 
to buildings and public spaces. Residents also see a need for events and activities that provide 
entertainment for locals, draw visitors and establish the Downtown as a place to be.  Members of the 
Downtown Assessment Team believe the identification of strengths and challenges should be taken 
constructively and utilized by local leaders to do many good things in Downtown.  We hope the 
following observations and recommendations will help identify priorities and be a starting point for 
positive Downtown and community projects.  
 
 

THE SURVEY SAYS…..
  

Prior to the Downtown Assessment Visit, the Iowa Downtown Resource Center administered an on-line 

survey to residents of Gowrie to get their ideas and opinions about the Downtown area.  Seventy-one 

people participated in the survey.  Survey trends show….. 

  

DDoowwnnttoowwnn’’ss  GGrreeaatteesstt  SSttrreennggtthhss  

• Good mix of locally owned businesses  

• Clean and friendly  

• Supportive people  

• New construction 

• Opportunities for those seeking to start a business  
 

DDoowwnnttoowwnn  GGoowwrriiee’’ss  GGrreeaatteesstt  CChhaalllleennggeess 

• Empty buildings give the impression of decline  

• Old dilapidated buildings / facades in disrepair and deteriorating  

• Need more retail establishments / small businesses  

• Need new street lights, sidewalk updates, space for socializing  

• Lack of entertainment  
 

PPrroojjeecctt  tthhaatt  wwoouulldd  iimmpprroovvee  tthhee  aappppeeaarraannccee  ooff  DDoowwnnttoowwnn  GGoowwrriiee  

• Updates to building / facades  

• Demolish dilapidated and unused structures  

• Street scape / Visual improvements  

• More businesses  
 

SSoommeetthhiinngg  tthhaatt  wwoouulldd  iimmpprroovvee  tthhee  bbuussiinneessss  cclliimmaattee  ooff  DDoowwnnttoowwnn  

• More businesses/shopping  

• Fun, social events  

• Find ways to bring new people to town to shop  

• Improve overall appearance  
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TTyyppee  ooff  nneeww  bbuussiinneessss  tthhaatt  wwoouulldd  bbee  mmoosstt  ssuucccceessssffuull  iinn  DDoowwnnttoowwnn  GGoowwrriiee  

• Restaurant / Cafe  

• Specialty Shop (i.e. Card and Gift Shop)  

• Bowling alley  

• Car wash  

• Hardware store  

• Variety store  

 

A full list of responses and frequency is included with the attachments. 

 

FIRST IMPRESSIONS of the ASSESSMENT TEAM
 
The following comments are the first impressions of the Downtown Assessment Team upon arrival in 
the community. 
 

CCoommmmuunniittyy--wwiiddee  

• Didn’t notice the lighted gateway community entry sign  

• Didn’t see any wayfinding signage to the Downtown 

• Attractive and well kept residential neighborhoods 

• There were very few homes with “for sale” signs 

• There appeared to be plenty of buildable lots for infill housing 

  

DDoowwnnttoowwnn  

• Nice flower planters   

• New private investment in Downtown buildings 

• Deferred building maintenance issues 

 

OBSERVATIONS  of the  ASSESSMENT TEAM
 
The following statements summarize the thoughts of the Downtown Assessment Team as a result of the 
driving and walking tours, as well as interviews and meetings.  
 

• Community pride and patriotism was very evident.  

• Gowrie Community Development and the City recognize a 

need for community revitalization.  There is a dedicated 

group working to improved downtown Gowrie as evidenced 

by a contract for services with the Greater Fort Dodge 

Growth Alliance to provide services and participation in the 

the Downtown Assessment, IDRC Downtown Exchange 

program, and schedule training by IDRC staff on Business 

Succession Planning. 

 



7 | P a g e  
 

• Great public and private working relationships, with awareness 

and consensus on issues that need to be addressed.  

• Individuals we spoke with were all passionate about the 

community, and proud of what you have. Many of those 

interviewed listed the quantity and quality of services available 

in Gowrie. 

• Gowre has every amenity a small community could hope for, 

including ball diamonds, lovely parks, golf course, disc golf 

course, swimming pool, high school and a new fire station. 

But that pride in the community doesn’t necessarily continue  
into Downtown, where we observed…. 
 

• Large number of vacant buildings and occupied vacancies 

• Peeling paint 

• Sidewalks in disrepair 

• Weeds 

• Lack of signage 

• Very few retail business 

 

YOU TOLD US
 

The following are actual quotes from community leaders and individuals who participated in meetings 

and interviews that were part of the Downtown Assessment Visit in Gowrie.  

 

• “We need to find ways to spruce up the Downtown.” 

• “I’m passionate about Gowrie.” 

• “We get things done.” 

• “Everybody seems to get along.”  

• “The people here are delightful.” 

• “We’re known for our 4th of July Celebration.” 

• “We have a lot of talented musicians in Gowrie.” 

• “It would be neat if businesses could borrow money for 2-3%.” 

• “Gowrie has everything we want… everything we need.”  

• “It’s easy  to forget what’s available in your community.” 

• “Having the grocery store is critical.” 

• “We’ve had some blows.” 

• “We’re holding our own.”  

• “I’m afraid of burnout.” 

• “It’s nice to want a lot of stuff, but first you have to support 

what you already have.”  
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COMMUNITY MEETING
 

The Assessment Team posed a series of questions at a Community Meeting attended by 35 individuals 

who shared their comments, and posted the responses on a “magic wall”. Attendees were asked to 

prioritize the responses, and initial those for which they would be willing to volunteer.  

 

HHooww  ccaann  wwee  iimmpprroovvee  tthhee  llooookk  aanndd  ffeeeell  ooff  DDoowwnnttoowwnn??  

• New street lights [7] KES 

• Fix up / do something with old buildings [2] 

• Create places to hang out such as benches and/or tables [1] CA 

• Clean empty buildings / spaces (volunteers or groups) [1] MW 

• Update fronts of buildings [1] OD 

• Paint buildings more colorful [1] 

• Curb appeal [1] 

• Fill vacancies with open businesses [1] 

• Repair sidewalks and curbs  

• Trees  

• More green space  

• Murals 

• Accessibility  

• Spruce up / restore fronts (new nostalgic) 

• Speak to everyone (be friendly) 

• [Make it obvious that businesses are] open for businesses  

• Clean up the alleys 

• Remove unused buildings  

• Pick up litter 
 

WWhhaatt  ccaann  wwee  ddoo  ttoo  rreeccooggnniizzee  oouurr  hheerriittaaggee  aanndd  hhiissttoorryy??  
 

• Expand Gowrie history center to make it more available/visible to the public with open hours [1] 

• Use the bandshell more [1] 

• Publish stories of Gowrie history – also stories from 

older town people [1] 

• Keep the 4th of July going (Longest running) [1] 

• Educate younger people what our heritage and history 

is. Learn from the past 

• Scandinavian events 

• Join Legion auxiliary 

• Promote museum/promote articles of past in social 

medial and local paper 

• Festival with music / food 

• Encourage church membership 

• Use Facebook 
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WWhhaatt  ccaann  wwee  ddoo  ttoo  hheellpp  tthhee  eexxiissttiinngg  DDoowwnnttoowwnn  bbuussiinneesssseess  bbee  mmoorree  

ssuucccceessssffuull??  

  
• Shop locally [6] JH / KES / JS 

• Facebook and social media likes and shares [4] 

• Promote local businesses to people we know [1]  

• Open one night a week 

• Good deals for good products and services 

  

WWhhaatt  eevveennttss  oorr  aaccttiivviittiieess  ccaann  wwee  hhoolldd  ttoo  bbrriinngg  mmoorree  ppeeooppllee  ddoowwnnttoowwnn?? 

 

• Biking trail event connecting another town [4] AK 

• Farmers Market [3] CA 

• Live music [2]  

• Snowman contest in January or February [1] GR 

• Junque Fest 

• Farmers Market 

• Bags Tournaments  

• Wine and arts festival 

• Commercially Creative 

• Seasonal Events 

• Block Party 

• Contests for youth / adults  

• Street sale 

• Turtle races 

• Casino Day 

• Christmas 

• Dollar Days 

• Dog show for kids 

• Drawings for free stuff 

• All businesses stay open one evening a week 

  

WWhhaatt  sshhoouulldd  bbee  tthhee  nnuummbbeerr  oonnee  pprriioorriittyy  ffoorr  ddoowwnnttoowwnn  GGoowwrriiee??  

• Get more people involved. More volunteers [6] 

• Bring in new businesses (keep old) [5] 

• Car wash [4] 

• Add businesses that local and regional people need/want (JAGS)  

• Repurpose empty buildings, more shopping to draw people 

• Clean up Downtown to make it more appealing (modernize) 

• Dress up /revamp storefronts 

• Fill vacant buildings 

• Remove dilapidated buildings 
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WWhhaatt  iiss  tthhee  oonnee  tthhiinngg  tthhaatt  ccaann  bbee  ddoonnee  iinn  tthhee  nneexxtt  ssiixx  mmoonntthhss  ttoo  iimmpprroovvee  ddoowwnnttoowwnn  GGoowwrriiee??  

• Clean up / face lift [12] MF / JC / KES 

• One night a week shopping in Gowrie [3] 

• Clean the alleys [3] 

• Signs [2] 

• Help promote (tweets/Facebook) two new businesses [1] TAW  

• Pick weeds / weed killer in sidewalks 

• Wash windows 

• City purchase vacant buildings 

• Fix up / paint fronts of buildings 

• Remove rundown buildings 

• Murals on business side walls that need a better look 

• Paint the white on city hall 

• Encourage businesses to decorate windows for the holidays 

• Post photos of museum on Facebook  

• Use social media to ask people living in the area “What do you 

remember” about Gowrie 

• Buy locally 

• Christmas in Gowrie event 

• New streetlights 

 

ASSESSMENT TEAM’S RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The Assessment team’s recommendations are categorized into suggested time categories.  It is 
important to take one-step at a time and understand that the longer-term recommendations are not of 
much consequence until the shorter term recommendations are addressed.  As the process gains 
momentum, community leadership will need to determine additional strategies and develop approaches 
that are more sophisticated.   
 

FOCUS AREA #1:    PHYSICAL IMPROVEMENTS 
 
Observations: 
 
The physical appearance of a community helps generate local pride and 
creates a lasting first impression with visitors. During our assessment 
visit and in both of the surveys, the most often cited challenge for 
Gowrie is that “empty buildings give the impression of decline” 
followed by “buildings and facades are dilapidated and in disrepair” 
and “we need more small businesses and retail establishments”. 
Many of the vacant buildings in Gowrie are in need of repair, which in 
turn creates a lack of move-in-ready locations for new businesses, 
which can contribute to an appearance of decline. This is not an issue 
you can fix overnight, but one that can be fixed over time in small 
increments, using both short and long-term projects. Gowrie’s 
Downtown streetscape also presents a negative first impression with 
broken sidewalks, weeds and empty lots.  
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Recommendations: 
 
1) The first step in any major physical improvement project 

is the preparation of a detailed Downtown master plan, 
which includes design and implementation strategies for 
building improvements and streetscape reconstruction.   
(0 - 36 months) 
 

• Typically the design of buildings and streetscapes would 

be handled as two separate design projects, although the 

compact size of Downtown Gowrie and the small number 

of buildings are excellent reasons to combine the projects into one. The master plan needs to deal 

with both private building facade improvements and public improvements such as streets, sidewalks, 

curbs, crosswalks, plantings, benches, waste receptacles and lighting. 

 

• To guide the project from concept through implementation, increase local support and to improve 

fundraising, it is essential that a project vision be developed through an extensive public 

participation process. An inclusive planning process combined with clear and consistent 

communication to the entire community is vital to a successful project.  

 

• An important outcome of the planning process is a graphical poster plan that is suitable for 

distribution to all area households. The poster plan should describe the planning process, articulate 

the project vision, include a three dimensional rendering of the project area, an annotated plan view 

and an implementation timeline. 

 

• The GDC should play a key role during the planning process and throughout the implementation of 

the plan. The GDC will have an opportunity to take on certain components of the plan for targeted 

fundraising and implementation such as waste receptacles, benches, decorative paving and/or 

landscaping. Fundraising strategies for streetscape projects might include grants, engraved brick 

pavers, “in honor of” benches and/or light poles, street art, raffles, corporate sponsors, local 

endowment funds, merchandise sales, auctions etc.  

 

• There will be many volunteer opportunities during all aspects of the physical improvement project. 

Local service clubs, employees, 4H, FFA, students and other organizations will all be needed to help 

implement this project. 
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2) Encourage Downtown business owners to install more visible 
business signage. (0 – 24 months) 

 

• Many of the flush mounted signs in the Downtown are not 

visible as you pass by in a car. Installation of projecting business 

signs would greatly increase visibility from the street. 

 

• Establish a small sign grant program to encourage appropriate 

new business signs. The grants could provide a one to one match 

of funds from the business owner, up to a certain amount. For 

example: with a $1000 sign, the owner would be reimbursed up 

to $500. The sign grant program needs some simple guidelines 

to insure that the GDC sponsors appropriate signage. The sign 

design guidelines should include: number of signs per business, 

overall size of sign, letter size recommendations, suitable sign materials, mounting details and 

appropriate placement on the building. A grant program that is available for a limited time will 

encourage more participation in the program. (0 – 12 months) 

 

3) Expand your newly installed community entrance signs and park signs with a community-wide 

wayfinding project. (0 - 36 months) 

• The wayfinding sign project should initially be planned in its entirety, although it can be implemented in 
phases over time. The locations of the wayfinding signs throughout the community is a very important 
consideration. One strategy to help with sign placement is to have a variety of people act as first time 
visitors to Gowrie. Compile the best wayfinding sign locations on a community map. Wayfinding signs 
need to direct visitors to major attractions such as; Downtown, swimming pool, high school, city hall, 
parks, historical museum, etc. Hire a graphic designer or landscape architect for assistance with 
wayfinding sign design. The size of lettering will depend on the speed limit of the street and the distance 
from the sign.  

 
• Don't reinvent your new entrance and park signs, but build on the 

established design. Think of the community wayfinding signs as a 

“family of signs” that share design elements and work together to 

tell your community story.  The wayfinding sign program has the potential to convey your community 

image, provide useful information and leave visitors with a positive first impression.  
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MINIMUM MAINTENANCE OF BUILDINGS AND PUBLIC IMPROVEMENTS 
 
Recommendations: 
 
1) When asked at the Community Meeting “What is the one thing that can be done in the next six 

months to improve Downtown Gowrie?”, participants agreed on a “Downtown cleanup” by a four to 
one margin. Three attendees at the Community Meeting even signed up to help spearhead the 
effort. (0 – 6 months) 

 

• Downtown cleanups are a great way to involve the entire community in a very visible project that has a 
huge benefit for very little effort or money. Some communities establish a Downtown cleanup as part of 
Earth Day or Arbor Day activities. A Downtown cleanup is a great opportunity to involve students, civic 
groups, businesses and property-owners. A regularly scheduled Downtown cleanup that's held a couple 
times per year would greatly improve the first impressions of your Downtown business district.  
 

• Weeds on sidewalks and in front of buildings are a significant 
problem in Downtown Gowrie as it conveys a negative first 
impression of your community. Weeds need a regular plan of 
attack that is consistent throughout the growing season. Is there 
a person in the community that could take on this project? 
 

2) Prior to the start of the Downtown streetscape project, 
sidewalks are in need of immediate repair.           (0 – 12 months)  

 

• Currently all costs for sidewalk replacement are the sole 
responsibility of the individual building owners. Your existing sidewalk program is not working for the 
benefit of the Downtown and the overall community. 
 

• Many communities have sidewalk cost sharing programs that assist property owners with the repair 
and/or replacement of damaged sidewalks. The City of Spencer, IA has a sidewalk grant program that 
pays for the amount of concrete required to replace or install a public sidewalk adjacent to their 
property. Applicants can choose to have the costs of the project assessed and included in their property 
taxes over a ten year period. 
 

• The city could contract with one company to do the work in a designated area and the building owners 
would benefit from the economy of scale savings made possible with a larger project. A 50% cost share 
between the building owners and the city is common in many communities and often costs to the 
building owners are pro-rated over several years as a special assessment.  

 

• Other strategies for funding sidewalks are; 
infrastructure fees included on utility bills, a concrete 
utility fee established by ordinance, a mill levy 
approved by voters or an annual maintenance fee 
charged to residents based on the lot type or an 
annual charge per linear foot of street frontage to 
fund sidewalk repair and replacement. 
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3) Several buildings in Downtown Gowrie suffer from severely deferred maintenance and are in need of 
repair. The preference would be to encourage building owners to make the appropriate repairs using 
incentives, grants or personal resources. When all those strategies fail, adoption of a minimum 
maintenance ordinance might be the next best solution.  

 

• A minimum maintenance ordinance shifts building maintenance from 
a building owner option to a legal requirement. The ordinance can 
help deal with abandoned and vacant buildings in addition to 
nuisances such as trash and debris. 
 

• The ordinances typically require that exterior building surfaces be 
protected with paint; the building remains structurally sound; the roof, 
gutters and downspouts are intact; exterior stairs, decks and balconies 
are properly anchored; no broken glass or holes in the building 
envelope; chimneys and towers are safe; etc. 

 
BUILDING IMPROVEMENT INCENTIVES 
 
Recommendations: 
 
1) A great first step to encourage building improvements is an application to the Paint Iowa Beautiful 

Grant program. The Iowa based and family owned Diamond Vogel Paint, together with Keep Iowa 
Beautiful, sponsors the annual Paint Iowa Beautiful Grant Program. The grants provide free paint to 
a wide variety of public service projects across the state. In the 14 years of the program, the grant 
has supplied community projects with 8,922 gallons of paint. The application deadline for the next 
grant cycle is February 16, 2018. The program will begin accepting applications on October 1, 2017. 
The projects must be completed and reimbursement requested by December 2018. (0 – 12 months) 

 

• Carefully choose the participating projects based on visibility, motivated 
owners, volunteer participation and the ability to complete the project.  

 

• Paint projects must follow current best practices. Professional paint 
contractors are required to follow lead-safe rules, although do-it-yourselfers are not bound by the rules. 
No matter who does the work, you need to protect the workers and nearby residents from airborne 
lead particles. Collect the paint scrapings with plastic drop cloths, wear protective particulate masks, 
clean the area with a HEPA vacuum and properly dispose of the debris. Wash the exterior surfaces to be 
painted, fill and repair holes, use a suitable primer, caulk all joints and apply the final coats of paint.  

 

• Carefully document all phases of the projects, and promote the changes community-wide. 
 
2) Proceed with your plan to submit an application to the Iowa Economic Development Authority 

(IEDA), Downtown Revitalization Program (DTR). The funding opportunity is targeted at substantial 
façade improvements and provides up to $500,000 in matching funds. The funds are part of the 
Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) program. (0 – 24 months)  
 

• Application deadline for the next grant cycle is April 27, 2018. Carefully review the information on the 
DTR Program on the IEDA website. https://www.iowaeconomicdevelopment.com/DowntownFund.      

https://www.iowaeconomicdevelopment.com/DowntownFund


15 | P a g e  
 

• The grant requires significant outreach to property owners for their support and written commitment to 
the grant program. The DTR grants require a temporary façade easement to the City or a non-profit 
organization. The restoration projects funded by DTR grants should encourage best practices in historic 
preservation and meet or exceed the Iowa Green Streets Criteria.  
 

• To help with strategies for a successful application and implementation it might be useful to plan a field 
trip to visit another community that previously received the DTR grant.  Jefferson is closest to Gowrie. 

 
3) Loan programs for building improvements are widely used and successful. Gowrie is lucky to have two 

locally owned financial institutions that are committed to community betterment and have a 
understanding of local issues. They are likely co-sponsors of a program for building improvements.  

 

• First determine what kind of financial incentives are needed and would actually be used by building 
and business owners.  An informal interview or survey of building and business owners would help 
determine what type of assistance is needed. (0-12 months)  

 

• The loan application must include a complete description of eligible activities and also what is not 
eligible to be funded by the program. The loan program should emphasize good design. A scaled 
drawing or rendered photograph of the proposed changes and a complete detailed description of the 
proposed work, materials and specialized techniques is essential for any application to the program. All 
loan applications must be reviewed based on criteria that are established in simple design guidelines.  
 

• The loan program must have a clear application and selection process. GDC should assist with the 
application to insure the proposed building improvements contribute to your vision for Downtown 
Gowrie.  Make the application procedure as understandable and as un-bureaucratic as possible. 
 

• During a building project and especially upon completion the GDC should inform the media and 
promote the project throughout the community.  Document all steps of a project with notes, quotes 
from participants and many photos.  Promotion of a successful building rehabilitation project will help 
build local interest in your revitalization efforts and encourage reluctant building owners to take the 
plunge. When possible, use quality local case studies to illustrate the benefits of building rehabilitation.  

 
4) A last resort strategy to improve a building is the Derelict Building Grant Program, administered by 

the Iowa DNR, which provides financial assistance for buildings that have been abandoned, or the 
owner is unwilling or unable to bring the building into compliance with codes. The derelict building 
might impair local development, be a fire hazard, or a threat to public health and safety. (ongoing) 

 

• The Grant program will pay 100% of costs for a certified asbestos inspection and 100% of costs for 
removal and disposal of asbestos up to $10,000. The grant will pay 100% of costs for a structural 
engineering analysis up to $1,500 and 100% of costs up to $3,000 for a Phase 1 Environmental 
Assessment. The grant will pay 50% of costs associated with building renovation and/or deconstruction. 
Any commercial or public building that a local government owns, or has the intent to own, is eligible for 
the grant program. 

 

• The deadline for FY19  applications has not yet  been announced.  For more information: 
http://www.iowadnr.gov/Environmental-Protection/Land-Quality/Waste-
PlanningRecycling/Derelict-Building-Program 

http://www.iowadnr.gov/Environmental-Protection/Land-Quality/Waste-PlanningRecycling/Derelict-Building-Program
http://www.iowadnr.gov/Environmental-Protection/Land-Quality/Waste-PlanningRecycling/Derelict-Building-Program


16 | P a g e  
 

FOCUS AREA #2:    ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 
 

Community pride for the city of Gowrie was very evident to the team as expressed by the many groups 

and individuals we met with during our visit.  There is a dedicated group of individuals working to 

improve the economic vitality of the community and their efforts should be commended.  The Gowrie 

Economic Development Commission (GDC) has created a strong foundation on which additional 

organizational structure could be built.  Due to a smaller population base from which to draw 

volunteers, many residents in Gowrie are involved in multiple civic organizations or clubs, and burnout is 

a concern.  It is difficult to find enough volunteers to complete all the work that needs to be done.  

Creating a database of volunteers matched with their interests and skill set may help in finding the right 

volunteer for different projects. Creating action plans for events and projects can help break down the 

tasks into manageable parts which can be aligned with those volunteers willing to help. 

Communication is a critical piece of economic development, especially in small rural communities that 

depend on volunteer efforts to get things done.  Gowrie exhibits a strong “can-do” attitude and 

enhanced communication efforts will increase the success of those efforts.  The GDC newsletter is a 

great resource and should be updated monthly and shared with the broad community (The latest edition 

available on the city website was February 2017).  Use this resource to share information from the 

assessment visit, the responses to the survey and the implementation plans moving forward.  Break the 

report into smaller sections that you can “trickle out” through the newsletter, social media channels, 

and newspaper articles over the next several months in an effort to educate the community on 

revitalization efforts. 

Recommendations: 
 

• Create a 2018 Action Plan listing all activities and 
events the GDC plans to accomplish in the 
coming year.  Identify task forces for each effort 
and the types of volunteers needed to complete 
the task.  This will help align volunteer skill sets 
and share the work load. (0 - 3 months) 

• Create a business database with contact information on all your local businesses.  See business 
database template <Attached>. (0 - 12 months) 

• Share demographic and retail trade information with business owners. (0 - 12 months) 

• Share results of the community survey with the public and business owners.  Encourage business 
owners to look for opportunities to add a product line that is currently not available in town to 
encourage shopping locally. (0 – 6 months) 

• Update and publish the newsletter on a monthly basis.  Consider printing copies to place in waiting 
rooms, bank lobbies or the library to help spread the word. (ongoing) 

• Work to identify what the image campaign for Gowrie will look like.  Does this include a concept 
design for Downtown enhancements such as new sidewalks, streets, and lighting?  Consider creating 
an image campaign (print materials/social media posts) to market the community. (0 – 24 months) 
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FOCUS AREA #3:   BRING NEW LIFE INTO DOWNTOWN GOWRIE WITH PROMOTIONS  
 
In addition to functioning as the commercial business district, Downtowns traditionally served as the 
community’s social center. Other than the 4th of July Celebration, there is very little reason for anyone to 
come to Downtown Gowrie to socialize.  To bring new life to the community it is vital that you program 
Downtown Gowrie with promotional events and activities.   
  
Reestablishment of the central business district as a social center through the staging of promotional 
events is an essential ingredient to every community’s Downtown development success.  This can be 
done through highlighting cultural traditions, celebrating architecture and history, encouraging local 
businesses to market cooperatively, offering coordinated specials and sales, and hosting special events 
aimed at changing perceptions of the district and communicating to residents, potential investors, 
businesses, and property-owners that this place is special.   
 
There are generally three types of promotions: special events or festivals that provide entertainment 
with community-wide (and beyond) impact to increase the number of people who come to Downtown; 
retail/business promotions that ring cash registers; and image activities that accentuate the positive 
things about Downtown or perhaps dispel an unjust negative perception. While the event types have a 
different purpose, they are not necessarily mutually exclusive.      
 
Recommendations: 
 
1) Take time to plan.  

• Use ESRI demographic information <Attached> to learn about your community. Be aware of 
Gowrie’s existing assets and institutions as well as the potential audience when making decisions as 
to what activities should be included on your event calendar. (0 – 6 months)  

• Bring a group together to brainstorm ideas for events. Be sure to invite young people to be part of 
the planning and get their opinions (one individual we interviewed commented “hire a rock band 
instead of another Oompa Loompa band”). (0 – 6 months)  

• Form committees with volunteer chairs for each event to function efficiently and share the work 
without the help of paid staff. Be respectful of the resources (people, time and money) it takes to 
produce events. They can be labor intensive and take months to plan and implement. (ongoing)     

• The success or failure of an event is in the organization and the precision of details. Write down the 
major steps and all of the tasks involved. Leave out no detail, regardless of how small, and create an 
Action Plan for every event. See <Attached> (ongoing)  

2) Gowrie’s 4th of July festival is an outstanding example of a “Signature Event” for which your 
community is known. Plan and implement at least one additional new special event to bring people 
to Downtown on a more frequent basis to have fun and create memories. Following are a just a 
couple ideas that could work in Downtown Gowrie. For additional inspiration, see list of Great 
Promotions in Main Street Communities <Attached> By no means should you try to develop them all. 
Quality is much more important than quantity.  (0 – 18 months)  

• Attendees at the Community Meeting expressed an interest in developing a Farmers Market. 
<Attached> is a Business Plan for a Farmers Market with some helpful ideas to get you started.  



18 | P a g e  
 

• With Gowrie’s critical mass of health-related service businesses, a Health Fair to focus on that niche 
would work very well.  The clinic could do blood pressure checks, massage therapists who work at 
the Chiropractor’s office could do five-minute chair massages, etc. Invite businesses to provide 
product displays, exhibits and demonstrations. Encourage them to distribute coupons for in store 
specials. Be creative and get everyone involved including businesses with less obvious ties to the 
health sector. (e.g. the grocery store could provide healthy recipe demonstrations, or food related 
children’s activities; and the dance studio could do stretching demonstrations.) 

• Holidays are always a great opportunity for a special event. Most communities host Christmas 
activities in their central business district, but you may want to build a new event around a more 
obscure holiday. Check out Chase’s Calendar of Events to find an excuse for a celebration on any of 
the 365 days of the year!  http://www.mhprofessional.com/templates/chases/upcoming-events.php     

     

3) Support the retail businesses you have in Downtown Gowrie with the addition of at least one new 
retail/business promotion. Engage business owners to be involved in the planning and 
implementation of an activity tailored to their customer base and needs.  The district lacks the 
number of pedestrian oriented businesses to generate “people traffic” and vibrancy on a steady 
basis, but included are just a few ideas that could work in Downtown Gowrie. See the <Attached> 
Great Retail / Shop Small ideas for additional suggestions. (0 – 6 months) 

• Attendees at the Community Meeting expressed great interest in creating a Shop 
Local activity. This is a great idea, as dollars spent in locally-owned businesses 
have three times the impact on your community as dollars spent at national 
chains. <Attached> are a number of resources that may be helpful in creating a 
Shop Local promotion for Gowrie. Many communities take advantage of the 
national Shop Small campaign to encourage people to shop at the locally owned 
small businesses in Downtown. For more information and to sign up to be a 
Neighborhood Champion to receive free materials compliments of American 
Express, go to  https://www.americanexpress.com/us/small-business/shop-small   

• A scavenger hunt is an easy idea for a non-discount retail/business event.  Hide 
an item (e.g. a holiday elf or your school mascot) for folks to find. Or design and 
distribute an entry form (or use social media) to share questions that could be 
answered by stopping into Downtown businesses like “What’s the lunch special 
today at Marv’s?” or “What do they sell besides groceries at Jamboree Foods?”. 

• Be cautious in trying to compete with the big box stores and online retailers with 
retail events based on price alone.  But if you do host a discount promotion, here 
are a few suggestions to add interest the event: 

 Invite non-retail service businesses to participate  

 Invite vendors and home-based businesses to set up pop up stores for the day 

 Residents could set up tables in vacant buildings (or their kids could sell old/used toys)  

 Include music with a boom box playing music  

 Add a visual attraction (bubble machine, balloons or flags for participating businesses   

 Include activities for children (e.g. paint a giant mural mounted on plywood, game or craft) 

 How about Poker Run?  Customers receive a playing card with their receipt.  Whoever turns in 

the best hand wins a prize.    

http://www.mhprofessional.com/templates/chases/upcoming-events.php
https://www.americanexpress.com/us/small-business/shop-small
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FOCUS AREA #4:   RETAINING LOCAL BUSINESS 
 
Professional services are strong for a community of this size (legal services, medical facilities, insurance, 

etc.) and were mentioned as a definite asset to residents.  There was also a desire to continue to build 

the support for a stronger “Shop Local” campaign to support the business that currently exist.  The 

friendly, locally-owned businesses ranked high with participants in the survey, and focus groups 

conducted by the Assessment Team suggested plenty of room for small business growth, especially the 

need for additional retail offerings.  Review the results of the survey and look for opportunities to fill the 

gaps that currently exist.  

Clean and attractive storefronts work as silent salespersons for the businesses located along Market 

Street.  Efforts should be made to improve the curb appeal by cleaning up the weeds, painting 

storefronts, and improving signage.  

Business Succession Planning is a concern for many small businesses across Iowa, including Gowrie.  

Local businesses that have anchored the commercial district for many years are approaching retirement 

age and many do not have a plan to transfer the business to new ownership.  The community has 

already made plans to begin educating the businesses about this important business planning phase by 

hosting an educational workshop with IEDA staff.  Continue to provide education on this topic on an 

annual basis and consider sharing the handouts provided in the resource section of this report with all 

businesses. 

Several business owners expressed an interest in incentives for new business development or building 

rehabilitation projects.  There is a desire to make improvements to Downtown buildings but gap funding 

is needed to move projects forward in a timely manner.  Look for ways to cost-share improvements and 

leverage local dollars to provide retail spaces that are ready for new opportunities.  Consider creating a 

new business contest geared toward filling vacant spaces and addressing the need for more retail.  

Reach out to the local school district and the SBDC for entrepreneurs who might be interested in a pop-

up store to “test” the market and gain expertise.  These business types could fill a vacant space or share 

a space for a limited time period and be opened limited hours to provide goods and services that are 

missing from the community without making a full investment into a storefront until they know the 

business can positively cash flow. 

Recommendations:  
 

• Celebrate new business starts, anniversaries, 
remodels, etc. with the community. Take photos, 
create press releases and share these via social 
media channels, newsletter articles, etc. (ongoing) 

• Encourage a Business to Business (B2B) networking 
group to get to know what businesses carry, hours 
of operation, issues and concerns etc., so that 
businesses can better promote each other.  This 
will build upon your “Shop Local” efforts.               
(0 – 12 months)  
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• Create a task force to conduct a Business Visitation Program to gather information from the business 
community.  This should be updated every two years.  Refer to the business Visitation Program 
examples <Attached>. (0 – 12 months) 

• Consider starting a Lunch & Learn or Breakfast Club to educate local business owners on social media 
marketing practices or other topics related to becoming more profitable and improving their 
customer base.  Try at least one event quarterly.  Partner with your local SBDC, community colleges, 
or other technical service providers to be speakers. (quarterly) 

• Reach out to the high school to discuss opportunities for creating a school run store in an available 
space Downtown.  They expressed interest in this opportunity. (0 – 3 months) 

• Continue to offer educational programs on the importance of business succession/transition 
planning.  Share handouts and work with area service providers (SBDC, Advance Iowa – UNI) to 
continue to provide training on this topic. (yearly) 

• Research local opportunities to create incentives to assist with business development efforts. See 
the attached files for examples other communities offer. (0 – 12 months) 

• Create a local handout that lists local incentives as well as state resources that can be distributed to 
individuals interested in opening a business. (0 – 3 months) 

 

 
 

 
We appreciate Gowrie’s willingness to participate in this Downtown Assessment Visit.  The Downtown 
Assessment Team works to turn over every stone we can while in the community.  Gowrie is a great 
community and has plenty of strengths it can further capitalize on.   We also identified areas that need 
to be addressed to take the Downtown area to the next level.  These were mentioned by the people that 
live in Gowrie and confirmed during the on-site visit.  A comprehensive approach to Downtown 
development is absolutely necessary.  Business development, aesthetics, traffic building, safety, 
capitalization on strengths, history, and organizational development are all important.  To this team, 
Downtown does appear to be the Gowrie “district” that is in most need of help. 
 
We also appreciate that Gowrie was honest and constructive when looking at the challenges with which 
you are faced.  Sometimes these issues look huge locally, but we can almost always find examples of 
other communities that have successfully initiated projects to address similar challenges.  Some of our 
recommendations can be quick and easy to do.  Others will require planning and funding over a period 
of time.  We also would like to offer further assistance.  If Gowrie would like the Iowa Downtown 
Resource Center to come back (perhaps after a year) to assess progress or even facilitate a planning 
session we would be happy to do that.  Also, for participating in this service we will be sending Gowrie 
two free registrations to our upcoming Iowa Downtown Conference.   
 
We hope that Gowrie can use this report in its upcoming planning and discussions.  We encourage you 
to prioritize our suggestions and find ways to implement the projects that you are excited about.   
 
There is no better time to start than today! 
 

CLOSING 
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CONTACTS  
 
Iowa Downtown Resource Center, IEDA, Des Moines, Iowa ................................................... 515.348.6180 
     iowaeconomicdevelopment.com     iowaeconomicdevelopment.com/CommunityDevelopment/IDRC  
      
     Robin Bostrom                                        Terry Poe Buschkamp                                  Kevin Pomeroy 
     515.348.6176                                           515.348.6177                                                 608.438.8968 
     robin.bostrom@iowaeda.com              terry.buschkamp@iowaeda.com               urbanist@charter.net  
 
Additional State and Federal 
 

    Certified Local Governments, State Historic Society of Iowa ................................................ 515.281.6826 

    ISU Iowa Community Indicators Program retail analysis ……………… ... http://www.icip.iastate.edu/retail 

    National Trust for Historic Preservation ....................................................... www.preservationnation.org 

    National Main Street Center (Main Street America) ......................https://www.mainstreet.org/home  

    National Park Service Preservation Briefs ....................... www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs.htm  

    State Historic Preservation Office ............................................................................ www.iowahistory.org 

 

RESOURCES/EXAMPLES: 
 
#1 Physical Improvements 

• Chartiers Avenue Streetscape –  
McKees Rocks, PA  

• Dandridge Streetscape –  
Jefferson County, TN 

• Façade Sign and Awning Matching Grant 
Application – Waukesha, WI 

• Fundraising Ideas 

• Minimum Maintenance –                                       
Burler Township, OH 

• Property Maintenance Ordinance –                             
Egg Harbor, NJ 

• Sidewalk Program in West Union 

• Spencer Sidewalk Grant 

• Streetscape – Greenburg, KS 

• Streetscape - Huntley, Il 

• Wayfinding Design 
 

#2 Organizational Structure 

• Actions Plans 

• Action Plan Template 

• Committee Timeline 

• Getting Started with Social Media 

• Social Media Handout 

• To Do List 

#3 Bring New Life in Downtown Gowrie With 
Promotions 

• Economic Benefits of Shopping Local 

• Farmers Market Business Plan 

• Great Retail / Shop Small Saturday 

• Great Promotions in Main Street 
Communities 

• Hamilton County Shop Local 
 

#4 Retaining Local Businesses 

• Business Database - Sample Template 

• Business Visitation (Volunteer) Template 

• Incentives for Business Development 

• Market Profile 

• Retail MarketPlace Profile 

• Site Map 

• Tapestry Segmentation Area Profile 

• Ten Questions to Ask Before Selling Your 
Business 

• Understanding ESRI 
 

 
 

• Pre-Visit Survey Data 

http://www.iowaeconomicdevelopment.com/
http://www.iowaeconomicdevelopment.com/CommunityDevelopment/IDRC
mailto:robin.bostrom@iowaeda.com
mailto:terry.buschkamp@iowaeda.com
mailto:urbanist@charter.net
http://www.icip.iastate.edu/retail
http://www.preservationnation.org/
https://www.mainstreet.org/home
http://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs.htm
http://www.iowahistory.org/

