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Chapter 1 - Introduction
Plan Origin
The City of Leon authorized the Southern Iowa Council of Governments (SICOG) to draft a comprehensive plan beginning in July of
2018. The comprehensive plan is a living document that the city should use with any planning to help guide the city towards what the
community wants. During the process of developing the comprehensive plan public participation was solicited, and with this input
SICOG has developed the following plan. The immediate needs that the citizens identified are:
•
Economic Development/Job Creation;
•
Housing Conditions Improvement;
•
Tax and Fiscal Policy Improvement;
•
and Transportation Infrastructure Improvements.

Purpose of Comprehensive Planning
Comprehensive planning is a coordinated planning strategy for a city,
county, or region. Planning for the future development of a locality
includes a horizon date (generally twenty years out). By planning for
the city in this way, a bigger picture is formed and consistent
investment can be made in a meaningful way. Meaning that
investments can be planned to happen together, saving time and
money when applicable. This type of planning also assists the city
council and zoning commission to pick up where the previous
council/commission left off to continue the vision that was created.
Figure 1-1: Leon Sign
This creates a system of consistency for the city as a whole. In order to
generate a consistent planning document for the city, SICOG designed the plan with a horizon date of 2040. This horizon date allows
for the plan to be reviewed periodically and updated as tasks/ideas/needs are completed or addressed and new tasks/ideas/needs
are identified, while continuing to look towards a bigger picture.
2
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Previous Planning Work
•
•
•
•

2003 Land Use Plan and Comprehensive Plan Update – Kirkham Michael & Associates
Community Visioning Final Report and Feasibility Study – Jeffrey L. Bruce & Company
Facilities Assessment + Capital Improvement Plan – ISG
Pavement Management Plan - ISG

A Blueprint for the Future
It was identified early on in the planning process that the purpose of this planning is to make the community of Leon a better place.
With that in mind, the goal and vision of this plan is “Leon will, while remaining fiscally constrained, incentivize growth through
utilizing both public and private dollars to provide the best quality of life for its citizens possible, by preserving and utilizing
recreational opportunities, small town atmosphere, and its own history.” This statement alone is broad but guides the individual
focus of each section of this plan. Each section’s individual goals will directly relate to fulfilling the broader goal.

Smart Planning
In addition to the Code of Iowa, the State of Iowa passed the Smart Planning Act in 2010. Prior to its passage, the Iowa Code had
neither defined a comprehensive plan, outlined its process, nor explained its use. As a result, many Iowa jurisdictions had no or very
old plans, though zoning was enforced. This act was designed to address these issues as well as encourage local communities to look
to the future. This act created ten smart planning principles that state agencies and local governments “shall consider and may apply
during deliberation of all appropriate planning, zoning, development, and resource management decisions.” The ten principles are:
•
Collaboration;
•
Efficiency, Transparency and Consistency;
•
Clean, Renewable and Efficient Energy;
•
Occupational Diversity;
•
Revitalization;
•
Housing Diversity;
•
Community Character;
•
Natural Resources and Agricultural Protection;
•
Sustainable Design;
•
and Transportation Diversity.
Forward 2040 - Introduction
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Legal Basis for Planning
The legal basis for comprehensive planning comes from the Code of Iowa, Chapter 414.3 - Regulations and Comprehensive Plan considerations and Objectives - notice, adoption, distribution. “The regulations shall be made in accordance with a comprehensive
plan and designed to preserve the availability of agricultural land; to consider the protection of soil from wind and water erosion; to
encourage efficient urban development patterns; to leaden congestion in the street; to secure safety from fire, floods, panic and other
dangers; to promote health and the general welfare; to provide adequate light and air; to prevent the overcrowding of land; to avoid
undue concentration of population; to promote the conservation of energy resources; to promote reasonable access to solar energy;
and facilitate the adequate provision of transportation, water, sewerage, schools, parks, and other public requirements.” In all, the
comprehensive plan must be used when city regulations are created. In particular, the zoning ordinance must be based upon an upto-date comprehensive plan. Several goals and objectives have been included in this plan to provide policymakers with a guide for
decision-making.

Implementation
During the course of generating this plan the City of Leon and SICOG encouraged the residents to be involved in various ways. When
the draft plan was completed the residents were encouraged to comment on the plan either at a public meeting or through other
means. They were also encouraged to participate in the plan approval process. This plan is designed to have public engagement
throughout its life cycle and the residents of Leon are encouraged to continue to be actively engaged in planning activities outlined in
this plan. The city leaders are also encouraged to use this document at every/any planning meeting. This plan has been designed by
and for the City of Leon and as such should be used as often as possible. It is also a living document that has room to grow and change
throughout the years to address a dynamic environment. To ensure this document is utilized by public decision-makers, developers,
and residents of Leon, it is suggested that:
• Consider the goals, objectives, and policies of the plan when making short and long-term decisions;
• Implement periodic public participation review efforts;
• Promote the plan by referencing it at board and department meetings, sharing with civic groups, and making it accessible;
• Make the plan available at public meetings and hearings;
• Make sure that local officials take advantage of educational and training opportunities through regional and state partners;
• Use the plan as a reference when deliberating issues and problems;
• And generate and maintain a close working relationship between existing area development groups and the Leon Planning and
Zoning Commission.
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Chapter 2 - Public Participation
The Purpose of Public Participation
Public participation is the cornerstone of creating an impactful comprehensive plan. When the public is engaged in the planning
activities not only are their voices heard but the plan is tailored to the needs of the community. Strong public participation brings to
light the true systemic needs of a community and allows them to be brought into focus. When the public is engaged it also helps the
comprehensive plan to be a living document that is used in all planning activities. This continues to strengthen the bond between the
council and the public as residents see their needs being heard and met. Throughout the generation of this comprehensive plan,
multiple public participation activities occurred. There were public meetings, surveys, and focus groups discussing opportunities
identified early in the planning process. SICOG
strived to create a plan that the residents are a
part of so residents will engage in civic duties
surrounding planning in Leon.

Public Kick-Off Meeting
On July 30th, 2018 the City of Leon, in
conjunction with SICOG, hosted a public kick-off
meeting. There were 17 residents in attendance
and three city officials. During this meeting, the
purpose of the comprehensive plan, how
people can be involved, and the scope of what
the plan will address was discussed. There were
also various public participation activities
including
Strengths,
Weaknesses,
Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) analysis,
nominal groups, and smart communities score
card.
Forward 2040 – Public Participation

Figure 2-1: The Decatur County Courthouse
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All in attendance were also encouraged to sign up for focus groups to further discuss specific topics identified during the meeting and
survey. These topics for focused discussion were identified based on opportunities for change in the city. Out of 20 attendees at the
plan kick-off meeting, 17 signed up to participate in focus groups.

Community Survey
The public survey was conducted in January of 2018 and reopened in August and September of that same year. There were 171
surveys completed, which is equal to about 9 percent of the total population of Leon. Copies of the survey questions are available to
examine in the Appendix. Of the 171 surveys completed, 21 additional people expressed interest in participating in the focus groups.

Focus Groups
Six focus groups were created with the 38 total participants. Those focus groups were centered around each topic below:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Housing Facilities
Economic Development
Infrastructure
Quality of Life
Future Land Use and Design
Natural Resources and Hazards

These focus groups provided detailed information regarding viable solutions to the specific issues discussed. Some of the detailed
discussions from the focus groups included:
•
•
•
•
•

Housing demolitions, increased variation in housing type/price, new housing construction, and housing rehabilitation
Increased marketing/visibility from Highways and surrounding areas, increased recreation opportunities for tourism, and
drawing in a larger work force
Road repairs and maintenance
Safe routes to school, branding of the town, public art
Annexation, zoning that better encourages economic development, and reuse of the old Alco building

7
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Draft Plan
The SICOG planning consultants submitted the first draft of the comprehensive plan to the Leon Planning & Zoning Commission and
key community members in December of 2019 to review. Comments were recorded and incorporated into the plan. The final draft
of the plan was submitted in February of 2020.

Forward 2040 – Public Participation
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Chapter 3 – Background and Current Conditions
This chapter is divided into two main sections. The first is a background synopsis of the City of Leon. The second section focuses on
the current conditions of the city. This chapter will paint a picture of where the city was, where it is, and the following chapters will
explore opportunities for where the city can go.

Background
Location and Proximity
Leon is the county seat of Decatur County, which is located in south
central Iowa. Leon is located approximately 60 miles south of Des
Moines, 25 miles east of Mount Ayr, 22 miles west of Corydon, 20
miles south of Osceola, 12.5 miles northeast of Lamoni, and ten
miles from the border of Missouri. Leon is within five miles of
Interstate 35, allowing travel to Des Moines in approximately one
hour and to Kansas City in two hours. Leon is located on State
Highway 69 as well as State Highway 2, Iowa’s southernmost eastwest highway. The surrounding landscape consists of upland plains,
rolling hills, farms, Little River Lake, and scattered forests.

Climate
Leon is located within the Humid Continental Zone, which comprises
most of the north central region of the United States. This zone is
characterized by warm summers and cold winters with a July mean
temperature of 87 degrees Fahrenheit and a January mean
temperature of 32 degrees Fahrenheit. Rainfall precipitation
averages about 37 inches per year in this area while snowfall
precipitation averages about 24 inches per year.
Forward 2040 – Background and Current Conditions
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Figure 3-1: Location of Leon in the Region

Soil
Leon, along with a majority of southern Iowa, is located within the Southern Iowa Drift Plain. This area is characterized with WisconsinAge loess on top of Illinoisan till with a rolling hill landscape. There are several types of soil found in the Leon area but generally, these
soils do not have a significant impact on development. Some soil types are rated as poor for development because of their bearing
capacities.

Geology
Due to its location in the Southern Iowa Drift Plain,
the native bedrock of southern Iowa is covered by
deposits of glacial till and loess and is exposed
only in a few places. Generally, the bedrock is
deep enough to ensure no construction problems
are likely, but shallow enough that water table
issues are likely. Due to these conditions, few or
no surface or underground natural resources are
prevalent that will have a significantly negative
economic or land use impact in the community.
Before settlement, the area was dominated by tall
grass prairies, oak savannas, and small bodies of
water. Since the landscape is one of the oldest in
Iowa, the streams have eroded into the earth
tremendously creating the scenic rolling hill
topography.

Water Resources
Little River Lake is just west of Leon. This lake
provides opportunity for recreation and fishing in
the area and serves as the city’s water supply.
There are also several creeks that run through the
city boundaries that, while too small to be directly
used, serve as scenic amenities.
Figure 3-2: Leon General Location Map
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Planning Area
Figure 3-3 shows the city limits of Leon and the two-mile buffer afforded to the city under Iowa Code Section 414.23. The two-mile
buffer would be covered under the city’s zoning if the city were to choose to zone this area by ordinance. This buffer generally
represents the potential growth area for the city should the City decide to annex the land in the future. This allows for preplanning
within the buffer zone that will allow for consistency throughout the city.

Current Conditions
The next section in this chapter describes
the current conditions in Leon and
attempts to predict what the population
will be through 2040. This shows where
Leon is and examines where it could be in
the future.

Population and Demographics
Population Trends
The City of Leon has experienced an overall
decline in population for the last four
decades. Conversely, the State of Iowa has
experienced a growth in population every
decade in the last century except between
1980-1990. This decline in Leon can be
attributed to an inadequate supply of
quality jobs in the area exacerbated by
economic recessions. The City of Leon will
need to look to its existing infrastructure
and community resources to attract
workers, industries, and companies to
locate there.

Figure 3-3: Two-Mile Planning Area for Leon

Forward 2040 – Background and Current Conditions
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Figure 3-4 shows how Leon has grown since 1910 compared to Iowa. Figure 3-5 shows how community populations around the City
of Leon have changed over the last six decades. Generally, the comparison cities, along with the City of Leon, have experienced
population declines over the last five decades except for Lamoni and Osceola. Lamoni has experienced growth due to its proximity to
the interstate, Graceland University, and manufacturing jobs. Osceola’s growth can be attributed to its proximity to Des Moines and
access to manufacturing jobs.

Year

Leon Population

1910
1920
1930
1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990
2000
2010
2016

1,991
2,193
2,006
2,307
2,139
2,004
2,142
2,094
2,047
1,983
1,977
1,995

Percent
Change
10.1%
-8.5%
15.0%
-7.3%
-6.3%
6.9%
-2.2%
-2.2%
-3.1%
-0.3%
0.9%

Iowa Population
2,224,771
2,404,021
2,470,939
2,538,268
2,621,073
2,757,537
2,824,376
2,913,808
2,776,755
2,926,324
3,046,355
3,106,589

Percent
Change
8.1%
2.8%
2.7%
3.3%
5.2%
2.4%
3.2%
-4.7%
5.4%
4.1%
2.0%

Figure 3-4: Historical Population Trends | Source: US Census Bureau 2010 Decennial Census & 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates
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Leon
Afton
Allerton
Chariton
Corydon
Lamoni
Mount Ayr
Murray
Osceola
Russell
Seymour
Decatur
County
Iowa
U.S.

1950

1960

1970

1980

1990

2000

2010

2016

2,139
936
761
5,320
1,870
2,196
1,793
767
3,422
566
1,223

2,004
773
692
5,042
7,687
2,173
1,738
613
3,350
577
1,117

2,142
823
643
5,009
1,745
2,540
1,762
620
3,124
591
931

2,094
985
670
5,116
1,818
2,705
1,938
703
3,750
593
1,036

2,047
953
599
4,616
1,675
2,319
1,796
731
4,164
531
869

1,983
917
559
4,573
1,591
2,444
1,822
766
4,659
559
810

1,977
845
501
4,321
1,585
2,324
1,691
756
4,929
554
701

1,995
832
502
4,191
1,603
2,354
1,679
729
5,037
535
704

Percent
Change
-6.7%
-11.1%
-34.0%
-21.2%
-14.3%
7.2%
-6.4%
-5.0%
47.2%
-5.5%
-42.4%

12,601

10,539

9,737

9,794

8,338

8,689

8,457

8,210

-34.8%

2.62
Million
151
Million

2.76
Million
179
Million

2.82
Million
203
Million

2.91
Million
227
Million

2.78
Million
249
Million

2.93
Million
281
Million

3.05
Million
308
Million

3.11
Million
319
Million

16.2%
104.0%

Figure 3-5: Historical Population Trends for Neighboring Towns | Source: Us Census Bureau 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates & Iowa Department of Education

Age Trends
From the 2010 population pyramid (Figure 3-6) one can see that there are distinct bulges at cohorts younger than 20 and between 5065 years old. In 2020 (Figure 3-7), there are similar bulges expected with the younger group increasing to 30 and younger. There is a
sizable portion of the population approaching retirement age or retiring now and a sizable portion that will be moving into working
age. By 2030 (Figure 3-7), the most significant peaks are in the Females aged 60+ and the Males under 30 years of age. Finally, Figure
3-8 shows the population pyramid for 2040. By this time, the pyramid is projected to be inverted with fewer middle-aged people and
more elderly and young people.

Forward 2040 – Background and Current Conditions
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Leon 2010 Population Pyramid

Leon 2020 Population Pyramid
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Figure 3-7: 2020 Population Pyramid

Leon 2030 Population Pyramid
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Figure 3-8: 2030 Population Pyramid
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Figure 3-9: 2040 Population Pyramid
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Figure 3-10 shows the total population projections into the year 2040.
The projected total population is expected to rise slightly then possibly
even out at around 2,019 people. These projections assume a
continuation of net migration rates so moving forward the actual
population could look far different depending on the actions of Leon
government and residents over the next 20 years.

Year
2010
2020
2030
2040

Population
1,977
2,001
2,023
2,019

Percent Change
1.2%
1.1%
-0.2%

Figure 3-10: Population Projections 2010-2040

Race and Ethnicity Trends
Residents of Leon are predominantly white (non-Hispanic). This has not changed much since 2010, with only a slight increase in the
percentage of minority individuals.
2010
1,977

2016
1,995

Total population
White
Black or African American
American Indian and Alaska Native
Asian
Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander
Some other race

1,944
13
11
11
0
4

98.3%
0.7%
0.6%
0.6%
0.0%
0.2%

1,976
15
0
18
0
0

99.0%
0.8%
0.0%
0.9%
0.0%
0.0%

Hispanic or Latino (of any race)
Not Hispanic or Latino

40
1,937

2.0%
98.0%

29
1,966

1.5%
98.5%

Figure 3-11: Race and Ethnicity Trends | Source: US Census Bureau 2010 Decennial Census & 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates

Forward 2040 – Background and Current Conditions
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Housing
Household Trends
There has been an estimated shift upwards in the median income
(Figure 3-12) for households as well as an increase in housing value.
Homeowner vacancy rate for the area has more than doubled since
the decennial census of 2010, changing from 74 housing units (7.5
percent) to 182 units (18.7 percent) in 2016, but the rental vacancy
rate has stayed at zero percent. In addition, the poverty rate has
dropped ten percent since 2010, according to the 2016 American
Community Survey.
Household statistics (Figure 3-13) show that there has been a
decline in total housing units by 14 units (-1 percent) and a decline
in households by 122 units (-13 percent). The average household
size and average family size have increased 13 percent and 12
percent, respectively, in this same time period. The household

Median Household Income
($)
Mean Household Income ($)
Median Family Income ($)
Mean Family Income ($)
Percentage of People Below
the Poverty Line
Mean Travel Time to Work
Employed (Non-Armed
Forces)
Unemployed

2010

2016

23,385

37,083

34,317
30,761
43,184

50,949
50,114
63,153

28%

18%

21.0 Minutes

22.2 Minutes

884

52%

849

54%

63

4%

64

4%

Total Households
Family Households
Nonfamily
Households
Average Household
Size
Average Family Size

913
534

2010
100.0%
58.5%

379

41.5%

Total Housing Units
Occupied Housing
Units

987

100.0%

973

100.0%

913

92.5%

791

81.3%

504

55.2%

411

52.0%

409

44.8%

380

48.0%

74

7.5%

182

18.7%

0
15
59

0.0%
20.3%
79.7%

0
49
133

0.0%
26.9%
73.1%

Owner-Occupied
Housing
Renter-Occupied
Housing
Vacant Housing
Units
For Rent
For Sale Only
Other
Homeowner
Vacancy Rate
Rental Vacancy
Rate
Median Housing
Value ($)

791
525

2016
100.0%
66.4%

266

33.6%

2.15

2.43

2.71

3.03

2.7%

10.4%

0.0%

0.0%

63,200

70,900

Figure 3-13: Housing and Household Trends | Source: US Census Bureau 2010
Decennial Census

Figure 3-12: Income and Employment Trends | Source: US Census Bureau 2010
Decennial Census & 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates
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trends for Leon show that
while the total housing units
have declined according to the
2016 ACS estimate, family and
household sizes have grown.

Regional

Geography
Total Housing Units Owner-Occupied Renter-Occupied Vacant Housing
Leon
973
411
52%
380
48%
182
19%
Afton
449
288
71%
119
29%
42
9%
Allerton
243
180
84%
35
16%
28
12%
Chariton
2,217
1,359
69%
604
31%
254
11%
Corydon
767
540
81%
130
19%
97
13%
Lamoni
1,060
457
53%
406
47%
197
19%
Mount Ayr
877
567
70%
247
30%
63
7%
Murray
356
239
77%
73
23%
44
12%
Osceola
2,234
1,068
51%
1,014
49%
152
7%
Russell
243
161
76%
51
24%
31
13%
Seymour
353
184
68%
87
32%
82
23%
Decatur County
3,846
2,086
66%
1,080
34%
680
18%
Iowa
1,362,619
883,119
71%
359,522
29%
119,978
9%
U.S.
134,054,899
74,881,068 64% 42,835,169 36% 16,338,662 12%

Regional Trends
Leon has about a 50-50 split
between renter-occupied and
owner-occupied housing. It
most
closely
resembles
Lamoni in all categories shown
in
Figure
3-14
and
proportionally
matches
Osceola as well except for Figure 3-14: Regional Occupancy Characteristics | Source: US Census Bureau 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates
vacant housing. Lamoni,
Geography
Population Own Rent Value Owner-Occupied Houses ($) Gross Rent ($)
however, is home to
Leon
1,880
52.0% 48.0%
70,900
520
Graceland
University,
Afton
832
70.8% 29.2%
67,900
470
which causes a much higher
Allerton
502
83.7% 16.3%
42,300
440
demand for rental housing
4,191
69.2% 30.8%
66,400
656
than
most
towns. Chariton
Corydon
1,603
80.6%
19.4%
68,600
435
Compared to Decatur
2,354
53.0% 47.0%
87,900
510
County, Leon has more Lamoni
1,679
69.7% 30.3%
76,400
514
renter-occupied housing Mount Ayr
729
76.6% 23.4%
56,800
617
units
(and
a
lower Murray
5,037
51.3% 48.7%
84,800
691
percentage of owner- Osceola
Russell
535
75.9%
24.1%
56,400
614
occupied housing units) but
704
67.9% 32.1%
38,600
470
a similar percentage of Seymour
Decatur County
8,210
65.9% 34.1%
79,200
504
vacant housing units.
Iowa
1,362,619 71.1% 28.9%
132,800
715
U.S.
134,054,899 63.6% 36.4%
184,700
949
Figure 3-15: Regional Housing Characteristics | Source: US Census Bureau 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates
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The estimated median value of owner-occupied houses in Leon ($70,900) is one of the highest in the region but the gross rent is fairly
average ($520) and only slightly above Decatur County’s gross rent ($504). The cities with higher gross rents (Chariton, Murray,
Osceola, and Russell) all break the $600 threshold. All cities in the region have lower housing values and gross rents than the State of
Iowa.
Figure 3-16 shows the educational attainment percentages for the region. In general, the region has an above average percentage of
individuals without a high school diploma or GED. Leon, in particular, has a high percentage of middle school dropouts. The most
common highest level of education attainment in the region is a high school diploma (or GED) and this is
true for Leon as well. The city then has below average percentages for all of the advanced degrees, except for Bachelor’s degrees,
where it was still lower than Decatur County. The per capita median income in the city is slightly above average in the region and
higher than its county, but is about $8,000 lower than Iowa overall and about $10,000 under the national median. Leon’s level of
educational attainment and median income per capita most closely resembles Osceola in the region.

Geography

Leon
Afton
Allerton
Chariton
Corydon
Lamoni
Mount Ayr
Murray
Osceola
Russell
Seymour
Decatur County
Iowa
United States

Median
Income
per
Capita
($)
21,541
22,042
15,046
23,474
26,643
18,091
25,599
22,866
21,769
16,984
18,185
20,808
28,872
29,829

High
Less than
School
9th
Graduation
Grade
Rate
95.6%
92.5%
95.5%
98.1%
95.5%
100.0%
97.6%
100.0%
92.0%
98.1%
86.7%
91.3%
84.0%

6.1%
2.7%
2.4%
1.5%
2.8%
5.7%
2.2%
0.0%
8.8%
3.2%
9.9%
5.7%
3.2%
5.6%

High
School
No
Diploma
(or GED)
8.8%
7.8%
8.0%
8.3%
6.2%
6.5%
9.0%
6.8%
4.0%
6.7%
5.7%
7.3%
5.1%
7.4%

High
School
Graduate
(or GED)

Some
College,
No
Degree

44.1%
40.6%
43.4%
46.7%
42.4%
25.4%
35.3%
46.0%
43.1%
46.0%
46.0%
37.2%
31.9%
27.5%

19.3%
25.2%
29.5%
18.2%
22.7%
24.6%
24.5%
27.8%
19.1%
27.2%
21.4%
22.1%
21.4%
21.0%

Graduate or
Associate's Bachelor's
Professional
Degree
Degree
Degree
7.7%
12.2%
7.4%
10.7%
9.9%
4.8%
9.7%
11.8%
7.7%
6.1%
6.8%
7.5%
11.3%
8.2%

10.4%
10.6%
7.1%
11.2%
8.2%
17.2%
13.2%
5.6%
12.6%
8.3%
7.3%
13.0%
18.4%
18.8%

3.5%
0.9%
2.4%
3.3%
7.9%
15.7%
6.1%
2.1%
4.6%
2.6%
2.9%
7.1%
8.7%
11.5%

Figure 3-16: Regional Household Income and Educational Attainment | Source: US Census Bureau 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates & Iowa Department of Education
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Recommendations, Objectives, and Implementation
The following recommendations and objectives are based on the information presented in this chapter along with various
communications with City staff and residents. Each recommendation and objective are grouped into one of four timeframes in which
the recommendation or objective should be accomplished. Those timeframes are ongoing, short (1-5 years), medium (6-10 years), or
long (11-20 years).
Recommendation 1: Update, adjust, or revisit the plan with new data as it is released. (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 1.1 – Adopt a policy to have City staff and the Planning and Zoning Board update the plan annually (Short)
• 1.2 – Utilize resources identified within the plan to update the data. (Ongoing)
Recommendation 2: Have City officials utilize the plan as necessary when considering actions to undertake. (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 2.1 – Make the comprehensive plan available at City and City related meetings for reference when needed by officials.
(Ongoing)
• 2.2 – Review the plan semi-annually to ensure that city officials understand what the plan contains. (Ongoing)
• 2.3 – Make the plan available in multiple locations for citizen review, including on-line access. (Short)
Recommendation 3: Ensure the long-term stability of the City of Leon by retaining the existing population and encouraging population
growth within the City of Leon. (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 3.1 – Encourage population growth within the corporate limits of the City of Leon in preference to growth in unincorporated
areas surrounding the city. (Ongoing)
• 3.2 – Ensure that areas of development have adequate access to city utilities and public services. (Ongoing)
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Chapter 4 - Economic Development
Economic development, for the purpose of this plan, refers to the creation of wealth through growth in jobs, income, and investment.
It is supported by social, built, and natural environment improvements. This chapter analyzes and addresses the current and future
economy of Leon through objectives, policies, and programs that promote economic development. Leon currently struggles to find
sustainable economic growth, much like most rural cities in Iowa. However, Leon has economic development opportunities already in
place that can be realized to their full potential.
Based not only on the survey but the number of residents that participated in the economic development focus group, it is the most
visible issue for the city to address. During the focus group meeting residents agreed that any type of economic development should
be encouraged and could not identify development that they would be opposed to.
Leon currently has economic development opportunities
that were pointed out by residents during the focus
group and in the survey. These opportunities should be
investigated deeper and capitalized on. This includes
vacant buildings, Little River Recreation Area, Jefferson
Highway, and community events. Each of these provide
economic opportunities for Leon.

Background and Community
Involvement
Respondents to the community survey identified
economic development as the most pressing issue in
Leon. A related topic, Taxes/Fiscal Policy was ranked
fourth. Figure 4-1 displays all the topics and their
rankings. Access to decent jobs, as well as housing, was

"Pick 6 of the following local issues and rank
them based on importance to you, 1 being the
most important and 6 being less important"
Hazard Mitigation
Public Services
Agriculture and Natural Resources
Recreation and Conservation
Beautification and Tourism
Social Programming
Other Infrastructure
Taxes/Fiscal Policy
Housing
Transportation
Economic Development
0

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

Number of Times Ranked in the Top Six of Importance
Figure 4-1: Tabulated Survey Responses
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also rated as the most significant specific problem in
Leon. The topic of economic development also had the
most citizen participation at the focus group (15).

"In your opinion, how important is it that the
community support existing businesses and
industry and invest in expanding and new
business and industry?"

Figure 4-2 shows the results of the community survey
question that asked the respondents to “Pick 6 of the
1%
following issues and rank them based on important, 1
Very important
being the most important and 6 being less important.”
11%
Economic development was by far the most important
29%
Absolutely essential
issue among the respondents. When asked of the
importance of community support/investment for
existing businesses, 88 percent of respondents
Should be a priority as
funds become available
answered “Absolutely essential” (59 percent) or “Very
59%
important” (29 percent). Another 11 percent chose
Not very important
“Should be a priority as funds become available and an
opportunity presents itself.”
Another question asked in the community survey
requested respondents to identify the importance of Figure 4-2: Tabulated Survey Responses
several factors. Two options, “Quality job opportunities” and “Location and convenience to goods and services” tied for first in the
number of respondents rating them as important. The second most important categories were “Quality schools and other human
services” and “Environment, clean air and water.” However, all categories were rated as important to the respondents overall. See
the Appendix for the tabulations.

Figure 4-3: Downtown Leon
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Goals and Vision
To determine what the community of Leon will do to promote economic development, a vision of what Leon wants to be must be
defined.

Overall Goal
“Leon will, while remaining fiscally constrained, incentivize growth through utilizing both public and private dollars to provide the
best quality of life for its residents possible, by preserving and utilizing the recreational opportunities, small town atmosphere, and
its own history.”
Utilizing this overall goal, public input, and analysis of economic development-related data in Leon, the following vision was created:

Economic Development Vision:
Make Leon a more resilient community by providing appropriate economic incentives and opportunities to grow and enhance the
local businesses, housing sector, and tourism industry. Discover, foster, and grow the niches that Leon holds in the region and use
them as catalysts to build social, economic, and environmental equity. While working towards this vision the community should
operate in a manner that provides for the needs of the present without compromising the needs of the future.
The following are the current recommendations that have been created for the City of Leon to accomplish in order to achieve the
economic development vision and overall city goal. These recommendations are reprinted with corresponding objectives at the end
of this chapter.
Current Recommendations:
• Improve the internal and external image of Leon
• Utilize the Little River Lake Recreation Area as a source of
economic growth and development
• Collaborate with other organizations, inside and outside
of Leon, to become more active in the region
• Utilize and promote the Jefferson Highway as a tourist
attraction
• Promote business development in areas with
infrastructure and other amenities already in place
• Improve and promote local events as regional events
• Use the vacant housing/building stock as a catalyst and
• Improve Downtown Leon
form of economic development
• Develop master plans for specific areas for strategic
• Utilize Leon’s Opportunity Zone status when possible to
development/redevelopment that includes economic,
attract or facilitate development
environmental, and social perspectives

Forward 2040 – Economic Development

24

Current Economic
Conditions
To plan for the future of Leon,
it is important to review the
current economic conditions
of the city and region.

Employment Data

Industry
Civilian employed population 16 years and over
Educational services, and health care and social assistance
Manufacturing
Retail trade
Arts, entertainment, and recreation, and accommodation and food services
Construction
Professional, scientific, and management, and administrative and waste
management services
Transportation and warehousing, and utilities
Other services, except public administration
Finance and insurance, and real estate and rental and leasing
Information
Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting, and mining
Wholesale trade
Public administration

Employed Leon
Residents
849
257
135
118
101
70

Leon’s estimated number of
employed persons is displayed
in Figure 4-3. From this table it
is evident that the largest
sector that residents are
employed in is education
services, and health care and
social assistance. Figure 4-4
Figure 4-3: Employment by Industry | Source: US Census Bureau 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates
contains
employment
numbers for the city of Leon. It
Business
Industry
echoes the previous table but with Central Decatur Schools
Education
more specific organizations showing Decatur County Hospital
Healthcare
that Central Decatur Schools, and the
Westview Acres Care Center
Healthcare
health care organizations are the
Decatur County
Government
largest employers in the city. A few
Community Health Centers of Southern Iowa Healthcare
dozen individuals are also employed
Seaboard Foods
Agriculture
at businesses located just outside of
Hy-Vee
Retail (Grocery)
city limits.
Casey's General Store
Retail (Convenience Store)
Agrivision Equipment
Agriculture
CTI Marketing
Agriculture

36
35
32
24
19
15
4
3
# of Employees
125
114
84
79
63
45
36
34
20
18

Figure 4-4: Specific Employment Information | Source: Decatur County Development Corporation (July 2018)
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Economic Region

The agricultural land values in Decatur County have
followed the pattern of the South-Central Iowa and the
state average but have consistently stayed lower.
Figure 4-5 shows this pattern. In 2018, an acre of land in
Decatur County was valued at $3,272 which is less than
half of the statewide average of $6,814. These low
agricultural land values have been a driving force in
keeping property values and wealth generation low in
the region overall. Timberland values in the SouthCentral region of the state do not follow these same
trends, however. As of 2018, timberland values in
South-Central Iowa were $458 higher than the state
wide average. These higher valued lands are often used
for hunting or recreation, which is a proportionally large
component of the regional economy.
The Region and Retail Sales
Decatur County is located on the Iowa-Missouri border
in South-Central Iowa. Leon sits at the crossroads of
Highway 69 and Highway 2 and ten miles north of the
southern border. Travel to Kansas City takes about two
hours and travel to Des Moines takes about one hour.
Forward 2040 – Economic Development

Dollars

10,000
9,000
8,000
7,000
6,000
5,000
4,000
3,000
2,000
1,000
0

Decatur County

South-Central Iowa

Iowa

Figure 4-5: Agricultural Land Values in Decatur County, South-Central Iowa, and Statewide |
Source: ISU Center for Agricultural and Rural Development

Timberland Values
3,000

2,500
2,000

Dollars

The County
To understand Leon’s economy, it is important to
understand the economy of its surrounding area. It is
the county seat of Decatur County and the second
largest city after Lamoni. The rural economy has
agricultural roots, mostly livestock farming. The
average farm size within Decatur county is 326 acres
which is slightly lower than the statewide average of
345 acres.

Agricultural Land Values

1,500
1,000
500
0

South-Central Region

Iowa

Figure 4-6: Timberland Values in South-Central Iowa and Statewide | Source: ISU Center for
Agricultural and Rural Development

26

While closer proximity to these large Metropolitan Areas would be advantageous for
economic development, having fewer convenient resources in the surrounding areas
provides an opportunity to become the regional pull. It is important to compare Leon to its
surrounding cities for this reason. One way to do this is to use Iowa State University’s peer
group categories. The communities surrounding Leon are shown below with their peer
groups.
Group 1 – Core county of a metropolitan statistical area (MSA) – Population 10,000+
None
Group 2 – Non-core county of a metropolitan statistical area (MSA) – Population 10,000+
None
Group 3 – Non-metropolitan county – Population 2,500 to 9,999
Chariton, Osceola
Group 4 – Metropolitan county – Population 2,500 to 9,999
None
Group 5N – Non-metropolitan county, not adjacent to an MSA – Population 500 to 2,499
Leon, Allerton, Corydon, Lamoni, Mount Ayr, Seymour
Group 5A – Non-metropolitan county, adjacent to an MSA – Population 500 to 2,499
Afton, Murray, Russell
Group 6 – Metropolitan county – Population 500 to 2,499
None
Group 7 – Any county – Population 250 to 499
None
Group 8 – Any county – Population Less than 250
None

City
Leon
Afton
Allerton
Chariton
Corydon
Lamoni
Mount Ayr
Murray
Osceola
Russell
Seymour

Retail Sales per
Capita ($)
11,768
9,056
3,762
11,839
8,729
5,763
22,065
2,626
15,466
1,265
4,954

Figure 4-7: Regional Retail Sales per Capita |
Source: ISU Retail Trade Analysis Report FY 2017

By categorizing similar counties, it is
easier to compare relative economic
success and failure. For example,
comparing Decatur County to Polk
County in terms of economic growth
would not be meaningful during
analysis.
Figure 4-8: True Value located north of Leon outside of city limits
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When compared within its peer group (100 cities), Leon
ranked 20th in terms of average sales per capita in fiscal
year 2017 at $11,768. This is above the peer group
average of $9,900 and just below the State of Iowa
average of $12,413. This is fourth among neighboring
communities as shown by Figure 4-9 where Chariton
beats Leon’s per capita sales by only $71.

14,000

12,000
10,000

Dollars

As shown in Figure 4-10, retail sales in Leon have grown
since fiscal year 2013 from about $3,000 under the State
of Iowa average to less than $1,000 beneath. It is also
consistently around twice as big as the Decatur County
average. This causes Leon to be responsible for 53% of
taxable sales in the county despite only having 23% of
the population.

Retail Sales per Capita

8,000
6,000
4,000

2,000
0
FY08

FY09

FY10

Leon

FY11

FY12

FY13

Decatur County

FY14

FY15

FY16

FY17

State of Iowa

The estimated retail shoppers in Leon have, over the
last decade, been generally around 80 percent of the Figure 4-9: Retail Sales per Capita | Source: ISU Retail Trade Analysis Report FY 2017
population of Leon. In recent years, it has begun to exceed the population of Leon, meaning that the retail trade capture has started
to extend past the borders of the town. The same cannot be said about Decatur County. Decatur has consistently had an estimated
shoppers’ population equal to about 40 percent of their total population, meaning the residents of Decatur County, in general, go
somewhere else to shop retail. Figure 4-10 shows these differences.

Geography
Estimated Shoppers
Population
Estimated Shoppers
Decatur County
Population
Leon

FY08
1,612
1,969
3,263
8,513

FY09
1,559
1,971
3,181
8,482

FY10
1,700
1,974
3,252
8,463

FY11
1,700
1,948
3,372
8,332

FY12
1,595
1,926
3,347
8,241

FY13
1,597
1,917
3,241
8,223

Figure 4-10: Leon and Decatur County Estimated Trade Area Capture | Source: ISU Retail Trade Analysis Report FY 2017
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FY14
1,810
1,901
3,433
8,205

FY15
1,888
1,891
3,591
8,162

FY16
1,918
1,880
3,570
8,084

FY17
1,989
1,868
3,685
7,998

Commuting patterns among residents of Leon is also an important set of statistics to understand. Figure 4-11 shows the commuting
patterns of Leon residents. Only 31 percent of Leon residents work in Leon. The other 69 percent work in Osceola (15 percent), Des
Moines (7 percent), West Des Moines (3 percent), or other areas (44 percent). On the other end, 34 percent of people who work in
Leon, live in Leon as well. The other 67 percent live in Lamoni (6 percent), Corydon (2 percent), Van Wert (2 percent), or other areas
(57 percent).

Workplace Destinations

31%
44%

Worker Sources

34%

Leon

Leon

Osceola

Lamoni

Des Moines

Corydon
56%

West Des Moines

Van Wert

Other Areas

Other Areas
6%

15%
7%
2%

3%

2%

Figure 4-11: Residents by Employment City (left) and Workers by Residential City (right) | Source: ISU Retail Trade Analysis Report FY 2017

Trade Area Analysis
A trade area analysis is useful to determine the strengths and weaknesses of a local economy. The overall goal is to determine the
surplus or leakage of sales in a given area. This is accomplished by comparing actual sales derived from state tax data to the expected
sales given the level of economic activity that the local area should attain to meet the needs of residents’ retail needs.
Figure 4-12 shows the sales surplus/leakage data over the last ten years for Leon and its surrounding cities. Leon, along with Chariton,
were below zero at the beginning of this timeline and have eventually broke above zero in recent years while most cities (all but Mount
Ayr and Osceola) have stayed below zero and mostly at the same level. Mount Ayr and Osceola have varied in the last ten years but
have always stayed well above zero. A pull factor ratio divides the trade area capture measure by population for a jurisdiction. A
factor below one indicates that the retail sector of a jurisdiction does not meet the retail needs of residents. A factor of one means
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that jurisdictional retail demand is being satisfied. A factor above one means that jurisdictional retail is attracting people from outside
of the community. Over the past ten years, the retail customer base in Leon has grown from being around 20 percent smaller than its
population to about 6 percent larger than its population in fiscal year 2017. Figure 4-13 shows the change in Leon’s pull factor over
the last ten years along with the average pull factor of other cities in its peer group in which Leon is a leader of in terms of pull factor.

Estimate Sales Surplus or Leakage
Dollars (Hundred-Thousands)

400

Leon

300

Afton

200

Allerton
Chariton

100

Corydon

Lamoni

0

Mount Ayr

-100

Murray
-200
FY 08

FY 09

FY 10

FY 11

FY 12

FY 13

FY 14

FY 15

FY 16

Osceola

FY 17

Figure 4-12: Sales Analysis | Source: ISU Retail Trade Analysis Report FY 2017

FY 08

FY 09

FY 10

FY 11

FY 12

FY 13

FY 14

FY 15

FY 16

FY 17

Expected Sales (thousands $)

22,011

21,934

20,563

20,419

20,586

20,228

20,253

20,797

20,923

20,642

Actual Sales (thousands $)

18,017

17,346

17,710

17,819

17,048

16,852

19,280

20,762

21,349

21,983

Estimated Surplus (+) or Leakage (-)
Leon Pull Factor
Peer Median Pull Factor

-3,994
0.82
0.62

-4,588
0.79
0.66

-2,853
0.86
0.69

-2,600
0.87
0.68

-3,538
0.83
0.71

-3,376
0.83
0.70

-973
0.95
0.69

-35
1
0.67

426
1.02
0.65

1,341
1.06
0.66

Figure 4-13: Estimated Surplus or Leakage and Pull Factor | Source: ISU Retail Trade Analysis Report FY 2017
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Location Quotient
The location quotient is useful in economic analysis because it allows
for the relative comparison of jobs in a given sector for an area
against a larger reference region. This is useful in identifying which
industries for an area are more or less concentrated than the
reference region. The result of this analysis is location quotients (LQ)
which are broken down into LQ<1, LQ=1, and LQ>1. LQs less than
one indicate that local employment is less than what is expected for
a given industry and it is assumed that industry is not meeting local
demand. LQs equal to one mean that local employment is sufficient
to meet local demand. LQs greater than one mean that employment
in that industry is greater than expected and is considered important
to the area.
Figure 4-14 shows the Decatur County location quotient using the
State of Iowa as the reference area. In most cases, Decatur County
has a lower concentration of workers in all of the categories where
data was available or non-zero. The smallest LQ is in the
transportation and warehousing industry where Decatur County
scored a 0.14 which means that compared to the State of Iowa,
Decatur county has a much smaller concentration of workers in the
transportation and warehousing industry and the needs in this
industry are most likely not being met and stunting its growth. Other
low LQs were in manufacturing (0.19), and finance and insurance
(0.32). Along with the low LQs, there were two quotients that were
higher than the state concentration. Those included wholesale trade
(1.07) and health care and social assistance (1.10).

Industry (N/A = not disclosed, not
calculable, the data does not exist, or it is
zero)
Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting
Mining, quarrying, and oil and gas extraction
Utilities
Construction
Manufacturing
Wholesale trade
Retail trade
Transportation and warehousing
Information
Finance and insurance
Real estate and rental and leasing
Professional, scientific, and technical services
Management of companies and enterprises
Administrative and support and waste
management and remediation services
Educational services
Health care and social assistance
Arts, entertainment, and recreation
Accommodation and food services
Other services (except public administration)

Location
Quotient
N/A
N/A
N/A
0.70
0.19
1.06
0.93
0.14
N/A
0.32
N/A
0.41
N/A
N/A
N/A
1.10
N/A
0.70
0.54

Figure 4-14: Decatur County Location Quotient using the State of Iowa as the
Reference Area | Source: US Census Bureau 2016 County Business Patterns

Wages and Income
Unfortunately, data specific to Leon regarding employees and income by sector is not available. Most data are available at the county
level but some sectors are often not disclosed due to the size of the industry in the geographical unit (in this case, Decatur County) or
other restrictions. Currently, the highest paid industry sector in Decatur County is the manufacturing sector followed by construction,
finance and insurance, and educational services. Each of these was above $30,000 for the year 2016 and the top two, manufacturing
and construction, were about $49,000 and $40,000 respectively.
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The industries with the most employees in 2016 were educational services, retail
trade, and arts, entertainment, and recreation. Several industries saw reductions
in total number of employees, the biggest losses were found in accommodation
and food services (141 jobs) and manufacturing (11 jobs). Job growth was marginal
at best in most instances, however, arts, entertainment, and recreation gained 100
jobs in the previous 10 years and by far had the most growth of any industry.

Median income ($)

Mean income ($)

37,083

50,949

38,467
54,570

51,260
70,708

Figure 4-15: Leon Median and Mean Household Income |
Source: US Census Bureau 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates

Salaries rose in most industries with manufacturing employees earning around $17,000 per year more than they did in 2006.
Accommodation and food services and construction both saw higher salaries of almost $16,000 compared to ten years ago. There
were very few salary losses that were reportable in this data set besides transportation and warehousing, which saw a loss of $14,400
per year when compared to 2006.
The average income of Leon households is about $20,000 lower than the state average and the median is about $17,500 lower than
the state median. The exact numbers are shown in Figure 4-15 and graphs of the income distributions are shown in Figure 4-16 and
Figure 4-17. The Leon graph does not follow the same pattern (gradual increasing slope from the lower incomes to the middle incomes
then a gradual decreasing slope from the middle incomes to the higher incomes) as the other graphs.

Leon and Iowa Household Incomes
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Figure 4-16: Income Distributions in Leon and Decatur County | Source: US Census
Bureau 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates
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Figure 4-17: Income Distributions in Leon and the State of Iowa | Source: US Census
Bureau 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates
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Figure 4-18 shows the median family incomes of Leon and its surrounding cities, Decatur County, Iowa, and the United States in 2010
and 2016. A family is defined as two or more people residing together who are related by birth, marriage, or adoption. On the other
hand, households are defined as all people who occupy a housing unit. Because households often consist of only one person, family
income is usually higher than household income.
2010
2016
Average Annual Growth
Median Income ($) Share of US Income Median Income ($) Share of US Income
Leon
30,761
48.8%
50,114
73.8%
10.5%
Afton
39,375
62.5%
54,375
80.1%
6.3%
Allerton
48,125
76.4%
38,750
57.1%
-3.2%
Chariton
54,458
86.5%
55,643
82.0%
0.4%
Corydon
39,875
63.3%
63,472
93.5%
9.9%
Lamoni
53,363
84.7%
43,600
64.2%
-3.0%
Mount Ayr
55,104
87.5%
55,125
81.2%
0.0%
Murray
47,955
76.1%
56,375
83.1%
2.9%
Osceola
58,413
92.7%
50,625
74.6%
-2.2%
Russell
44,250
70.3%
41,071
60.5%
-1.2%
Seymour
32,458
51.5%
36,250
53.4%
1.9%
Decatur County
48,015
76.2%
50,083
73.8%
0.7%
Iowa
61,804
98.1%
69,419
102.3%
2.1%
United States
62,982
100.0%
67,871
100.0%
1.3%
Geography

Figure 4-18: Median Family Income | Source: US Census Bureau 2010 Decennial Census & 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates

The median family income in Leon, in the six-year period given, has grown from about 49 percent of the median United States family
income to about 74 percent of the median United States family income. This change of 25 percent is the second largest (Corydon is
the largest at 30 percent). Leon also had the largest average annual growth rate at 10.5 percent. Similar numbers are seen in Figure
4-19 which shows the median household income in Leon and its surrounding cities, Decatur County, Iowa, and the United States in
2010 and 2016. The median household income in Leon has stayed lower than the average of its surrounding cities but saw the third
largest total growth (22 percent) of its surrounding cities from 45 percent of the median United States household income to 67 percent
of the median United States household income. The city also had the largest average annual growth percentage over the period of
time given.
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2010
2016
Average Annual Growth
Median Income ($) Share of US Income Median income ($) Share of US Income
Leon
23,385
45.0%
37,083
67.0%
9.8%
Afton
30,000
57.8%
45,083
81.5%
8.4%
Allerton
38,287
73.8%
37,292
67.4%
-0.4%
Chariton
28,696
55.3%
42,003
75.9%
7.7%
Corydon
30,515
58.8%
45,000
81.3%
7.9%
Lamoni
42,083
81.1%
33,393
60.4%
-3.4%
Mount Ayr
40,625
78.3%
46,667
84.4%
2.5%
Murray
37,500
72.2%
40,000
72.3%
1.1%
Osceola
44,978
86.6%
44,261
80.0%
-0.3%
Russell
36,146
69.6%
32,955
59.6%
-1.5%
Seymour
30,000
57.8%
27,135
49.0%
-1.6%
Decatur County
37,138
71.5%
38,467
69.5%
0.6%
Iowa
48,872
94.1%
54,570
98.6%
1.9%
United States
51,914
100.0%
55,322
100.0%
1.1%
Geography

Figure 4-19: Median Household Income | Source: US Census Bureau 2010 Decennial Census & 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates

Unemployment and Labor Force Participation
Unemployment in Decatur County, Figure 4-20, has very closely
aligned with the Iowa statewide rate over the last 10 years. It has
the same general shape as the national unemployment rate as well
but with consistently lower numbers. Having low unemployment
can be problematic for an economy and can hinder growth by
making it difficult for firms to move into areas and find a
sustainable workforce. However, the labor force participation rate
should be noted especially for age brackets that are traditionally
the most ready and able to work. Decatur County and Leon both
have some of the lowest labor force participation rates in the area.
This could indicate that the right opportunities would bring dozens,
possibly hundreds, of individuals back into the workforce.

Unemployment Rates
12.0%
10.0%
8.0%
6.0%
4.0%
2.0%
0.0%
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016
Decatur County

Iowa

United States

Figure 4-20: Unemployment Rates | Source: US Department of Labor Statistics

Forward 2040 – Economic Development

34

As seen in Figure 4-21, the labor force participation rates of Leon residents aged 25 to 29 years was about 60 percent in 2016. The
next age bracket, individuals aged 30 to 34 years, had a significantly higher rate of participation at about 96 percent. This was one of
the best rates in the surrounding area but the overall labor force participation rate in Leon was still about 58 percent, which is 10
percent lower than the state average of 68 percent.

Geography
Leon
Afton
Allerton
Chariton
Corydon
Lamoni
Mount Ayr
Murray
Osceola
Russell
Seymour
Decatur
County
Iowa
United States

6%
5%
7%
5%
4%
3%
6%
7%
7%
4%
3%

Labor Force
Participation 25-29
years
60.2%
96.1%
55.6%
95.7%
70.7%
93.1%
98.3%
85.4%
85.2%
94.7%
68.4%

4%

75.4%

5%

89.5%

58.8%

6%
7%

87.1%
82.2%

6%
7%

86.5%
82.2%

67.7%
63.5%

Percent of Total
Population

5%
5%
7%
4%
5%
4%
5%
9%
6%
2%
8%

Labor Force
Participation 30-34
years
96.2%
84.9%
89.5%
78%
78.6%
82.7%
82.4%
96.5%
70.9%
100%
80.8%

Labor Force
Participation Rate
Overall
57.8%
71.0%
54.8%
59.5%
56.1%
64.1%
58.7%
69.8%
67.3%
49.2%
44.1%

Percent of Total
Population

Figure 4-21: Labor Force Participation Rates | Source: US Department of Labor Statistics
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Focus Points
Vacant Buildings
Leon has various vacant buildings throughout the city. Ranging from single family homes to a warehouse on the south side of the city.
These all offer different opportunities for economic development on various scales. The city has many vacant houses that are all
opportunities for redevelopment, ranging from small scale rehabilitation to raze and rebuild. Returning these homes to the housing
market not only fulfils an economic development purpose but a housing purpose as well.
There are vacant commercial buildings in Leon ranging in size from 2,000 square feet to almost 200,000 square feet and could
accommodate anything from small retail and cafes to manufacturing facilities. The vacant Alco building and the O’Bryan Brothers
building both offer large scale economic development opportunities. Discussion regarding closing the street behind the Alco building
so that it can be used as a loading zone for the Alco building as well as the lumber yard should be restarted. This could increase the
likelihood of the Alco building being seen as an opportunity for a grocery store. The O’Bryan Brothers building is currently highly
underutilized with its most recent use being a warehouse storage site. Both buildings currently are sitting vacant, possibly due to the
current tax codes that benefit the owners, which deters them from selling the buildings. Even vacant lots where buildings used to
stand could be used as an economic development tool by
transforming the empty lot into a park or just a simple community
gathering space that would draw people into the commercial
districts.

Little River Recreation Area
The Little River Recreation Area is a 2,200-acre recreation area
including a 787-acre lake in the heart of it. This is a large natural
resource that the city has access to. During the focus group the
recreation area was identified as the largest source of tourism for
the city. The city can capitalize on this in a few ways.
The current city limits could allow for development near the lake for
rentable cabins, private cabins, campgrounds, or vacation homes. If
the city were to annex land within the two-mile buffer allowed by
state law, there could be increased opportunity for this type of
Figure 4-22: Little River Recreation Area
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development. The city could also support other development
near the recreation area to include another play area for children
near the campsites as wells as a disc golf course. These
improvements can increase tourism in the area. This increased
tourism can lead to increased spending in businesses in Leon as
well as a higher property tax base. These improvements would
also provide increased opportunities for residents of Leon and
the surrounding area more outdoor activities.

Jefferson Highway
The Jefferson Highway was the first north to south highway
identified in 1915. Leon currently has a very small Jefferson
Highway Association that could grow. Leon should take steps to
identify any historical sites along the section of the highway that
bisects the city. Upon finding any significant information relating
to any historical events, steps should be taken to protect those
sites and market them. This can be another economic
development focus bringing in more tourism. If there are enough
historically significant items tied to the highway, the City could
use this to move towards a museum along the highway or partner
with the Decatur County Museum.

Figure 4-23: A Jefferson Highway Sign

Community Events
Leon currently has seven community events that happen in the
downtown area to include the Rodeo, Ladies’ Night, and the
Farmers Market. These events allow for residents of Leon and the
surrounding area to gather as a community. They also generate
investment in the downtown and local business. These events
should be continued and adjusted periodically to fit the wants and
needs of future generations.

Figure 4-24: Leon Rodeo Sign
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Downtown Leon
Currently, Downtown Leon faces several problems.
These include vacant/dilapidated buildings and low
property values. These issues form a feedback cycle
where one issue causes different issue which causes
another problem which goes on to exacerbate the
original problem and restarts the cycle. Recently,
multiple buildings collapsed, leaving temporary
unsafe hazards then empty lots in the city core as a
result of the feedback cycle. Increasing the
economic viability of Downtown Leon and turning it
into a center for entertainment, business, housing,
and recreation should be a priority.

Niche Businesses

Figure 4-25: Storefronts on the Leon Square | Photo Credit Doug Kouba

A very common strategy that small towns use to
regain economic resilience is to focus and incentivize niche business opportunities. Leon, Decatur County, and Southern Iowa in
general have very good hunting grounds. They frequently draw the likes of NFL players and television personalities as well as nonfamous people from all over the country. Capitalizing on this niche market that already partly exists with the Rodeo would be very
valuable. Stores and shops that specialize in hunting, fishing, outfitting, and general outdoor recreation supplies could establish Leon
and surrounding Decatur County as the center of this market. The City and other development organizations can facilitate this by
marketing vacant storefronts and buildings in town as outdoor recreation businesses.

Proximity to Interstate 35
Leon is within five miles of Interstate 35. This creates three key opportunities for Leon. The first, and most important, is that Leon
can be used as a shipping and warehousing hub. The intersection of State Highway 2 and State Highway 69 inside of city limits
enhances this value as roads classified lower than the state highways are not needed for this industry to flourish. The second
opportunity is that Leon can advertise and market the town and the opportunities along the interstate. The cost of placing signage
along the interstate may be a major obstacle in accomplishing this, however. The third opportunity is that I-35 allows people to live
in Leon but work in other cities, including Des Moines. In order for this to be a viable strategy, Leon must significantly raise the quality
of life of residents first. Otherwise, the commute to other cities may outweigh the benefits of living in Leon.
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Recommendations, Objectives, and Implementation
The following recommendations and objectives are based on the information presented in this chapter along with various
communications with City staff and residents. Each recommendation and objective are grouped into one of four timeframes in which
the recommendation or objective should be accomplished. Those timeframes are ongoing, short (1-5 years), medium (6-10 years), or
long (11-20 years).
Recommendation 1: Improve the internal and external image of Leon (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 1.1 – Work with private and public entities to promote Leon together (Ongoing)
• 1.2 – Promote Leon as a place to live AND work (Ongoing)
• 1.3 – Form a residential advisory committee comprised of non-business owning residents (Short)
• 1.4 – Form a local business advisory committee comprised of local business owners, representatives of the Leon Chamber of
Commerce, and Decatur County Development (Short)
• 1.5 – Work with Iowa DOT to place signage on Interstate 35 (Medium)
Recommendation 2: Collaborate with other organizations, inside and outside of Leon, to become more active in the region (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 2.1 – Participate in regional tourism collaborations, especially bike trails (Ongoing)
• 2.2 – Create more permanent partnerships with other regional communities that are aimed at bringing economic development
to the area (Short)
• 2.3 – Partner with private entities to bring innovative business and social opportunities to the city (Short)
• 2.4 – Work with other public and private entities to construct a regional bike trail system that extends from the Des Moines
Metro Area to Leon (Long)
Recommendation 3: Promote business development in areas with infrastructure and other amenities already in place (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 3.1 – Promote the placement of businesses on infill lots and along Highway 69, Highway 2, and at both intersections of the two
highways (Ongoing)
• 3.2 – Ensure that densities, setbacks, and other development regulations are appropriate to areas in which redevelopment is
planned (Ongoing)
• 3.3 – Promote growth in industries with low location quotients (Ongoing)
39

Forward Leon 2040 – Economic Development

•
•

3.4 – Only provide tax abatement to areas designated for growth. When growth does happen in outlying areas, ensure that
the cost of providing services is equitable for both the city and the company (Short)
3.5 – Explore and execute annexation, if feasible, on the North side of city limits (Short)

Recommendation 4: Use the vacant housing/building stock as a catalyst and form of economic development (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 4.1 – Demolish dilapidated homes and buildings as they become available (Ongoing)
• 4.2 – Encourage rehabilitation of homes and buildings by private entities (Ongoing)
• 4.3 – Aggressively seek out grant opportunities that would allow for immediate housing/building rehabilitation and demolition
assistance (Ongoing)
• 4.4 – Utilize the State of Iowa code to acquire or pressure vacant owners to sell or rehabilitate (Ongoing)
Recommendation 5: Utilize Leon’s Opportunity Zone status when possible to attract or facilitate development (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 5.1 – Advertise the Opportunity Zone status in the relevant media (Ongoing)
Recommendation 6: Utilize the Little River Lake Recreation Area as a source of economic growth and development (Long)
Objectives:
• 6.1 – Explore annexation possibilities near the lake and recreation area. (Short)
o 6.1.1 – Proceed with annexation near the lake and recreation area if State and County code allows (Short)
• 6.2 – Allow residential and mixed-use development in the North-West corner of the City limits (Short)
• 6.3 – Protect the environmental and social amenities of the area in order to build and maintain the recreation area as a highquality place to visit in the region (Ongoing)
• 6.4 – Create and improve the multimodal and alternative modal transportation infrastructure (bike lanes and paths) in the city
in order to connect the recreation area to the city core (Long)
Recommendation 7: Utilize and promote the Jefferson Highway as a tourist attraction (Long)
Objectives:
• 7.1 – Promote the Highway as a regional attraction (Ongoing)
• 7.2 – Ensure proper signage along the Highway directs tourists correctly along the Highway (Short)
• 7.3 – Provide signage that directs Highway tourists to various local businesses and attractions (Short)
• 7.4 – Encourage new local attractions and niche retail in the Jefferson Highway corridor (Medium)
• 7.5 – Integrate the Highway tourism with the other major local tourist attractions (Long)
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Recommendation 8: Improve and promote local events as regional events (Long)
Objectives:
• 8.1 – Evaluate each event periodically to better understand the wants and needs of future attendees (Ongoing)
• 8.2 – Form a Leon events committee comprised of local volunteers and residents (Short)
• 8.3 – Create new spaces to have events that can better accommodate the needs of attendees and vendors (Long)
Recommendation 9: Improve Downtown Leon (Long)
Objectives:
• 9.1 – Promote mixed-use development within the downtown with residential space above commercial street side spaces
(Ongoing)
• 9.2 – Encourage different types of businesses that will bring people to the downtown during the day and at night (Ongoing)
• 9.3 – Aggressively pursue grant opportunities that will catalyze growth in the area (Ongoing)
• 9.4 – Relocate events to the downtown square to expose the residents and visitors to the local businesses and opportunities
(Short)
• 9.5 – Rehabilitate every building in the square to modern standards (Long)
• 9.6 – Rehabilitate every historic façade in the square (Long)
Recommendation 10: Develop master plans for specific areas for strategic development/redevelopment that includes economic,
environmental, and social perspectives (Long)
Objectives:
• 10.1 – Create a master plan for the area near Little River Recreation Area (Long)
• 10.2 – Create a master plan for Downtown Leon (Long)
• 10.3 – Create a master plan for any annexations (Long)
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Photo Credit: Doug Kouba
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Chapter 5 - Housing
Housing, for the purpose of this plan, is defined as a house, apartment, mobile home, group of rooms, or a single room that is occupied
(or if vacant, is intended for occupancy) as separate living quarters. This definition is intended to include all forms of shelter that are
available within the City of Leon. This chapter identifies, analyzes, and addresses the present and future conditions of housing in Leon
through objectives, policies, and programs that promote more resilient and higher quality housing. Leon currently has a blight and
vacancy problem in its housing stock, which is common in many cities in Iowa. However, the city has a significantly higher percentage
of vacant homes than most other communities. This chapter outlines the basic housing information needed to identify housing issues.
It then outlines a vision with recommendations to address the identified housing needs.

Background and Community
Involvement
Based on the responses from the survey and from
residents that participated in the housing focus group,
housing has been highlighted as an important issue to
address directly.
This is especially important
considering that the majority of buildings in Leon are
for housing and issues relating to housing are very
prominent.
During the focus group meeting, residents expressed
that rehabilitation of homes, demolition of properties
beyond repair, and increasing housing diversity were
the most important housing issues.

"Pick 6 of the following local issues and rank
them based on importance to you, 1 being the
most important and 6 being less important"
Hazard Mitigation
Public Services
Agriculture and Natural Resources
Recreation and Conservation
Beautification and Tourism
Social Programming
Other Infrastructure
Taxes/Fiscal Policy
Housing
Transportation
Economic Development
0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

Number of Times Ranked in the Top Six of Importance
Figure 5-1: Tabulated Survey Responses

Respondents to the community survey identified housing as the third most pressing issue in Leon of the eleven issues discussed. Figure
5-1 displays all the topics and their rankings. Since economic development was the most important issue in Leon by far, using housing
as a form of economic development will be explored during this chapter.
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Strictly in terms of housing, the condition
or quality of the existing housing stock
was easily rated as the most important
issue by the public as shown in Figure 52. The second most important issue
identified was the quantity of the
housing stock.

Almost half of the respondents to the
community survey rated the condition of
the existing housing stock in Leon as
Poor, which is shown in Figure 5-4 and
aligns with most public opinions and
focus group responses.

"What is the greatest housing issue in your opinion?"
Quantity of the housing stock
7%
5%

22%

Condition or quality of the
existing housing stock
Special housing options

Availability of financing and
resources to purchase or rent
a home

66%

Figure 5-2: Tabulated Survey Responses

"How would you rate the overall current condition
of the existing housing stock in Leon?"
Fair
22%

Depends on the part
of town or type of
housing

43%

35%

Figure 5-3: A house in Leon

Poor

Figure 5-4: Tabulated Survey Responses
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Goals and Vision
In order to improve and expand the quality and availability of housing in Leon, a vision must be defined.

Overall Goal:
“Leon will, while remaining fiscally constrained, incentivize growth through utilizing both public and private dollars to provide the
best quality of life for its residents possible, by preserving and utilizing the recreational opportunities, small town atmosphere, and
its own history.”
Utilizing this overall goal, public input, and analysis of housing in Leon, the following vision was created:

Housing Vision:
Make housing in Leon more resilient, attractive, of higher quality, and more inclusive/affordable regarding age, income, and other
socioeconomic factors. Use housing as a catalyst for economic, social, and environmental growth and development. While working
towards this vision, the community should be sure to operate in a manner that provides for the needs of the present without
compromising the needs of the future.
The following are the current recommendations that have
been created for the City of Leon to accomplish in order to
achieve the housing vision and overall goal.
These
recommendations are reprinted with corresponding
objectives at the end of this chapter.
Current Recommendations:
• Increase community pride and social capital among
neighbors while showcasing the housing stock
• Increase new, high-value housing development within
the city limits
• Improve the quality and value of existing housing stock
• Increase the quality and quantity of housing in
Downtown Leon
• Develop an ordinance to address maintenance
concerns
Forward 2040 - Housing

Figure 5-5: A Demolished and Dilapidated house in Leon | Photo Credit: Doug Kouba
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Current Housing Conditions and
Analysis
To plan for the future of Leon, it is important to review
the current housing conditions.

Key Housing Statistics

Percent
Change
Total Housing Units
987
973
-1.4%
Total Occupied Units
913
791
-13.4%
Owner Occupied Units
504
411
-18.5%
Percent Owner Occupied
55.2% 52.0%
-3.2%
Renter Occupied Units
409
380
-7.1%
Percent Renter Occupied
45%
48%
3.2%
Vacant Units
74
182
146%
Vacancy Rate - Overall
7.5% 18.7%
11%
Median Value Owner Occupied Housing ($) 63,200 70,900 12.2%
Persons Per Household (Owner-Occupied)
2.34
2.62
12.0%
Persons Per Household (Renter-Occupied)
1.9
2.22
16.8%
2010

2016

Figure 5-7 shows that over 50 percent of the housing in
Leon was built before 1960 and two-thirds of the
housing was built before 1970. Under 11 percent of the
housing in Leon was built in the last three decades with
only 4.5 percent built in the 21st century. This mature
age of housing could be an indicator of widespread
housing stock dilapidation.

Percent of Houses Built

Figure 5-6 summarizes several key housing statistics for
Leon and shows changes over time. The number of
housing units has decreased by one percent since 2010,
while the number of overall occupied units has decreased
by 13 percent. Even though the rental market lost seven
percent of its units, it saw an increase in occupancy by Figure 5-6: Housing Statistics | Source: US Census Bureau 2010 Decennial Census & 2016 ACS 5-year
about three percent. The median value of owner- Estimates
occupied housing increased by 12 percent from 2010 to 2016. While it was already an unsustainable balance of owner-occupied to
renter-occupied housing, it has become worse since 2010. A balanced market, generally, has about 65 to 70 percent owner occupied
housing and 30 to 35 percent renter occupied housing. The vacancy rate in Leon is one of the city’s biggest problems and is evidenced
by Figure 5-6. In 2010, the homeowner vacancy rate was 2.7 percent, which is a relatively healthy range, but in 2016, the rate increased
significantly to 10.4 percent. This change was not seen in the rental market where there has not been detectable vacancy during the
six-year period. A healthy rental vacancy rate should be around five percent instead of zero. Overall, the vacancy rate was estimated
at 18.7 percent in 2016. Other significant changes were found in the median value of owner-occupied housing (12 percent increase),
and persons per household (12 percent increase for
owner-occupied and almost 17 percent increase for
Age of Housing Units
renter-occupied).
60%
40%
20%
0%
Pre
1940s

1940s

1950s

1960s

1970s

1980s

1990s

2000s

Post
2010

Decade Houses were Built
Figure 5-7: Age of Housing Stock | Source US Census Bureau 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates
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Housing Affordability
A housing affordability analysis was conducted to determine what areas of housing have a shortage or a surplus. To create the
estimated housing balance per income bracket, certain assumptions were made. First, owner occupied unit values cannot be more
than twice a household’s annual income. Second, monthly rental unit costs cannot be more than 30 percent of a household’s monthly
income. In addition, the maximum affordability range in this analysis is based on the previous assumptions (200 percent of annual
income for ownership and 30 percent of monthly income for rental) but had to be adjusted due to data limitations. A positive balance
indicates that there is a surplus of housing within the affordability range for that given income group. A negative balance indicates a
housing shortage. Figure 5-8 displays the results of this analysis.

Income Range ($)

% of
Households

# of
Households

< 25,000
25,000 - 49,999
50,000 - 74,999
75,000 - 99,999
100,000 - 149,999
150,000 +

38.6%
23.9%
14.9%
7.2%
13.9%
1.5%

305
189
118
57
110
12

Maximum
Affordability
Range ($) Owners
< 50,000
50,000 - 99,999
100,000 - 149,999
150,000 - 199,999
200,000 - 299,999
300,000 +

# of
Owner
Units
152
139
51
61
8
0

Maximum
Affordability
Range ($) Renters
0 - 599
600 - 1,249
1,250 - 1,874
1,875 - 1,999*
2,000 - 3,499*
3,500* +

# of
Renter
Units

Total
Affordable
Units

Balance

213
134
13
0
9
0

365
273
64
61
17
0

60
84
-54
4
-93
-12

Figure 5-8: Housing Affordability Analysis | Source: US Census Bureau 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates

The balance of housing in Leon is off, causing a shift in the market that most negatively impacts the lower income ranges. Leon
currently has a massive shortage of housing aimed at the higher incomes (over $100,000) and a massive surplus of housing that is
affordable for the lower income residents. This results in lower quality housing conditions for the lower income residents or they are
forced to spend a larger percentage of their incomes on housing than higher income brackets.
Figure 5-9 on the next page shows this dynamic and how much households in Leon pay for housing at different income levels and
three levels of income percentages; less than 20 percent, 20 to 29 percent, and over 30 percent of household income.
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As Figure 5-9 shows, the distribution of
housing costs is skewed. In Leon, 21 percent
of households make $75,000 per year or
more but also spend less than 20 percent of
their income on housing. On the other end
of the spectrum, 19 percent of households in
Leon are making less than $20,000 annually
but also spending 30 percent (or more) of
their income on housing. This is likely caused
by the shortage of higher income housing,
which forces the higher income residents to
occupy housing that would otherwise be
occupied by the next lowest tier of incomes.
This causes a domino effect and results in
the lower incomes spending higher
percentages of their incomes on housing and
the higher incomes spending lower
percentages of their incomes on housing.
Another disparity is the large difference
between the percentages of income spent
on housing in Leon and the percentages in
the surrounding Decatur County and
statewide. In those two geographies, the
three highest income tiers most often spend
between 20 and 29 percent of their income
on housing and they follow the same pattern
that is also evident in the national numbers.
In Leon, the numbers are significantly
smaller in the 30 percent or more bracket
and the 20 to 29 percent bracket. The
highest income tier difference in the former
is 18.6 percent with the county, 27.5 percent
with the state, and 24.4 percent with the

Geography
Less than $20,000 to $35,000 to $50,000 to
$75,000 or
[Households]
$20,000
$34,999
$49,999
$74,999
More
Households spending 30 percent or more of their income on housing
Leon
19% [150] 6.4% [51]
0.8% [6]
1.3% [10]
0.0% [0]
[411]
Decatur
County
14.9%
8.2%
1.6%
1.1%
0.0%
[2,086]
Iowa
11.6%
6.8%
2.9%
1.8%
0.8%
[883,119]
United States
12.5%
8.9%
4.9%
3.9%
2.7%
[74,881,068]
Households spending 20 to 29 percent of their income on housing
Leon
2.9% [23]
5.6% [44] 5.3% [42] 5.4% [43]
1.5% [12]
[411]
Decatur
County
2.7%
5.7%
8.3%
11.3%
20.1%
[2,086]
Iowa
0.9%
4.0%
6.4%
12.7%
29.0%
[883,119]
United States
1.0%
2.9%
4.1%
8.1%
25.9%
[74,881,068]
Households spending less than 20 percent of their income on housing
Leon
5.2% [41]
7.5% [59] 8.0% [63] 8.2% [65]
21.1% [167]
[411]
Decatur
County
4.3%
6.3%
4.0%
3.3%
1.3%
[2,086]
Iowa
2.0%
4.6%
4.6%
5.1%
4.4%
[883,119]
United States
1.6%
2.9%
3.9%
5.5%
7.8%
[74,881,068]
Figure 5-9: Percentage of Household Paying less than 20 percent, 20 to 29 percent, and 30 percent or more of
Household Income on Housing Costs | Source: US Census Bureau 2016 5-year Estimates
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national percentage. In the less than 20 percent bracket, all of the income tiers are higher than the counterparts in the surrounding
geographies, the most significant of which are the top three. In this bracket, the highest income tier in Leon is 19.8 percent higher
than the Decatur County average, 16.7 percent higher than the Iowa average, and 13.3 percent higher than the national average.
Overall, there are major disparities in the percentages of income spent on housing between Leon and surrounding geographies and
between income brackets within Leon.
One measure of affordability is the ratio of owner-occupied housing values to the median income of a community. Figure 5-10 shows
the values for the regional cities and geographies along with a ratio of median gross rent to the median income. Leon has an above
average owner-occupied affordability ratio compared to its region but the market still does not reach the 2.5 to 3 range that is
considered affordable. A value less than 2 indicates the market is undervalued and a value more than 3 means that the market is
unaffordable. The low ratio for Leon is most likely related to housing shortages for certain income groups and depreciating land values.
When considering the renter-occupied ratio, Leon sits in the middle of the pack and has a comparable median percentage to the
surrounding geographies.
Geography
Leon
Afton
Allerton
Chariton
Corydon
Lamoni
Mount Ayr
Murray
Osceola
Russell
Seymour
Decatur County
Iowa
United States

Median OwnerOccupied Home
Value
70,900
67,900
42,300
66,400
68,600
87,900
76,400
56,800
84,800
56,400
38,600
79,200
132,800
184,700

Median
Gross Rent
($)
520
470
440
656
435
510
514
617
691
614
470
504
715
949

Median
Income ($)

Owner-Occupied Ratio
(Home Value/Income)

Renter-Occupied Ratio
(Rent/Monthly Income)

37,083
45,083
37,292
42,003
45,000
33,393
46,667
40,000
44,261
32,955
27,135
38,467
54,570
55,322

1.91
1.51
1.13
1.58
1.52
2.63
1.64
1.42
1.92
1.71
1.42
2.06
2.43
3.34

16.8%
12.5%
14.2%
18.7%
11.6%
18.3%
13.2%
18.5%
18.7%
22.4%
20.8%
15.7%
15.7%
20.6%

Figure 5-10: Regional Housing Affordability | Source: US Census Bureau 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates
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Housing Needs
Current housing conditions are discussed in the previous sections. Figure 5-11 outlines the estimated demand for housing until 2040.
The projection uses the estimated population given in the Background chapter (Chapter 3). The projection also makes two immediate
assumptions:
• The average person per household size and the vacancy rate (placed at a more desirable/sustainable 7 percent), will settle
between the 2010 rate and the 2016 estimation.
• The replacement rate (estimated at 5 units per decade) will remain constant.
The definitions of the terms within the projection are as follows:
• Simple housing demand is calculated by dividing the non-institutional population by the persons per household;
• Existing housing is the statistic and estimation from the 2010 census and 2016 American Community Survey;
• Housing demand is calculated by multiplying the simple housing demand by 1 plus the vacancy rate;
• Needed new construction is the difference between the total units needed between each decade; and
• Average annual construction is the needed housing divided by 10 years.
Applying this projection, Leon will need to gain 13 habitable housing units through either rehabilitation or new construction by 2040
in order to keep up with demand. It is also completely possible that these units already exist but are not being used.
It is important to note that this
housing needs analysis in particular
does not consider the condition or
livability of the housing stock or the
future policy changes that will occur in
Leon. In reality, more than 3 housing
units should be removed per year in
order to combat blight and
dilapidation.

2010
1,977
1,918
2.15
892
7.5%

ACS
Estimation
2016
1,995
1,935
2.43
796
18.7%

987
955

973
945

Actual
Population
Population (non-institutional)
Persons per Household
Simple Housing Demand
Vacancy Rate
Replacement Rate
Existing Housing
Housing Demand
Needed Housing
Average Annual Additions

Projection

Total

2020
2,001
1,941
2.29
848
13.1%
5

2030
2,023
1,963
2.29
857
13.1%
5

2040
2,019
1,959
2.29
855
13.1%
5

959
4
0

969
11
1

967
-2
0

13
0

Figure 5-11: Projected Non-Institutional Housing Development Demand | Source: US Census Bureau 2016 ACS 5-year
Estimates
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Housing Quality and Type
A windshield housing survey was conducted to catalogue the physical conditions of housing within the City of Leon. The survey
examined single-family homes, apartment complexes, and mobile homes. The housing conditions survey was completed in late 2017
and provides important information about the conditions of the city’s single-family housing stock. This will allow more targeted
improvements geographically throughout the town. The study documents the location of units by relative condition. Figure 5-12
shows a summary of the results of the windshield survey.

Excellent

Good

Fair

Single-Family
194
226
219
Apartment Complex
3
4
1
Mobile Home
1
10
8
Total (% of total)
198 (27%) 240 (33%) 228 (31%)

Dilapidated Total # of Structures (% of total)
54
9
63 (9%)

693 (95%)
8 (1%)
28 (4%)
729

Figure 5-12: Results from Visual Housing Survey | Late 2018

The results of the survey showed that about 9 percent of the housing in Leon is dilapidated with a majority of that number coming
from single-family housing. This is primarily due to the fact that 95 percent of the housing structures in this survey were single-family.
Sixty percent of the housing units surveyed were rated “excellent” or “good” and 31 percent were rated as “fair.” Figure 5-13 shows
the map of the housing conditions in Leon. Geographically, there are more “excellent” rated housing units in North Leon than South
Leon.
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Figure 5-13: Leon Housing Conditions | Upper left: Excellent, Good, and Fair housing units; Lower left: Dilapidated housing units; Right: All housing units
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Mobility

Housing Mobility

The results indicate that Leon residents are possibly more
mobile than Iowa residents on average. This is shown by the
fact that 50 percent of Leon residents moved into their current
housing unit after 2009. In Iowa overall, the number for that
time period is 36 percent. In the short term, this is an indicator
of an unstable housing market. However, higher mobility could
be advantageous moving forward for Leon if it wants to
dramatically increase the housing quality and affordability by
providing higher valued spaces for higher income residents.
Ideally, this would cause higher income residents to move out
of their current housing unit and allow lower income residents
to live in housing that is better suited to their needs.

Year Moved into Current Residence

The mobility of a community is a measure of how often
households move and how long they have been in their current
unit. Figure 5-14 compares Leon’s mobility, defined as the
decade in which the current occupant moved into their current
unit of residence, with Iowa’s mobility overall.

1980s
1990s
2000s
2010 to 2014
After 2014
0%

10%

20%
Iowa

30%

40%

50%

Leon

Figure 5-14: Leon and Iowa Year Household Moved into Unit of Residence | Source: US
Census Bureau 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates

Figure 5-15: Two Houses in Leon | Photo Credit: Doug Kouba
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Focus Points
New Housing Development
New housing development is needed in Leon to address
the disparity between lower income levels and the
availability of affordable housing. In Leon, it is not that
there is a shortage of affordable housing, instead the
problem is a shortage of housing for higher income
residents. Instead of living in higher valued homes or
paying for “luxury” apartments, they are forced to live in
housing units that have lesser value or lower rent than
they could potentially afford. In turn, this causes the
income brackets below them to shift down as well and
eventually the lowest two brackets, despite having large
surpluses of affordable level housing, are forced to find
housing wherever they can, which quite often includes
Figure 5-16: New Housing Construction | Photo Credit: Doug Kouba
spending more than 30 percent of their annual income on
rent or buying a home that is valued at twice their annual income. Adding new units to the housing stock should be a priority for the
city, but the focus of the new housing development should be homes with an overall cost of $150,000 to $225,000 or “luxury”
apartments with higher than average rent. Doing this would strengthen the housing market as a whole. It would also be advantageous
to allow and incentivize residential development in the northwest corner of the city limits near Little River Lake.

Rehabilitation or Demolition of Existing Housing
The existing housing stock in Leon has been identified during public discussions and surveys as deteriorating. In 2018, there were 63
housing units identified as dilapidated along with hundreds that have rehabilitation needs to varying degrees. The units that cannot
be rehabilitated should be demolished through a new program that incentivizes the landowners to do it themselves. If they are
unwilling, the City should become involved and proceed with demolitions when it is feasible. If possible, units located on arterial roads
should be targeted first in order to make the biggest visual impact. Other units should be targeted based on traffic patterns and
proximity to public spaces such as schools, parks, trails, pools, popular businesses, or any other place in the city that draws high
volumes of people. When demolition occurs, there should also be an immediate effort to find new usage for the space, preferably
housing, in order to prevent the over accumulation of vacant lots. If new development for housing is not immediately possible, other
temporary avenues of usage should be explored.
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Downtown Upper Story Housing
Housing in Downtown Leon currently only consists
of a few upper story housing units on the square.
Additionally, these units are mostly uninhabitable
or in very poor condition. Rehabilitation of these
could prove fruitful to the revitalization of the
square and lead to economic growth throughout
the town. The city should focus multi-family
housing development in this area to promote
density and walkability in the city core. Doing this
could encourage businesses to locate on the square
or close to the square to take advantage of an
increase in population

Overall
The current housing conditions in Leon are a major
handicap to the city’s revitalization. The current
stock is deteriorating and not built for the income Figure 5-17: Upper Story Housing in Downtown Leon | Photo Credit: Doug Kouba
demographics of the town. A combination of new
development, spurred by a change in zoning code, and rehabilitation incentives will provide a strong housing stock that will help attract
new workers to the area along with companies looking to hire them. This housing development can also spur economic growth by
freeing residents from housing cost burden and increasing the cash flow from the higher income brackets back into the local economy.
Creating spaces in the housing market for new workers would encourage economic development in the city. It also has the potential
to bring outside dollars into the community by creating a space for non-residents to purchase cabins within city limits.
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Recommendations, Objectives, and Implementation
The following recommendations and objectives are based on the information presented in this chapter along with various
communications with City staff and residents. Each recommendation and objective are grouped into one of four timeframes in which
the recommendation or objective should be accomplished. Those timeframes are ongoing, short (1-5 years), medium (6-10 years), or
long (11-20 years).
Recommendation 1: Increase community pride and social capital among neighbors while showcasing the housing stock (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 1.1 – Facilitate the creation of neighborhood associations to address housing needs and shortcomings (Short)
o 1.1.1 – Promote free neighborhood events (Ongoing)
• 1.2 – Move community events/meetings to dilapidated areas to increase awareness of the housing issues (Short)
• 1.3 – Facilitate the creation of a private stakeholder-led program that works to combat blight using volunteers (Short)
Recommendation 2: Improve quality and value of existing housing stock (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 2.1 – Promote private, instead of public, rehabilitation or demolition whenever possible (Ongoing)
o 2.1.1 – Apply for rehab grants for owner and rental housing whenever possible (Ongoing)
• 2.2 – Incentivize landowners to demolish dilapidated structures (Ongoing)
• 2.3 – Demolish dilapidated housing structures when required (Ongoing)
o 2.3.1 – Create post-demolition plans for the vacant lot (Ongoing)
o 2.3.2 – Use a targeted, geographic, approach whenever possible for prioritizing demolitions (Ongoing)
Recommendation 3: Increase new, higher value, housing development within the city limits (Medium)
Objectives:
• 3.1 – Create design standards for all new housing development that would raise and retain the value of the structure itself
(Short)
• 3.2 – Allow and incentivize new residential development in the northwest quadrant of city limits near Little River Lake (Short)
o 3.2.1 – Promote the area to developers and builders as a place for cabins and high-value homes (Short)
• 3.3 – Consider and pursue (if feasible) progressive and experimental housing strategies, policies, and designs such as New
Urbanism, tiny home communities, or LEED Neighborhood Development certifications (Short)
• 3.4 – Incentivize the redevelopment of demolished lots through tax abatement and grant programs (Short)
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•

3.5 – Institute the most aggressive form of tax abatement allowed by Iowa Code for new construction and substantial
rehabilitations (Short)

Recommendation 4: Increase the quality and quantity of housing in Downtown Leon (Medium)
Objectives:
• 4.1 – Promote Downtown Leon as a place to live (Ongoing)
• 4.2 – Aggressively pursue grant opportunities to improve upper story housing (Short)
• 4.3 – Adopt a zoning regulation to limit new housing in Downtown Leon to multi-family only (Short)
• 4.4 – Create an urban renewal plan and TIF district plan for this area to fund matching money for grant programs (Short)
Recommendation 5: Develop an ordinance to address maintenance concerns (Medium)
Objectives:
• 5.1 – Work with the community to identify common issues with rental and non-rental properties (Short)
• 5.2 – Consider the feasibility of an inspection process for rental and non-rental properties that occurs before new residents
move in and after they move out (Short)
• 5.3 – Create a tenant’s rights informational booklet for residents (Medium)
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Photo Credit: Doug Kouba

Photo Credit: Doug Kouba

Photo Credit: Doug Kouba

Photo Credit: Doug Kouba
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Chapter 6 – Community Character and Quality of Life
Community character, for the purposes of this plan, is defined as the attributes of the community that make it unique, both in terms
of the built environment and the population of Leon. Quality of life, for the purposes of this plan, is defined as the general well-being
of individuals and groups within the community. Quality of life is often influenced heavily by social and physical community
characteristics. This includes all the things that make Leon what it is today such as the types of buildings, festivals and events, people,
and the overall feel within the community. Quality of life can be one of the most important drivers of success in small towns and one
of the aspects that sets them apart from the rest of the towns and cities. A high quality of life is what often brings people to towns
either permanently or through tourism and it is also what often prevents people from leaving during times of economic hardship. A
low quality of life, on the other hand, will often cause people to migrate away and contribute to population loss.
This chapter identifies and analyzes the current community character and quality of life factors. Recommendations, objectives,
policies, and programs/events that are recommended
have been crafted based on public input and analysis
"Pick 6 of the following local issues and rank them
of the community.
based on importance to you, 1 being the most

Background and Community
Involvement
Figure 6-1 highlights the issues covered in the
community survey that are most closely related to
community character and quality of life.
The
categories, social programming and beautification and
tourism, while separate on the survey, are all directly
related to community character and quality of life.
They are ranked as the sixth and seventh most
important issues in Leon. While this may imply that
they are not urgent, they are still important issues to
consider when recruiting employers to the city.

important and 6 being less important"
Hazard Mitigation
Public Services
Agriculture and Natural Resources
Recreation and Conservation
Beautification and Tourism
Social Programming
Other Infrastructure
Taxes/Fiscal Policy
Housing
Transportation
Economic Development
0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

Number of Times Ranked in the Top Six of Importance
Figure 6-1: Tabulated Survey Responses
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Goals and Vision
In order to improve quality of life and community character in Leon, a vision must be defined.

Overall Goal:
“Leon will, while remaining fiscally constrained, incentivize growth through utilizing both public and private dollars to provide the
best quality of life for its residents possible, by preserving and utilizing the recreational opportunities, small town atmosphere, and
its own history.”
Utilizing this overall goal, public input, and analysis of community character and quality of life in mind, the following vision was created:

Community Character and Quality of Life Vision:
Improve the physical and social community character by implementing innovative strategies in the natural and built-environment
that promote the growth of a strong social network, which will increase public participation and lead to high levels of quality of life
desired by Leon residents. Use the high quality of life as a catalyst for economic, social, and environmental growth and development.
While working towards this vision, the community should be sure to operate in a manner that provides for the needs of the present
without compromising the needs of the future.
The following are the current recommendations that have been created for the City of Leon to accomplish in order to achieve the
community character and quality of life vision and overall goal. These recommendations are reprinted with corresponding objectives
at the end of this chapter.
Current Recommendations:
• Increase social capital among residents through social events, fairs, festivals, competitions, and networking
• Utilize Recreation and Conservation as tools for building social equity and increasing quality of life
• Increase the aesthetic beauty of Leon
• Utilize previous planning and visioning documents prepared in the past for the City
• Create a “brand” for Leon
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Current Community Character and Quality of Life
Conditions
To plan for the future of Leon, it is important to review the current
community character. Unlike other parts of this plan, community
character cannot be completely analyzed by comparing community
statistics. There are many indexed statistics that are used to measure
quality of life but these only exist for larger geographies. Therefore,
much of this analysis is required to have subjective qualities along with
some statistics that can be used as proxies for quality of life indicators.

Quality of Life Statistics
While there are many statistics that are used to measure quality of life, Figure 6-2: A Catholic church in Leon
they are usually only found at the national or state level and are not as applicable for smaller geographies such as Leon. Statistics are
often related to income, housing, education, and health. Since housing has its own chapter in this plan, this section will not cover it.
However, income, education, and health related statistics will be evaluated. Quality of life and income intermingle with poverty levels
while educational attainment is used as an education component of quality of life metrics. Health related statistics in particular are
difficult to obtain because of confidentiality laws. In lieu of directly related health statistics, health insurance coverage and disability
status will be used.
The poverty rate in Leon is considerably higher than in Iowa overall. This is true among all age groups with the largest difference
between 18 and 64 years of age and the smallest difference between the under 18 years of age populations. The insured populations
of Leon and Iowa were similar as well using these same age groups. Disability rates are very different between the two geographies.
Leon’s disability rate is much higher overall as well as in two of the three designated age groups.
Poverty Rate
Total Population
Under 18 years
18 to 64 years
65 years and over

Health Insurance Coverage

Disability Rate

Leon

Iowa

Leon

Iowa

Leon

Iowa

18.0%
16.9%
20.5%
12.3%

12.3%
15.3%
12.4%
7.5%

94.5%
100.0%
90.2%
100.0%

93.6%
96.6%
91.0%
99.7%

21.6%
4.7%
20.7%
45.3%

11.6%
4.0%
9.4%
32.3%

Figure 6-3: Poverty Rate, Percent with Health Insurance, and Disability Rate | Source: US Census Bureau 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates
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Educational attainment, as seen in an earlier chapter, is also an important measure of quality of life for residents. It is often a
determinant of income in our present society and can therefore significantly affect the way in which individuals and households live
their lives. Leon has a higher concentration of individuals with high school diploma/GED as their highest educational attainment than
the state overall along with lower concentrations of the other attainment categories. While this is not necessarily a bad thing, this
characteristic can make it challenging to attract more economically resilient jobs that usually require a highly trained workforce.

Leon
Iowa

Less than
9th grade

9th to 12th grade,
no diploma

6.1%
3.2%

8.8%
5.1%

High school
graduate
(includes GED)
44.1%
31.9%

Some college,
no degree

Associate's
degree

Bachelor's
degree

19.3%
21.4%

7.7%
11.3%

10.4%
18.4%

Graduate or
professional
degree
3.5%
8.7%

Figure 6-4: Educational Attainment | Source: US Census Bureau 2016 ACS 5-year Estimates

Community Character and Physical Appearance
It is clear from the community survey and focus groups that
community character and pride is a major issue that
permeates across sectors, industries, and issues in general.
Issues noted most often included nuisances (vacant homes,
dilapidated homes, unkept yards, etc.), crumbling or
outdated infrastructure, and a lack of substantial public
activities or programming. Residents and city leaders in Leon
have largely agreed that dilapidation and vacancy of
buildings is a major problem in the town. A deteriorating
physical appearance can drive away prospective employers,
tourists, and people looking to find a new home.
Downtown Leon would also benefit greatly from façade
improvements and volunteer programming to improve the
physical appearance of what should be the commercial core
of the city. However, in many instances these improvements
Figure 6-5: Historic Leon Sign and Elephant Statue
would only be superficial and would not solve the underlying
structural issues of the buildings. Public art created by the community could be an important contributor to increases in positive
physical change and community image as it would beautify the downtown while building social equity amongst the individuals who
worked on the public art piece.
Forward 2040 – Community Character and Quality of Life

64

Increased maintenance of public infrastructure (roads, sidewalks, etc.) was heavily cited in the community survey as a major priority.
However, these types of projects are expensive. There are grant funds available for these types of projects that can be utilized by the
City but they are very competitive and should not be relied upon.

Amenities and Niches
Leon does not currently have as many amenities as other small towns. This is
due to a combination of issues related to the economy, housing, and
geographic location. These issues can be overcome, however, by utilizing and
building around the amenities and niches that Leon does house. An important
amenity is the SCIT Theatre. The SCIT Theatre is a movie and performance art
theater on the square that is highly regarded in the community. While the SCIT
Theatre is not completely unique to small town Iowa, it is an amenity that is
popular across all demographics. Leon has quite a few niches as well, some
utilized more than others. The Leon Rodeo is an important part of the culture
and history of Leon and has created a western-cowboy niche in the community
that is popular. Southern Iowa overall is very well known for its hunting lands
and Leon/Decatur County is no exception. The area attracts the likes of NFL
players and television personalities to the area, but the economy of the city
does not lean into this distinction. There are no major contests or events that
could draw hunters, anglers, or locals in general to compete or interact with
each other. Little River Lake is an example of this underutilization as it currently
only exists as a water supply and tangent economic draw to the area instead of
a major housing and social draw with amenities aimed at supplementing the
visitors and tourists.

Festivals and Community Events
Festivals and community events are very important for building community Figure 6-6: Farmer's Market Sign on the Square
character. Leon currently has an award-winning rodeo that should play a larger
part in the branding of the town. The city also has a number of regular, semi-regular, and annual events that occur such as Wine Walk,
Leon Noel, Ladies’ Night, a barbecue festival, Thursdays on Main, and a Farmer’s Market. These provide opportunities for residents
to meet each other and build social networks. However, these are often organized by volunteers and not a paid staff member, which
could limit their ability to be changed and adjusted to meet the needs of the Leon residents. The city limits currently contain a large
amount of open space that could be utilized for future largescale festivals.
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Focus Points
Social Programming
Social programming for people of all ages and incomes should be continued, expanded, and improved. All events currently operational
are important to the culture of the city and raise social equity as the attendees interact with each other. New events should be
encouraged (with the City in a facilitator role) that lean into the unique amenities that the town has such as the SCIT Theatre, Little
River Lake, agriculture, and outdoorsmanship. These types of interactions can lead to job networking, social group formation, and
other strong social ties to the city. These strong social ties to the city and its residents can be key to stemming population loss in Leon
when economic conditions are not ideal.

Recreation and Conservation
Leon has several clear connections to the natural environment,
conservation, and outdoorsmanship. Geographically, Leon is
surrounded by agricultural fields, pastures, and Little River Lake.
Agricultural roots are common in small Iowa towns and should
be celebrated and emphasized when possible. Little River Lake
and its recreational area present a huge opportunity to lean into
the recreation, conservation, and tourism sectors of the
economy as it is a huge natural amenity very close to city limits
that does not require maintenance from the City staff. Trails,
signage, new housing development, and commercial
establishments to support the new industry can be built in Leon
to nurture this growth with the expectation that this new sector
could provide market space for other businesses that are
indirectly related or unrelated to recreation and conservation to
flourish.

Figure 6-7: Bike Rack in Leon

Beautification
Since Leon currently does not have a designated community theme or brand, City officials have an opportunity to create one for the
town. This theme should be created with input from the community and possibly include a new town logo, slogan, and matching
signage that would direct tourists and residents to important locations throughout the city. The community theme could create a
strong sense of place among the residents and improve the visual aesthetic of the city. The City should be a leader in beautification
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efforts by placing art pieces on public property (City-owned properties, County-owned properties, parks, etc.) to encourage
beautification of private property by private owners. Historical architecture and other historical built-environment features should be
preserved and enhanced in the town as well. Aggressively pursuing grants for these types of projects is a good start. Pursuing Certified
Local Government status is also an important step to take in order to preserve the historic amenities in Leon. An easier reporting
process and increased enforcement of public nuisances in the city would be beneficial as well to increase the beauty of the housing
stock. Partnerships with private entities in this focus point should be utilized heavily as they would likely benefit from improved
aesthetic qualities and increased tourism through the town. Creation of neighborhood associations or groups would increase the
viability and strength of these changes because a group of people in solidarity is usually braver and more courageous when facing
issues that affect them personally.

Figure 6-5: Mural in Downtown Leon, formerly Founders Park
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Recommendations, Objectives, and Implementation
The following recommendations and objectives are based on the information presented in this chapter along with various
communications with City staff and residents. Each recommendation and objective are grouped into one of four timeframes in which
the recommendation or objective should be accomplished. Those timeframes are ongoing, short (1-5 years), medium (6-10 years), or
long (11-20 years).
Recommendation 1: Increase social capital among residents through social events, fairs, festivals, competitions, and networking
(Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 1.1 – Facilitate the creation of an events committee comprised of residents that will oversee, promote, and assist in the creation
or adjustment of local events (Short)
• 1.2 – Collaborate with stakeholders and event volunteers to create events that emphasize and celebrate the history and culture
of Leon (Ongoing)
• 1.3 – Utilize the natural, historical, and unique amenities in Leon as centerpieces for new events (Ongoing)
Recommendation 2: Utilize Recreation and Conservation as tools for building social equity and increasing quality of life (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 2.1 – Promote incorporation of recreational and environmental amenities into the daily activities of residents (Short)
• 2.2 – Develop and make available a recreation guide for Leon and the surrounding area (Short)
• 2.3 – Facilitate events that incorporate Little River Lake Recreation Area into their plans (Medium)
• 2.4 – Develop infrastructure and facilities that can improve recreational and conservation related events (Medium)
Recommendation 3: Increase the aesthetic beauty of Leon (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 3.1 – Aggressively pursue grant opportunities to fix Downtown facades and rehabilitate homes (Ongoing)
• 3.2 – Collaborate with public and private stakeholders and groups to gather volunteers to perform minor repair work on
residential and commercial lots (Ongoing)
• 3.3 – Aggressively pursue grant opportunities to increase the amount of public art in the community (Ongoing)
• 3.3 – Attain Certified Local Government status to give Leon historic preservation grant eligibility (Short)
o 3.3.1 – Aggressively pursue grant opportunities to preserve, restore, or protect historic properties (Ongoing)

Forward 2040 – Community Character and Quality of Life

68

Recommendation 4: Utilize previous planning and visioning documents prepared in the past for the City (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 4.1 – Refer to the Community Visioning Final Report and Feasibility Study (2014, Jeffrey L. Bruce & Company) when making
decisions related to transportation and place-making (Ongoing)
• 4.2 – Refer to Wellmark Healthy Hometown visioning documents when making decisions related to parks, trails, walkability,
and place-making (Ongoing)
• 4.3 – Aggressively pursue grant opportunities for projects related to these past visioning documents (Ongoing)
Recommendation 5: Create a “brand” for Leon (Short)
Objectives:
• 5.1 – Solicit ideas from the community regarding the “brand” (Short)
• 5.2 – Select the best ideas and have a community poll (Short)
• 5.3 – Use the “brand” for future City projects, logos, and wayfinding signage (Ongoing)
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Chapter 7 – Transportation and Public Infrastructure
The transportation network, for the purposes of this plan, is defined as an arrangement of transportation systems for the movement
of passengers or cargo. Transportation systems include highways, freight railroads, intercity passenger rail, public transportation, and
non-motorized networks. Infrastructure is defined as the substructure or underlying foundation or network used for providing goods
and services; especially the basic installations and facilities on which the continuance and growth of Leon depend. Examples include
water systems, communications facilities, sewers, power plants, and communication systems. Roads, sidewalks, railways, and any
other transportation systems can also be included with this definition.
This chapter analyzes and addresses the current and future needs of Leon’s transportation and public infrastructure network.
Recommendations, objectives, policies, and programs/events that are recommended have been crafted based on public input and
analysis of the community.

Background and Community
Involvement
Respondents to the community survey identified
transportation and other infrastructure as the second
and fifth most important issues overall as shown by
Figure 7-1.

"Pick 6 of the following local issues and rank them
based on importance to you, 1 being the most
important and 6 being less important"
Hazard Mitigation
Public Services
Agriculture and Natural Resources
Recreation and Conservation
Beautification and Tourism
Social Programming
Other Infrastructure
Taxes/Fiscal Policy
Housing
Transportation
Economic Development

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

Number of Times Ranked in the Top Six of Importance
Figure 7-1: Tabulated Survey Results
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Figure 7-2 shows how respondents to the
survey rated the dependability and quality of
the Leon utilities. Every utility had mostly
indifferent or high categories as the most often
selected. This most likely means that residents
are satisfied overall with the utilities in the
town and only minimal adjustments are
needed in general. The two sewers have the
highest and third highest proportions of
indifferent opinions. This may indicate that
residents have little knowledge of their
importance, which is very common.
Figure 7-3 shows the respondents opinions
when asked four questions related to
transportation and public infrastructure.
Overall, residents want higher quality streets,
sidewalks, and trails in their community.

"How would you rate the dependability and quality of
the following utilities?"
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

High

Indifferent

Low

Figure 7-2: Tabulated Survey Responses

"Please rate how much you agree with the following statements about the street,
sidewalk, and trail systems in Leon?"
100%

80%
60%
40%
20%
0%
Streets are in adequate condition
overall.

Having paved streets with curb and
gutter are essential.
Agree

Sidewalks are in very poor condition
I would be interested in public dollars
where they do exist, and this is an issue being invested in more sidewalks and a
to me.
trail network.

Indifferent

Disagree

Figure 7-3: Tabulated Survey Responses
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Goals and Vision
To determine what the community of Leon should do to improve transportation and public infrastructure; a vision of what Leon wants
to be must be defined.

Overall Goal
“Leon will, while remaining fiscally constrained, incentivize growth through utilizing both public and private dollars to provide the
best quality of life for its residents possible, by preserving and utilizing the recreational opportunities, small town atmosphere, and
its own history.”
Utilizing this overall goal, public input, and analysis of the of the transportation and public infrastructure system in mind, the following
vision was created:

Transportation and Infrastructure Vision
Make Leon and its transportation/infrastructure system more resilient by increasing the diversity of modes of travel available,
repairing and adjusting roads to lessen future costs of maintenance, increasing the connectivity of the transportation network, and
maintaining the currently existing utilities and infrastructure. Use an efficient and diverse transportation/infrastructure system as a
catalyst for economic, social, and environmental growth and development. While working towards this vision the community should
operate in a manner that provides for the needs of the present without compromising the needs of the future.
The following are the recommendations that have been created for the City of Leon regarding the transportation and public
infrastructure vision and overall goal. These recommendations are reprinted with corresponding objectives at the end of this chapter.
•
•

Recommendations:
• Utilize previous planning and visioning documents
prepared in the past for the City
• Maintain the infrastructure that is in good condition
• Update previous planning documents prepared in the
past for the City to reflect current conditions
• Only provide City utility services to Leon residents or
businesses within City limits
Forward 2040 – Transportation and Public Infrastructure
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Develop a fully connected mixed-use trail/sidewalk/bike
lane network throughout the city in conjunction with
adoption of a complete streets policy
Pave all gravel roads with sustainability in mind
Collaborate with other entities to connect the city
network to regional amenities

Current Transportation and Infrastructure Network Conditions
Having an efficient and diverse transportation
system is necessary in order for Leon to thrive.
Residents, visitors, and businesses all require a
certain level of quality service in order to
operate. Planning for current and future
infrastructure will save the city money in the
long term by proactively addressing potential
issues, rather than waiting until fixes are
needed. Without basic necessities (power,
water, sewer, etc.) the city cannot function.
Providing poor service will inevitably lead to
loss of population and a diminishing economic
base.

Streets
Streets are one of the most important pieces
of infrastructure within communities and are
often one of the most poorly rated aspects by
residents. In the auto-centric society of today,
transportation is very difficult without
vehicles, which need high quality streets to run
efficiently. This is even more true in rural small
towns, such as Leon, where public transit is
less popular, feasible, or available. On the next
page are the classifications and definitions of
Leon’s streets using the US Department of
Transportation
Federal
Functional
Classification System and Figure 7-4 shows a
map of the street network.

Figure 7-4: Street Classifications |Source: US Census Bureau & Iowa Department of Transportation
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Minor Arterial - Link cities and larger towns and form an
integrated network providing interstate and intercounty
service.
Major Collector - Provide service to any county seat not on
an arterial route, to the larger towns not directly served by
the higher systems, and to other traffic generators such as
consolidated schools, shipping points, county parks, etc.
Minor Collector - Be spaced at intervals to collect traffic
from local roads and bring all developed areas within a
reasonable distance of a collector road.
Local - Provide access to adjacent land and service to travel
over relatively short distances as compared to collectors or
other highway systems.
Leon primarily has three main roads into town. Those roads
are Highway 69 (Minor Arterial), Highway 2 (Minor Arterial) Figure 7-5: A road leading into Leon
and South Main Street (Major Collector), which is formed at
the convergence of County Road R-46 (Major Collector) and
220th Street (Minor Collector) when it is outside of city limits. According to the Pavement Management Plan created by ISG in 2016,
there are 4.7 miles of paved bituminous streets, 3.9 miles of paved concrete streets, and 6.9 miles of gravel streets. Converting these
gravel roads into paved, concrete streets is a monumental task that will take many years to accomplish barring any largescale
unexpected influx of cash from a separate entity. During the winter of 2018-2019, many streets were damaged severely and need
maintenance. This could be an opportunity to change the physical dimensions of certain streets so that they are more walkable, safer,
and have lesser maintenance costs.
Downtown Leon currently has over 200 public parking spaces in the streets and parking lots surrounding the Decatur County
Courthouse. Over 50 of these spaces are directly surrounding the courthouse in the middle of the square. This presents an opportunity
to utilize some of the parking spaces for other uses such as outdoor seating or bike lanes either year-round or just in the warm months.
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Sidewalks and Trails
Currently, the condition of sidewalks and trails in Leon is
similar to its streets, and much of Southern Iowa. Harsh
winters and freeze-thaw cycles have damaged many of the
pedestrian walkways over time. In many areas, the
sidewalks do not exist and as a result, pedestrians are forced
to walk on the street next to cars. This can be dangerous
and often discourages residents from walking and
encourages them to drive their cars instead, which increases
congestion and can lower quality of life.
There is currently one trail in Leon, which is the Little River
Scenic Pathway. It stretches from the northern border of
city limits near the fairgrounds to the west border where it
continues into the Little River Recreation Area. There is
great potential and opportunity in building more trails
through Leon such as a rails-to-trails project along an
abandoned rail road that runs north-south across town. This Figure 7-6: Little River Scenic Pathway
would give the town three potential regional trail heads that
could extend to Decatur State Wildlife Area, Decatur City, Kobville Park, Garden Grove, Davis City, Slip Bluff County Park, Lamoni, or
Nine Eagles State Park. Many of these trails would be rails-to-trails as well making them more attractive for financial and sustainability
reasons. These regional trails would also be outside of the jurisdiction of Leon City staff but collaboration with Decatur County is
certainly possible.
Since Leon is a small town in rural Iowa, it naturally has slower traffic overall throughout the town than larger cities. This means it is
easier, safer, and more pragmatic to paint bike lanes in the streets as opposed to creating entirely new bike paths that would require
more construction and more money.

Transit
Leon is currently served by Southern Iowa Trolley (SIT) for its public transit services. SIT provides on-demand service and town to town
services to all residents and visitors in the region. There are no fixed route services in Leon and no other transit providers.
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City Utilities
The current utilities for the City of Leon reach past City limits
and into a commercial and industrial area north of town. Some
of them have been poorly maintained over time due to various
reasons. They are also poorly mapped making any repairs or
maintenance projects very difficult to plan and perform.
Electricity
Currently, residents and businesses in Leon receive electricity
through Alliant Energy. As a regional public energy utility, they
serve large areas in Iowa and Wisconsin. Residents and City
staff of Leon have very little responsibility regarding the
electricity utilities in the city. They also have very little impact
on the practices and maintenance habits of Alliant. City staff
can partner with other public and non-profit entities to build
solar panels in town but collaboration with regional utilities can
be challenging. Overall, the public is generally happy with the
service they receive from this utility.

Figure 7-7: Solar panels near city Limits

Water Systems
The current water system for the City of Leon originates at the water treatment plant near Little River Lake. The lake is the water
supply for the town and will continue to be the water supply for the foreseeable future. In Leon, there is a history of water main
breaks and boil orders. These problems are likely due to deferred maintenance as is common for small towns in the region. Public
opinion of this system is high even though most respondents to the survey agreed that the system needs maintenance and repair.
Sanitary Systems
The current sanitary system for the City of Leon is collected and treated in the south-east corner of the City. It runs slightly east of
City limits then back into the boundaries. It also runs north of the boundary to the commercial and industrial area. As with all
infrastructure in Leon, various levels of maintenance and repair is needed in the system. This utility system received high quality
ratings from survey respondents. Survey respondents only indicated that the system needed repairs at a moderate rate.
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Storm-Water Systems
The extent of the current storm water sewers and system is largely unknown. Like much of the City utility services, the mapping is old
or non-existent. The first step to addressing the problems of storm water management in Leon is to map the system. This will allow
the City to work with its contracted engineering firm to build a specific plan to improve the drainage of storm water off of the streets
and to a location where it can evaporate into the atmosphere or infiltrate into the soil instead of washing away street surfaces. Survey
respondents had a mostly indifferent opinion of this utility. As a result, there were few that indicated that it needed repair or
maintenance. However, many issues that residents care a lot about, such as road surface quality, are directly impacted by the
effectiveness of storm water systems.
Solid Waste and Recycling
The City currently maintains its own solid waste and recycling systems. This includes a curbside garbage pick-up route and schedule
and a recycling dumpster for the public to use at will. Problems persist with garbage truck operability, causing poor service at times.
The city then landfills the municipal waste. This system received high quality ratings from survey respondents but it was also most
often chosen as a utility that needed improvements, likely due to the reasons stated previously in this paragraph.

Telecommunications
The City and its residents currently have internet and phone service available from Grand River Mutual (GRM) Networks. GRM has an
office in Leon and is a valuable resource for the community outside of telecommunications as well with their civic grant programs.
They are one of the most important companies in the town due to how vital their services are for a small town like Leon. Survey
respondents identified the telecommunications utility as a high-quality utility but still in need of improvements.

Figure 7-8: Grand River Mutual (GRM) building in Leon
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Focus Points
Mapping
One of the first and most important steps that the City should take in the
process of beginning work on its infrastructure systems, is to map all of
its networks, including the water system, the sanitary sewer system, and
the storm water system. Currently, the City has either old and outdated
maps or no maps at all of their utility systems. This problem should be
addressed by the contracted engineering firm as soon as possible.

Transportation Network
A high quality of maintenance of the current infrastructure system is vital
for Leon to operate at full capacity. There is little sense in building new
roads if the City does not have the funds or capacity to maintain its
current roads. Additionally, the roads that currently exist are the most
important in the city, which is why they exist already. Repairing and Figure 7-9: New sidewalk in Leon | Photo Credit: Doug Kouba
maintaining these roads will vastly improve public opinion and support of
the City and its goals as well as improve the aesthetics of the town. Once the already built roads are up to date and in good condition,
then upgrades and improvements to roads can occur, such as paving gravel roads, bike lane painting, or lane/lane width reductions.
Diversifying the network for alternative modes of travel could be an important amenity for the tourism in the City and could also
reduce the amount of damage done to the surface transportation network from automobile usage. Working with consultants to
develop a local trail plan that would connect to future regional trails would be valuable for organizational purposes and because trail
grant applications are more likely to be funded if they are part of a local or regional plan.

Storm-Water
The storm-water system in Leon is an important utility to address because an inefficient or ineffective drainage network causes rain
water to run off into the city streets through cracks or rapidly over the surface. Over time this causes high levels of erosion damage
and washouts. In the winter, it can also cause massive damage from the freeze-thaw cycle resulting in potholes. The network of
drains and sewers is not mapped, which causes major unexpected increases in costs during road construction projects along with
delays. Once the mapping is completed, working with the contracted engineering firm to develop a plan for the storm-water sewer
and drainage system is vital. This system should be comprised of artificial and natural mechanisms to remove water from the surface
transportation system and into the soil through infiltration and into the atmosphere through evaporation.
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Recommendations, Objectives, and Implementation
The following recommendations and objectives are based on the information presented in this chapter along with various
communications with City staff and residents. Each recommendation and objective are grouped into one of four timeframes in which
the recommendation or objective should be accomplished. Those timeframes are ongoing, short (1-5 years), medium (6-10 years), or
long (11-20 years).
Recommendation 1: Utilize previous and future engineering and visioning documents prepared for the City (Ongoing)
Objectives
• 1.1 – Refer to the Community Visioning Final Report and Feasibility Study (2014, Jeffrey L. Bruce & Company) when making
decisions related to transportation and place-making (Ongoing)
• 1.2 – Use any future maintenance, management, or repair plans created by contracted engineering firms as the general guide
for City infrastructure work (Ongoing)
Recommendation 2: Maintain the infrastructure that is in good condition (Ongoing)
Objectives
• 2.1 – Identify the infrastructure that are in good condition using the contracted engineering firm and current local knowledge
(Short)
• 2.2 – Identify the current and future maintenance needs of the roads in good condition (Short)
• 2.3 – Set timelines for maintenance (Short)
Recommendation 3: Update previous engineering and planning documents prepared in the past for the City to reflect current
conditions (Short)
Objectives
• 3.1 – Update or create a Capital Improvements Plan (CIP) using future plans from the contracted engineering firm, this plan,
financial records, and local knowledge annually (Ongoing)
• 3.2 – Combine the budgeting and CIP writing processes annually so that they occur simultaneously (Short)
• 3.3 – Ensure that all forms of capital improvements are incorporated into the CIP (Medium)
Recommendation 4: Only provide City utility services to Leon residents or businesses within City limits (Short)
Objectives
• 4.1 – Adopt a policy to only provide municipal utility services to residents or entities located within City limits (Short)
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Recommendation 5: Fix all infrastructure that is currently in bad condition and adjust them to be more sustainable (Medium)
Objectives
• 5.1 – Identify the infrastructure that is in bad condition using future contracted engineering plans and current local knowledge
(Short)
• 5.2 – Identify the current and future reconstruction and maintenance needs of the infrastructure in bad condition (Short)
o 5.2.1 – Ensure all reconstruction designs improve the economic, environmental, and/or social features of the network
(Ongoing)
• 5.3 – Set timelines for reconstruction and maintenance of the infrastructure in bad condition (Short)
Recommendation 6: Develop a fully connected mixed-use trail/sidewalk/bike lane network throughout the city in conjunction with
adoption of a complete streets policy (Long)
Objectives
• 6.1 – Identify the best locations for trails, sidewalks, and bike lanes through public input, economic feasibility, and future
planning needs (Short)
• 6.2 – Create a local trail/sidewalk/bike-lane plan (Short)
o 6.2.1 – Aggressively pursue trail grants (Ongoing)
Recommendation 7: Pave a majority of gravel roads with sustainability in mind (Long)
Objectives
• 7.1 – Identify the gravel roads that would best increase paved street connectivity and sustain or improve maintenance
efficiency and prioritize them (Medium)
• 7.2 – Identify gravel roads in city limits that could be abandoned to decrease overall maintenance costs (Medium)
• 7.3 – Identify the current and future construction and maintenance needs of all new roads (Medium)
o 7.3.1 – Ensure all construction designs improve the economic, environment, and/or social features of the network
(Ongoing)
• 7.4 – Set timelines for construction and maintenance of the new roads (Medium)
• 7.5 – Construct the new roads (Long)
Recommendation 8: Collaborate with other entities to connect the city network to regional amenities (Long)
Objectives
• 8.1 – Enquire with RPA 17 about the possibility of a new regional trail plan (Short)
o 8.2.2 – Encourage and facilitate meetings and planning of the regional trail plan in Decatur County (Long)
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Chapter 8 - Community Facilities and Parks
Community facilities, for the purposes of this plan, are defined as facilities provided either by government or non-government
agencies for the benefit of, and use by, the community. These include parks, schools, hospitals, police stations, etc. Parks are
included with this definition of community facilities, but because of their unique impact on the community, they are discussed
separately from the rest of the facilities.
This chapter analyzes and addresses the current and future needs of Leon’s parks and public facilities. Recommendations,
objectives, policies, and programs/events have been crafted based on public input and analysis of the community.

Background and Community
Involvement
Figure 8-1 shows that respondents to the
community survey rated Recreation and
Conservation and Public Services, the two
categories most closely related to the subjects
of this chapter, as the eighth and tenth most
important subjects to address in this
comprehensive plan. While not recognized as
the most urgent topics by residents, they are
important to address as a general rule. Figure
8-2, on the next page, shows that respondents
to the community survey are satisfied with the
parks, recreations areas, playgrounds, and
natural areas in Leon. This is similarly true for
trails as shown in Figure 8-3.

"Pick 6 of the following local issues and rank them
based on importance to you, 1 being the most
important and 6 being less important"
Hazard Mitigation
Public Services
Agriculture and Natural Resources
Recreation and Conservation
Beautification and Tourism
Social Programming
Other Infrastructure
Taxes/Fiscal Policy
Housing
Transportation
Economic Development
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Number of Times Ranked in the Top Six of Importance
Figure 8-1: Tabulated Survey Results
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"How satisfied are you with the parks?"

"How satisfied are you with the trails?"

3%
12%

5%

24%

16%

19%

7%

16%
44%
54%

Very satisfied

Somewhat satisfied

Very satisfied

Somewhat satisfied

Indifferent – no strong opinion

Somewhat unsatisfied

Indifferent – no strong opinion

Somewhat unsatisfied

Very unsatisfied

Very unsatisfied
Figure 8-3: Tabulated Survey Results

Figure 8-2: Tabulated Survey Results

Goals and Vision
To determine what the community of Leon should do to improve Community Facilities and Parks, a vision of what Leon wants
to be must be defined.

Overall Goal
“Leon will, while remaining fiscally constrained, incentivize growth through utilizing both public and private dollars to
provide the best quality of life for its residents possible, by preserving and utilizing the recreational opportunities, small town
atmosphere, and its own history.”
With this overall goal, public input, and analysis of community facilities and parks in mind, the following vision was created:
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Community Facilities and Parks Vision
Have a comprehensive community facility and park system that supports the economic, social, and environmental needs of
all Leon residents by integrating public and private amenities. While working towards this vision, the community should
operate in a manner that provides for the needs of the present without compromising the needs of the future.
The following are the current recommendations that have been created for the City of Leon in order to achieve the community
facilities and parks vision and overall goal. These recommendations are reprinted with corresponding objectives at the end of
this chapter.
Current Recommendations:
• Utilize past visioning documents created by the City
• Routinely assess, maintain, and repair all city-owned facilities and parks
• Find new and alternative ways to permanently or temporarily reuse empty or unused spaces in Leon as recreational spaces
• Make information about the park system and community facilities more readily available
• Collaborate with various entities to develop and implement a regional trail plan that connects Leon to various amenities in
Decatur County
• Fully integrate the park/green space system into the storm water and flood mitigation system
• Connect all parks using a combination of trails and sidewalks and integrate into regional trail plans

Figure 8-4: The entrance to the Leon Cemetery (left); A sign for the Little River Scenic Pathway (right)
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Current Community Facilities and Parks Conditions
Having a comprehensive and accessible system of community facilities and parks is important for Leon, specifically regarding
quality of life. Community facilities support the activities and ambitions of Leon residents by providing services that are not
readily available in the private sector. The park system similarly supports the needs and wants of the community by providing
outdoor recreation facilities that can improve the health and well-being of residents. The current condition of these systems
is the focus of this section and will provide a starting point for planning activities.

Parks
The City of Leon currently maintains three parks: Noel Park, Harvey Park, and Masonic Park. There are also park-like facilities
owned by the school district but the City only has minimal influence on these facilities. It is important to evaluate parks based
on their ability to satisfy community needs. This can be estimated using the National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA)
classification system as shown below in Figure 8-5.
Classification

Function
Size
Specialized facilities that serve a concentrated or limited population.
Less than
Mini
May include benches, picnic tables, and gazebos in a designated space.
1 acre
Generally designed to focus on informal active and passive recreation
5 to 10
Neighborhood needs. May include court games, picnicking, playground areas, and
Acres
athletic fields.
Serve a broader purpose than neighborhood or mini parks. The focus is
25 to 40
Community
on meeting community-based recreation, athletics, and open space
acres
needs.
Cover a broad range of specialized park and recreation facilities. Golf
Special Use
courses, historical sites, community center sites, and water parks fall
Varies
into this category.
Open land sites are properties designed as parks that have few or no
Open Space built amenities. May have a trail, picnic tables and benches, but are
Varies
mostly open areas for the enjoyment of nature.
Figure 8-5: NRPA Park Classification System | Source: National Recreation and Park Association
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Service Area
Less than 1/4 mile
1/4 mile to 1/2 mile
uninterrupted
1/2 mile to 3 miles

Varies

Varies

Harvey Park is located directly southwest from Noel Park and both are located across the street from South Elementary School.
Masonic park is located on NW 10th Street near the Little River Scenic Pathway. An inventory of parks is given in Figure 8-6.
Not included in this inventory are the acres of undeveloped land owned by the City surrounding the Little River Scenic Pathway.
Park
Harvey Park
Noel Park
Masonic Park

Location

Acres

City Parks
Between S Main Street and SE
2.35
Q Street along 9th Street
Between SE Q Street and SE
Popular Street along SE 5th
5.60
Street
Between NW 10th Street and
1.02
the Little River Scenic Pathway
Special Use

Amenities
Bandshell; Playground; Pool
Little League Fields; Playground Equipment;
Basketball Court; WPA Wall
Basketball Court; Playground; Connection to
Little River Scenic Pathway

Central Decatur Junior-Senior
Baseball and Softball Fields; Playground;
1201 NE Poplar Street
~ 21.50
High/North Elementary School*
Football Field and Track; Open Space
South Elementary School*
201 SE 6th Street
~1.25 Playground
Official Open Space
Open Space Recreation Area; Shelters;
Little River Lake Recreation
Primarily northwest of Leon
787** Cabins; Campgrounds; Trails; Boat Docks;
Area*
city limits
Picnic Sites
Figure 8-6: Existing Parks | *Not owned by the City of Leon | **Mostly located outside of city limits
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Leon is well below the median for all geographies in terms of residents per park. This means that there are more parks,
regardless of size, per resident in Leon than most other places. This is exacerbated when you include the school facilities.
When comparing the acres of park per 1,000 residents in Leon to other geographies, it falls very short when only including Cityowned parks. When school facilities, which are often open to residents of all ages and used extensively by residents under 18
years of age, Leon once again surpasses the medians of the other geographies. This means that the City parks, while there are
a higher number of them than usual, are very small. The figures and estimations can be seen in Figure 8-7 below.
Geography
Leon (excluding school facilities)
Leon (including school facilities)
Places with similar Populations (Median)
Places with similar Population Densities
(Median)
Midwest
National

Residents per Park
~665
~400
1,231

Acres of Park per 1,000 Residents
~4.5
~16
11.8

2,000

12.4

1,500
2,181

13.0
10.1

Figure 8-7: Leon Park Comparisons | Source: National Recreation and Park Association

As seen previously in Figure 8-6, in addition to the city parks and school facilities, there is a 787-acre recreation area northwest
of city limits (and partially within city limits). Figuring this area into the analysis would tip every scale very far in Leon’s favor.
Another measure of park effectiveness or equity is the geographical distribution of the parks throughout the city. This can be
estimated using buffer distances of 1/8-mile, 1/4-mile, and 1/2-mile. A 1/8-mile buffer was not used for Noel Park because it
is classified as a neighborhood park and, therefore, automatically has a larger service area. Harvey Park and Masonic Park
were both given all three buffers since they are at least one acre in size but less than five acres. The service areas (buffers) can
be seen on the next page in Figure 8-8. As can be seen by the map, a majority of the residential lots in Leon are within at least
one service area of the parks. Most of the open space seen on the map already have designated uses (Little River Lake
Recreation Area, Cemetery, Trail, and Golf Course) but it would likely be feasible to change more City-owned property, shown
on the following map or not, into park space with very little effort. This could be very low maintenance park space as well.
The semi-former location of Founders Park would be the most ideal location for a new park as it is located centrally and
bordered by murals, which could be a major draw to the park as well as a theme.
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Figure 8-8: Parks and Open Space Map
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Trails
Leon currently has one trail within city limits; the Little River Scenic Pathway. The trail connects the Decatur County fairgrounds
to Masonic Park then turns westward and runs to the western edge of town. It has potential to be expanded southward but
currently, the project has insufficient resources.

Community Facilities
Leon has a wide variety of facilities and services available to the public. This section will inventory these facilities. Inventories
and evaluations are based on available data.
Schools and Educational Facilities
Figure 8-9 summarizes basic
information about the students
and staff at the schools and
educational facilities in Leon.

Grades
Enrollment Staff Members
Central Decatur Middle/High School 7th through 12th
298
40
North Elementary School
3rd through 6th
222
25
South Elementary School
Pre-K through 2nd
180
33
Figure 8-9: Central Decatur School District Data | Source: Central Decatur School District & Iowa Department of
Education

Child Care Facilities
According to Iowa Child Care Resource and Referral, there are 11
total child care programs in Decatur County as of July 2019. Most
of these programs are located in Leon. However, despite having
most of the Decatur County child care programs located within the
city, including a Community Development Block Grant-funded
facility, there is still a shortage of child care. Additionally, none of
the child care facilities located in Leon are listed on the Iowa
Department of Human Services Quality Rating System (QRS) list. In
fact, the only child care facility in Decatur County listed on the QRS
is located in Lamoni.

Figure 8-10: A childcare facility in Leon
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Cemetery
The Leon cemetery is located on the north side of NW 6th Street. North of the cemetery is the Little River Scenic Trail. Currently,
the site occupies about 32 acres of land with little expectation that more will be needed in the near future. The cemetery also
houses a Veteran’s Memorial.
Medical Facilities and Nursing Homes
Decatur County Hospital is
located on the north end of Leon.
This critical access hospital
provides 24-hour emergency
services for Decatur County and
has been serving the area since
1932. Currently, the hospital
employs around 114 individuals, Figure 8-11: Decatur County Hospital
making it one of the largest employers in the city. Westview Acres Care Center is a 58-bed skilled nursing facility located along
Highway 69 and Highway 2 across from the Leon Golf and Country Club. The Care Center was established in 1966 and now
provides a large variety of services for its residents. They also employ around 84 individuals, which also makes it one of the
largest employers in the city.
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Municipal Facilities
Figure 8-12 shows a few of the most important municipal facilities in Leon. In general, the facilities meet the needs of Leon
residents but repairs are certainly needed for several facilities. New assessments of all municipal facilities are needed.
Facility
Location
Condition
Function

Benefits
Estimated Value

City Hall, Fire Station, and Police
Department
104 W 1st Street
Needs several repairs of differing degrees of
necessity*
City offices and Council chambers;
Firefighting/prevention; Policing/crime
prevention
Located on the edge of Downtown Leon;
shared use of space increases
communication and decreases costs
~$547,000

Figure 8-12: Leon City Hall (left) Leon City Hall Facility Information (right) | Photo Credit: Doug Kouba | * According to past engineering reports

Facility
Location

Leon Public Library
200 W 1st Street
Over 110-year-old Carnegie Library; not ADA
Condition
compliant and in need of several repairs of
differing degrees of necessity**
Provide educational programming and
Function
resources for Leon residents
Historic building, located near Downtown
Benefits
Leon
Estimated Value ~$367,000
Figure 8-13: Leon Public Library (left) Leon Public Library Facility Information (right) | Photo Credit: Doug Kouba | According to various communications with residents
and City staff
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Facility
Location
Condition
Function
Benefits
Estimated Value

Community Center
203 NE 2nd Street
~40-year-old structure; most issues are
related to the design/aesthetics of the
building that may be hiding other
deficiencies*
Group meeting center
Located on the South-East Corner of the
square; multiple uses give the building good
purpose
~$450,000

Figure 8-14: Leon Community Center (left); Leon Community Center Facility Information (right) | * According to past engineering reports

Facility
Location
Condition
Function
Benefits
Estimated Value

Pool
805 SE Idaho Street
Only minor repairs and regular maintenance
are needed*
Outdoor recreational space for Leon
residents
Very popular and could be a draw for nonLeon residents in the surrounding county
~$618,000

Figure 8-15: Leon Pool (left); Leon Pool Facility Information (right) | Photo Credit: Doug Kouba | * According to past engineering reports
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Facility
Location
Condition
Function
Benefits
Estimated Value

Bandshell
Harvey Park
Almost 80-year-old structure; fairly major
repairs are needed*
Recreational facility located in a city park
Very useful for events and festivals held in
Harvey and Noel Park
Unknown

Figure 8-16: Harvey Park Bandshell (left); Harvey Park Bandshell Facility Information (right) | Photo Credit Doug Kouba | * According to past engineering reports
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Focus Points
Assessment and Maintenance
The City should work with its contracted engineering firm to assess the conditions of all City-owned facilities. Assessing the
condition of municipal facilities on a regular basis (every 5-10 years) is the most valuable action a City can take. Doing this will
cut costs of maintenance to the facilities and prevent the need to move operations to new facilities when the current facilities
fall into disrepair. After the assessment is completed, a schedule of maintenance and repair should be created along with an
action/strategic plan that names the individuals and groups responsible for the maintenance and repairs. Future community
facilities and parks should be designed to have as little maintenance costs as possible. Private stakeholders should be utilized
during the creation of any new parks or trails in order to decrease costs.

Multiplicity, Connectivity, and Alternative Uses
Every community facility, park, and trail in the city should have multiple uses. This is already commonly done in most cities,
including Leon, to cut costs. This should also be a feature of all future facilities, parks, and trails. Parks should serve as event
spaces, recreation spaces, places to relax, and areas that provide educational opportunities. They should also serve the
utilitarian purpose of flood mitigation. Trails should serve as recreation trails and pedestrian transportation. These trails
should also help increase connectivity between popular or important places in Leon. Community facilities should also serve
multiple purposes whenever possible to maximize the potential of the space. Alternative uses should be utilized in some cases,
such as temporary/pop-up parks in vacant lots, public cafes in unused parking spaces, or street murals/public art.

Little River Lake Recreation Area
The Little River Lake Recreation Area needs to be accessible through the city. This can be done through the installation of trails
(paved or unpaved), new streets, and/or through signage that can draw visitors from Little River into Leon. Establishing private
and public cabins near the Recreation Area would also help connect the town to the tourist draw as well as additional, lowmaintenance, parks.
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Recommendations, Objectives, and Implementation
The following recommendations and objectives are based on the information presented in this chapter along with various
communications with City staff and residents. Each recommendation and objective are grouped into one of four timeframes
in which the recommendation or objective should be accomplished. Those timeframes are ongoing, short (1-5 years), medium
(6-10 years), or long (11-20 years).
Recommendation 1: Utilize past visioning documents created by the City (Ongoing)
Objectives
• 1.1 - Refer to the Community Visioning Final Report and Feasibility Study (2014, Jeffrey L. Bruce & Company) when
making decisions related to parks, trails, and place-making (Ongoing)
• 1.2 – Refer to Wellmark Healthy Hometown visioning documents when making decisions related to parks, trails, and
place-making (Ongoing)
• 1.3 – To give local planning more credibility, undertake “low-hanging fruit” projects in past visioning documents to keep
resident interest (Short)
Recommendation 2: Routinely assess, maintain, and repair all city-owned facilities and parks (Ongoing)
Objectives
• 2.1 – Develop an assessment and maintenance schedule with the contracted engineering firm (Short)
• 2.2 – Develop and implement an action/strategic plan with the contracted engineering firm and other stakeholders
(Short)
Recommendation 3: Find new and alternative ways to permanently or temporarily reuse empty or unused spaces in Leon as
recreational spaces (Ongoing)
Objectives
• 3.1 – Identify spaces that would be suitable for recreational uses (Short)
• 3.2 – Take the necessary procedural steps (Ongoing)
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Recommendation 4: Make information about the park system and community facilities more readily available (Medium)
Objectives
• 4.1 – Improve the sections on the City’s website regarding the Parks and Pool, Library, and Community Center to include
more pictures, information about their amenities, and any programming information. (Short)
• 4.2 – Place wayfinding signage throughout the town to direct residents and tourists to these amenities (Medium)
Recommendation 5: Collaborate with various entities to develop and implement a regional trail plan that connects Leon to
various amenities in Decatur County (Long)
Objectives
• 5.1 – Utilize previous visioning and planning documents in developmental stage (Ongoing)
• 5.2 – Implement the plan using Local, State, Federal, and Private funding sources (Long)
Recommendation 6: Fully integrate the park/green space system into the storm water and flood mitigation system (Long)
Objectives
• 6.1 – Work with the contracted engineering firm or consultants to identify good locations for storm water storage
(Short)
• 6.2 – Take the necessary procedural steps to integrate the systems (Long)
Recommendation 7: Connect all parks using a combination of trails and sidewalks and integrate into regional trail plans (Long)
Objectives
• 7.1 – Apply for grant funding through as many organizations and funds as possible (Ongoing)
• 7.2 – Identify the best routes to connect the parks (Medium)
• 7.3 – Identify the best routes for future regional trails in city limits (Medium)
• 7.4 – Take the necessary procedural steps to build the connections (Long)
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Photo Credit: Doug Kouba

Photo Credit: Doug Kouba
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Chapter 9 - Land Use, Resource Protection, and
Hazards
Land use is the primary topic of this chapter since resource protection and hazards directly relate to the use of land. Definitions will
be given for each topic discussed in this chapter. Land use in this plan is defined as how land is utilized by humans. Resources refer
to the materials or substances that occur in nature (or farmland) that provide economic or social capital as well as health benefits.
Hazards are defined as any source of potential harm to the social, economic, and environmental systems of the city.
This chapter addresses the current and future needs of Leon’s land use, resource protection, and hazard mitigation.
Recommendations, objectives, policies, and programs/events have been crafted based on public input and analysis of the community.

Background and Community
Involvement
Figure 9-1 shows that respondents to the community
survey rated Agriculture and Natural Resources and
Hazard Mitigation as the ninth and eleventh most
important local issues. While these are not recognized
as urgent topics, addressing them with the land use
plan is simple and valuable in directing Leon’s land
management for the next 20 years.
Figure 9-2 shows public opinions on a variety of
questions regarding planning and zoning that will be
discussed in this chapter.

"Pick 6 of the following local issues and rank them
based on importance to you, 1 being the most
important and 6 being less important"
Hazard Mitigation
Public Services
Agriculture and Natural Resources
Recreation and Conservation
Beautification and Tourism
Social Programming
Other Infrastructure
Taxes/Fiscal Policy
Housing
Transportation
Economic Development
0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

Number of Times Ranked in the Top Six of Importance
Figure 9-1: Tabulated Survey Responses
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How much do you agree with the following statements about planning and zoning?
Incentives for development, such as tax abatement and TIF, should be utilized
by Leon to promote private development in Leon.

Annexation should be promoted to encourage development in that area

The zoning ordinance needs updated and modernized to address new issues
like wind farms, cell towers, and other trends.

Zoning should be extended two miles outside of town.

Zoning should be aggressive to promote Leon as a community poised to grow.

Zoning should protect property values and limit undesirable development but
should be as limited as possible.

Zoning should be repealed; building regulations hinder property rights too
much.

0%

Disagree

10%

Indifferent

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Agree

Figure 9-2: Tabulated Survey Results
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Goals and Vision
To determine what the community of Leon should do to improve its land use, resources and hazard mitigation policies, a vision of
what Leon wants to be must be defined.

Overall Goal
“Leon will, while remaining fiscally constrained, incentivize growth through utilizing both public and private dollars to provide the
best quality of life for its residents possible, by preserving and utilizing its recreational opportunities, small town atmosphere, and
its own history.”
With this overall goal, public input, and analysis of land use, resources, and hazard conditions in mind, the following vision was created:

Land Use, Resource Protection, and Hazards Vision
Improve Leon’s land use pattern to support the economic, social, and environmental needs of all Leon residents while considering
current land uses, natural resources, and prevalent hazards. While working towards this vision, the community should operate in a
manner that provides for the needs of the present without compromising the needs of the future.
The following are the current recommendations that have been created for the City of Leon in order to achieve the land use, resource,
and hazards vision and overall goal. These recommendations are reprinted with corresponding objectives at the end of this chapter.
Current Recommendations:
• Implement simple and effective land use policies that discourage unwanted effects upon sensitive or unique land uses and
encourage a mix of land uses to improve overall quality of life for residents
• Provide adequate land use options for all types of development that conform to the natural landscape, promote compact and
contiguous development, and ensure that sensitive areas/land uses are protected from potential harm
• Mitigate hazards as identified in the Decatur County Hazard Mitigation Plan
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Current Land Use, Agricultural/Natural Resources, and Hazards Conditions
Having a comprehensive land use plan is important for Leon, specifically to attract new people, retain current populations, and spur
economic growth. A land use plan can allow for tax abatements over a wide area of the city and it can also prevent incompatible land
uses from being located next to each other. The main purpose of the land use plan is to protect the health, safety, morals, and welfare
of the public.

Land Usage
An analysis of existing land uses in Leon was completed, which identified and assigned a classification to each parcel of land. Figure
9-5 is the Current Land Use Map. From this analysis, around 47 percent of land in Leon is developed, leaving 53 percent as vacant or
undeveloped. The three largest land uses (not including undeveloped land) are Single-Family Residential, Public Open Space, and
Public Facilities and Utilities.
Single-Family Residential
The most common developed land use, single-family housing covers over 400 acres of land in Leon. The average parcel size is 0.5 acre,
while the largest parcel size used for single family housing is 20.5 acres. The median parcel size is 0.2 acres. The discrepancy between
the average, median, and largest parcel size are important to note as they indicate that there are outliers on the higher end of the
range (there are some parcels that are very big). This can be a major problem for cities as it can reduce the impact of property tax
dollars and cause sprawl.
Multi-Family Residential
Covering less than one percent of Leon, multi-family residential has a significantly lower impact on the City of Leon than single-family
residential. It’s largest, average, and median parcel size sit at about 5.1, 2.3 and 2.7 acres, respectively. There are only seven parcels
in town that are used for multi-family residential but their locations are important as the individuals that live in the apartments likely
require different services than individuals who live in single-family housing units.
Mobile Home Park
There is only one mobile home park in Leon. It sits on about 3.3 acres and is located on the south side of town near the 100-year
floodplain.
Commercial
There are about 39 acres of land used for commercial purposes in Leon. The largest parcel is just under four acres in size while the
average and median are 0.4 and 0.2 acres, respectively. Commercial parcels are mainly located downtown or along the highways.
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Public Facilities or Utilities
This category includes any public or semi-public facility and any public or private utility. These parcels are pretty evenly distributed
across the city with small concentrations in the northeast corner, the southeast corner, and around the square. Overall, these land
uses cover 130 acres across the city with an average parcel size of 2.5 acres and a median parcel size of 0.6 acres. The largest parcel
in this category is 23.6 acres.
Public Open Space
This category is a combination of city and county owned open space within city limits that is a park, connected to a park, connected
to a trail and not used for anything else specifically, a cemetery, or the golf course. There are 207 acres of land and 28 parcels that
can be defined in this way. This averages out to 7.4 acres per parcel and a median of 1.6 acres per parcel. The largest parcel is a little
over 38 acres.
Religious
The churches and church-owned facilities in Leon are included in this category. They cover only 0.5 percent of the land in Leon, which
is about eight total acres. They are located in various areas of the city but mostly in the eastern half of the downtown and residential
areas. The largest, average and median parcel sizes are 3.6, 0.6, and 0.3 acres, respectively.
Light Industrial
Light industrial land uses cover less than 1.5 percent of Leon. This equates to about 25 total acres with the largest parcel standing at
just over ten acres. The average sits at 4.2 acres and the median sits at 3.0 acres. These are mostly located away from incompatible
uses or are separated by undeveloped land but there are some exceptions.
Undeveloped
Undeveloped land uses in Leon include agricultural land and vacant lots within city limits. Leon has a high number of vacant lots within
its main residential area (eastern half of the city) and a high number of agricultural lots on its western half. Many of these vacant and
agricultural lots are owned by a small group of people.

A summary of current land use statistics is shown in Figure 9-3 and Figure 9-4. Figure 9-5 shows the current land use map of Leon.
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Land Use
Single-Family Residential
Multi-Family Residential
Mobile Home Park
Commercial
Public Facilities or Utilities
Public Open Space
Religious
Light Industrial
Undeveloped
Total

Largest Parcel Size (acres) Average Parcel Size (acres) Median Parcel Size (acres) Total Acres
20.5
5.1
3.3
3.9
23.6
38.3
3.6
10.2
40.0
-

0.5
2.3
3.3
0.4
2.5
7.4
0.6
4.2
5.2
1.4

0.2
2.7
3.3
0.2
0.6
1.6
0.3
3.0
0.5
0.2

404
16
3
39
130
207
8
25
959
1,791

Figure 9-3: Summary of Land Usage| Estimated using GIS data

Current Land Use Percentages

Single-Family Residential

22.5%

Other Residential

1.1%
2.2%

Commercial
Public Facilities or Utilities
Public Open Space

53.5%

7.3%

Religious
Light Industrial

11.6%

Undeveloped

1.4% 0.5%

Figure 9-4: Current Land Use Percentages | Estimated using GIS data
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Figure 9-5: Current Land Use Map
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Zoning Ordinance
Currently, the land use in Leon does not match the zoning ordinance very well. This is due, in part, to the fact that the current zoning
map and ordinance is overly simple and outdated. Additionally, the zoning of properties in Leon has regressed to spot zoning, which
is an ineffective way to promote growth in a
municipality.
Land by Zoning District
The current zoning in Leon contains six zoning
district categories: Residential (R), Rural
Estates (RE), Commercial (C-1), Commercial
(C-2), Industrial (I) and Flood District (F). The
zoning map, however, does not have any
designated RE or F districts. A breakdown of
the size of these current zoning districts is
shown in Figure 9-6 and Figure 9-7.
Zoning District
Residential
C-1 Commercial
C-2 Commercial
Industrial
Rural Estates
Flood District

0% 0%

36%
Residential
C-1 Commercial

Acres
~1,050
~25
~116
~600
0
0

Figure 9-6: Current Zoning District Statistics | Estimated
using GIS data

The current zoning map (Figure 9-8) is shown
on the next page.

C-2 Commercial
Industrial
57%

Rural Estates
Flood District

6%

1%

Figure 9-7: Zoning District Percentages according to Leon’s official zoning map | Estimated using GIS data
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Figure 9-8: The current zoning map for the City of Leon | Source: City of Leon
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Extraterritorial Planning Area Land Usage
State of Iowa Code allows for municipalities to zone up to two miles outside of their corporate boundaries (extraterritorial planning
area). This would require the Leon Planning and Zoning Board and the Leon Board of Adjustment to expand to include two new
members each with specific requirements for both. Currently, there are no specific zoning ordinances regarding land use in the twomile buffer zone surrounding Leon. A map of the current land uses in the planning area is shown in Figure 9-9 along with the
Decatur City planning area,
which would overlap with Leon’s
if Decatur City were to establish
this boundary at any time.
Expectedly, a majority of the
planning area is agricultural or
natural landscape with clusters of
rural residences along with some
commercial
and
industrial
parcels. The rural residencies
tend to cluster together, often
near the city limits of Leon.

Figure 9-9: Leon Extraterritorial Planning Area Land Uses | Sources: Decatur County Tax Assessor, Iowa DNR, US Census Bureau,
and Iowa DOT
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Current Agricultural, Natural Resource, and Hazard Conditions and Analysis
Agricultural Conditions and Analysis
Leon, like much of Iowa, is surrounded by agricultural land. Within city limits, there are also large swaths of agricultural land. Under
urban land use definitions, this is considered undeveloped land. While this land is undeveloped, a push towards developing all of it is
not necessary as Leon has many vacant infill lots that can be filled before the undeveloped agricultural lands are touched. In zoning
ordinances and future land use maps, these spaces should be zoned as low intensity, large-lot residential space. This can prevent
some unsustainable greenfield development (development on previously undeveloped land away from the existing built environment
of Leon) but still allow land owners to profit from their land if they choose. Retaining the ability for landowners around and within
Leon to continue utilizing their land for agricultural purposes should remain a priority as well since agriculture is such an important
part of the local and regional economy.

Hazard Conditions and Analysis
While there are relatively few hazards in Leon, it is still important to make note of them and apply land use restrictions if necessary.
The 2017-2021 Decatur County Hazard Mitigation Plan laid out a strategy for Leon that includes actions such as codifying restricted
access procedures, improving storm water drainage capacity, and adopting state fire codes, among many other actions.
Man-made Hazards
Leon has a history of infrastructure failure. In the past few years, multiple buildings have collapsed due to dilapidation and deferred
maintenance. Leon frequently has issues with water main breakage which causes water service to be unavailable to residents for
semi-extended periods of time and is a drain on resources. There are not many ways to mitigate these issues through land use, but
taking a proactive approach by prioritizing or encouraging maintenance would be beneficial. Land use and zoning can prevent
incompatible land uses from existing directly adjacent to each other, which would prevent new man-made hazards from happening.
However, this has a less than significant impact overall. Leon currently is the recipient of a Community Development Block Grant
Housing Rehabilitation Award, which will rehabilitate a handful of houses in the town to prevent further dilapidation. In the future, it
is possible that the city will receive similar Community Development Block Grants to assist with further hazard mitigation.
Natural Hazards
In the southeast corner of city limits, two floodplains exist (they are essentially the same); a 100-year floodplain and a 500-year
floodplain. By official definition, a 100-year floodplain is a low-lying area that has a one percent chance of flooding every year and a
500-year floodplain is a similar area that has a 0.2 percent chance of flooding every year. While these percentages are small, there
are still many regulations on the State and Federal level that restrict development in these floodplains. Additionally, these definitions
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are significantly outdated and do not correspond to the knowledge that modern scientists have, specifically regarding the effects of
climate change. Therefore, it is likely that the probability of flooding in this area is higher than the official definitions. To mitigate this,
development in the flood zone should be minimal and should be restricted to non-critical actions. In the northwest corner of city
limits near Little River Lake, there are also two nearly identical floodplains. These flood zones are surrounded by Decatur Countyowned property, which acts as a barrier between development and the floodplain. Flood mitigation techniques should be
implemented in the southeast corner to prevent significant damage to the development that already exists there. Currently, there
are few privately-owned
properties and businesses in
the floodplain and most of
the
development
is
government-owned utilities
and infrastructure. Other
relevant hazards include
flash flooding, tornadoes,
severe
thunderstorms,
severe winterstorms, and
droughts. It is worth noting
that Little River Lake is a
water supply reservoir that
was built for drought
resilience purposes and is a
regional supplier of water.
Maps of the 100-year and
500-year floodplains are
shown in Figure 9-10.

Figure 9-10: Leon 100-year floodplains (left) and 500-year floodplains (right) | Data Sources: Iowa DNR, FEMA, Iowa DOT, and US Census
Bureau
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Land Use and Zoning Analysis
Since Leon is not projected to grow significantly over the next 20 years, it would not be particularly useful to perform a projection
analysis to estimate the amount of land needed in different land use categories to fulfill the future needs. Instead, the goal of future
land uses and zoning ordinances should be to create a zoning environment that directs sustainable growth in a way that protects the
public health, safety, morals, and general welfare. The future land use plan should encourage infill development while preventing
incompatible land uses from sharing space within city limits. Progressive zoning ordinances and an introduction of mixed-use districts
are very useful in this scenario, as they allow for most current land uses to continue to exist as conforming land uses but also allow
future development to have enough variation to improve quality of life in Leon.
A new, modern zoning map and ordinance based on the future land use map and recommendations (seen later in this chapter) should
be developed. These recommendations should assist in developing a form of hybrid zoning, which is a combination of Euclidean
(traditional) zoning, performance and impact zoning (land use intensity standards), incentive zoning (special requirements for new
non-conforming uses), and form-based zoning (design standards). This will make development in Leon simpler, easier to understand,
and more attractive to developers, potential employers, residents, and people in general.

Euclidean Zoning

Performance/Impact
Zoning

Traditional and
common

Uses Euclidean as a
base

Uses Euclidean as a
base

Does not use
Euclidean as a base

Separates of land uses

Addresses sensory
effects of land uses

Allows flexibility
beyond the zoning
ordinance

Encourages
walkability and higher
quality/valued
communities

Encourages sprawl
and decreases
walkability

Often requires
sophisticated tools
and technical skills to
enforce

Requires significant
staff time

Can be seen as too
restrictive

Incentive Zoning

Figure 9-11: Summary of Four Zoning Types
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Form Based Zoning

Land Use and Zoning Recommendations
The Future Land Use Map (Figure 9-13 on the next page) identifies and suggests what types of land uses should be in the city and
where they should be located. This map is not a zoning map until or unless the City adopts it as the official zoning map through the
official adoption process.
The future land use map identifies and geographically represents the suggested zoning map for Leon. The districts that are created
are as follows: Single-Family Residential, Large-Lot Residential, Mobile Home Residential, Industrial, Public, Institutional, or Utilities,
Green Space, and four new Mixed-Use districts. The mixed-use districts are Mixed-Use Square, Mixed-Use Corridor, Mixed-Use NonCorridor, and Mixed-Use Business. There is also a flood district bound by the limits of the 100-year floodplain and 500-year floodplain.
Planned Unit Developments (PUDs) are also allowed but only at the request of the developer and the approval of City officials.

Following the recommendations will result in the changes shown below in Figure 9-12.

Current Zoning (acres)
Land for Residential
Land for Commercial
Land for Industrial or Light Industrial
Land for Single-Family Residential
Land for Multi-Family Residential
Land for Commercial
Land for Industrial or Light Industrial

Recommended Zoning (acres)

1,050
1,040
141
465
600
400
Current Land Use (acres) Recommended Future Land Use (acres)
404
16
39
25

1,010
204
465
400

Figure 9-12: Summary Land Use Conversion Chart | Estimated using GIS data
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Figure 9-13: Suggested Future Land Use Map

Forward 2040 – Land Use, Resource Protection, and Hazards

116

Residential Land Uses/Zoning Districts
Single-Family Residential
This zoning type is largely traditional. Detached and semi-detached (duplexes) housing units are allowed in this zone. The maximum
lot size for a single-family home should be 0.5 acre in size to promote denser development, which will increase tax revenue and allow
for important City-funded projects such as infrastructure maintenance and repair. These areas should always be protected from
adverse environmental effects including noise, air, and light pollution. Incentive zoning should be utilized in these districts to improve
street and sidewalk conditions either directly in front of the property or in the Mixed-Use Square district. Civic uses, including but not
limited to, government offices, churches, schools, and parks are generally allowed. The figure below shows the land uses that are
allowable in Single-Family Residential districts.
Special Standards
The following is a list of elements that should be considered when developing the new zoning ordinance for this type of land use.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Accessory Dwellings
Accessory Buildings
Setbacks
Building Width – Minimum and Maximum
Height – Minimum and Maximum
Floor Area – Minimum
Lot Size – Minimum and Maximum
Impervious Surface Area
Parking Requirements
Window Requirements – Minimum size
Roof Requirements – Water Drainage
Foundation Requirements
Exterior Lighting Requirements
Bedroom to Bathroom Ratio
Exterior Façade Requirements

Single-Family
SemiDetached
Housing
Single-family
Detached
Housing

Civic Uses

SingleFamily
Residential
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Large-Lot Residential
This zoning type is utilized for areas within city limits that are largely undeveloped. The only housing types allowable in these zones
are single-family households and cabins. Up to five cabins may be grouped together on the same lot. Minimum lot sizes are set at
five acres to encourage denser infill development instead of greenfield subdivision development. All non-cabin developments must
be accompanied by support infrastructure that is financed, at least in part, by the developer. Civic uses, including but not limited to,
government offices, churches, and schools, are generally not allowed. Parks are allowable under some circumstances. The figure
below shows the land uses that are allowable in Large-Lot Residential districts.
Special Standards
The following is a list of elements that should be considered when developing the new zoning ordinance for this type of land use.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Accessory Dwellings
Accessory Buildings
Setbacks
Building Width – Minimum and Maximum
Height – Minimum and Maximum
Floor Area – Minimum
Lot Size – Minimum and Maximum
Impervious Surface Area
Parking Requirements
Window Requirements – Minimum size
Roof Requirements – Water Drainage
Foundation Requirements
Exterior Lighting Requirements
Bedroom to Bathroom Ratio
Exterior Façade Requirements

Cabins
Single-Family
Detached
Housing
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Parks or
Recreation

Large-Lot
Residential
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Mobile Home Residential
There is only one Mobile Home Residential district in Leon. It is the current location of a mobile home park. The primary purpose of
this district is to allow the individuals who are currently living in the mobile home park to stay in their homes or encourage the owners
of the manufactured homes to improve the living conditions and quality of the property. These districts are required to have a
communal structure that houses storm shelters. Civic uses, including but not limited to, government offices, churches, schools, and
parks are generally not allowed. The figure below shows the land uses that are allowable in Mobile Home Residential districts.
Special Standards
The following is a list of elements that should be considered when developing the new zoning ordinance for this type of land use.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Accessory Dwellings
Accessory Buildings
Setbacks
Building Width – Minimum and Maximum
Height – Minimum and Maximum
Floor Area – Minimum
Lot Size – Minimum and Maximum
Impervious Surface Area
Parking Requirements
Window Requirements – Minimum size
Roof Requirements – Water Drainage
Foundation Requirements
Exterior Lighting Requirements
Bedroom to Bathroom Ratio
Exterior Façade Requirements

Communal
Support
Buildings

Manufactured
Homes

Mobile
Home
Residential

119

Forward 2040 – Land Use, Resource Protection, and Hazards

Mixed Use Land Uses/Zoning Districts
Mixed-Use Square
This zoning district was created to address the unique needs of the Leon Square. It is meant to preserve the aesthetic, viability, and
functionality of the blocks surrounding the Decatur County Courthouse. It should also help transform the Square into a place in Leon
to be instead of a place to go. No single-family housing is allowed in this district to promote density in what should be the city’s core.
This district allows for horizontal and vertical combinations of pedestrian-oriented retail, office, multi-family or upper-story housing,
and parking. Active use (retail) is required on the street side of the ground floor in buildings that were originally built for such purposes.
Incentive zoning should be utilized in this district to perform streetscape projects in this zone. Civic uses, including but not limited to,
government offices, churches, schools, and parks are generally allowed but discouraged. The figure below shows the land uses that
are allowable in Mixed-Use Square districts.
Special Standards
The following is a list of elements that should be considered when developing the new zoning ordinance.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Accessory Dwellings
Accessory Buildings
Build-to Zones (front setbacks)
Setbacks
Height – Minimum and Maximum
Floor Area – Minimum and Maximum
Parking Requirements
Window Requirements – Minimum size
and design
Roof Requirements
Foundation Requirements
Exterior Lighting Requirements
Exterior Signage Requirements
Bedroom to Bathroom Ratio
Exterior Façade Requirements

Upper-Story
Residential

MultiFamily
Residential
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Small
Commercial

Mixed
UseSquare

Civic Uses

Mixed-Use Corridor
This zoning district was created as a transitional zone between Mixed-Use Square and all other zones. It is also meant to serve as a
commercial and residential district along the highways that run through Leon. General commercial developments (commercial land
uses that require larger buildings and parking lots) are allowable in this district. Single-family residential and multi-family residential
(up to eight units per acre) are allowable on parcels not located on an intersection of the highways. Lots located on the intersections
of the highways are permitted to hold all scales of commercial and residential uses. Civic uses, including but not limited to, government
offices, churches, schools, and parks are generally allowed. The figure below shows the land uses that are allowable in Mixed-Use
Corridor districts.
Special Standards
The following is a list of elements that should be considered when developing the new zoning ordinance for this type of land use.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Accessory Dwellings
Accessory Buildings
Build-to Zones
Setbacks
Height – Minimum and Maximum
Floor Area – Minimum and Maximum
Parking Requirements
Window Requirements – Minimum size
Roof Requirements
Foundation Requirements
Exterior Lighting Requirements
Bedroom to Bathroom Ratio
Exterior Façade Requirements

General
Commercial
Multi-Family
Housing
(Intersections
only)

Single-Family
Housing
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Small and Large
Commercial
(Intersections
only)

MixedUse
Corridor

Civic Uses
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Mixed-Use Non-Corridor
The Mixed-Use Non-Corridor districts are anchored by multi-family housing unit(s) and located away from the highways. Multi-family
housing (greater than eight units per acre), single-family attached housing, single-family semi-detached, and small commercial
developments are allowable in this zone. Non-residential development is designed to serve the needs of the multi-family housing
anchor and the surrounding neighborhood. Civic uses, including but not limited to, government offices, churches, schools, and parks
are generally allowed. The figure below shows the land uses that are allowable in Mixed-Use Non-Corridor districts.
Special Standards
The following is a list of elements that should be considered when developing the new zoning ordinance for this type of land use.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Accessory Dwellings
Accessory Buildings
Build-to Zones
Setbacks
Height – Minimum and Maximum
Floor Area – Minimum and Maximum
Parking Requirements
Window Requirements – Minimum size
Roof Requirements
Foundation Requirements
Exterior Lighting Requirements
Bedroom to Bathroom Ratio
Exterior Façade Requirements

Single-Family
Attached
Housing

Multi-Family
Housing
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Single-Family
SemiDetached
Housing

MixedUse NonCorridor

Small
Commercial

Civic Uses

Mixed-Use Business
The Mixed-Use Business districts are designed for light industrial or large commercial uses that would not otherwise fit the scale of
the other zones. Light industrial is characterized by manufacturing, assembling, warehousing, or related processes that do not
generate noticeable external effects on the surrounding land uses. Large commercial is characterized by commercial businesses that
require large land areas in order to operate efficiently including orchards, cattle sale barns, auction sites, or other businesses that
require on-site storage. This district also has more incentive and performance zoning standards when compared to the other mixeduse zones to protect the social and environmental resiliency of Leon. Civic uses, including but not limited to, government offices,
churches, schools, and parks are generally not allowed. The figure below shows the land uses that are allowable in Mixed-Use Business
districts.
Special Standards
The following is a list of elements that should be considered when developing the new zoning ordinance for this type of land use.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Setbacks
Height – Minimum and Maximum
Lot Size – Minimum and Maximum
Parking Requirements
Window Requirements – Minimum size
Roof Requirements
Foundation Requirements
Exterior Lighting Requirements
Auditory, visual, somatosensory, or
olfactory requirements

Large
Commercial

Light
Industrial

MixedUse
Business
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Other Land Uses/Zoning Districts
Industrial
In most scenarios, industrial land uses are not utilized within city limits of small towns like Leon. This is simply due to the fact that the
cost of locating a new industrial plant inside of city limits severely outweighs the benefits while the opposite is true for locating a new
plant just outside of city limits. But, Leon has a lot of undeveloped land. Making some of this land available for industries that want
to locate within city limits is easy to do and does not significantly take away from other zoning districts. If heavy industries (industrial
land uses with significant external visual, auditory, somatosensory, or olfactory effects on surrounding land uses) decide to locate in
Leon, it should be ensured that the industry does not impose adverse effects on the economic, social, and environmental resilience
capacities of Leon. Therefore, only light and heavy industrial land uses are allowed in this zoning district. Civic uses, including but not
limited to, government offices, churches, schools, and parks are generally not allowed. The figure below shows the land uses that are
allowable in Industrial districts.
Special Standards
The following is a list of elements that should be considered when developing the new zoning ordinance.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Setbacks
Height – Minimum and Maximum
Lot Size – Minimum and Maximum
Parking Requirements
Window Requirements – Minimum size
Roof Requirements
Foundation Requirements
Exterior Lighting Requirements

Light
Industrial

Heavy
Industrial
Industrial
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Public, Institutional, or Utilities
These zoning districts include all types of public and non-profit facilities and services as well as public utilities. They can often be
located in almost any other district, such as residential, commercial, and industrial. Review of these proposals often includes traffic
management, project design, and land use intensity to be consistent with surrounding land uses. When facilities and uses have similar
impacts as industrial operations, it would make sense to locate them in industrial areas or buffered from residential uses. The figure
below shows the land uses that are allowable in Public, Institutional, or Utilities districts.
Special Standards
The standards for each Public, Institutional, or Utilities district should be matched to the standards of the surrounding district. In the
case that the lot is surrounded by multiple districts, the standards of the district that surrounds the highest percentage of the lot lines
should be followed.

Semi-Public
Offices and
Facilities
Public
Offices and
Facilities

Utility
Facilities

Public,
Institutional,
or Utilities
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Other civic
facilities
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Green Space
This zoning district is meant for publicly-owned undeveloped space, publicly-owned recreational space, cemeteries, and privatelyowned recreational space. These zones should expand over time as the economic and social climate of the city changes. Eventually,
these districts should be connected with trails and include three regional trailheads. Green Space districts should be used to protect
natural resources located within city limits as well. These zones can only be designated by the property owner to avoid legal issues.
The figure below shows the land uses that are allowable in Green Space districts.
Special Standards
All Green Spaces should be accessible for individuals of varying levels of mobility and disability.

Publicly-owned
outdoor
recreation
space

Publicly-Owned
Undeveloped
Space

Cemeteries

Green
Space
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Privately-owned
outdoor
recreation
space

Special Land Use/Zoning Districts
Flood District
This overlay district is based around the 100-year and 500-year floodplains located in the city limits of Leon. They can be extended
extraterritorially if the proper procedures are followed. This overlay district only allows public or private park and recreational areas
to exist within its boundaries. Existing structures are allowed to remain in their current capacity unless they are severely damaged by
natural flooding, sufficient preventative flood mitigation strategies are implemented, or the current land use discontinues.
Planned Unit Developments (PUDs)
This district, while not included on the future land use map, is created to allow for experimental or progressive development types
that would not otherwise completely fit within the regulations of previous zoning districts. This could include, but is not limited to,
tiny home communities, new urbanism communities, or LEED communities. PUDs are approved largely at the discretion of City staff
and elected officials. However, PUDs should always be approved with the economic, social, and environmental resilience capacity of
the city in mind as well as the health, safety, welfare, and morals of the residents. The public should be consulted in instances of
particularly controversial or unique plans.
Special Standards
The following is a list of elements that should not be modified from the original zoning district standards when considering these types
of land uses and developments.
•
•
•
•
•

Height
Roof Requirements – Water Drainage
Window Requirements
Exterior Lighting
Bedroom to Bathroom Ratio

A summary of future land use statistics is shown on the next page
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Land Use
Single-Family Residential
Large-Lot Residential
Mobile Home Residential
Mixed Use-Square
Mixed Use-Corridor
Mixed Use-Non-Corridor
Mixed Use-Business
Industrial
Public, Institutional, and
Utilities
Green Space

Largest Parcel Size
(acres)
31.6
39.3
3.3
0.4
27.6
5.1
40.0
39.4

Average Parcel Size
(acres)
0.4
9.5
3.3
0.1
0.9
1.1
7.1
17.3

Median Parcel Size
(acres)
0.2
6.9
3.3
0.1
0.2
0.3
3.7
11.2

Total
Acres
348
485
3
5
177
21
262
138

25.2

2.9

1.2

130

38.3

6.5

1.6

221

Figure 9-14: Summary of Future Land Usage | Estimated using GIS data

Future Land Use Percentages
Single-Family Residential
12%

Large-Lot Residential

19%

Mobile Home Residential, Mixed UseSquare, and Mixed Use-Non-Corridor
Mixed Use-Corridor

7%

8%
Mixed Use-Business
Industrial

27%

15%

Public, Institutional, and Utilities
10%

Green Space

2%
Figure 9-15: Future Land Use Percentages | Estimated using GIS data
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Extraterritorial Land Use/Zoning Districts
It is recommended that the City of Leon take the necessary steps required by State of Iowa code to enact extraterritorial zoning. Doing
so would help Leon encourage development inside of city limits by preventing clustering around the borders, which is seen on the
north and south sides of town. The residential clusters, while they allow people to live free from certain unwanted restrictions, also
allow non-Leon residents to
cause general wear and tear
on the infrastructure of Leon
without paying most of the
taxes that are needed to
maintain that infrastructure.
This burden of maintenance
instead falls on the shoulders
of residents. Adopting the
recommended extraterritorial
future land use map could
assist in encouraging those
residents to live inside of city
limits or request annexation.

Figure 9-16: Suggested Future Extraterritorial Land Use Map
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Extraterritorial Land Uses/Zoning Districts
Rural Residential
This zoning district is utilized only for parcels that are located, at least partially, within one mile of Leon city limits. This land use type
is characterized by
• Minimum lot sizes of eight acres
• Single-family detached housing
• Commercial land use under certain circumstances
• Regulations of wind turbines and agricultural uses
Agricultural Residential
This zoning district is utilized only for land that is greater than one mile away from Leon city limits but less than two miles away from
Leon city limits. This land type is characterized by
• Single-family detached housing
• No other zoning restrictions
Mixed-Use Rural
This zoning district is utilized only for parcels that are within two miles of Leon city limits and adjacent to the Highways. This land use
type is characterized by
• Single-family detached housing
• All commercial types
• All industrial types
o If within 200 yards of housing, light-industrial only
o Outside of 200-yard radius of housing, all industrial types allowed
Public
This zoning district is made up of all publicly-owned or semi-publicly-owned land. This includes Little River Recreation Area, county
facilities, and utilities. These can be located in any of the above districts, given that they are of equal or lesser land use intensity.
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Annexations
Overall, it is in the best interest of the city to annex as little land as possible. Promoting more compact infill development should be
the priority moving forward. However, municipal utilities extend outside of city limits in two places. These locations are along the
highway north of town and is along the highway east of town. Annexing, or at the very least raising municipal utility rates substantially
to Decatur County residents benefitting from this service, should be explored. Figure 9-17 identifies areas for annexation. Annexation
outside of these designated areas is not advised. Annexation should be guided by the feasibility of serving land with infrastructure, as
well as meeting market demands. Leon should not pursue annexation if the process becomes politically or socially damaging to the
city and its residents. All annexation requests should be evaluated by the costs of providing services (utilities and infrastructures)
compared to potential tax revenues, economic development, and overall community impact.
North Annexation
The north annexation, as identified in Figure 9-17, should be the primary focus of all initial annexation talks. Annexing this area would
bring tax revenue and partially end the extraterritorial municipal utility services. Only parcels adjacent to the highway should be
absorbed unless property owners to the east or west of the highway request annexation. If land not directly adjacent to the highway
is annexed, it should be zoned Large-Lot Residential while the land directly adjacent to the highway should be zoned Mixed-Use
Corridor or Mixed-Use Business and Industrial to match the future land use map patterns.
East Annexation
The east annexation, as identified in Figure 9-17, should be the secondary focus of annexation talks. Annexing this area would similarly
bring tax revenue and completely end the extraterritorial municipal utility services from the City of Leon to surrounding Decatur
County residents if completed after the north annexation. Only parcels directly adjacent to the highway should be annexed unless
property owners to the north or south request annexation. If land not directly adjacent to the highway is annexed, it should be zoned
Large Lot Residential while the land directly adjacent to the highway should be zoned Mixed-Use Corridor or Mixed-Use Business to
match the future land use map patterns.
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Figure 9-17: Annexation Map
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Recommendations, Objectives, and Implementation
The following recommendations and objectives are based on the information presented in this chapter along with various
communications with City staff and residents. Each recommendation and objective are grouped into one of four timeframes in which
the recommendation or objective should be accomplished. Those timeframes are ongoing, short (1-5 years), medium (6-10 years), or
long (11-20 years).
Recommendation 1: Implement simple and effective land use policies that discourage unwanted effects upon sensitive or unique land
uses and encourage a mix of land uses to improve overall quality of life for residents (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 1.1 – Use the Current and Future Land Use Maps as guides for the City of Leon to use during zoning/land use decision making
processes (Ongoing)
• 1.2 – Ensure that new development has adequate services (Ongoing)
• 1.3 – Integrate development with the natural environment through green building and site planning practices (Ongoing)
• 1.4 – Implement the recommended zoning scheme with special requirements regarding the special standards (found earlier in
this chapter) (Short)
• 1.5 – Develop regulations to reduce blight and visual clutter (Short)
Recommendation 2: Provide adequate land use options for all types of development that conform to the natural landscape, promote
compact and contiguous development, and ensure that sensitive areas/land uses are protected from potential harm (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 2.1 – Avoid annexing additional land into the city. If annexation must occur, only annex in the designated annexation areas
(Figure 9-10) (Ongoing)
• 2.2 – Implement large setbacks and less dense development around environmentally sensitive areas/land uses (Short)
Recommendation 3: Mitigate identified hazards in the Decatur County Hazard Mitigation Plan (Ongoing)
Objectives:
• 3.1 – Participate in the hazard mitigation planning process for the county hazard mitigation plan – possibly in 2020 (Short)
• 3.2 – Utilize the hazard mitigation plan to identify and complete projects that will mitigate potential hazards (Ongoing)
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