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Iowa Smart Planning Draft Recommendations 
Comments from Iowa DOT 

 

 
Recommendation 1: Establish a framework to coordinate smart planning, 
geographic information and data systems, and state level investment. 
 

 The Iowa Department of Transportation (DOT) has utilized a robust regional planning 
process since the early 1990s.  This process involves coordinated regional and 
metropolitan planning with nine Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPO) and 18 
Regional Planning Affiliations (RPA).  In most cases, the RPAs are actually staffed by 
the Council of Government (COG) and the borders are consistent.  Some of the MPOs 
are staffed by COGs as well. However, there are some RPAs and MPOs that are staffed 
by other organizations and/or have different regional boundaries.  This is certainly the 
situation with other types of regional planning occurring in Iowa as well.  From the Iowa 
DOT perspective, it would have been ideal if the regional Smart Planning framework 
exactly matched Iowa DOT’s regional planning framework; however, we recognize the 
rationale for the proposed regional Smart Planning structure.  In order to accommodate 
differences that will exist in planning frameworks, the Smart Planning framework needs 
to acknowledge those differences and discuss how they will all work together in a 
manner that respects the federal and/or state laws and regulations that may guide those 
frameworks. 

 The draft recommendation would benefit from more detail regarding how they will be 
expected to review the regional plans.  For example, are they going to just assure the 13 
smart plan elements are addressed or will they also review and approve specific details 
of the plan?  Might OPGIS object to the level in which other transportation modes are 
promoted in the plan or would they just assure that transportation diversity is included in 
the plan? 

 The framework would benefit from additional clarity regarding decision-making authority 
related to smart planning.  For example, how much authority will OPGIS have in 
approving regional smart plans? 

 
Recommendation 1.1: Establish the GIS & Data Systems and Planning 
Coordination Councils, and the Office of Planning and Geographic Information 
Systems (OPGIS). 
 

 Further discussion regarding the role of the two councils is warranted.  Does having two 
councils add value or will it serve to fragment and weaken OPGIS?  How will competing 
priorities of the councils be addressed by OPGIS?  Should the councils play more of an 
advisory than strategic role in the process? 

 There are a lot of members proposed for the councils (15 for the GIS and Data Systems 
Council and 19 for the Planning Coordination Council).  This may make it challenging for 
the councils to be effective.  

 
Recommendation 1.2: Integrate the Smart Planning Principles into the State’s 
Enterprise Strategic Planning Process. 
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Recommendation 1.3: Iowa Councils of Governments (COGs) should serve as the 
geographic entities for regional smart plans. 
 

 As discussed earlier, no matter what planning framework is recommended and ultimately 
adopted, there will be differences with other existing regional planning frameworks.  We 
support the recommendation that COGs serve as the geographic entities but they will 
need to recognize and accommodate the different mechanisms that exist as they 
develop regional Smart Plans. 

 
Recommendation 1.4: A Planning Advisory Committee (PAC) for each region 
should be established by the COGs for local smart plan review. 
 

 It may be helpful to define or recommend the preferred composition of the Planning 
Advisory Committees.  This would aid consistent application of this recommendation 
across the COGs.  

 The second required element of a “Smart Plan”  -  address prevention and mitigation of, 
response to and recovery from catastrophic flooding- is pretty broad.  Eventually, 
additional guidance will be helpful for COG’s to review this element in local Smart Plans. 

 
Recommendation 1.5: A COG or COGs should be established in central Iowa for 
the seven counties (Boone, Dallas, Jasper, Marion, Polk, Story, and Warren 
Counties) not currently served or served in-part by an existing COG by June 30, 
2015. 
 

 While this would be ideal, the creation of a central Iowa COG will be challenging.  A 
backup alternative should be considered, such as utilizing the existing RPA process 
staffed by the Des Moines MPO.   

 
Recommendation 1.6: Identify “State of Iowa Smart Planning Goals and 
Benchmarks” as goals for the OPGIS. 
 

 Establishment of benchmarks and goals is necessary and should be developed and 
agreed upon by all parties.  The benchmarks in the document should be considered 
examples with the final benchmarks developed through a cooperative planning process. 

 Guidance for data collection will need to be developed by OPGIS and, to the greatest 
extent possible, OPGIS should be responsible for collecting the data to assure uniform 
reporting.  

 Regarding benchmark 1.1.1, the number of public input sessions is not nearly as 
important as the location, timing, and outreach methodology for each.  

 Regarding benchmark 3.2.1, a decrease in the number of vehicle miles traveled per 
capita cannot be addressed through multimodal transportation alone and is not a 
realistic goal.  A more realistic goal might be a reduction in the growth rate of VMT. 

 Regarding strategy 4.1, the use of Priority Growth Areas should flow out of local and 
regional Smart Plans or from legislation. 
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Recommendation 2: Require completion of regional comprehensive smart plans 
within 5 years after legislation is enacted.  
 

 As discussed previously, the regional comprehensive smart plan process needs to 
address and accommodate other regional planning frameworks such as the 
transportation planning framework currently utilized.  From the other perspective, this 
recommendation should encourage the inclusion of smart planning principles in other 
planning activities such as the development of the regional/metropolitan long-range 
transportation plans.  This should also include discussion of how to cooperate regionally 
in the development of all plans.  

 
Recommendation 3: Create financial incentives and offer technical assistance to 
incent smart planning at both the regional and local levels. 
 
 
Recommendation 3.1: Create a sustainable funding source for regional smart 
planning conducted by COGs.  
 
 
Recommendation 3.2: Create a sustainable funding source for a smart planning 
grant program at the state level for local smart plan development and 
implementation.  
 

 This is a good idea but a plan needs to be in place to support local communities, 
particularly smaller communities, so that they can develop local smart plans with minimal 
expense.  The COGs will need to play a vital role in supporting hundreds of Iowa cities 
that have no full-time staff and limited funds to undertake local smart plan development. 

 
Recommendation 3.3: Expand the menu of financing options available to local 
governments to develop and implement smart plans.  
 
 
Recommendation 3.4: Provide training and technical assistance to state agencies 
to facilitate integration of the Smart Planning Principles into state investment 
decision-making processes, particularly grant programs.  
 
 
Recommendation 3.5: State agencies should set a threshold of or give additional 
consideration for having a qualified smart plan to receive state funding for 
infrastructure and public facilities projects that affect land use, transportation, 
stormwater management, and floodplain protection, where appropriate.  
 

 It seems likely that incentivizing smart plan creation by providing additional consideration 
on grant applications may leave behind the smaller communities with limited resources. 
Per the discussion in recommendation 3.2, a simple process needs to be in place so that 
small communities can develop local smart plans and be able to have access to this 
additional consideration.  
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Recommendation 3.6: Create a smart planning education program for local 
government staff, officials and the public.  
 

 Good recommendation. 

 
Recommendation 3.7: Develop a smart planning toolbox to be housed at OPGIS 
that will serve as a one-stop shop for smart planning information and resources. 
 

 Good recommendation.  
 
Recommendation 3.8: Develop an accessible statewide GIS and data system. 

 

 This recommendation proposes that the GIS Coordinating Council and OPGIS “work 

with existing providers to collect, standardize, and house data at a central location.”   

Some regions and municipalities might be hesitant to provide the state (or whatever is 

the designated entity) with all of their GIS data.  Many times it has taken a tremendous 

amount of work to get the data into a useable GIS form.   OPGIS and the GIS 

Coordinating Council will need to recognize this issue and work to minimize the 

concerns and effort.  The fact that the GIS Coordinating Council represents all levels 

should be a benefit. 

 As referenced in the draft recommendations, the New York State GIS Clearinghouse is a 

resource that functions as a statewide dataset directory rather than a centralized GIS 

repository.  Users can see what datasets exist, who hosts it, and who to contact to 

obtain the information.  This still reduces duplication of efforts, but communities and 

regions don’t have to give up their data to the state.  We understand that this concept is 

envisioned in the recommendations and we support its use in Iowa as appropriate. 

 
Recommendation 4: Develop a watershed planning and coordination program by 
creating goals and strategies referencing land use for each of Iowa’s nine major 
river basins. 
 
 
 
Recommendation 5: Make the definition of “local comprehensive plan” uniform 
throughout the Iowa Code. 
 
 


