
A  n e w  d i s t r i c t  v i s i o n
The vision for the Merle Hay Road Gateway is to become a unified district with a mix of commercial, retail, residential and park 
uses.  The proximity to Interstate 35/80 presents a tremendous opportunity to take advantage of the large traffic volumes.  The 
existing vacant hotel site provides 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 corporate office headquarters would serve as a catalyst for transformation.

The Merle Hay Road Gateway vision also suggests a new, more compact urban neighborhood  with pedestrian focused streets, 
and a high level of public realm enhancements will benefit new development.  A network of urban streets, infrastructure and 
public spaces will form the backbone of an urban village highlighted by a new community park and a stronger connection to 
the natural surroundings 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.
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MeRLe HAy ROAD ReDeveLOPMeNT MASTeR PLAN
t h e  m e r l e  h A y  r o A d  g A t e w A y :   J o h n s t o n ’ s  f r o n t  d o o r  d e s t i n A t i o n
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 presents a tremendous opportunity for redevelopment.  The current condition 
of the vacant hotel property and other underutilized properties in the area creates an eyesore and public safety concern 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 destination for the city of Johnston and the 
Des Moines metro area.



The master plan assumes a 20 year (+/-) transformation to the area that will include an increase to existing commercial /retail / 
office square footage by approximately 230,000 sq. ft.  Merle Hay Road is envisioned to remain as a commercial corridor and the 
hotel site becomes the catalytic redevelopment site with a outdoor recreation themed retail destination.  Other alternatives for 
the hotel site include a Hotel / Conference / Restaurant or a Corporate Office Headquarters.
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The figure at left depicts 
the possible siting of a 
new hotel, conference 
and event space at the 
vacant hotel site. A lack 
of new conference center 
facilities in this portion 
of the Des Moines metro 
area, the natural setting 
along Beaver Creek and 
the proximity to interstate 
access make this site a 
strong candidate for a 
new hotel and conference 
center.

Another alternative for the 
hotel site (shown at left) is 
a corporate office user, or 
a corporate headquarters.  
This alternative would yield 
a 3-5 story office building 
and likely utilize structured 
parking to accommodate 
the parking needs.   The 
orientation of the building 
should have prominent 
views toward Interstate 
35/80 and Beaver Creek.



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 district 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.

P A r k s ,  t r A i l s  &  o P e n  s P A c e 

Merle Hay Road is 
a significant north/
south corridor in 
the Des Moines 
Metropolitan 
Area.  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. 

Destination retailers 
with an outdoor 
recreation focus are 
targeted users for 
the redevelopment 
of the hotel site and 
would compliment 
development of 
community parks 
and open spaces in 
the district, as well as 
capture users of nearby 
regional recreation 
amenities.
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•	 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 treatment 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.

the key features of the merle hay gateway redevelopment master Plan:

CONTACT INFO:
David Wilwerding - Community Development Director

City of Johnston
6221 Merle Hay Road - PO Box 410 - Johnston, IA 50131

515-727-7775 - dwilwerding@cityofjohnston.com

MeDIUM DeNSITy HOUSING
These areas range in densities from 6-18 units/acre 
and create a compact development form, primarily as 
townhomes with two-three story construction. These 
units would have attractive front entries with walk-up 
front doors 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 with the urban block pattern associated 
with the housing village concept.  Strong pedestrian 
amenities include sidewalks on all public streets, trail 
connections in the transmission line easement, and 
more private amenity spaces within each townhome 
development area.

HIGH DeNSITy HOUSING
The master plan envisions two blocks of high density 
housing.  This housing type is anticipated to be 
three to five stories of apartments or condominiums 
with densities ranging from 18-32 units/acre.  These 
building types could have 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 combination of underground and/or above 
ground structured parking would be needed to 
achieve the higher densities and urban development 
character envisioned.  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.

r e s i d e n t i A l

CONTACT INFO:
Phil Dunshee - Director

Johnston Economic Development Corporation
8711 Windsor Parkway, Suite 2 - Johnston, IA 50131

515-491-8939 - pdunshee@growjohnston.com
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