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Project Goals and Objectives
The primary goal of the Court Avenue Neigh-

borhood Urban Design Plan is to encourage and

facilitate the development of a sustainable

downtown mixed-use neighborhood characterized

by an appropriate density of residential develop-

ment, support and specialty retail, and public

amenities. The objectives of the Court Avenue

Neighborhood Urban Design Plan are to

• establish a VISION for the Court Avenue area
as a cohesive urban neighborhood and
entertainment district which will promote
development and attract residents,

• propose a set of CATALYTIC INVESTMENTS
to “jump-start” the district and spur new
housing and retail development,

• present a DISTRICT FRAMEWORK to identify
opportunities for the development of new
residential districts, retail nodes, parking, a
public open space system, pedestrian/vehicu-
lar circulation system and the rehabilitation
of existing buildings,

• establish DESIGN GUIDELINES for develop-
ment to ensure that the quality and character
will contribute to the desired urban aesthetic
and create a dynamic and safe environment.

The Planning Process
A major goal of the Downtown Coordinating

Council, as well as the destination

DOWNTOWN action plan (adopted by

Des Moines City Council in 1995), is the

development of market-rate housing in down-

town Des Moines. To achieve this goal, the

Downtown Coordinating Council established

the Downtown Housing Development Team

comprised of individuals representing Des

Moines Development Corporation, Downtown

Partnership, private sector housing experts, and

City staff.

This team, charged with preparing a coordinated

public/private implementation strategy for

developing market rate housing, identified the

creation of an urban design plan for Court

Avenue and the warehouse district to its south

as a critical component of this initiative.

A Project Steering Committee was assembled for

the Court Avenue Neighborhood Urban Design

Plan to provide insight, direction, and endorse-

ment of plan proposals as brought forward by

The Planning Framework

the Project Planning Team. This Committee

included all members of the Downtown Housing

Development Team in addition to local

developers and property owners within the

Court Avenue District.

The Project Planning Team, made up of City

staff, developed the concept and recommendations

for the Court Avenue Neighborhood District

based on research, previous planning work

including destination DOWNTOWN  and the

Economic Recovery Assessment Visit Report

(by the National Trust for Historic Preservation),

a district analysis, and interviews with

representatives of the following:

• Polk County

• Des Moines’ Arts District

• The Court Avenue Business Association

• Downtown Partnership

A workshop and a series of meetings were also

held during the planning process with members

of the Court Avenue Business Association and

other district stakeholders to involve them in the

development of concepts and recommendations

and to receive their input on the ideas put forth

by the planning team.
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The Study Area
The study area as shown on the Court Avenue

Neighborhood District Context Map is

technically defined by Walnut Street to the

north, Fifth Street jogging over to Eighth Street

to the west, Tuttle Street & the Raccoon River

to the south, and the Des Moines River to the

east. The area north of MLK Parkway and east

of Fifth Street is considered the heart of the

district, likely to realize the first development,

and is the focus of more detailed analysis and

recommendations in the planning process.

The Court Avenue District is directly adjacent to

and within walking distance of the downtown

center which currently accommodates 65,000

office workers with projections for 600-900 new

jobs each year. The downtown also has a strong

tourism and convention base as indicated by the

400,000 conventioneers who come to

Des Moines annually.

Court Avenue presently offers a mix of

commercial, residential and institutional uses,

with great potential to evolve into a vibrant

urban neighborhood and entertainment district

with metropolitan-wide appeal.

Court Avenue Neighborhood Urban Design Plan
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District Assets

An asset of the Court Avenue area is its stock of

historic buildings with the warehouse aesthetic

that attracts people to downtown housing. This

building stock gives the district a unique

marketing tool that no other area in the

metropolitan region can offer.  The area also

offers a significant amount of undeveloped land

available for new construction opportunities.

The plan also recognizes the critical importance

of Court Avenue’s current retail offerings and

annual events within an historic, pedestrian

setting to its future residents and to the

metropolitan population as a whole including its

convention and visitors market.  It is currently

Des Moines’ only urban pedestrian entertain-

ment district. Finally, the Des Moines riverfront

is perceived as a major district asset to market

the district for residential development. With

these strengths, a few

catalytic projects

have the potential

to stimulate

market forces.

Recommendations for Action

The following summarizes the plan

recommendations into:

PHASE I CATALYTIC INITIATIVE

A. A New Riverfront Residential District along

First Street

B. A Revitalization District Centered on Court

Avenue and Fourth Street

C. Court Avenue/Fourth Street Improvements

Catalytic initiatives A, B, & C are sets of recom-

mendations to occur at specific locales within

the district; the combined effect of which is in-

tended to be catalytic in their ability to spur ad-

ditional development in the area. They occur in

Phase I.

PHASES II-IV RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Court Avenue Redevelopement Opportunities

2. Public Market – A Place of Discovery

3. Riverfront and Bridge Enhancements

4. Pedestrian and Traffic Circulation

5. Parking Consolidation

6. Creating Residential Discricts

7. Encouraging Mixed-use Commercial

Development

A detailed discussion of each of the categories is

presented in Chapter II.

▲ Brown Camp’s loft space in former Younker’s Warehouse

▲ Historic Hawkeye Building on Fourth Street
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RIVERFRONT RESIDENTIAL DISTRICT MAPA. Phase I Catalytic Initiatives:
A New Riverfront Residential
District along First Street
(detailed on page 15)

• Establish a Downtown Housing Investment

Fund with the City, County, and Des Moines

Development Corporation to establish a

revolving account for promoting downtown

housing.

• Target a newly constructed residential project

between First and Second Streets north of

MLK Parkway with financial support from

the Downtown Housing Investment Fund.

• Develop a riverfront park design plan for

creating a linear park between Court Avenue

and Elm Street to benefit new residential

projects and the district as a whole.

• Develop a streetscape plan for First Street to

include new sidewalks and curbs where

needed, street trees, and pedestrian scale

lighting and implement it along with the first

housing project.

• Develop a streetscape plan for Vine Street to

include sidewalks, trees, and pedestrian-scale

lighting and parking along both sides and

implement it from First–Third Streets.
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B. A Revitalization District
Centered on Court Avenue
and Fourth Street

  (detailed on page 16)

• Redevelop the south blocks of Court Avenue

between Third and Fifth Streets extending to

the depot buildings with an Urban

Entertainment Center.

ˆ• Target a mixed-use residential project, with

the financial support of the Downtown

Housing Investment Fund, in buildings such

as 407 Court Avenue, the Randolph Hotel,

Spaghetti Works, or Nacho Mama’s.

• Construct an exterior skywalk connection

along the west side of the Saddlery Building

to the north sidewalk of Court Avenue.

• Develop a streetscape plan to include

sidewalks, trees, and pedestrian scale lighting

for Market Street and extend it from Third

and Fifth Streets.

• Extend Vine Street from Third to Fourth

Streets.

• Develop and implement a streetscape plan for

Fifth Avenue from Court Avenue to MLK

Parkway to include sidewalks, trees and

pedestrian scale lighting.

COURT AVENUE AND FOURTH STREET REVITALIZATION DISTRICT MAP
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C. Court Avenue/Fourth Street
Improvements
(detailed on page 18)

STREETSCAPE

• Continue to implement Court Avenue and

Fourth Street streetscape improvements with

the existing TIF revenues from the City’s

operating budget.

• Develop and implement a Court Avenue/

Fourth Street streetscape plan to include new

private and public signage, banners, lighting,

landscaping, street furniture, bike racks,

awnings, special paving, information kiosks,

and accommodations for extended-season

outdoor dining.

• Implement a building facade improvement

program on Court Avenue and Fourth Street.

• Develop a public art program for the Court

Avenue District and implement an art project

to enhance the Third and Court and Fifth and

Walnut parking garages. (Refer to photo.)

• Remove parking from the east side of the

Polk County Courthouse. Develop and

implement a landscape plan for it to

accommodate a fountain in the likeness of the

original historic one that once stood there.

• Install night lighting of the Polk County

Courthouse to highlight its architectural fea-

tures and its landmark status for the district.

TRAFFIC IMPROVEMENTS

• Study implementing two-way traffic on Court

Avenue east of Second Street in conjunction

with the Capitol Gateway East Urban Design

Plan recommendation.

• Study implementing two-way traffic on

Fourth Street between Walnut Street and

Court Avenue, addressing related loading

zone issues.

• Study the removal of one traffic lane on

Court Avenue west of Second Street and the

implementation of angled parking on the

north edge of Court Avenue from Second to

Fifth Streets.

ADVERTISING AND MANAGEMENT

• Establish a planning and implementation

strategy for a district advertising campaign.

• Establish a Court Avenue District Events

Coordinating Council composed of 6 to 7

district stakeholders to promote, coordinate,

and manage events that are compatible with

each other and with Court Avenue area

residents.
▲ Graphic of a Court Avenue advertisement

▲ Simulation of Artists’ panel on 3rd and Court parking garage
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• Establish a Court Avenue District

maintenance program for street and sidewalk

cleaning and an annual repair program to fix

or replace lighting fixtures and street furniture

and to repair pavement.

• Expand the downtown S.S.M.I.D. (self-

supporting municipal improvement district)

to include the Court Avenue area to address

maintenance and other district management

issues.

(Phase II-IV Recommendations)
1.  Court Avenue Redevelopment

(detailed on page 23)

• Redevelop the Third and Court parking

garage first floor into retail/restaurants.

(Phase II) (Refer to photo.)

• Redevelop the vacant lot at SW Second Street

and Court Avenue to include a four story or

taller building designed to frame the street

with pedestrian-oriented restaurants and/or

retail at street level. (Phase III) (Refer to photo.)

• Implement a retail kiosk along the north

sidewalk of the 100 or 200 block of Court

Avenue in front of the Polk County▲ Vacant lot at 2nd and Court Avenues

Administration Building or in first level of

Third and Court parking garage. (Phase IV)

• Amend the Design Guidelines, Court Avenue

Historic Area for commercial development,

contained in the Capitol Center West Urban

Revitalization Area “D” ordinance, to guide

new commercial development on Court

Avenue and other areas in the district.

• Redevelop the south blocks of Court Avenue

between Third and Fifth Streets extending to

the depot building with an Urban

Entertainment Center. (from catalytic

initiative A)

2. Public Market – A Place of
Discovery
(detailed on page 27)

• Develop a multi-purpose public market

attraction in the district. (Phase IV)

▲ Third and Court Parking Garage designed for retail at
street level
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3. Riverfront and Bridge
Enhancements
(detailed on page 29)

• Implement the riverfront park design plan

from Court Avenue to Elm Street to include

(Phase II)

– the removal of Riverside Drive to be

replaced by a multi-purpose pathway,

– an upper pathway along First Street,

– pedestrian and bicycle connections from

the street to the lower levee pathway,

– pedestrian scale lighting,

– sculpture highlighting the work of district

artists (Refer to photo.),

– levee plantings that include a variety of

ground cover vegetation.

(Phase III)

– the design of an activity node at Market

Street to include an overhead structure,

and seating steps descending the levee,

– streetscape elements along the east side of

First Street to include trees, lighting, and

the replacement of curbs and sidewalks.

• Establish a gateway element or overhead

structure to highlight the entrance to the

district from the Court Avenue bridge, and to

enhance the bridge as a setting for events.

(Phase III)

• Develop a plan for the use of the abandoned

RR bridge across the Des Moines River, with

consideration given to its removal if there is

no intended use.  If not removed, it should be

painted. (Phase III) (Refer to photo.)

4. Pedestrian and Traffic Circulation
(detailed on page 31)

• Study converting the remainder of Court

Avenue (from Second Street to Fifth Street) to

two-way traffic. (Phase III)

• Develop and implement a streetscape plan

for SW Second Street/Avenue and SW Third

Street between Court Avenue and MLK

Parkway to include

– rebuilt deteriorated curbs and sidewalks

with a 5’ wide planting strip and 7’ wide

sidewalks,

– intersection “bump-outs” at the corners

of Market Street and Vine Street which

include a planting bed,

– raised pavement or “tables” at the

intersections of Market Street and Vine

Street as a traffic calming measure.

▲ Example of public sculpture for proposed
riverfront park

▲ Abandoned rail bridge across Des Moines River



– pedestrian scale lighting and strategically

placed trees.

– parking lanes on both sides with the east

parking lane of Third Street becoming a

travel lane between the hours of 4-6 pm.

Monday through Friday (Phase II)

– Develop and implement a plan for a

downtown transit shuttle. (Phase II)

Additional plan recommendations that relate to

pedestrian and traffic circulation as in the

streetscaping of First, Fourth, Fifth Streets and

Court Avenue can be found under Phase I

initiatives A, B, & C.

5. Parking Consolidation
(detailed on page 35)

• Develop a parking structure south of the

active rail line between Third and Fourth

Streets to include neighborhood support

retail on street level if justified by demand.

(Phase IV)

• Include a parking structure if justified by de-

mand as part of supporting a joint County/

private mixed-use commercial development

south of the Courthouse along Fifth and

Cherry Streets. (Phase II)

▲ Four story residential buildings would establish desired
density for district (Tent City, Boston, MA)
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6. Creating Residential Districts
(detailed on page 37)

• Target new mixed-use housing projects in the

district north of MLK Parkway with

financial support from the Downtown

Housing Investment Fund if needed.

(Phase II,III,IV) (Refer to photos.)

• Target mixed-use residential rehabilitation

projects in the district with financial support

from the Downtown Housing Investment

Fund until subsidies are no longer required.

(Phases II, III, IV)

• Re-evaluate the funding needed in the

Downtown Housing Investment Fund to

ensure continued residential development

annually. (Phases II, III, IV)

▲ Residential development opportunities along the riverfront
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7. Encouraging Retail in
Mixed-Use Commercial
Development
(detailed on page 40)

• Identify and implement the most appropriate

zoning tools for supporting mixed-use

development in the district of the character

desired.  (Phase I)

• Encourage mixed-use new and rehabilitated

residential development to include first floor

retail where feasible. (Phases I, II, III, IV)

• Support a joint County/private mixed use

commercial development south of the

Courthouse along Fifth Street and Cherry

Street. (Phase II)

• Include neighborhood support retail uses on

the street level of a proposed parking

structure south of the active rail line between

Third to Fourth Streets. (Phase IV)

Plan Recommendations and
Phasing Chart
The Plan Recommendation and Phasing chart

on pages 12 and 13 presents the plan

recommendations by their proposed phasing.

A formal review of the phasing of plan propos-

als is recommended to occur each year as

opportunities for development in the district, as

well as changes in the current planning context,

may require a shift in the sequence of actions.

Project costs were estimated for those

recommendations with enough available

information to do so. They are based on 1998

dollars. Phase I recommendations will also

undergo further prioritization.
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