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P u r P o s e 
the primary goal for the merle Hay road gateway is to create a unified vision 
for district transformation.  the gateway area is truly at the front door to the 
community and the current condition of the vacant hotel property and other 
underutilized properties in the area creates an eyesore and public safety con-
cern that detracts from other potential in the district.  the master plan will 
guide and shape the transformation of the district and create a strategy for 
implementation to allow this area to become a unique and thriving destina-
tion for the city of Johnston and the des moines metro area.

A P P r o A c h
In order to implement the recommendations for the merle Hay road gateway 
identified in the Johnston 2030 Comprehensive plan, a more detailed look at 
the area was required.   examination of this district can best be accomplished 
through the creation of a master plan for the merle Hay road gateway area 
that can guide and provide a framework for development and redevelopment 
in and around what is a primary entrance to the community.  the City of John-
ston hired the consulting firm Hoisington Koegler group, inc. to assist the city 
in the creation of a unified vision for the area.  Key aspects of the planning pro-
cess include establishing a better understanding of the existing conditions, 
exploring the possibilities for the area, and ultimately developing a master 
plan based on the critical evaluation, stakeholder and community feedback 
and the current market conditions for the study area. 

the first step in the process was to integrate the findings from the market 
analysis update developed by aeCom economics completed in 2012. the in-
formation in the study was used to help establish a potential development 
program and appropriate uses based on market conditions post-recession.  
the redevelopment master plan also includes an integrated community and 
stakeholder engagement process to better align the goals and aspirations of 
the community with property owners in the district.  a combination of one-
on-one meetings with stakeholders including the owner of the hotel site, the 
owners of the car dealerships, smaller commercial land owners along the cor-
ridor, existing homeowners and land developers who own property in the 
Heard gardens area, were conducted to identify long-term property owner in-
terests and goals.  In addition the planning process included numerous touch 
points with the Johnston planning and Zoning Commission, City Council and 

cHaPter 1 – Project background

city staff to better understand the goals for the district and specific dynamics 
surrounding land use, transportation, utilities and parks and recreation com-
ponents related to the district.  

Following the market analysis summary and listening sessions, a range of con-
cept alternatives were developed, exploring various land uses, densities, de-
velopment programs, levels of amenities and innovative design approaches 
to open space stormwater management.  these alternatives were reviewed 
by city staff, the planning and Zoning Commission, stakeholder groups and 
unveiled at a community open house to gather additional feedback about 
the ideas generated.  synthesizing the input from the community and key 
stakeholders, a preferred master plan was developed that outlines the vision 
for gateway area in terms of land use, development form, transportation and 
parks and recreation improvements.   the identification of practical, strategic 
tools and financial mechanisms needed for successful implementation were 
identified and vetted with the City’s public finance consultant northland se-
curities to better understand the viability of redevelopment.  the consultant 
team also prepared a promotional brochure that can be used by the City and 
the Johnston economic development Corporation (JedCo) to attract devel-
oper interest to the district.

Merle Hay Road in Johnston near the Interstate 35/80 interchange.
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I s s u e s ,  o P P o r t u n I t I e s ,  A d j A c e n c I e s  &  c o n f l I c t s :
through the combination of stakeholder listening sessions, working meet-
ings with City staff and conversations with the City of Johnston planning and 
Zoning Commission numerous challenges to redevelopment became appar-
ent, however, the districts location near the Interstate 35/80 interchange, the 
surrounding natural amenities and the City of Johnston’s overall quality of 
life provide tremendous opportunities for redevelopment.  the following is a 
summary of the issues and opportunities apparent in the redevelopment of 
the merle Hay road gateway area:

Issues:
•	 there is no vision or continuity for the district.  a master developer could 

be utilized in conjunction with a unifying redevelopment framework 
providing the necessary guidance and vision for the gateway area.

•	 there is no identity or brand for the gateway area and no continuity.
•	 traffic on merle Hay road is a significant problem and must be solved 

for the district to be successful.  Currently, people avoid this corridor as 
traffic backs up to the north waiting to get onto the interstate.

•	 the visibility into the site is poor, especially traveling westbound on 
Interstate 35/80.  a coordinated effort between the Iowa department 
of transportation, the department of natural resources and the City of 
Johnston will be needed.

•	 Floodplain impacts.  approximately half the study area is encumbered 
by floodplain from Beaver Creek and coordination with the dnr and 
the army Corp of engineers in needed for redevelopment planning. 

•	 not all sites are immediately ready for redevelopment.  relocation, 
demolition and site assembly will be needed to unlock the true value of 
land in the corridor. 

Opportunities:
•	 there is an opportunity to create unique draw for the des moines metro 

area due to the central location and interstate interchange proximity.
•	 there is an opportunity to create a significant, marquee project at 

the hotel site to create a draw for the district and the merle Hay road 
corridor in Johnston.

•	 unifying the entire stretch of merle Hay road from the Heard gardens 
area to the hotel site to create a distinct and identifiable district.

•	 the redevelopment plan should take advantage of the natural 
surroundings.  potential opportunities include:

 » Higher end retail and restaurants with a strong orientation to the 
creek amenity;

 » Corporate office site along the creek;
 » market rate to luxury rental properties with access to the natural 

amenities and trails;
 » water recreation including canoe/kayak along the creek, and;
 » new hotel with a sustainable / ecological theme.

•	 Create a stronger connection to the regional recreational amenities.  
the current boating and water recreation at saylorville lake and the 
Beaver Creek Bike trail are strong assets.

•	 longer-term regional recreation opportunities to the east including 
the quarries and the floodplain area for the des moines river.  potential 
opportunities include regional recreation centers, conference centers 
and facilities to create a draw and economic engine tied to natural 
resources and recreation.

Additional Considerations:
•	 there should be a balance between achieving as much density, 

intensity and value on the buildable sites of the district as possible in 
order to preserve and enhance the existing natural resource areas and 
transform other flood prone areas into better functioning active and 
passive park uses, stormwater treatment and restoration areas.

•	 Consider the long-term viability of the auto dealerships in the corridor.  
the merle Hay road corridor used to be defined as the merle Hay 
auto mile, but over the last ten years more and more dealerships are 
relocating the west metro.

•	 reaching out to larger metro area employers as potential end uses for 
the hotel site should be explored.

The vacant hotel and diner create an eyesore and nuisance problem today, but represent a strong redevelopment opportunity.
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I d e n t I f y I n g  r e d e v e l o P m e n t  o P P o r t u n I t I e s :
Currently there are multiple properties that are underutilized within the dis-
trict.  the hotel site is the prime example, and when combined with the small-
er parcels immediately adjacent to the site on merle Hay road a stronger op-
portunity for redevelopment exists.  the Budget storage facility immediately 
north of the hotel property also fits in the category of potential site assembly.  
the existing Quik trip has expressed interest in updating or redeveloping their 
property with a newer facility, and potentially slightly expanding their site.  
this project should be considered with redevelopment of the hotel property. 

west of merle Hay road, the Christenson property has development potential 
on the upper tier of the property out of the floodplain.  the industrial property 
within the floodplain should be relocated and the entire floodplain area below 
the commercial businesses as an opportunity to develop into both active and 
passive park uses.

the Heard gardens area is the most readily available for redevelopment, but 
is constrained by a large transmission line bisecting the site east to west.  the 
northern portion of this area possesses a handful of older single family homes 
intermixed with land currently owned by a prospective development com-
pany.  areas along merle Hay road are likely candidates for earlier redevelop-
ment.

The Heard Gardens area is most readily available for redevelopment and land abutting Merle Hay Road will likely develop earlier.

Portion of the Budget Storage facility east of Merle Hay Road are located within the Floodfringe and are susceptible to flooding.

A handful of single family homes remain on the northern portion of the Heard Gardens site.

The industrial area below the upper tier of commercial businesses on Merle Hay Road is not seen as a long-term use for the district.
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redevelopment opportunItIes map
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h I s t o r y  A n d  c o n t e x t :
merle Hay road is a significant north/south corridor in the des moines met-
ropolitan area.  the gateway area is at the extreme southern end of corridor 
in Johnston.   the roadway connects to the regional recreational amenities at 
saylorville lake and Camp dodge on to the north and the Cities of urbandale 
and des moines to the south.  Historically, the corridor was identified as the 
“merle Hay auto mile” and emerged as the premier commercial corridor in the 
mid-century with a heavy focus of automobile dealerships and the merle Hay 
mall as a primary destination.  the corridor is the central spine for the eastern 
half of the City of Johnston.  Bound on the west by Beaver Creek and the as-
sociated natural area and to the east by the expansive floodplain of the des 
moines river, development potential is limited surrounding the study area in-
fluencing what can be developed in this area from a market perspective.

cHaPter 2 – exIstIng condItIons

as previously identified in the 2030 land use plan, improvements to the 
roadway, the bridge over Beaver Creek and the addition of community entry 
signage and landscaping improvements create an attractive entrance to the 
community.  the expanded roadway width seeks to accommodate the large 
volumes of traffic entering and exiting Interstate 35/80.  Beyond the infrastruc-
ture and aesthetic improvements over the last 10 years however, the presence 
of the vacant, deteriorating hotel and the general scattered nature of busi-
nesses in the area creates a less than desirable “front door” entrance into John-
ston along the merle Hay road.

the currently boarded up hotel has outlived its useful life and needs to be 
demolished.  the complex of metal storage and service/warehouse buildings 
on the west side of merle Hay road, just below the tier of frontage businesses 
is also not viewed as a long-term land use, and the same can be said for the 
Budget storage facility just north of the hotel site.  additionally, there are a 
combination of older commercial buildings that are too small to accommo-
date change, some are former houses, and should be replaced over time by 
larger, more permanent commercial uses reflective of the corridors scale and 
significance.  the merle Hay road gateway will always have more of an auto 
orientation adjacent to the roadway and will likely see larger scale users in the 
future.

redevelopment of the merle Hay road gateway area is complicated due to 
a number of factors including multiple property ownerships, the designated 
floodplain that largely surrounds the area, periodic flooding, and market con-
ditions.  Flood-prone areas greatly impact the land use pattern as roughly half 
of the total study area is encumbered with floodplain and the combination 
of flood forest canopy limits the viability of certain parcels to see significant 
future real estate investments.  

The industrial area below the upper tier of commercial businesses on Merle Hay Road is not seen as a long-term use for the district.
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Context map:

joHnston 2030 land use MaP

Figure 4.2 - Context Map - Highlighting the surrounding regional  and city recreation areas. 
Figure 4.1 - Current Planned Land Use Map
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e x I s t I n g  l A n d  u s e s
Commercial:
the lithia family of auto dealerships (audi, acura and volkswagen) anchor the 
larger scale commercial users in the district and are envisioned to remain for 
the long-term in the corridor.  the recently upgraded americInn Hotel is situ-
ated behind the dealership on the west side of merle Hay road.  smaller retail 
and service uses line the corridor to the north and include fast food and fast 
casual restaurants, a veterinary hospital, car wash, used car lot and a Quik trip 
gas station at the off-ramp of Interstate 35/80.

Industrial:
there are two areas of industrial use in the district today.  a newer, multi-ten-
ant light industrial set of buildings exist along the southern side of Johnston 
drive.  these buildings have commercial front toward Johnson drive and due 
to topography, walk out to the south with outdoor storage behind.  to the 
west of merle Hay road below the commercial tier of uses a larger area of 
metal sheds, contractor yards and outdoor storage exists.  this area is periodi-
cally flooded and possess numerous environmental concerns and is not seen 
as appropriate long-term land use in this location.

Office: 
smaller professional office spaces are more or less integrated with multi-ten-
ant, commercial type buildings near the intersection of Johnston drive and 
merle Hay road.  limited office development exists in the study area today.

Single Family Residential:
Currently a few, scattered single family homes remain in the study area, most 
of which are older and in disrepair and some have been converted to com-
mercial uses on the southern end of the district.  single-family housing exists 
along merle Hay road north of the Heard gardens site and range in size and 
depth, a common pattern on the eastern side of the community.  assembly of 
these properties is anticipated over time to create a more unified redevelop-
ment pattern for the area. 

The former hotel and diner building need to be demolished to create redevelopment interest in the corridor.

The Dragon Car Wash and other smaller fast food and fast casual restaurants line Merle Hay Road on the west.

Multi-tenant light industrial buildings with outdoor storage exist south of Johnston Drive.
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Open Space: 
the natural area surrounding Beaver Creek and the trail corridor running along 
the creek are a true asset to the district.  However, today the wooded area be-
hind the hotel does not feel safe as it is enclosed and isolated from view.  the 
creek provides and water recreation potential and scenic views.  the trail con-
nects to the regional system to the south and east under interstate 35/80 and 
back to the northwest of the community and neighboring park amenities such 
as terra lake and lew Clarkson park.

t r A n s P o r t A t I o n
merle Hay road is the signature street for district and sees heavy traffic at peak 
times in the morning and evening and is often thought of as a corridor to 
avoid.  However the long distances between interchanges to the east and west 
funnel traffic to the interchange at Interstate 35/80.  saylorville lake, Camp 
dodge and the dupont pioneer Headquarters are major destinations in the 
region and traffic through the corridor will continue to exist.  today the road-
way is a five lane road section with two lanes of traffic in both directions and a 
shared center turn lane to allow cross or left turning movements to individual 
business on either side of the corridor.  as traffic volumes continue to grow 
overtime, access management strategies may be needed to enhance safety 
improve traffic flow.  the investigation of sequenced signal timings could aid 
in managing traffic both north and south of the Interstate 35/80 interchange.

truck traffic also exists in the district as gravel trucks and tractor trailers nav-
igate merle Hay road and Johnston drive to reach the quarries to the east 
and the industrial district along nw Beaver drive.  the potential exists east of 
the study area for an additional interchange at nw 26th street, while this isn’t 
planned at this time, it’s construction could alleviate truck traffic through the 
gateway area.

Additional roadway connectivity should be considered in the district, particularly from the hotel site north to Johnston Drive.

The Quik Trip and Lithia dealerships have both expressed interest in upgrades to their properties during the planning process.

A small collection of single family homes still remain in the Gateway area west of Merle Hay Road in the Heard Gardens area.
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m A r k e t  s u m m A r y :
during the summer of 2012, aeCom economics was hired by the City of John-
ston to update the real estate market analysis for the merle Hay road Corridor 
originally conducted in 2007, in order to examine the impact of the recession 
and adjust the recommendations to fit the current market demands and po-
tential for the corridor.  the analysis revisited key findings from the 2007 study 
to both frame the pace of regional recovery from the recession and to place 
greater emphasis on the southern portion of the corridor. the market analysis 
update focused efforts on the following elements:

•	 the inclusion of key stakeholder insights on district transformation;
•	 demographic and economic analysis for the southern merle Hay road 

gateway, and;
•	 market analysis for the office, retail and residential segments as well as 

commentary on potential re-use opportunities for the vacant hotel site.

Findings from the market study are summarized below, organized around the 
general real estate implications for the district and the corresponding market 
potential and considerations for individual land uses.  Key findings from the 
market study include:

g e n e r A l  r e A l  e s t A t e  I m P l I c A t I o n s :
•	 the population in Johnston doubled from 2000 to 2010 with a 

significant increase in affluent, well-educated households.
•	 low unemployment rates, a strong gdp per capita and a strong 

financial sector are indicators of a positive business environment in 
Johnston.

•	 modest amounts of retail combined with high incomes suggest that 
residents are spending their retail dollars elsewhere. there is potential 
to capture some of that retail by developing new destination retailer 
areas.

•	 there has been a steady increase of community, neighborhood and big 
box retail in the des moines area between 2002-2012.

The industrial areas create an environmental concern as portions of the buildings and storage areas are located in the floodfringe.

Merle Hay Road is anticipated to remain a strong commercial corridor.

The hotel site possesses a great redevelopment opportunity to transform the district into a unique destination.
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Hotel Site
•	 the hotel site has potential due to its adjacent interstate access but 

lacks good visibility from the highway.
•	 there is potential to reuse the site for senior housing, office/flex, 

or retail although concerns about noise were addressed when 
considering housing.

•	 there is potential to link the site to adjacent bike trials to improve 
connectivity to outdoor recreation.

Housing
•	 Johnston’s residential housing sales have maintained stability even 

through the recession and the median home values grew slightly 
between 2007 and 2012. 

•	 with limited land opportunity and Johnston’s construction of multi-
family units lagging behind the regional trend, the city should consider 
opportunities for higher density residential to use along the corridor.

•	 residential markets are expected to gradually shift towards owner-
occupied units including condominiums and senior housing.

•	 recreational amenities, such as parks and trails are critical in 
developing a scenario for housing. 

Retail
•	 pull Factor: even though Johnston has seen growth, its retail potential 

versus sales revenues are weak, with a pull factor slightly above 0.5, 
indicating dollars are leaving Johnston to adjacent communities.

•	 Johnston’s retail revenues are significantly below its spending potential 
is all retail categories, with the exception of food stores. 

•	 there is potential to make better use of recreational assets in the area, 
including parks and trails, which are both currently underutilized.

Office
•	 office inventory is slowly expanding in all areas but the western 

suburbs and the des moines Central Business district (CBd) have seen 
the most growth.

There is some vacancy within the corridor today.

The industrial areas below the commercial businesses on Merle Hay Road are not seen as a long-term land use.

The light industrial buildings south of Johnston Drive are anticipated to remain until the last stages of  redevelopment phasing.
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the merle Hay road gateway master plan is a dynamic document. It is not a set 
of strict “rules” but instead, a flexible framework that guides decisions about 
redevelopment.  the plan addresses both public initiatives from infrastructure 
to park improvements and physical redevelopment projects to be undertaken 
by the private sector.  It supports and shapes regulations; it accommodates 
dreams and aspirations; it recognizes reality; it prioritizes projects and ideas; it 
holds the community accountable; it creates a new age development district 
at a key gateway for Johnston; and it communicates what is desired. the plan 
is a valuable tool that is intended to be embraced and actively used by the 
community. 

the vision for the merle Hay road gateway is drawn from the City’s compre-
hensive plan and the current master planning effort. It defines what the merle 
Hay road gateway is to become. It provides a basis and a framework from 
which the plan and supporting strategic actions can be identified. the vision 
sets the tone for a future direction for the district while the guiding principles 
help establish a path that results in a plan that “fits” with the character of John-
ston and reasserts the significance of this critical gateway to the community.  

the guiding principles should be used as a yardstick on an ongoing basis as 
the primary filter for determining what projects and initiatives are appropriate 
and desired.  together with the merle Hay road gateway vision, the guiding 
principles become the critical elements for measurement and assessment of 
initiatives and results.  

v I s I o n  &  g u I d I n g  P r I n c I P l e s  f o r  t h e  m e r l e  h A y 
r o A d  g A t e w A y
the vision and guiding principle for the gateway area serve many important 
functions:

•	 they orient the community to the future, even to a future that is twenty 
years distant.

•	 they require imagination, recognizing that the direction they set will 
be the reality of the future.

•	 they look to current conditions and community traditions for clues to 
the appropriate future. 

•	 they are based on a shared understanding of what the community 
desires for itself.

•	 they will be used as tools for evaluation of proposals, projects, ideas 
and future directions.

•	 they will be an anchor during conflict, a way of finding common 
ground and shared values.

•	 they become a basis for coordination and cooperation.
•	 they are a source of energy and enthusiasm for maintaining a 

commitment to the future of the merle Hay road gateway in Johnston.

v I s I o n :
merle Hay road is a significant gateway to the community off of Interstate 
35/80.  the roadway, bridge, entry signage and landscaping improvements 
create an attractive entrance and accommodate large traffic volumes due to 
the proximity of the interstate.  However the presence of the vacant, deterio-
rating hotel and the scattered nature of businesses in the area create a less 
than desirable “front door” entrance to Johnston.  

the vision for the merle Hay road gateway is to become a unified district with 
a mix of commercial, retail, residential and new park uses.  the hotel site pro-
vides an opportunity to create a unique and memorable development at the 
front door to the community.  a development that is truly a destination, either 
as a specialized retail destination, new hotel and conference center or a corpo-
rate office headquarters would serve as a catalyst for transformation.

the merle Hay road gateway vision also suggests a new, more urban neighbor-
hood will be created with diversity in development and housing form, types, 
target market and price points.  a more compact development pattern with 
pedestrian focused streets and a high level of public realm enhancements will 
accompany new development.  a new network of urban streets, infrastructure 
and public spaces will form the backbone of a new urban village highlighted 
by a new community park and a stronger connection to the natural surround-
ings of the trail, floodplain forest and Beaver Creek natural resource area.  the 
merle Hay road gateway will be respectful of the natural environment and 
balance new development with enhanced stormwater treatment and habitat 
and flood protection.

the merle Hay road gateway is looking toward the future, becoming a true 
model for transformation as well as maintaining the high quality of life that 
already exists in Johnston today. 

cHaPter 3 – vIsIon & guIdIng PrIncIPles
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g u I d I n g  P r I n c I P l e s :
•	 Create coordinated and harmonious development of functionally 

related uses including commercial, retail, entertainment, office, higher 
density residential, and public facilities, including a new community 
park.

•	 ensure quality design and superior aesthetics for development.
•	 enhance and improve the image of the Johnston along the Interstate 

35/80 corridor
•	 Create a unique destination within the des moines area metro.
•	 possess a progressive image for redevelopment while maintaining a 

sense of the community heritage and environmental stewardship.
•	 achieve redevelopment along the merle Hay road gateway that 

includes a mix of uses rooted in today’s market reality.
•	 grow the community’s tax base.
•	 Consider new forms of housing such as apartments, condominiums, 

townhomes, villas, live / work and senior housing blended together to 
create a new, urban neighborhood.

•	 Create a new community park on the west side of merle Hay road with 
unique activities that can become a draw for the entire community and 
surrounding region and embrace the natural environment of Beaver 
Creek.

•	 minimize adverse effects of neighboring uses.
•	 provide adequate provisions for open space and floodplain protection / 

management.
•	 develop a diversified and legible transportation network including a 

strong focus on a fluid automobile environment, strong pedestrian 
networks and the opportunity for expanded transit within the district.

•	 transform merle Hay road into a functionally and aesthetically pleasing 
“community street” with enhanced landscaping, lighting and signage, 
and necessary access management. 

•	 maintain a pedestrian friendly environment along streets throughout 
the community.

•	 maintain, upgrade and implement new infrastructure in the district 
to include buried utilities, new roadway connections and cross-parcel 
access opportunities.

•	 Institute a “complete street” design philosophy for new neighborhood 
streets to create an enhanced public realm through appropriate street 
design which includes, on-street parking, tree lined boulevards and the 
integration of bike facilities where appropriate.

•	 enhance pedestrian and vehicular circulation throughout the district 
by adding new streets and a complete network of sidewalks and trails.

•	 Build on the existing streetscape character and entry monuments to 
create new landmarks and gateways to better signal the arrival into 
Johnston and the merle Hay gateway district.

•	 establish a theme or brand for the merle Hay road gateway district 
to provide long-term economic viability and to instill confidence in 
property owners and developers.

•	 utilize financial incentives to begin and sustain improvements in 
the district, such as a tax increment financing (tIF), tax abatement, 
a revolving loan fund, special service districts and other economic 
incentives.

From the Johnston 2030 Comprehensive Plan:

Merle Hay Road Gateway Policies:
Actively promote and support redevelopment efforts in the Merle Hay Road 
Gateway that improve the function and appearance of the area consistent 
with the 2030 Land Use Plan.

Merle Hay Road Action Steps:
mHrga.1. 
Support immediate demolition of the vacant hotel/restaurant building and 
redevelop with office and other high traffic commercial uses.

mHrga.2.
Encourage and support the consolidation of small parcels to create larger 
scale development opportunities.

mHrga.3.
Investigate the long-term construction of new loop roads on either side of 
Merle Hay Road to clearly define and separate redevelopment areas from the 
floodplain area.

mHrga.4.
Examine the potential of creating access to the Beaver Creek Natural Area 
from the Merle Hay Road Gateway.



merle hay road gateway master plan18

t h e  A P P r o A c h  t o  r e d e v e l o P m e n t
the redevelopment master plan for the merle Hay road gateway is described 
in detail throughout this chapter, but can be summarized with the “Big Ideas” 
driving the transformation of the area over the next twenty years.  these “Big 
Ideas” are encapsulated in the master plan approach diagram (Figure 4.1). the 
initiatives outlined in the master plan are focused around three primary geo-
graphic areas within the study area, the east merle Hay district (former hotel 
area), the west merle Hay district and the Heard gardens district.   these areas 
each have unique land uses and urban design aesthetics that are detailed as 
a part of subsequent areas in the master plan.  the primary elements at the 
foundation of the redevelopment master plan are to:

•	 Create a unique gateway to the eastern portion of the community 
along the City’s most identifiable corridor;

•	 develop destination oriented commercial redevelopment project on 
the hotel site with an outdoor recreation theme;

•	 establish a vision for a long-term housing village with mix of higher 
density housing options including townhomes, apartments and 
condominiums;

•	 transform the underutilized industrial properties into a destination 
community park and open space areas;

•	 Create a destination community park with unique program elements 
such as a multi-use facility, skate park, bmx track, dog park and 
trailhead facility as well as multi-purpose fields for soccer and other 
uses;

•	 embrace the Beaver Creek natural area by making strong pedestrian 
connections to the regional trail and water oriented amenities;

•	 Create a district stormwater treatement strategy for the whole merle 
Hay road gateway area the allows for enhanced stormwater storage 
and filtration;

•	 maintain necessary floodplain and habitat protection in balance with 
logical development patterns.

A  c o l l e c t I o n  o f  d I s t r I c t s
the redevelopment master plan organizes similar land uses and urban design 
relationships into three distinct districts.  these districts: the East District (the 
hotel site and areas east of merle Hay road and south of Johnston drive), the 
West District (the area west of merle Hay road, and Heard Gardens District 
(the area east of merle Hay road and Johnston drive), all have distinctly unique 
characteristics. many of the proposed development projects are of similar use, 
size and scale and overall aesthetics. the following is a summary of the unique 
characteristics each district exemplifies:

East District:
•	 Hotel site redeveloped with destination retailers, potentially targeting 

outdoor recreation enthusiasts and natural foods grocer as anchor 
tenants.

•	 either Quik trip remains in current configuration or site is redeveloped 
into restaurant use.

•	 long-term redevelopment mini storage, smaller scale commercial 
and light industrial uses to a more urban pattern of development 
including mixed use and high density housing such as apartments and 
condominiums and luxury townhomes.

•	 modifications to the creek alignment to expand the storage capacity 
for flooding events and to open views to the site from I-80.  additional 
areas for canoe and kayak launches and expanded park areas 
developed with creek modifications.

•	 additional street connections between merle Hay road and Johnston 
drive through the district.  streets should be designed with a high level 
of pedestrian amenities and features.

cHaPter 4 – redeveloPMent Master Plan
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use sq. Ft. units

CoMMERCiAl / REtAil +/- +/-
Commercial / Retail 142,000

Retail / Restaurant 10,000

Convenience Retail 5,000

MixED USE
Ground level Retail 40,000

Upper level off. / Prof. Service 80,000

HiGH DEnSity RESiDEntiAl
Apartment / Condominium 490

MEDiUM DEnSity RESiDEntiAl
townhomes 138

PARk / oPEn SPACE
Community Park

total: 277,000 628

West District:
•	 auto dealerships and americInn Hotel remain.
•	 auto dealerships redevelop new building on site.
•	 auto dealership expands parking on lot to the north.
•	 new commercial / restaurant development along merle Hay road.
•	 Community park below the commercial businesses on merle Hay road 

with multi-functional recreational facility, soccer fields, trailhead and 
terrain park/skate park/technical riding course for active recreation 
enthusiasts.

•	 second entrance to the community park from merle Hay road.

Heard Gardens District:
•	 Commercial uses fronting on merle Hay road.
•	 new north/south street connection between Johnston drive and nw 

55th street.
•	 townhomes to the north and south of the of the power lines behind 

commercial development along merle Hay road.
•	 stormwater treatment and trail connections located under power lines 

within easement.

A n t I c I P A t e d  c h A n g e
today, the merle Hay road gateway district comprises approximately 118,000 
square feet of commercial / retail / office space (not including the vacant ho-
tel property), 189,000 square feet of industrial / light industrial use in mostly 
metal sheds, and ten single-family housing units.  the master plan assumes a 
20 year (+/-) transformation to the area that will see and increase to the exist-
ing commercial /retail / office square footage by approximately 230,000 sq. ft. 
and the total housing units in the district increases by over 600 units.  

the implications on the community’s tax base are significant.  the existing to-
tal assessed tax value of the 123 acre study area is $21,885,990, with numer-
ous buildings in disrepair and too small to accommodate significant growth 
beyond what exists today.  the merle Hay road gateway master plan indicates 
a potential new tax base for the area to reach nearly $75,950,718 based on the 
combination of the approximate range of new development (table 4.1)and 
existing development planning to remain within the district.   this increase in 
tax base is nearly four times the existing value of the area.

district total assessed value 
(2012)

total estimated value

East District $9,950,000 $53,724,738

West District $11,236,220 $11,946,000

Heard Gardens $699,770 $10,279,979

total: $21,885,990 $75,950,718

Merle Hay Road Gateway Master Plan Development Summary:
Table 4.1

Merle Hay Road Gateway Master Plan - Tax Base Comparison:
Table 4.2
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Figure 4.2 - Redevelopment Master Plan
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c o m m e r c I A l
the merle Hay road gateway maintains a commercial presence on both sides 
of the roadway with a combination of new and maintaining existing devel-
opment.  at the hotel site, the goal is to attract a designation retailer with 
a unique development niche to create a strong landmark and defining proj-
ect at the gateway to Johnston.  targeted uses include outdoor recreation / 
sporting goods stores such as reI, natural food store, restaurants with a strong 
orientation to Beaver Creek and trail and other, smaller associated retail uses.  
the master plan shows an integrated development pattern with an expanded 
Quik trip with a reconfigured orientation toward Interstate 35/80.

to the west, the existing lithia car dealerships remain along with the ameri-
cInn Hotel.  the lithia dealership has plans for a new building in the same 
location as the former Infiniti dealership building, and north of the existing 
volkswagen dealership, a new parking lot could be added to increase inven-
tory capacity on property already owned by lithia. a similar pattern of smaller 
scale single user commercial buildings would continue to the north on the 
west side of merle Hay road at the Christenson property.

a combination of single and multi-tenant commercial buildings are planned 
along the merle Hay road frontage in the Heard gardens area with the addi-
tion of a new public street to the east, separating the commcercial uses from 
the planned residential adjacent.  vertical mixed use including ground-level 
retail, and second or third story office is planned for the southeast intersection 
of Johnston drive and merle Hay road.

1

2

3
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land use: CommerCIal
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alternatIves For Hotel sIte
n e w  h o t e l ,  c o n f e r e n c e  c e n t e r  &  r e s t A u r A n t s c o r P o r A t e  o f f I c e  h e A d q u A r t e r s

Figure 4.5 - Alternative Corporate Office Headquarters Concept for the Hotel SiteFigure 4.4 - Alternative Hotel, Convention Center and Restaurant Concept for the Hotel Site.

the possibility exists for a new hotel, conference center and event space at 
the vacant hotel site.  there is a lack of new conference center facilities in this 
portion of the des moines metro area, and the natural setting along Beaver 
Creek and the proximity to interstate access make this site a strong candidate 
for a new hotel.  envisioned as a 100-150 room hotel with conference space, 
pool and a restaurant this facility would have a strong orientation to both the 
interstate and Beaver Creek.  the site also holds potential for stand-alone retail 
along merle Hay road and restaurants overlooking the creek.

another alternative development type for the hotel site is a corporate office 
user, or a corporate headquarters.  this alternative would likely yield a 3-5 sto-
ry office building and utilize structured parking to accommodate the parking 
needs.  the orientation of the building should have prominent views toward 
Interstate 35/80 and the Beaver Creek natural area.  again, the Quik trip gas 
station could be incorporated into the redevelopment plans and the possi-
bility exists for smaller commercial buildings, such as restaurants and service 
commercial uses, to locate along merle Hay road.  pedestrian connections 
continue from merle Hay road and the housing village to the north and link to 
the existing trail along Beaver Creek.
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alternatIves For auto dealersHIp & western Hotel sItes
P o t e n t I A l  A u t o  d e A l e r s h I P  r e d e v e l o P m e n t

Figure 4.6 - Alternative Concept for Lithia Car Dealerships and AmericInn Hotel Sites

the master plan suggests monitoring the long-term plans for the auto deal-
erships and the western hotel site on the west side of merle Hay road, in the 
event these uses no longer see themselves in the corridor.  depending upon 
the final redeveloped use of the vacant hotel site to the east, this area could 
potentially transform a few different ways.  the plan below shows an alterna-
tive with a new hotel and conference center space on the north end of the site 
and a retail shopping district with boutique stores and restaurants.  the plan 
shows a strong pedestrian connection from the hotel south to the shopping 
district and ultimately to the trail along Beaver Creek.  a street connection is 
made to the northwest toward the community park and sidewalks and trails 
complete the pedestrian linkages to surrounding uses.
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An development alternative should the Lithia dealerships leave the Gateway area could include a collection of boutique shops and 
restaurants with a high-level of pedestrian amenities and unique features such as interactive fountains and outdoor dining.

A new hotel & conference center could be a future use for either the old hotel site or on the Lithia / Americinn sites should they relocate.
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m e d I u m  d e n s I t y  h o u s I n g
located toward the north and eastern portions of the study area in the Heard 
gardens and east districts, these areas range in densities from 6-18 units/acre 
and create a compact development form.  primarily in the form of townhomes 
with two-three story construction, these units would have attractive front en-
tries with a walk-up front door and high quality architecture.  all units should 
be rear loaded, meaning garage access should come from an alley or internal 
parking court, not a public street.   the pattern of development shown in the 
master plan allows for phased construction and blends well with the more 
urban block pattern associated with the housing village concept.  strong pe-
destrian amenities are built into the design with sidewalks on all public streets, 
trail connections in the transmission line easement and more private amenity 
spaces within each townhome development area.  

31

2
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Figure 4.7 - Medium Density Residential Areas
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2

h I g h  d e n s I t y  h o u s I n g
Centrally located south of Johnston drive between the commercial / mixed 
use area toward merle Hay road and the townhomes to the east, the master 
plan envisions two blocks of high density housing.  this housing type is antici-
pated to be there to five story in height and either apartments or condomini-
ums with densities ranging from 18-32 units/acre.  the urban development 
form envisioned here would create at grade walk-up units on the main floor 
with upper level units having balconies overlooking the new public streets, 
while interior facing units would overlook a common courtyard space.  a com-
bination of underground and/or above ground structured parking would be 
needed to achieve the higher densities and urban development form envi-
sioned.  new, tree-lined streets with on-street parking and broad sidewalks 
would connect to the commercial areas along merle Hay road and the park 
and open space amenities along Beaver Creek.
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land use: HIgH densIty resIdentIal
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Figure 4.8 - High Density Residential Areas
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P A r k s  &  t r A I l s
Beaver Creek and the natural open space that surrounds the creek truly set 
the merle Hay road gateway apart from other major interchanges in the des 
moines metropolitan area.  leveraging this great natural resource for the dis-
trict is a key element to the transformation of the gateway area as the planned 
development of outdoor recreation retailers, an urban housing village and 
new community park collectively work to support this unique and identifiable 
brand for the district.  

Currently, Beaver Creek is noted as a water trail, a four to six mile canoeing 
/ kayaking route through the City of Johnston.  the master plan sees an op-
portunity to expand recreation and tourism in this regard with the addition 
of more canoe/kayak launches along the creek to provide more opportunities 
to get on the water.  the planned outdoor recreation retailer could even use 
portions of the creek to test equipment and provide training and educational 
opportunities for those interested in watersports on the creek or nearby say-
lorville lake.  

a new community park is planned as a primary component to the west dis-
trict on the former industrial property and open fields below the upper tier 
commercial businesses.  this new park facility is envisioned as not only a desti-
nation for the community of Johnston, but potentially the broader des moines 
metropolitan area boasting unique recreational opportunities, strongly tied to 
outdoor recreation and adventure sports.  potential park programs and facili-
ties could include:

•	 multi-use facility (indoor facility for summer time sports, soccer, 
baseball, lacrosse, etc.)

•	 skate park / Bmx park / technical mountain bike riding course
•	 multi-purpose fields
•	 playground
•	 trailhead
•	 dog park

the existing trail connections along the creek edge provide a tremendous op-
portunity for walking and biking and create a strong connection under merle 
Hay road between the east and west districts and to the broader community.  
the trail network ties into the trestle trail under Interstate 35/80 and to the 
northwest through the Beaver Creek natural resource area. 

A skate park could be one element within the community park that is a true destination for the Des Moines metro area.

the combination of the merle Hay road gateway’s central location within the 
des moines metropolitan area, at a major interchange and at the hinge of ma-
jor regional recreation areas provide a unique opportunity for a parks and rec-
reation focus for redevelopment (see Figure 2.4).   with the des moines river 
valley to the east, saylorville lake, Bob shetler and lakeview recreation areas 
to the north, and Beaver Creek natural resource area, lew Clarkston park and 
the Beaver Creek water trail on the east side of the district, the confluence of 
recreation, natural resources and economic development opportunity all oc-
cur at the merle Hay road gateway area.  providing enhanced connections 
to these open space amenities and becoming the primary hub for recreation 
activities has strong potential to become the identifying brand for the gate-
way area. 
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A multi-use recreation center and community playground are additional features to consider in the community park.

Muilt-use trails should form the edge of natural areas along Beaver Creak and create linkages between each development district.
Promote water recreation uses such as canoeing/kayaking 

on Beaver Creak and Saylorville Lake 

A dog park could be a low impact use in the more flood prone areas of the planned community park location.

A BMX or technical mountain bike riding course could be the 
foundation for a unique recreation / adventure sports destination.
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o P e n  s P A c e  &  g r e e n  I n f r A s t r u c t u r e
while the natural area of primarily flood plain forest and scrub trees surround-
ing the creek is a valued natural resource, today the area is seen as unsightly 
and not very safe by trail users.  during flooding events, backwater floods the 
area and as the waters recede, they leave behind everything from downed 
floating trees to trash.  the hotel property has been a dumping ground for old 
tires, mattresses and brush.  Cleaning up the area behind the hotel should be 
a top priority.  

a tree inventory for the floodplain forest area should also be considered.  as 
early as the 1970s much of the treed area east of the hotel site was in active 
agriculture.  removing dead, downed trees, selective clearing of invasive and 
scrub trees and the limbing up of and native trees to open sightlines for secu-
rity purposes should be a focus for this area.  overtime, as residential develop-
ment is planned for the areas to the north, opportunities for passive recreation 
areas, a small natural themed playground and pavilion building could be great 
park assets for adjacent residents.

the community should also continue to explore opportunities to mitigate 
flooding in the area.  one opportunity discussed during the planning process 
was to lengthen the channel of Beaver Creek to create additional storage ca-
pacity as floodwaters backup from the confluence of the des moines river and 
Beaver Creek.  Initial ideas explored stretching the oxbow area east of the ho-
tel site to the north and would accommodate roughly 700 linear feet of creek 
length.  on-going coordination with the army Corps of engineers in needed 
to pursue this idea further.

green infrastructure or stormwater treatment areas are integrated within the 
open space systems of the gateway district and treated as an amenity.  Bal-
ancing water quality, flood protection and development potential is a key ele-
ment to the success of the merle Hay gateway.  to do so, utilizing a sub-district 
or sub-regional approach to stormwater treatment is recommended.  the 
combination of smaller, on-site treatment techniques such as rain gardens, 
bio-swales, permeable paving and green roofs to address water quality issues, 
larger district-wide stormwater ponds should be developed to accommodate 
volume and flood control.  stormwater areas identified in this plan generally 
form the edge between developed areas and natural, open space areas.  

Utilize stormwater treatment as an park/ open space amenity.

On-site stormwater treatment techniques such as rain gardens and bio-filtrat.ion areas should be utilized with larger sub-district 
stormwater ponds



Merle Hay road gateway Master Plan 33Johnston, IA

land use: parKs and traIls, open spaCe and green InFrastruCture
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t r A n s P o r t A t I o n :
merle Hay road is the front door to the community, and the image of this 
corridor is very important.  First impressions matter and evolving the exist-
ing entry signage and landscaping within the center median just north of the 
Beaver Creek bridge to include the entire merle Hay road streetscape should 
be explored.  enhancements to the street lighting, landscaping and district 
signage such as seasonal banners etc. could help signify a special place along 
the corridor.  Bus shelters at transit stops and bike facilities should also be con-
sidered as a part of the streetscape enhancements.  utility coordination and 
the potential burying of overhead powerlines (smaller distribution lines) could 
also provide an enhanced streetcape appearance.

as traffic increases over time along the corridor, access management strate-
gies may include the creation of new center medians in-lieu of the shared cen-
ter turn lane and a combination, access closures and interconnected drives to 
reduce the curb-cuts and turning conflicts on merle Hay road. the reduction 
in access points directly to merle Hay road would need to be supported by a 
network of interconnected streets with controlled access to and from merle 
Hay road.  the master plan suggests funneling traffic to the two existing signal 
locations and the creation of a new intersection near the mid-point between 
the two existing signals. 

new streets include a north/south street between Johnston drive and nw 
55th avenue through the Heard gardens district.  the east district sees a new 
urban block pattern with new public streets making connections between 
merle Hay road and Johnston drive.  the streets through the residential area 
would have on-street parking, tree-lined boulevards, and sidewalks on both 
sides of the street.  

access points to the west district are located at the primary intersections 
along the merle Hay road corridor.  Coordination on the signal timings at the 
Interstate 35/80 interchange and other traffic lights along the corridor could 
allow for smoother traffic flow.  this will take a coordinated effort between 
the cities of urbandale, des moines, Johnston and the Iowa department of 
transportation as the signals at the interchange are integral to the traffic flow 
to the regional system.

Attractive streetscape design may include additional center medians in the future as traffic volumes increase on Merle Hay Road.

Enhanced landscaping, pedestrian features and gateway elements will create a unified Gateway district.
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k e y s  t o  I m P l e m e n t A t I o n
several factors will be crucial in successfully realizing the vision set forth by the 
community, stakeholders, planning and Zoning Commission and City Council 
within this redevelopment master plan. these factors apply regardless of the 
actual form and timing of redevelopment:

•	 Patience & Commitment to Vision. Commitment to the plan and 
patience go hand-in-hand.  this plan does more than simply seek 
to attract new development to shovel ready sites in the gateway 
district; it provides a road map to move the area toward its vision.  
Commitment to the plan means the willingness to actively promote 
public and private investments that align with the objectives of the 
master plan.  It also requires the willingness by decision makers to 
deter developments which do not meet the objectives of the plan. not 
all of these decisions will be easy or will they occur exactly as analyzed 
in this master plan.

•	 Strategic Investments. If financial support for the plan was unlimited, 
the need for strategic decisions would be less important; however, 
with limited funds every expenditure is crucial. It is not possible to 
immediately undertake all of the initiatives described in this plan. 
additional needs and opportunities not contemplated in the plan may 
arise in the future.  every investment must be evaluated for its impact 
on adding to the City of Johnston and the merle Hay road gateway 
district.

•	 Public & Private Partnerships. removal of the physical and economic 
barriers to redevelopment in the merle Hay gateway area will 
require public financial assistance. the complexity of redevelopment 
envisioned for the area clearly demonstrates the need for public 
financial participation. private investment will not be sufficient to pay 
for all costs associated with every redevelopment project.  strong 
public/private partnerships will make redevelopment projects more 
financially feasible, promote the desired types of development and 
build continual momentum in the area. the needs established in 
this plan do not make public financial assistance an entitlement and 
on-going planning will define the nature of assistance and amount 
available for each step throughout the implementation process.  this 

approach ensures that public monies are used to achieve desired 
public outcomes and not simply make development more affordable 
(or profitable) for the developer.

•	 Financial Planning. the ability to make strategic investments relies on 
the continued evolution of the preliminary financial planning found in 
this document.  Implementing the plan cannot be viewed as a series of 
independent projects but rather a series of interrelated actions.  Certain 
public improvements serve a broader area and not a single project.  
revenues will come from multiple projects.  some public investments 
will be required prior to private redevelopment. the ability to 
coordinate public actions with the revenues from private development 
will be critical to the success of the plan. Failure to consider the 
implementation relationships between elements of the plan will lead 
to missed opportunities and increased risk for the City.

r o l e s  &  r e s P o n s I b I l I t I e s
Implementing this plan will rest with many entities in the community that 
share a common vision for the future of the merle Hay road gateway district 
in Johnston.  a clear understanding of implementation roles and responsibili-
ties promotes the effective use of limited resources.

City of Johnston
the ultimate responsibility for implementing this redevelopment master plan 
rests with the City of Johnston.  the planning and Zoning Commission will re-
view and recommend actions to the City Council and the City Council will de-
termine appropriate actions, focus public investments, and provide direction 
on staff resources.  the lead role in managing redevelopment for Johnston will 
primarily fall to the Community development department of the City.  the ac-
tions to be taken by the Community development department to implement 
the plan include:

•	 application of land use controls and redevelopment guidelines to 
shepherd private development;

•	 review of development plans and proposals to ensure that proposed 
development projects and public improvements are consistent with 
the plan;

cHaPter 5 – IMPleMentatIon and PHasIng
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•	 Coordination of planning for capital improvements needed to facilitate 
redevelopment; 

•	 Create an annual redevelopment “action plan” to monitor progress 
toward implementation.  this action plan would outline key steps to 
occur during the year, including descriptions of actions, responsible 
parties and funding resources. It forces the parties to not only consider 
what needs to be done in the coming year, but also why identified 
steps were not taken in the prior year, and;

•	 Creation of financial plans (with assistance from the Finance 
department) for public redevelopment investments and continued 
monitoring.

the public works department leads the design of public infrastructure im-
provements needed to support development and redevelopment in the dis-
trict, including necessary utility and transportation improvements.  the public 
works department plays a significant role in numerous key initiatives includ-
ing; new streets, floodplain mitigation, district stormwater treatment facilities, 
access management strategies and on-going conversations with the Iowa de-
partment of transportation (Idot), polk County and urbandale on the coor-
dination of signal timings on merle Hay road at the interchange to alleviate 
traffic congestion.

the parks department working with the park Board will play a significant role 
in the planning, programming and development of the new community park.  
enhancing the natural areas and strengthening connections to the existing 
trail network and nearby terra lake and lew Clarkson parks are other impor-
tant consideration for the parks department.  the Finance department should 
work closely with Community development department to create a finan-
cial plan for implementation allocating appropriate resources, public finance 
strategies and public private partnerships to ensure fiscally sound redevelop-
ment projects. 

Johnston Economic Development Corporation (JEDCO)
the merle Hay road gateway area is a significant location for economic devel-
opment and job creation in the City of Johnston.  JedCo must help the City 
continue the momentum created by the master planning effort envisioned.   
JedCo and City Council will need to determine their specific roles for a coordi-
nated effort. several potential JedCo actions make them an important player 
in the successful implementation of the plan:

•	 provide a framework for coordinating efforts of the community. with 
limited resources, it is essential that the community work in unison 
to undertake redevelopment. the knowledge and experience gained 
from the planning process allows JedCo members to efficiently and 
effectively take steps needed to implement the plan.

•	 work to ensure that economic development initiatives within merle 
Hay road gateway area are a recognized priority for the City Council.

•	 work with business owners and landlords to promote and help finance 
the maintenance and revitalization of downtown businesses and 
buildings in the downtown core. 

•	 Host annual developer roundtables or site tours showcasing the 
potential of the merle Hay road gateway area and potential sites to 
perspective developers.

•	 recognize the individual assets of each of the three primary districts 
(east – the hotel site and surrounding properties, west – the 
commercial area along merle Hay road, and the Heard gardens) for 
economic development and steer the appropriate uses to those areas.

•	 lead the marketing efforts for available sites in the corridor, particularly 
the hotel site.

•	 promote development projects with sustainable design practices.
•	 Continue to find the appropriate funding options for various 

redevelopment projects.
•	 Collaborate with private brokers marketing the merle Hay road 

gateway district and leverage marketing efforts.

Community-at-Large
the community of Johnston must stay involved as the redevelopment con-
tinues over time. the community must work together with decision-makers 
and provide the necessary input for any new development, respecting exist-
ing land owners and meeting the vision established for the merle Hay road 
gateway established by the community.  ultimately, the community must:

•	 provide a singular focus for the plan. the knowledge gained from the 
planning process will allow members of the community to efficiently 
and effectively comment on redevelopment proposals.

•	 Continue public involvement. Continue to attend public meetings, 
provide comments and suggestions to proposals as they come forward.
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l A n d  u s e  c o n t r o l s
the initial focus of implementation will be on actions needed to establish the 
redevelopment master plan as the official guide for development and redevel-
opment for the merle Hay road gateway area in Johnston.  these procedural 
steps involve the adoption of key policy documents and the modification and 
updating of development controls.

Approve the Master Plan
the first implementation step is for the City Council take necessary action to 
approve this master plan. these approvals set the stage for subsequent ac-
tions such as amending the comprehensive plan, zoning ordinances, capital 
improvement programs and the allocation of financial resources.

Amend Land Use Controls
plan approval is the trigger for taking other actions needed to guide land use 
for the area in accordance with this master plan. land use controls not only 
promote the desired development outcomes, they also prevent development 
that is not consistent with the plan.

Comprehensive Plan
the City will need to update the Comprehensive plan with the new “redevel-
opment master plan,” including the land use plan designations (Figure 4.2) and 
appropriate policies consistent with the vision and guiding principles of gate-
way master plan. amending the Comprehensive plan creates the foundation 
for all other implementation actions. Consistency with the Comprehensive 
plan is a statutory requirement for zoning regulations, capital improvements 
and redevelopment projects.

Zoning Regulations
more direct control of development comes from zoning regulations. the exist-
ing regulations within the merle Hay road overlay district will require modifi-
cation to conform to this plan.  part of the necessary modification is enabling 
the type and form of development proposed in this master plan, for example, 
allowing vertical mixed use and high density residential within the district.  

Design Guidelines
design guidelines serve as an important communication tool between the 
City, property owners and developers. aspects of potential design guidelines 
are outlined as a part of chapter four, and could be incorporated into the mer-
le Hay road overlay district (see previous section). design guidelines should 
become a standard tool in evaluating proposed developments for the area.  
these guidelines should be rooted in the preferred approach diagram, rede-
velopment master plan, individual system elements surrounding parks, open 
space, stormwater and transportation and the phasing diagrams outlined in 
subsequent pages in this implementation chapter.  application of desired (but 
not absolutely necessary) design guidelines could be connected to an incen-
tive based approach whereby achieving certain design characteristics could 
lead to fast tracking entitlements or public financial assistance. 
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r e d e v e l o P m e n t  I n I t I A t I v e s
Implementation of the master plan is not a single action, but a series of se-
quenced and interrelated steps. these actions will be taken over time and 
across multiple phases.  Initial focus should be on several implementation ini-
tiatives that lay the foundation for change.  development projects on available 
property such as the Heard gardens site, particularly the near the intersection 
of Johnston drive and merle Hay road could showcase new energy and the 
desired look of the buildings and site improvements in the district.  actively 
preparing sites through site assembly, relocation of undesired businesses, de-
molition and environmental clean-up are additional steps needed that are less 
visible to the public, but allow for continued momentum in the future phases.

during the early years of redevelopment, there are several critical actions the 
City of Johnston can take to reduce development constraints, allow for greater 
investment in public amenities and infrastructure and enhance the market vi-
ability of key sites such as the hotel site.
 
suggested activities to enhance project success include:

•	 Recruit a desired user for the hotel site:  In recruiting new 
businesses, the initial inquiry requires the City to focus on a targeted 
business type.  Based on the market findings and community desires, 
such targeted businesses are likely to include a destination-oriented 
retailer, a new hotel, conference center and restaurant, or a larger 
corporate office user.  Forming a public-private partnership with the 
owners of the hotel site for example could allow for the targeted 
marketing of the property, rather than waiting for just any business to 
respond to “now leasing” signs.  working collectively with the property 
owner could allow for the request of proposals from the development 
community to create a plan for a development project that aligns with 
the vision and guiding principles for the district.

•	 Explore unique district branding or theming:  to the extent possible, 
Johnston should explore the recruitment of end users, institutions, and 
the development of facilities and land uses that can promote synergies 
and thematic connections.  the combination of an outdoor recreation 
retailer(s), natural food stores and a community park with programmed 

elements such as the skate park, bmx track and technical riding course 
have the opportunity to brand this district as a unique destination.  
Coupled with the natural resources surrounding the Beaver Creek area, 
extensive trail networks and the opportunity for canoe/kayaking on 
the creek create a distinct market niche not found in the des moines 
metropolitan area.

•	 Start small but with key catalytic projects/actions:  strategically 
stage development so that it builds market momentum and early 
projects act as positive demonstrations of great things to come in 
the gateway area.  starting with a combination of small, achievable 
projects on sites that are ready to go and a coordinated effort to 
prepare future sites and remove barriers are critical to lay the ground 
work for success.  Having a diversity of projects types that are viable in 
the market place today is critical.  this will allow the individual projects 
within the merle Hay road corridor to not directly compete with one 
another.  allowing this depth of and range of early projects should 
be guided carefully with extensive examination as to which projects 
should or should not receive financial assistance.

•	 Recognize the potential for more significant projects should 
emerge in later years:  Clean, available sites present the most likely 
potential in the early stages of redevelopment for smaller scale 
commercial and residential projects.  tactical steps (site assembly, 
remediation, financial planning) will help set the stage for larger 
projects in later years, particularly the hotel site and the smaller 
commercial sites that surrounding it.  



merle hay road gateway master plan40

P h A s I n g
the approach to redevelopment phasing outlined below builds upon known 
investments and responds to site readiness and necessary public improve-
ments.  It is anticipated that full redevelopment highlighted with this report 
could take over 20 years to accomplish assuming a return to a relatively stable 
& growing real estate marketplace. 

to act as a basis for analyzing the critical implementation issues and to focus 
the first steps needed to begin development and redevelopment, as well as 
best assess the fiscal implications for redevelopment, the master plan phasing 
strategy is structured around four general phases:  

•	 Immediate, 0-5 years;
•	 short-term, 5-10 years;
•	 mid-term, 10-20 years;
•	 long-term, 20 + years.

these four plan phases sequentially build to the redevelopment master plan 
(Figure 4.2) outlined in the master plan chapter. the following represents a 
summary of the four identified redevelopment phases, the associated projects 
within each phase, both public and private.  the Immediate and short-term 
phases also examine the anticipated sources and uses of funds needed to fa-
cilitate redevelopment summarized into general categories.  the breakdown 
of each phase is outlined over the following pages. 

I m m e d I A t e  P h A s e  ( 0 - 5  y e A r s )
In the immediate phase, the City must lay the ground work for future improve-
ments and build momentum for subsequent phases.  a key step is to work 
with prospective developers to assemble necessary property at the hotel site 
and the Heard gardens area, as well as begin the investigation of removal or 
relocation of businesses that do not fit with vision for the gateway area.

Certain properties are available for development today, and any develop-
ment there should fit with the long-term vision of the entire gateway area.  an 
important element to development in the immediate phase is to treat these 
projects as model development for the future.  Highlighting the appropriate 

design aesthetics, long-term planning and strong public-private partnerships 
will add tremendous value going forward.

Key elements of the Immediate phase include:
•	 Coordinate redevelopment preparation at the Hotel site including:

 » assembly of necessary parcels;
 » demolition of the Hotel;
 » Creating improved sightlines for development visibility with tree 

clearing;
 » Creating a more attractive setting for future development by 

cleaning out dead / downed trees;
 » opening sightlines along trail for increased security;
 » review sign ordinance for future compliance or necessary 

ordinance modifications;
 » recruit potential users targeting destination retailer with outdoor 

recreation focus (reI / gander mountain) as primary use;
 » Investigate potential for corporate office headquarters or 

hotel, conference and restaurant use as secondary options for 
redevelopment;

•	 develop commercial / retail building at intersection of merle Hay road 
and Johnston drive.

•	 develop medium density housing north of Johnston drive in the Heard 
gardens district.

•	 establish future development pattern for Heard gardens district with 
new street east of merle Hay road.

•	 expansion of auto dealership parking lot to north.
•	 new auto dealership building developed.
•	 Investigate the relocation and or acquisition of industrial property west 

of merle Hay road and the Budget storage on the east side.
•	 promote assembly of parcels by the private sector for the parcels north 

of the transmission lines in the Heard gardens district.
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CooRDinAtE REDEVEloPMEnt PREPARAtion
•	 Assemble properties
•	 Demolish hotel
•	 Create enhanced sight lines/tree clearing
•	 Review sign ordinance
•	 incorporate quik trip into site planning
•	 Recruit Desired Destination Retailer with outdoor  

Recreation Focus
•	 investigate Corp. office/ Hotel & Conf. Center as 

alternative plans

inVEStiGAtE ACqUiSition/ 
REloCAtion PotEntiAl

Expanded Parking

Stormwater treatment

Auto Dealership new Building
(15,000 Sq. Ft.)

Medium Density Housing
(18 Units)

Commercial/Retail
(15,000 Sq. Ft.)

new Public Street

lAnD ASSEMBly (PRiVAtE)

ImmedIate pHase: 0-5 years
# Project Sq. Ft. Units

1 New Auto Dealership Building 15,000

2 Commercial Bldg. at MHR & Johnston Dr. 15,000

3 Townhomes at Heard Gardens 18

Immediate Phase Total: 30,000 18

inVEStiGAtE ACqUiSition/ 
REloCAtion PotEntiAl

1

2 3

M
er

le
 H

ay
 R

oa
d

Johnston Drive

NW 55th Avenue

Figure 5.2 - Immediate Phase
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s h o r t - t e r m  P h A s e  ( 5 - 1 0  y e A r s )
Following the site readiness steps taken in the immediate phase, the redevel-
opment of the hotel site with a catalyst project (unique destination retail / new 
hotel-convention center / corporate office headquarters) will set the table for 
broader transformation of the district.  Combined with the removal or reloca-
tion of non-compatible industrial yard and storage uses, the gateway district 
will truly begin a physical transformation.  Continued developments at the 
Heard gardens area with expanded residential will further solidify this area.  
the City should also begin the demolition and site clean-up for the industrial 
properties and begin planning for the future Community park improvements.

Key elements of the short-term phase include:
•	 development of the Hotel site

 » destination retail / Corporate Headquarters / new Hotel  and 
Convention Center with restaurants

 » Integrate Quik trip plans for new store
 » new restaurant on the creek
 » Create connections to the trail
 » plan for future street connection to the north

•	 acquire / relocate industrial property and Budget storage and 
demolish structures and prepare sites for redevelopment.

•	 allow commercial development on the Christensen property.
 » work with property owner to acquire portion of property within 

the flood fringe for future park fields.
 » preserve second access to future community park

•	 Continue residential development in the Heard gardens district
•	 Complete the new street connection north to south on east side of 

merle Hay road.

Townhomes would be built as part of the mid-term phase in the Heard Gardens site.

Destination retailers with an outdoor recreation focus are targeted users for redevelopment of the hotel site.



Merle Hay road gateway Master Plan 43Johnston, IA

sHort-term pHase: 5-10 years

DEVEloPMEnt oF HotEl PRoPERty
•	 outdoor recreation themed destination 

retailer 
•	 Alternative Corporate office or Hotel -          

Conference Center 

PlAn FoR FUtURE StREEt ConnECtion

Designation Retail
(50,000 Sq. Ft.)

Stormwater
treatement

Gas Station
(5,000 Sq. Ft.)

Restaurant
(5,000 Sq. Ft.)

natural Foods
(25,000 Sq. Ft.)

REloCAtion/ACqUiSition
•	 Demolition
•	 Site clean-up
•	 Potential Assembly w/ hotel site

Park/trail improvements

CREAtE StREEt ConnECtion

ACqUiSition, 
DEMolition, 

SitE ClEAn-UP

City to ACqUiRE PoRtionS 
oF lAnD in FlooDPlAin 

FoR FUtURE PARk

PRESERVE SEConD 
ACCESS to FUtURE 
PARk

townhomes
(46 Units)

Commercial/ Retail
(12,000 Sq. Ft.)

Figure 5.3 - Short-term Phase

townhomes
(20 Units)

# Project Sq. Ft. Units

1 Redevelop Hotel Site - Destination Retail 
/ Outdoor Recreation, Natural Foods, 
Restaurants and Re-oriented Quik Trip.

90,000

2 Commercial Bldg. at west side of MHR. 12,000

3 Townhomes at Heard Gardens (south) 20

4 Towhnomes at Heard Gardens (north) 46

Short-term Phase Total: 102,000 64
Stormwater
treatement

1
Restaurant
(5,000 Sq. Ft.)
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Johnston Drive

NW 55th Avenue
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m I d - t e r m  P h A s e  ( 1 0 - 2 0  y e A r s )
In this phase, the new community park west of merle Hay road is developed 
and depending upon an assessment of park needs and capital budgets can be 
phased in a number of different ways.  the Heard gardens district continues to 
develop with a combination of commercial and residential uses and necessary 
stormwater treatment and open space improvements in the transmission line 
easement. 

the City should also investigate land assembly and relocation of the smaller 
commercial and light industrial uses south of Johnston drive and work with 
the dnr and army Corps of engineers to fully understand relationship be-
tween potential development and flood controls in this area, setting the table 
for future redevelopment into an urban village.  the city should also continue 
to monitor the car dealerships and hotel property on the west side of merle 
Hay road to anticipate redevelopment should these uses decide to relocate or 
upgrade their sites.

Key elements of the mid-term phase include:
•	 development of the new Community park which may include some or 

all of the following options:
 » multi use Facility
 » skate park / Bmx park
 » playground
 » multi-use fields (3)
 » trailhead
 » dog park
 » parking
 » second access to merle Hay road
 » plan for future access to south

•	 stormwater improvements northeast of park under transmission lines.
•	 Commercial development east of merle Hay road at Heard gardens.
•	 Final component of residential development at Heard gardens.
•	 Investigate relocation /acquisition of light industrial and older 

commercial business south of Johnston drive.
 » Focus on eastern portion (light industrial)
 » plan for transformation of commercial properties to more increased 

density

Multi-use indoor recreation facility could be a component of the new Community Park 

Commercial / Retail development along Merle Hay Road
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mId-term pHase: 10-20 years

Commercial/Retail
(25,000 Sq. Ft.)

townhomes
(12 Units)Multi-Use 

Facility

trailhead

Playground

Dog 
Park

Stormwater 
improvements

Stormwater 
improvements

Skate Park &
BMx Course

PRioRity
AREA

2

PRioRity
AREA

1

lAnD ASSEMBly/
BUSinESS REloCAtionMonitoR AUto 

DEAlERSHiP AnD 
HotEl PlAnS

PREPARE FoR 
REinVEStMEnt oR        

REDEVEloPMEnt iF 
nECESSARy

Multi-Use Fields
(3)

new 
Community 

Park

# Project Sq. Ft. Units

1 New Community Park

2 Commercial Bldg. at east side of MHR. 25,000

3 Townhomes at Heard Gardens (south) 12

Mid-term Phase Total: 25,000 12
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Johnston Drive

NW 55th Avenue

Second Access

Figure 5.4 - Mid-term Phase
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l o n g - t e r m  P h A s e  ( 2 0  y e A r s  + )
depending upon the pace of the evolution in the preceding phases, the trans-
formation of the area south of Johnston drive into a new housing village could 
occur sooner.  this new housing village would be a combination of vertical 
mixed use, high density housing (apartments or condominiums) and town-
homes all within a more urban, compact development pattern.  as redevelop-
ment takes shape here, the city should explore opportunities for enhanced 
amenities adjacent to the new neighborhood which could potentially include 
the realignment of the creek, expanding the overall length of the creek for in-
creased flood storage capacity and providing enhanced views to and from the 
development.  regardless of the creek realignment option, improved open 
space aesthetics and enhanced trail connections will be important elements 
to include for the marketability of the new urban housing village.  again, the 
city should monitor the car dealerships and hotel property on the west side of 
merle Hay road to anticipate potential redevelopment.

Key elements of the long-term phase include:
•	 development of a new housing village south of Johnston drive

 » new urban blocks of housing (mixed use, apartments, condos & 
townhomes)

 » new street connections
 » new park improvements

•	 stormwater improvements on eastern portion of district.
•	 Investigate long-term potential for enhancements to the flood fringe 

area.
 » relocation of the creek for expanded flood storage & views
 » enhanced native plantings and passive recreation opportunities

Vertical mixed use is envisioned to the east of Merle Hay Road.

High density housing is envisioned as part of the long-term phase, and could include senior housing.



Stormwater 
improvements
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long-term pHase: 20+ years

ExPloRE oPPoRtUnitiES FoR 
EnHAnCED AMEnitiES
•	 Re-align creek for expanded 

flood storage capacity and en-
hanced views

•	 Additional trail loops
•	 Pavilion building
•	 Passive recreation areas

PotEntiAl REDEVEloPMEnt 
oPtionS MAy inClUDE:
•	 new Hotel
•	 Boutique shopping District
•	 Restaurants overlooking the 

Creek
•	 Connection to the Community 

Park to the north

townhomes
(42 Units)

High Density Residential
(490 Units)

Commercial/Retail/ 
office Mixed Use

(120,000 Sq. Ft.)

# Project Sq. Ft. Units

1 Mixed Use - Ground Level Retail 40,000

Mixed Use - Upper Level Office / Service 80,000

2 Apartments / Condominiums 490

3 Townhomes south of Johnston Drive 42

Long-term Phase Total: 120,000 532

Figure 5.5- Long-Term Phase

Structured
Parking

Structured
Parking

new Streets

Pavilion Building

new loop trails

trails

Passive Recreation

Canoe/kayak 
launch

trail

M
er

le
 H

ay
 R

oa
d

Johnston Drive

NW 55th Avenue

1

2
3

MonitoR AUto 
DEAlERSHiP AnD 

HotEl PlAnS

PREPARE FoR 
REinVEStMEnt oR        

REDEVEloPMEnt iF 
nECESSARy



merle hay road gateway master plan48

f I n A n c I n g
there are many financial variables involved with complex redevelopment 
planning projects which can inform the financial analysis differently and these 
variables can change over time.  the following information highlights the key 
tools currently available to finance the implementation of the redevelopment 
master plan:

Tax Increment Financing:
the costs of development and redevelopment may be too great to allow new 
projects to be financially feasible. the situation poses the classic “but for” situa-
tion in state law governing tax increment financing. “But for” the use of tIF, the 
development as proposed would not occur. It is clear that the desired rede-
velopment will not take place without the removal of physical and economic 
barriers by the City. tax increment financing is the only tool with the capacity 
to accomplish these objectives.

as with other elements of the master plan, projections for the use of tIF are 
both comprehensive and conservative. the plan seeks to provide a clear un-
derstanding of what might be required with the goal of reducing public finan-
cial commitments as the plan is implemented. the result can be found in other 
large redevelopment settings. as redevelopment begins to transform an area, 
market forces improve. as the potential income from rents and sales grow, 
private development can carry more costs of redevelopment.

this master plan assumes that all of the redevelopment projects will be in-
cluded within the existing tIF district.  In simplest terms, tIF allows the City to 
capture the property taxes from redevelopment and use these monies to pay 
for the investments required to undertake the development.  private develop-
ment alone will likely not support the investments required for implementing 
the master plan. the costs of desired development and redevelopment are 
most likely too great to consider all new projects to be financially feasible.

a key step the City must undertake immediately following the adoption of 
this master plan should be to determine the exact extents to which tIF will 
be used as a tool in the district (i.e. through either development rebates, as-
sembly of property, public infrastructure, etc.).  Careful review and potential 
amendments to the current tIF policy as it relates to the gateway area are 
critical first steps in the redevelopment process.

Other Public Finance Tools:
although the planning process focused on tax increment financing, it is likely 
that other public finance tools will be needed to achieve the longer-term re-
development investments within the merle Hay road gateway area.  this sec-
tion highlights potential tools and their application. additional investigations 
will be undertaken as finance plans are prepared relative to specific public im-
provement and redevelopment projects.

Tax Abatement:
tax abatement cannot be used for property in a tIF district, the best opportu-
nity for this tool lies with any potential developments that are removed from 
the existing tIF district.  residential projects east of merle Hay road could po-
tentially fit within this category. 

Self Supporting Municipal Improvement Districts:
a self supporting municipal Improvement district (ssmId) has the capacity 
to finance the construction and maintenance of portions the public improve-
ments for the gateway area.  In simplest terms, a ssmId is a special taxing 
district and allows the City to collect money to support services and improve-
ments in commercial areas. potential applications of ssmIds for implementa-
tion of this master plan include:

•	 Construction and maintenance of commercial streetscapes, particularly 
merle Hay road.

•	 Construction and maintenance of sidewalks, trails, wayfinding signage 
and other improvements to enhance pedestrian movement and 
connectivity between the development districts, Beaver Creek trail and 
to the new community park.

•	 other services and improvements can be undertaken and financed by 
a special service district if authorized by the enabling ordinance.

Iowa House Bill HF 641:
a bill currently awaiting the governor’s signature after moving through the 
state legislature this spring, would create small state sales tax and state hotel/
motel tax rebate areas.   these areas (not exceeding 50 acres size) would have 
to be approved by the Iowa economic development authority before they can 
be established.  
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the bill would allow a rebate to a city at 4% of the total sales.  the entire state 
hotel/motel excise tax generated by new businesses created within the 50-
acre district, could be used by cities to pay for improvements made to build-
ings located within the district.
 
the bill does not touch the local option sales tax or local option hotel tax rev-
enue streams.  another significant restriction contained in this bill is that funds 
generated by this rebate can only be used for "vertical improvement" projects, 
which are defined as a building and its appurtenant structures, which are not 
as broad as a typical tIF.  these new sales tax areas should be further explored 
as potential funding alternatives for redevelopment.

g r A n t s
grants should be continually explored for their potential assistance in bridg-
ing financing gaps in redevelopment.  grants could range from environmental 
cleanup to recreational improvements.  Continual monitoring of grants op-
portunities that align with the gateway area vision should be explored.

P A r k  d e d I c A t I o n
new residential projects are required to dedicate or provide improvements of 
an equivalent value to 5 acres per 1,000 residents.  the redevelopment master 
plan assumes roughly 600 units, which would be approximately 5.8 acres or 
equivalent value that could be used for the noted park improvements.

s t o r m w A t e r  u t I l I t y  f e e
the City of Johnston utilizes a stormwater utility fee for the creation of regional 
stormwater improvements such as larger regional detention basins and storm 
sewer infrastructure.  water quality improvements such as filtration areas and 
erosion control measures can also be funded through the stormwater utility 
fee.  while this is not a likely funding source for local or site specific improve-
ments, this fee would be targeted for the larger infrastructure and stormwater 
treatment needs of the gateway area.

s u m m A r y
In summary, the merle Hay road gateway redevelopment master plan out-
lines a strategy for positive, incremental change throughout the area.  the 
plan outlines a series of achievable goals over the next ten years, within the 
immediate and short-term phasing plans.  the proposed redevelopment proj-
ects have a reality in the marketplace, are financially viable and a true founda-
tion for transformation.  

while the master plan prescribes a detailed redevelopment approach for 
specific projects and likely steps, the plan is also flexible in its application to 
allow the City of Johnston to adapt to an ever-changing marketplace.  the 
master plan should be utilized as a living document, continually referenced 
and checked against as development and redevelopment projects occur over 
time.


