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THE MOUNT

VERNON

PLAN:

AN INTRODUCTION

Mount Vernon must
direct and guide
growth to preserve and
enthance its traditional
living environment and
small-town quality of
life.

‘Mount Vernon is a classic small college
town making the transformation into a
larger community. While this change
offers great economic promise and
opportunity, the city must ensure that
growth occurs in harmony with those
qualities which residents value.

The Mount Vernon Plan provides a
comprehensive vision of the city's
future, based on taking community
actions to direct the pattern of future
development to reinforce the present
character of the city.

lIowa’s cities find themselves in a changing social and eco-
nomic environment. Mount Vernon has grown as a success-
ful community in this environment. From its founding in
1847, Mount Vernon developed into a small but strong inde-
pendent economic center. Like many communities, Mount
Vernon's role in the region has become more specialized,
and the city has attracted a significant number of residents
who commute to employment in metropolitan Cedar Rap-
ids, less than twenty miles to the northwest. Regional trans-
portation improvements have drawn Mount Vernon closer
to the pressures and prosperity of metropolitan living. Yet,
the distinct quality of the built and human environment of
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ROLES OF A PLAN |

the city has thus far been preserved. As a center for educa-
tion, commerce and living in its immediate region, Mount
Vernon has substantial resources and amenities that will
continue fo attract people from Linn County and the nation.
However, a rising proportion of these people seek to remain
as residents in the community. There is a certain need to en-
sure that the city can accommodate additional population -
growth, managed in a context of quality urban development.
A new vision of Mount Vernon can further assure that the
city continues to grow in a way that is consistent with its val-
ues and traditions.

This comprehensive development plan for Mount Vernon
has three fundamental purposes. First, it provides an essen-
tial legal basis for land use regulation such as zoning and
subdivision control. Second, a modern comprehensive plan
presents a unified and compelling vision for a community,
derived from the aspirations of its citizens; and establishes
the specific actions necessary to fulfill that vision. Finally,
the plan is designed to fulfill the State of Iowa's far-sighted
policy of encouraging the completion of Community Builder
Plans, documents aimed at defining a strategic vision of a
community's future.

B The Legal Role

Communities prepare and adopt comprehensive plans for le-
gal purposes. Cities adopt zoning and subdivision
ordinances to promote the "health, safety, morals, or general
welfare of the community." Land use regulations such as
zoning ordinances recognize that people in a community
live cooperatively and have certain responsibilities to one
another. These regulations establish rules that govern how
land is developed within a municipality and its exira-
territorial jurisdiction.

However, cities may not adopt land use regulations without
first adopting a comprehensive development plan. This re-
quirement derives from the premise that land use decisions
should not be arbitrary, but should follow an accepted and
reasonable concept of how the city should grow. The Mount
Vernon Plan, then, provides the ongoing legal basis for the
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city’s continuing regulation of land use and development.

In using this plan, it is important to recognize that the poli-
cies and recommendations contained within the plan are
guidelines and targets for community development. Their
implementation is phased and shaped by many factors over
time. The plan is not meant to be a rigid blueprint, butis
rather an initial, comprehensive policy direction which will
be embellished and further shaped by future events. This
plan should be viewed as a flexible tool, adapted and modi-
fied over time by the city to remain vital and relevant.

B The Community Building Role

A comprehensive development plan has an even more sig-
nificant role in the growth of 2 community than establishing
a basis for zoning control. The plan establishes a picture of
Mount Vernon's future, based on the participation of resi-
dents in the planning of their community. This vision is par-
ticularly crucial at this time in the community's history. Be-
yond defining a vision, the plan presents a unified action
program that will implement the city's goals. Indeed, the
plan is designed as a working document that both defines
the future and provides a working program for realizing the
city's great potential. '

This plan is intended as the Community Builder Plan for the
City of Mount Vernon, designed to qualify the city for state
administered community and economic development assis-
tance. The Community Builder Plan is a strategic document,
designed to assess a community's current situation; carry out
a community-based visioning process; and develop specific
strategies to realize those visions. The Mount Vernon Plan,
above all, is a strategic rather than abstract document, de-
signed to identify and address Mount Vernon's major plan-
ning and development issues.

B The Planning Process
The Mount Vernon Plan is the culmination of a planning

process that involved citizens of the city to define its future.
This process was managed by the Planning and Zoning
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THE PLANNING PROCESS

The Mount Vernon Plan, while a
comprehensive plan for the city, is
designed to satisfy the
requirements of the Iowa
Community Builder Plan for the
City of Mount Vernon. The entire
plan is strategic in nature,
establishing overall goals for each of
five themes and developing policies
which implement these themes. The
correspondence at right compares
the components of the Conmmunity
Builder Plan as set forth by the
lowa Depariment of Economic
Development with the comparable
sections in the Mount Vernon
Plan.

4 ... The Mount Vernon Plan

The Mount Vernon Plan and the Community Builder
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Commission and a Planning Coordinating Committee which
represented a wide range of interests in the community. The
first part of the process involved a three-part strategic plan-
ning program, designed to assess the city's current position;
establish visions and goals for Mount Vernon's twenty-year
future; and consider an action program necessary to achieve
that vision. Members of the community were invited to par-
ticipate in the strategic planning process through a series of
community workshops.

B Assessment

In assessing the city's situation, participants defined the
most important issues that would face Mount Vernon within
the next five to ten years.

© ldentifying Community Planning Issues

Participants identified the following issue areas as most cru-
cial to the city:

- Urban Design and Community Image, including efficient and
attractive commercial growth, the quality of new subdivi-
sion design, the design quality of important community
streets, sign controls, historic preservation programs, visual
and aesthetic quality, architectural design standards, and
creation of a connected recreation and pedestrian trail sys-
temn through town.

- Management of Growth and Development, including establish-
ing agreement on the quantity of new development, defin-
ing a growth concept that provides adequate areas and di-
rection for projected development, maintaining the quality
of the traditional town, continuing good standards for new
development, encouraging the development of multi-family
housing on suitable sites, providing good sites for industry,
increasing the impact of tourism on the local economy, and
enhancing Uptown's role as a unique center and focus for
community.

- Transportation and Infrastructure, including improving and
strengthening working relationships between the city and

Introduction to the Mount Vernon Plan. .. 5



COMMUNITY SURVEY

Participants in the Planning and
Zoning Community Survey rated
important conumunity services and
facilities, which are rated at vight
using a one-to-four scale.

Services with an aggregate score of
3.0 or above are viewed favorably;
those with scores below 2.5 repre-
sent areas for additional attention.

Generally, Mount Vernon earned
high marks for satisfaction with
ambulance and fire services, schools
and church programs, and solid
waste recycling and collection.
Residents were less satisfied with
the availability of renial housing,
land for business expansion and
new housing, and municipal

efforts to control animals and man-
age zoning issues.

6 ... The Mount Vernon Plan
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the Iowa Department of Transportation, developing a strong
connection between the town and the regional highway sys-
tem, developing a linked pedestrian network, providing ade-
quate capacity for wastewater treatment, and ensuring pub-
lic facilities can accommodate the effects of controlled
growth.

B The Planning and Zoning Community Survey

In 1993, the Planning and Zoning Commission polled
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COMMUNITY SURVEY

Included among the questions
asked of participanis in the Plan-
ning and Zoning Community Sur-
vey was this question:

"If you were attempting to con-
vince a friend to move to Mount
Vernon, which community char-
acteristics would you stress,
merely mention, or not mention
at all?”

More than 650 persons responded,
and were most likely fo promote
characteristics related to:

- appearance of town

- accessibility to colleges and uni-
versities

- local schools

- accessibility to cultural evenls

- the rural setting of the surround-
ing countryside.

Residents would be least likely to
discuss:

- restauranis

- availability of employiment or
rental housing

- quality of rental or owner-
occupied housing.

residents to determine local attitudes regarding the commu-
nity, services, facilities, and other quality of life issues. The
survey asked participants to assess their satisfaction with the
community and its features, and asked residents to suggest
community improvements and activities that could be un-
dertaken to meet local needs. More than 720 households
completed surveys, and results were reported at a public
meeting held in March, 1993.

The survey response was outstanding, representing about
80% of Mount Vernon's households. Residents who re-
turned surveys represented an even proportion of males and
females. Slightly more than 46% of respondents were ages
30-49, with another 44.8% aged 50 and above. About 10% of
those responding were between the ages of 18 and 29. More
than 40% of respondents have lived in Mount Vernon more
than 20 years.

* Evaluation of Community Services and Facilities

Participants in the survey were asked to rate existing com-
munity services and facilities. The rating of community ser-
vices and facilities reveals a high level of satisfaction with
the city's emergency preparedness, both for personal iliness
and community disaster. The City Hall, high school and ele-
mentary school, all newer buildings, received high marks as
well. Programs of the various community churches, commu-
nity recycling efforts, and solid waste collection also were
highly rated. This survey was conducted during a period of
rehabilitation of the wells that comprise the city’s water sup-
ply. The construction phasing and flushing that was a neces-
sary phase of the process altered the taste and appearance of
local tap water for a short period of time. This service dis-
ruption explains the low ranking for the water supply. The
City of Mount Vernon has completed the construction and
rebalanced the cosmetic and taste properties of the water
since this survey was completed.

» Attitudes Regarding Possible Futures for Mount Vernon
To evaluate alternative futures of the city, respondents were

asked to react to a series of hypothetical newspaper head-
lines in the year 2002. Residents were asked to evaluate

Introduction to the Mount Vernon Plan. .. 7



COMMUNITY SURVEY

whether they were "happy to see", "sorry to see” or had "no
opinion” of the headline. Residents would be happiest to see
headlines that announced that the City of Mount Vernon:

- Gains a daily stop for Amtrak passenger rail service (77.3%)
- Merges more community services with Lisbon (75.5%)

- Receives state recognition for its historic districts (75.2%)

- Has a banner year in tourism (68.3%)

- Exhibits gradual population growth (67.8)

- Installs sidewalks along all city streets (58.4%)

- Completes a community-wide nature trail (54.9%)

- Becomes a major antique center (54.8%)

On the other hand, residents would be sorry to see headlines
that announced that the City of Mount Vernon:

- Exhibits rapid population growth (64.3%)
- Witnessed the completion of the US 30 bypass (50.2%)
- Passes a bond issue to serve an industrial park (31.4%)

Residents were also asked to respond to a series of state-
ments regarding possible improvements and expansions of
local facilities. The questionnaire asked residents to evaluate
each proposed improvement on a continuum from no sup-
port, to support without city funding, to support with city
funding. Respondents were encouraged to suggest new pro-
jects. The survey revealed the following attitudes:

Considerable support exists to use city funds to:
- Install sidewalks along city streets (47.7%)

- Expand the community swimming pool (38.0%)
- Acquire additional park land (36.9%)

Considerable support exists to accomplish the following im-
provements, but in a manner that does not use city funds:

- Develop land for residential use (59.8%)

- Build more affordable housing (44.0%) _

- Develop land for Highway 30 commercial use (43.7%)

- Build more affordable rental units (43.4%)

- Develop land for industrial use (30.4%)

The survey suggested a project to establish a recreation na-
ture path between Cedar Rapids and Mount Vernon. This

8... The Mount Vernon Plan



project drew the most sharply divided response, with 33.9%
of respondents indicating that they do not support the pro-

ject at all, while 31.7% not only support the idea, but would
support use of city funding to complete the project.

Responses from the survey identified attitudes and issues of
importance to residents which served as a basis for setting
goals for the comprehensive planning effort.

Il The Mount Vernon Business Survey

In order to include the business community in the process of
updating the Mount Vernon Comprehensive Plan, the Plan-
ning and Zoning Commission conducted a survey of busi-
ness owners in the city. The survey gathered information on
the number and types of employment opportunities availa-
ble in Mount Vernon. In addition, the survey instrument
was designed to gather information regarding city services
and regulations that affect local business. The survey was
returned by 99 business owners. The largest proportion of
respondents were engaged in service businesses (60%) and
retail establishments (37%). Almost 60% of owners reside in
Mount Vernon. About 11% of businesses that responded to
the survey have been located in Mount Vernon for more
than 50 years, while about 25% have been in the city less
than 5 years.

Community-wide data from the survey indicated that:

- More than 90% of business owners had a highly favorable
impression of municipal services, with fire protection, law
enforcement, solid waste collection receiving the highest rat-
ings.

- An overwhelming majority of business owners (80%) be-
lieved that city services relating to water supply and distri-
bution, wastewater collection and treatment and street main-
tenance were adequate.

- Slightly more than one-half of business respondents
(50.5%) reported a favorable impression of the city's zoning
efforts.

- Business owners are divided on the issue of whether the
city should impose exterior renovation controls. About 38%

Introduction to the Mount Vernon Plan. .. 9



BUSINESS SURVEY

favored such efforts, 27% were opposed and 21% expressed
no opinion.

Business survey participants identified the following impor-
tant community employment characteristics:

- Respondents report low rates of employee turnover, with
82% of businesses experiencing a turnover of less that 25%
per year.

- About 30 of the 99 businesses experience problems finding
employees for their operations.

Businesses were asked to compare past hiring (in the last 5
years) against projecied hiring trends (future five years).
Five years ago, about half of responding businesses had few-
er than 5 employees. In the next five years, the proportion of
such businesses anticipating to have fewer than 5 employees
increases to 70%. The proportion of businesses with be-
tween 5 and 9 employees is expected to drop from 11% (five
years ago) to 6% in the next five years. In general, smaller
firms expected to have slightly fewer employees, and larger
firms (more than 20 employees) expected to have slightly
more employees. In general, business owners responding to
the survey expected to meet staffing needs and seasonal in-
creases in workload by increasing the hours of existing em-
ployees. As a whole, employment levels can be expected to
remain stable or to be reduced slightly through more intense
staff management or attrition.

* Role of Survey Data in Developing the Plan

The findings of these Planning and Zoning Commission sur-
veys were an important input to the community assessment

and visioning process. The community and business survey
findings reinforced the identification of the three specific is-

sue areas, including:

- Urban Design
- Growth and Development Management
- Infrastructure and Transportation

The Comprehensive Plan Coordinating Committee devel-
oped specific priorities, goals, and actions for each of these

10. .. The Mount Vernon Plan



broad issue areas. This assessment and strategic planning ef-
fort provided the foundation for this detailed comprehensive
plan document.

B The Comprehensive Plan: Approach and Format

The comprehensive plan presents a strategy-oriented ap-
proach to the future development of Mount Vernon. The
plan includes seven chapters, corresponding to the town's
most important physical development issues. Many of the
traditional sections of a comprehensive plan, such as land
use, housing, infrastructure, and transportation, are orga-
nized as recurring components to these inter-disciplinary
chapters. This enables the plan o tell the story of the city's
future development and presents an integrated program for
the city's growth.

¢ Themes Within the Mount Vernon Plan

The overriding theme of the Mount Vernon Plan, based on
the results of the Community and Business Survey, involves
accommodating and encouraging new growth and invest-
ment while maintaining the town's traditional and distinc-
tive urban character.

1. A Portrait of Mount Vernon, presenting an analytical
view of Mount Vernon's people, economy, and position
within its region.

2. A Timeless City, examining the patterns and relationships
that make Mount Vernon special and considering challenges
to its distinctive sense of place. The chapter creates a "Devel-
opment Constitution" for Mount Vernon. The Constitution
establishes the general principles and ideas that guide the
more detailed elements of the plan.

3. Growth and Land Use, examining development demands
and projecting the amount of residential, commercial and in-
dustrial land needed for the next twenty years. It presents an
inventory of existing land use patterns, with a detailed
strategy for future growth in new development areas. Also
provided is an inventory of housing conditions, an analysis

Introduction to the Mount Vernon Plan, . . 11



THE PLAN: APPROACH AND FORMAT

12. .. The Mount Vernon Plan

of housing costs relative to comparable towns, and a housing
affordability analysis. Important issues include rehabilitating
and preserving the city's older and historic housing stock,
and providing additional rental and affordable housing op-
portunities.

4. Traditional Town in a New Century, presenting a Com-
munity Design Concept for Mount Vernon and describing
the projects and design principles necessary to realize the
concept.

5. Uptown Mount Vernon, providing an innovative devel-
opment program for the city's vital and historic town center,

- designed to improve the district's already attractive environ-

ment, create opportunities for additional business, and im-
prove the functioning of the district and its friendliness to
users.

6. Quality Public Services, examining the quality of Mount
Vernon's street and sidewalk system, public facilities, infra-
structure, and parks. It includes a detailed assessment of
each public facility and provides a specific program for in-
frastructure and facility development.

7. Implementing the Plan, drawing together the analysis
and policies of the plan into a program for implementation.
It summarizes the development policies, financial character-
istics, and fiscal constraints of the City of Mount Vernon as it
looks toward the next twenty years. This section presents an
Implementation Schedule, listing proposed policies and pro-
jects and the time-frame for their completion.
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Memorial Park Gazebo. This
park, along the route of the original
Lincoln Highway and adjacent to
the town center, symbolizes the
special quality of this unique
community.

The dimensions, landscaping, and
architecture of Mount Vernon's
historic residential districts define
the physical character of the
community. Mount Vernon’s
tesidents consider this character to
be one of the town's greatest assets.
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A PROFILE OF MOUNT VERNON

Cornell College. The quality of
life in Mount Vernon is founded in
the reinforcing nature of ifs
educational resources and its active
and well-informed citizenry. The
city's superior built environment
helps secure its reputation as one of
the wost beautiful communities in
the region.

14 ... The Mount Vernon Plan



A PROFILE OF
MOUNT VERNON

his chapter examines important demographic, metro-

politan, and regional trends that will have a major

impact on Mount Vernon as it plans for its future.
This analysis will examine the community's population and
demographic dynamics, including an examination of the
city's future population composition. In addition, it will ana-
lyze important regional issues that will affect the quality of
the city's environment.

Population History and Characteristics

Population and population characteristics help to explain the
condition of a community. This discussion will present im-
portant changes in the characteristics and dynamics of
Mount Vernon's population.

* Mount Vernon’s population grew rapidly between 1880 and
1900, but was stable from 1900 through the 1930s.

Mount Vernon, like other communities surrounding Cedar
Rapids and Towa City, began life as an independent rural vil-
lage. Soon after its founding, the City was linked to the met-
ropolitan city and other regional communities by railroad
and interurban lines. Mount Vernon's population stabilized
at about 1500 people from 1900 through the Depression of
the 1930s. Overall population growth between 1870 and
1940 raised the City's population from 910 to 1489, an in-
crease of 63% over a 70-year period.

© Mount Vernon's greatest growth in the modern era occurred
during the 1940s, as it had the highest growth rate of any Cedar
Rapids metropolitan community. The City added more people dur-
ing this decade than in the period after 1950. Since 1950, the
city’s population has increased 150%.

A Profile of Mount Vernon ... 15



' POPULATION HISTORY

Mount Vernon's population increased from 1,411 in 1930 to
2,320 in 1950, an increase of 64.44%. In the metropolitan
area, only Iowa City and its surrounding communities expe-
rienced a higher rate of growth. During the same period,
Linn County as a whole grew by 26.64% and Cedar Rapids
grew by about 29%.

During the war years of the 1940s, Mount Vernon's popula-
tion grew by 831 persons to 2,320, an increase of more than
56%. This was the largest increase in the Mount Vernon's
modern history. This growth was partially caused by the ex-
pansion of Cornell College during the period, and an influx
of returning servicemen and women. During the three post-
war decades, Mount Vernon 's population increased in the
range of 270 and 425 persons per year over ten years, achiev-
ing a level of 3,325 by 1980. During the 1980s, the rate of
growth increased only slightly, exhibiting a respectable 10%
growth rate.

Table 1-1 exhibits historic population growth in Mount Ver-
non, compared to other regional communities. The town's

TABLE 1-1: Population Change for Mount Vernon and Other Metropolitan Communities,

1930-1990.

1930 1940
Mount Vernon 1,411 1,489
Lisbon 795 873
Linn County 82,336 89,142
Cedar Rapids 56,097 62,120
Marion 4,348 4,721
Springville 598 608
Hiawatha -- --
Robins 190 205
Iowa City 15,340 17,182
Coralville 254 433
North Liberty 161 282
West Branch 652 719

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 % % %
Change Change Change
1930-50  1950-70 1970-90

2,320 2,593 3,018 3,325 3,657 64.44 30.09 21.17
92 1,227 1,329 1,458 1,452 19.75 39.60 9.26

104,274 136,899 163,213 169,775 168,796 26.64 56.52 342

72,296 92,035 110,642 110,243 108,780 28.89 53.04 -1.69

5916 18882 18,028 19474 20,374 36.06 204.73 13.01
680 785 970 1,165 1,068 13.7 4265 10.10
-- 1336 2416 4885 4,986 -- -- 10637

272 426 663 726 875 43.16 143.75 31.98

27,212 33,443 46,850 50,508 59,735 77.39 7217 27.50
977 2,357 6,130 7,687 10,347 284.64 52743 68.79
309 334 1,055 2046 2,926 91.93 24142 17734
769 1,053 1,322 1,867 1,908 17.94 7191 4433

Source: US Bureau of the Censuts, 1990.
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population trends have mirrored those of other parts of the
Cedar Rapids/Iowa City region. Generally, suburban and
nearby rural communities have grown at a faster rate than
Cedar Rapids, and have accounted for an increasing share of
the county's population. Rural towns on the periphery of the
metropolitan areas have experienced somewhat more rapid
absolute growth. Overall, Linn County's population more
than doubled (an increase of 105%) between 1930 and 1990.
In 1930, Mount Vernon accounted for 1.71% of Linn County's
population. By 1990, that percentage had grown to 2.17%.

* Metropolitan population growth has been increasingly directed
toward smaller cities near Cedar Rapids and lowa City.

This comparison reveals rapid growth in Marion and Coral-
ville, inner-ring cities adjacent to the respective metropolitan
employment centers of Cedar Rapids and Iowa City. Rapid
growth also occurred in outlying independent towns located
along major transportation routes such as US 6, US 30, State
Highway 151 and Interstate 380. These communities have
been receiving an increasing proportion of county popula-
tion growth. This suggests a pattern of metropolitan growth
that will favor Mount Vernon and surrounding communi-
ties.

Cedar Rapids has had a declining share of Linn County's
population between 1970 and 1992, which has only recently
reversed with annexations and new development adjacent to
the city. The Census Bureau has published a revised estimate
of Cedar Rapids’ 1992 population at 111,688, an increase of
3000 persons since 1990, or 2.67%.

* Since 1970, the highest proportional population growth has oc-
curred in the Iowa City metropolitan communities of North Liber-
ty, Coralville, and West Branch; and the Cedar Rapids metropoli-
tan communities of Robins, Hiawatha, and Mount Vernon .

Mount Vernon has experienced a growth rate of 21.7% over
the two decades between 1970 and 1990, a higher rate than
all comparable cities except the above mentioned small cities.
Marion, Springville, and Lisbon had growth rates over the
twenty-year period of about 10%, or one-half the level of
Mount Vernon .

A Profile of Mount Vernon ... 17
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POPULATION CHANGE AND MIGRATION

Population change is explained by two factors:

* A comparison of births and deaths. If more people are born in
a community than die, the population of that community
will tend to increase. Generally, a city with more population
in younger age groups (particularly with people in child-
bearing or family formation years) will experience a higher
overall birth rate.

* Migration Patterns. Some of a community's residents
choose to move out of that community; other people move
into it. If more people come to the city than leave, its
population will tend to increase. A community that is build-
ing new housing will experience significant in-migration,
some of which are residents new to the metropolitan area,
while others are relocating from other Cedar Rapids or Iowa
City area communities.

Annexation is a negligible contributor to population growth
in Mount Vernon, as urban subdivisions are built in areas
that have been previously annexed into the city. In order to
assess the dynamics of Mount Vernon's population during
the 1980s, the city's expected population based solely on nat-
ural population change is calculated and compared with the
actual outcome of the 1990 census. To ensure that the analy-
sis is not inflated by the presence of Cornell College stu-
dents, the student population has been removed from the
base calculation, but added to the final total population pro-
jection.

These projections are based on the following assumptions:

- The use of a cohort-survival method to develop projections.
This method "ages" a five-year age range of people by com-
puting how many of them will survive into the next five year
period. Cohort survival rates used here were developed by
the National Center for Health Statistics (1992).

- Enrollment data provided by the Cornell College Office of
Institutional Development adjusted as follows: 1980 enroll-
ment of 898 students assigned at 55% male and 45% female;
freshmen and one-half sophomores assigned to the 15-19 age
cohort; one-half of sophomores, juniors and seniors assigned



1980 1990 Change %

Predicted Population 3325 3,682 357 10.74
(based on survival and birth rates)

Actual Population 3,325 3,657 332 9.98
Predicted Male Population 1,619 1,696 77 4.76
Actual Male Population 1,619 1,749 130 8.03
Predicted Female Population 1,706 1,986 280 1641
Actual Female Population 1,706 1,908 202 11.84

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports.
RDG Martin Shukert, 1994,

to the 20-24 age cohort; 1990 enrollment of 1147 students as-
signed at 45% male and 55% female.

- Projected birth rates for the population developed by the
U.5. Bureau of the Census.

Table 1-2 summarizes the results of this analysis. Natural
population growth (based on the composition of Mount Ver-
non's 1980 population) predicted a 1990 population of 3,682,
an increase of 357 people or 10.74%. The city's 1990 popula-
tion of 3,657 indicates that net migration was close to zero.
Both male populations and female populations were expect-
ed to grow from 1980 levels through natural change and in-
migration, and this is validated by census figures. Female
population would have been predicted to increase the most,
and they fulfilled this expectation, although to a lesser de-
gree than expected. Male population, on the other hand, in-
creased at twice the predicted rate. The City's overall experi-
ence is in contrast to the enrollment of Cornell College,
which displayed an increase in the proportion of female stu-
dents.

° Young families with children accounted for additions to Mount

Vernon's population during the 1980s. However, the city was less
successful in retaining more mature households.

A Profile of Mount Vernon ... 19
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A more in-depth analysis examines the age groups that ac-
counted for the largest share of the city's population change
during the 1980s. This helps to predict what the city's popu-
lation may look like if current trends continue into the fu-
ture. In addition, it helps determine the types of services and
investments that will be most important for the city during
this current planning period.

Table 1-3 compares predicted and actual population change
for each age group in the city. The predicted population pro-
jects how many people should be in each age group in 1990
if the city had experienced neither migration nor population
increases caused by annexation. The variance percentage
shows how well this prediction agrees with actual popula-

TABLE 1-3: Predicted and Actual Age Cohort Changes

All Residents, 1980-1990

Age 1980 1990 1990 (Actual) - (Pred) % variance:
Group actual  pred. actual actual/pred,
Under 5 193 169 220 51 30.17
5-9 197 167 220 53 31.71
10-14 205 192 238 46 23.83
15-19 609 706 629 77 -39.52
20-24 597 841 693 -148 -72.53
25-29 158 181 161 -20 -11.24
30-34 255 124 220 96 77.77
35-39 188 156 237 81 51.86
40-44 154 251 235 -16 o 632
45-49 135 184 168 -16 -8.71
50-54 110 149 129 -20 -13.41
55-59 114 128 87 -41 -31.90
60-64 77 101 84 -17 -17.03
65-69 66 99 98 -1 -1.40
70-74 81 63 59 -4 -5.70
75-79 69 49 67 18 36.04
Over 80 117 120 112 -8 -7.04
Total 3325 3,682 3,657 -25 -0.68

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports.
RDG Martin Shukert, 1994.



tion change -- whether people in a given age group tended
to move into or out of Mount Vernon.

The analysis shows that Mount Vernon's 1990 population
displayed the greatest in-migration of young households
with members between ages 30 and 40. The actual popula-
tion exceeds projected population by 78% and 52% respec-
tively for these cohorts. The high positive variance of chil-
dren below age 9 echoes the attraction for relatively young
families. On the other hand, migration was either small or
negative for age groups between 40 and 65. This suggests
that Mount Vernon may have lacked move-up houses or oth-
er appropriate settings for middle-aged and older adults.
Recent housing development in new subdivisions on the pe-
riphery of the city, and on rural estate acreages may be pro-
viding these residential alternatives, leading to a greater abil-
ity to retain mature households.

The senior population in Mount Vernon displayed stability
or decline within the community. Most age cohorts over age
60 displayed negative migration patterns, suggesting that
many elderly persons leave Mount Vernon in their older
years. The exception is the age cohort of 75-79 years, which
increased slightly, and may be explained by the presence of
affordable housing for seniors at the Chapel View Apart-
mernts.

These findings suggest that Mount Vernon has successfully
attracted young adults and their young families, but has
been less successful at retaining residents in middle-aged or
senior cohorts. This may be related to a lack of housing set-
tings which meet the needs of older people. The city's hous-
ing stock is nearly fully-occupied, given the findings of the
1990 Census and the 1994 Housing Condition Survey com-
pleted for this plan.

© Mount Vernon's population has not aged significantly during
the last ten years. Young children have increased as a percentage
of the city's population as an "echo” of the growing number of
young adults aged 30-40.

The median age of Mount Vernon's population has increased
only slightly during the 1980s, increasing from 22.9 in 1980
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to 23.0 in 1990. Within this distribution, young children
under age 15 made up the fastest growing share of total pop-
ulation, accounting for 18.54% of all residents compared to
17.8% in 1980. Mount Vernon's population over age 60 de-
clined as a percent of total population, from about 12.33% in
1980 to 11.48% in 1990.

TABLE 1-4: Age Composilion as Percent of Total

Population, 1980-1990

Age Group 1980 1990 Change % of Totalt % of Total

Pop Pop  1580-90 1980 1990
Under 5 193 220 27 5.80 6.02
5-9 197 220 23 5.92 6.02
10-14 205 238 33 6.17 6.51
15-19 609 629 20 18.3 17.20
20-24 597 693 96 17.95 18.95
25-29 158 161 3 4.75 4.40
30-34 255 220 -35 7.67 6.02
35-39 188 237 49 5.65 6.48
40-44 154 235 81 4.63 221
45-49 135 168 33 4.06 4.59
50-54 110 129 19 3.31 3.53
55-59 114 87 -27 343 238
60-64 77 84 7 232 230
65-69 66 98 32 1.98 270
70-74 81 59 -22 244 1.61
75-79 69 67 -2 2.08 1.83
Over 80 117 112 5 3.52 3.06
Median Age 229 23.0

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census.
RDG Martin Shukert, 1994.

22 ... The Mount Vernon Plan



These changes in age distribution indicate that:

¢ Mount Vernon continues to be a relatively young commu-
nity, and an attractive living environment for families with
young children.

¢ College-aged persons (ages 20-24) now represent nearly
one out of every five persons in Mount Vernon .

¢ Mount Vernon has been less able to attract young adults,
aged 25-35, whose proportion of the local population has de-
clined from 12.42% to 10.42% over the past decade.

¢ Mature adults aged 35-39, and 45-55 represent an increas-
ing proportion of the local population.

e Senior citizens make up a decreasing proportion of the
city’s population.

® The size of Mount Vernon's households has remained relatively
steady during the last ten years.

During the last census period, Mount Vernon has generally
countered the trend toward smaller households in most
American communities. This further substantiates the influ-
ence of families with children in the growth of the town.

The city's average household size was 2.65 in 1980 and 2.64
in 1990. During this decade, the number of households in
the city increased by 57 or 6.06% of its 1980 total. Population
during this same period increased by 9.98%. While the exist-
ing city will experience a slow decline in people per house-
holds as a result of children growing up and moving away,
the high degree of new family-oriented development in the
area will assure that household size remains relatively con-
stant.

Population Projections

Projecting the future size and makeup of Mount Vernon's
population helps predict the future demographic character
of the town and aids in planning for future investments and
policies. Forecasting future population for Mount Vernon is
complicated by the town's presence in a growing metropoli-
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POPULATION PROJECTIONS :

tan area and by its large student population. Future popula-
tion for Mount Vernon is forecast by:

- Computing probable changes in Mount Vernon's existing
population. The calculation of the "base" population of the
city assumes no net migration.

- Controlling for student population by excising the enroll-
ment figures from the base data used for the projections,
computing the projection, and then adding the student pop-
ulation onto the future projection total.

- Basing population forecasts on 1990 Census statistics for
age distribution. As before, the cohort survival method is
used to project population, utilizing birth and death rates
developed by the Bureau of the Census and the National
Center for Health Statistics.

- Five migration models have been utilized, designed to be
relevant to the city's likely potential for growth. These corre-
spond to migration rates of 0%, +4.0%, +6.0%, +10.0% and
+20.0%. The net migration rate experienced by the city be-
tween 1980 and 1990 was approximately +10.0%. Migration
rates in Mount Vernon are partially limited by the availabili-
ty of housing in the city. Thus, people who might otherwise
move to the city cannot because of a lack of housing oppor-
tunities.

TABLE 1-5: Mount Vernon Population Projections, 1995-

2010 Low Birth Scenario

1995 2000 2005 2010 Change

1995-2010
No net migration 3,662 3,657 3,672 3,709 47
+4.0% migration 3,712 3,738 3,758 3,920 208
+6.0% migration 3,737 3,810 3,906 4,030 293
+10.0% migration 3,787 3814 4,070 4,261 474
+20.0% migration 3,913 4,184 4,508 4,898 985

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reporis.
RDG Martin Shukert, 1994.



* Summary

Mount Vernon has grown significantly since 1930, initially in
response to the expansion of the college, and later the result
of natural increases that accompanied that population. Inre-
cent years, Mount Vernon 's growth has been guided by met-
ropolitan influences, as population growth in Linn County
has shifted to areas outside the principal city of Cedar Rap-
ids. Communities near Cedar Rapids were the first to grow
with new residents during the two decades immediately fol-
lowing World War II. In the past decade, new large-lot hous-
ing has extended into unincorporated parts of Linn County,
and brought new residents near towns such as Mount Ver-
non. These new rural residents represent a growing part of
local school enrollment.

During this period of growth, Mount Vernon has increasing-
ly become a home to commuting families with children. This
is reflected by rapid growth among younger and middle-
aged adults aged 35-39 and their younger children, and
among older adults aged 45-55. College-aged residents (ages
20-24) now represent nearly one out of every five persons in
Mount Vernon. However, the senior population has been
declining over the past decade.

Mount Vernon finds it difficult to accommodate population
growth with its limited housing supply, especially among
seniors and young persons who may not be able or desire to
own and maintain a single-family home. Population growth
is restricted by a lack of housing sites, especially within in-
town settings consistent with the form and context of the tra-
ditional city.

During the next twenty years, natural population growth,
continued recent development rates and metropolitan popu-
lation influences could produce a population of over 5,000
persons. Mount Vernon has an unusual opportunity to de-
fine the nature of its future as it faces a potential for signifi-
cant new growth. This planning effort will enable Mount
Vernon to manage development, reinforce the city’s existing
character, and accommodate new residents as a resource for
the future of the community.
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Employment

Mount Vernon's economic life is based on local employment
opportunities at Cornell College, and regional job growth in
Cedar Rapids, Linn County, and Iowa City. While Mount
Vernon includes some agricultural, commercial and industri-
al development, they do not employ large proportions of the
local population. Local industries do not employ large num-
bers of full-time personnel. As a result, most residents of the
residential community work outside the city's boundaries,
generally in other parts of metropolitan Cedar Rapids. This
section examines various economic characteristics and dy-
namics of Mount Vernon's population, in order to establish a
basis for economic planning.

» Mount Vernon's residents are more likely to be employed in edu-
cation than other residents of the metro area.

TABLE 1-6: Employment by Industry
Mount Vernon and Linn County, 1990

Mount Vernon LinnCounty
Industry Employed %  Employed %
Total Employed 1,787 100.00 87,606 100.00
Agriculture, mining 47 2.63 2,052 234
Construction R 5.15 4,194 4.79
Manufacturing 203 11.36 20,777 2372
Transportation 73 4,09 3,418 3.90
Communications 23 1.29 3,495 3.99
and Utilities

Wholesale Trade 36 2.01 4,006 457
Retail Trade 293 1640 15,557  17.76
Finance, insurance, real 110 6.16 5,665 6.47
estate

Nonprofessional Services 124 6.94 7,407 8.45
Health Services §5 4.76 6,183 7.06
Education 558 31.23 6,856 7.83
Professional 110 6.16 5,764 6.58
Public Administration 33 1.85 2,232 2.55

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census
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Table 1-6 compares the employment makeup of Mount Ver-
non 's residents with those of Linn County for 1990. The in-
formation indicates that Mount Vernon's residents are about
as likely to be employed in the FIRE (finance, insurance and
real estate) and professional service sectors as other metro
area workers. About 12.32% of the city's 1990 work force is
employed in these areas, in contrast to about 13.05% of the
Linn County work force. Mount Vernon has much less em-
ployment in manufacturing, and in specialized professions
such as health services. Mount Vernon has a smaller propor-
tion of its employment in non-professional services, such as
business and repair services, personal services, entertain-
ment and recreation.

® Mount Vernon's residents in 1990 are more likely to be em-
ployed in professional and managerial jobs than other residents of
Linn County.

Table 1-7 compares the types of jobs held by Mount Vernon's
residents in 1990 to Linn County. In general, the local occu-
pational profile differs from that of the overall metropolitan
area. About 33% of Mount Vernon's work force is employed
in executive, managerial, or professional areas, in contrast to
27% for the metropolitan area. About 16% of Mount Vernon's
workers are in production or labor jobs, compared with
about 25% for Linn County. Mount Vernon residents

are more likely to be employed in service and retail occupa-
tions and less likely to hold sales and technician employ-
ment than Linn County.
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TABLE 1-7: Employment by Occupational Category:

Mount Vernon and Linn County, 1990

Moeunt Vernon LinnCounty
Industry Employed %  Employed %
Employment 1,787  100.00 87,606 100.00
Managerial and 584 32.68 23,474 2679
professional occupations
Technical and sales 566 31.73 29,347  33.50
Service occupations 318 17.79 11,388 13.00
Farming, forestry and 38 213 1,556 1.77
fishing occupations
Precision production, 103 5.76 9,433 10.77
craft and repair
Operators, fabricators, 178 9.96 12,408 14.16

and laborers

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census

e Mount Vernon exhibits a 1990 average income well above that of
more diverse metropolitan cities and the state at large.

Table 1-8 displays 1990 income distributions for Mount Ver-
non , LinnCounty, Cedar Rapids, Jowa City and the State of
Towa. In 1990, Mount Vernon's median household income
was $35,057, the highest among comparable communities,
and far exceeding that of the State of Iowa. This demon-
strates the more homogeneous, "white collar" income charac-
ter of the city, and the opportunities provided by access to
metropolitan employment.

Mount Vernon 's college-based employment boosts its medi-
an income, relative to the more diversified, industry-based
and technical service economies of Cedar Rapids and Linn-
County. This is most evident in the $35,000 to $50,000 cate-
gory, which includes more than 25% of Mount Vernon resi-
dents and nearly 22% of Linn County residents. However,
Mount Vernon has a smaller proportion of those earning



Mount Vernon 768 7.68 20,63 13.85 2528 19.82 506 i

very high incomes, with about 5% of local households earn-
ing over $50,000 annually.

About 8% of Mount Vernon's households reported 1989 in-
comes below $15,000, compared with 12% for LinnCounty,
13% for Cedar Rapids, 20% for Iowa City, and 26.7% for
Iowa. Iowa City's incomes must be qualified by the presence
of a comparably large number of undergraduate and gradu-
ate students. Mount Vernon lacks good employment and
housing opportunities for low-skill, low-income persons, al-
though the continuing expansion of the mobile home park
suggests a real demand for low/moderate income housing.

Most of Mount Vernon's residents enjoy a relatively high de-
gree of individual financial security either through college-

based employment, or through access to high paying jobs in
the metropolitan job centers of Cedar Rapids and Towa City.

Mount Vernon 's income distribution and employment char-
acteristics suggest that future residential and economic de-

" velopment efforts should concentrate on reinforcing and ac-
commodating professional and managerial sectors of the
economy. Mount Vernon's location and demographic char-
acteristics give it a potential to attract industries that can join
college/university research and technology-based enterpris-
es. This would be reinforced by the preponderance of aca-
demic, communications technologies and engineering sup-
port occupations available in Jowa City and Cedar Rapids.

Under 10,060- 15,000- 25,000~ 35,000- 50,000- Over |
$10,000 14,999 24,999 34,999 49,999 74,999 $75,000 i

1218 801 1725 1758 2197 1641 661

Linn County 1344 826 1710 1758 2147 1537 678 Lo
Cedar Rapids 2043 1162 1863 13.81 1344 1318 889 i
Iowa City 1625 1047 2077 1831 1801 1139 480 :

Source: 1990 Census.
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Commuting Patterns

Mount Vernon in 1994 is a city divided between employers
who work locally and those who are commuters to metro-
politan jobs. In 1990, more than 900 of Mount Vernon's em-
ployees (51.43%) worked within fifteen minutes of home.
More than 41% travel fewer than 10 minutes to get to work.
Another 35.14% of workers commute between 20 and 35
minutes to work, incorporating Cedar Rapids and Iowa City.
About 56.57% of all workers drive to work alone, 6.86% use
carpools, and 28.80% walked. Abouth 5.66% of employees
worked at home, or used other modes of travel to work.

Conclusions
The economic analysis of Mount Vernon indicates that:

- Most of Mount Vernon 's residents commute to work local-
ly, and nearly one out of three walk to work. More than 35%
of all workers commute to nearby cities for employment.

- The city's population is more likely to be employed in pro-
fessional and managerial jobs than the overall metropolitan
area population. This includes substantial representation in
education and services employment.

- Incomes in Mount Vernon are well above those for the en-
tire metropolitan area. The community has a high percent-
age of upper middle-income households, and has a relative-
ly low percentage of low-income residents.
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Swinging chair on First Street.
This privately-built, public amenity
reflects the importance that public
space has in the lives of Mount
Vernon’s residents. First Street
Serves as 4 community commons
and links many of Mount Vernon's
civic assels.

A Profile of Mount Vernon . .. 31



-~
-
et
O
95
W
=
- |
S
p=
pumt
s
<

ist Church

t Method

Firs

32...The Mount Vernon Plan



e

A\
TIMIELIESS

Mount Vernon should
maintain and enhance
its town design
character and will
continue to grow as an
interconnected, unified
community.

- ount Vernon is a community of special qualities. Its

| natural setting and built environment create a special
magic that residents and visitors to the community
feel immediately - a sense of timelessness, of a community
that simultaneously touches and incorporates its past,
present, and future.

Many images of the town contribute to this special sense.
The twinkle of Christmas lights in Uptown's trees on a
snowy December night, the tree-lined streets of the Ash Park
Historic District, Cornell College's landmark campus, a
property owner placing a bench and shelter for public use
along First Street, and children on the sledding hill of North
2nd Avenue along with other images make Mount Vernon
precious fo its residents. These features make Mount Ver-
non a living community that in too many places is a fond but
distant memory. Indeed, the preservation of these character-
istics is vital to the town's well-being.

On the other hand, forces in and around Mount Vernon
create changes that affect these traditional qualities. Mount
Vernon is located within a metropolitan area, ten miles from
the eastern edge of Cedar Rapids. Linn County's December
1993 Population and Economic Forecasts project a county-
wide population increase of about 26,600 people or 15.8% be-
tween 1990 and 2020, propelled by a significant increase in
regional employment. Natural decentralization of urban
populations, combined with projected growth, places signifi-
cant development pressure on Mount Vernon's highly desir-
able community environment. Contemporary retailing, with
its strong orientation to the automobile, has also created con-
flicts with Mount Vernon's desire to maintain a strong tradi-
tional town center. Regional transportation changes also
bring additional pressure to bear on the town. US 30, which
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once followed First Street through the town center, was relo-
cated to its present alignment on the south edge of town in
the 1950s. A proposed bypass will develop a new, limited
access facility on a more southward alignment. Changes in
traffic and access patterns, along with development types
that often gravitate toward highway interchanges, add other
pressures. Asimportant, the scale and design of develop-
ment that comes with these changes can be different from
the character of traditional Mount Vernon.

In this context, Mount Vernon has struggled with the com-
plex issue of maintaining community character in an envi-
ronment of change. The town can proceed down different
paths. A "no-growth" approach maintains the existing form
of the town, but ignores the potential vitality that develop-
ment can bring. As a result, the city finds itself attempting
to maintain increasingly costly public services and facilities
with a stagnant or slowly growing tax base. On the other
hand, a policy of relatively unconirolled growth can produce
projects that are very different from traditional Mount Ver-
non in scale and function. As a result, the town environment
that makes Mount Vernon distinctive and that draws people
to it can be diluted.

A Dbetter policy for Mount Vernon involves encouraging con-
trolled growth levels within the context of a traditional com-
munity. By understanding the patterns and relationships
that make Mount Vernon beautiful, the town can develop
principles for new growth and investment that reinforce,
rather than destroy, the community's unique sense of place.
As a result, the town can both accommodate growth and use
it to improve community quality.

This section, then, considers the following physical features
and patterns that give Mount Vernon a distinctive environ-
ment:

B TOPOGRAFPHY

B CROSSROADS

B STREET AND BLOCK LAYOUT
B COMMUNITY STREET

B THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT

B TOWN CENTER
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Uptown. Mount Vernon's Toum
Center is one of three districts
listed on the National Register of .
Historic Places.

Mount Vernon Bank and Trust
on 1st Street. This new structure
maintains the patterns and
character of traditional
development in Mount Vernon's
Uptown district.

It then presents a general philosophy for future community
growth management, forming a Development Constitution
that defines the general perspectives of this comprehensive
plan.
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View of Mount Vernon from the
south. This ridge above the Cedar
River Valley inspired the location
of Cornell College and the townsite
itself.

36 ... The Mount Vernon Plan

TOPOGRAPHY

"Prairie grass grew rank and high over the wind-swept hilltop of
what is now Mount Vernon. Tall elms, oaks, linden trees perhaps
a hundred years old grew on the west slope of the hill; and a less
coverage of wild plum and crabapple trees sent forth delicious aro-
ma in the spring. Af the foot of the east end of the hill was a copi-
ous spring of water where travelers would stop to quench their
thirst."

- A Centennial History of Mount Vernon, lowa
The Centennial Commiittee, 1948

These topographic influences on the form of the city are still
evident today. Mount Vernon's town center is located along
a high ridge above the Cedar River Valley. Main Street (now
1st Street) followed this ridge to the east. George Bowman
envisioned this same hilltop as a sacred location for a new
institution dedicated to religious education -- a vision that
was fulfilled with the 1852 groundbreaking of Cornell Col-

lege.

This combination of commerce and vision created a commu-
nity axis for many of Mount Vernon's great landmarks. The
quality of a city on a ridge also defines the skyline from the
surrounding couniryside and causes travelers literally to "go
up" to Mount Vernon as they approach its center.
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CROSSROADS

Mount Vernon's form is defined by a crossroads, partially in-
fluenced by landforms and partially by transportation. A
military road laid out in 1837 to connect the territorial capital
at Iowa City with Dubuque became Highway 1 or 1st Ave-
nue in Mount Vernon. The town's center grew at the junc-
ton of the ridge line and this Military Road. The geometry
of these features generated a grid pattern that was rotated
relative to the ordinal directions. Later, when the Chicago &
North Western Railroad reached the town in 1859, it fol-
lowed a more true east-west route, and created new residen-
tial additions (including the Ash Park Historic District) that
also followed an ordinal orientation. The collision of these
grids, North 6th Street, created small open spaces and unu-
sual streetscapes. :

STREET AND BLOCK LAYOUT

The street layout of the original plat of Mount Vernon was
made up of nearly square blocks, about 285 feet on a side.
Each block contained eight lots, oriented to the avenues and
divided into two-lot "quadrants" by. mid-block alleys run- -
ning in each direction. The avenue orientation of lots was
broken along First Street, where lots faced the main east-
west street and the Bowman's and Hall's Additions between
South 3rd and 5th Avenues.

This small block grid introduced a rhythm to the community
and a high level of contact among blocks. As a result, most
of traditional Mount Vernon functioned as one neighbor-
hood, with a high degree of penetrability from one street to
another. Mount Vernon developed as a compact, walkable
city, a community in which people are as likely to travel on
foot as by automobile.

The intimate rhythm created by small blocks was reinforced
by the horizontal sections of streets, sidewalks, and building
elevations. A typical cross-section includes a 28-foot wide
street channel, 10- to 12-foot greenway strips between the
curb line and the sidewalk, 4-foot sidewalks, and 15 to 20-
foot front yard setbacks. This resulted in a distance between
building fronts ranging from 93 to 100 feet. This distance,
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combined with the landscape opportunities created by the
town's relatively wide greenways, generated the town's su-
perb residential streets.

COMMUNITY STREET

Main Street, now 1st Street, followed the ridge line that at-
tracted commercial, religious, and educational visionaries to
the townsite. This street evolved info a "community street,”
an important public space that links major community insti-
tutions and unites rather than divides neighborhoods. In
American towns, community streets have a processional
quality, becoming civic corridors that define the town and
are magnets for people who are outside to exercise, experi-
ence the town, or see other people.

First Street is a superb example of a community street. Its se-
quence of historic buildings, open spaces, mature trees, and
major community instifutions create this special quality of a
street that transcends its transportation role.

While the core of this "community street" is made up of the
town center and Cornell College, the procession begins at
Mount Vernon's eastern entrance, at the eastern foot of the
town's hill. Here, 1st Street intersects Lisbon Road at Mount
Vernon Cemetery and proceeds west across Spring Creek.
Climbing the hill, the street passes the Middle School and
enters Uptown. The procession leads through the town cen-
ter, past the city's historic churches, and past Memorial Park
with its Visitors Center and gazebo. The street continues
along the edge of the historic Cornell Campus to the western
entrance of the town.

This community street, once the route of the Lincoln High-
way, also extends into the surrounding rural area. To the
west, it becomes Mount Vernon Road, linking the town to
Cedar Rapids past the historic Abbe Creek School. To the
east, it becomes Lisbon Road which, with its adjacent bicycle
path, connects to the neighboring community of Lisbon.



THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT

The architectural characteristics of Mount Vernon's build-
ings lend a third dimension to the interaction of land and
layout in defining the character of the traditional fown. The
tower of King Chapel, high on the ridge, is Mount Vernon's
most visible architectural landmark. However, the variety of
high styles in the city's residential, institutional, and com-
mercial architecture, including Victorian, Eastlake, Queen
Anne, Gothic Revival, and Colonial, makes the community a
showcase of nineteenth century design.

Traditional residential neighborhoods are marked by two-
story buildings, again displaying a variety of high styles and
vernacular design. Many of these structures include large
porches, oriented to the fronting street. This residential
scale, combined with the relatively small cross-sectional dis-
tances between building fronts and the generous landscaped
greenways between curb and sidewalk create cutdoor rooms
that are at once spacious and intimate, green and urban. "

The quality of the built environment is recognized by the |
designation of three National Register districts in the com-
munity. These include:

s The Cornell College/Mount Vernon Historic District, in-
corporating 120 structures that include the college and im-
mediately surrounding residential neighborhoods.

¢ The Mount Vernon Commercial Historic District, includ-
ing 27 buildings in the traditional town center.

© The Ash Park Historic District, including 42 houses be-
tween 6th and 8th Streets in the northern part of town.

Other residential districts display similar architectural quali-
ty. In addition, two-story brick houses, scattered around the
traditional plat, reflect the settlement era of the 1850s, when

builders brought clay to homesites and built houses of brick

fired by on-site kilns.
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TOWN CENTER

Mount Vernon's town center, located along the top of the
ridge at the crossroads of 1st Avenue and 1st 5treet, has re-
tained its vitality as the community's primary commercial
and civic center. The continued vitality is caused by several
factors, including;:

» The location of the district near the geographic center of town.
As Mount Vernon grew, it expanded concentrically around
the original crossroads. As a result, the town center re-
mained central to most of the community's residential neigh-
borhoods.

® The compact, walkable scale of the city, promoted by its small
blocks, continuous street grid, and compact development pattern.
Short distances have made walking a primary means of
transportation in Mount Vernon. This, coupled with the cen-
tral location of the town center, maintained the district's po-
sition in the community.

* The connections between the traditional center and surrounding
residential neighborhoods. The uptown district blends into its
surroundings, rather than being separated from them.

» The scale and character of the district ifself. The commercial
district, listed on the National Register, forms an edge of one
and two-story brick structures that are excellent examples of
nineteenth century commercial architecture. As in other
parts of the community, the relatively short distance be-
tween opposite building faces maintains the intimacy of an
outdoor room, important in a commercial area where the
ability to cross a shopping street easily is important. The re-
cent addition of street trees repeats the combination of soft
and urban surfaces that is also distinctive in residential
areas.

e Regulatory environment. Mount Vernon has adopted a pro-
tectionist policy toward its traditional town center. Thus,
commercial zoning for highway commercial areas is relative-
ly restrictive, prohibiting some retail and service uses which
would compete with the iraditional town center.
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The Lincoln Highway symbolized
the transcendence of the automobile
and other technologies in American
life. The connection with Cedar
Rapids by a transcontinental
highway in effect brought Mount
Vernon “closer” to Cedar Rapids.
In many ways, it marked the
beginning of Mount Vernon's
position as a satellite residential
community of the county seat. In
addition, the Lincoln Highway
brought tourists and other travelers
past the Cornell campus and
through the heart of Mount
Vernon.

- Historic Resources of Mount
Vernon, National Register of
Historic Places, Multiple Property
Documentiation Form

The previous discussion has described features and relation-
ships that over time have made Mount Verncn distinctive.
Yet, the forces that have changed town building and commu-
nity development patterns in contemporary times also chal-
lenge Mount Vernon's traditional character. These challeng-
es include:

Bl HIGHWAY ROUTES AND LAND PATTERNS
i REGIONAL GROWTH

i COMMERCIAL DEMANDS

i@ SUBDIVISION PATTERNS

E LAND DEVELOPMENT REGULATIONS

HIGHWAY ROUTES AND LAND PATTERNS

Along with many other Iowa communities, Mount Vernon's
history and development form was determined by topogra-
phy, regional seitlement patterns, and road routes rather
than by railroad development. The Iowa City to Dubuque
Military Road became Iowa Highway 1 and was a part of the
original town plat. In 1913, the transcontinental Lincoln
Highway (US 30) was established and was routed through
Mount Vernon along Ist Street. While the Lincoln Highway
encouraged the conversion of some commercial buildings to
more aufomobile-oriented uses, its passage through a built-
up town had little impact on building scale or new develop-
ment acttvity.

In 1953, US 30 was rerouted to a bypass on the south side of
town, south of South 7th Street. This new bypass created a
significant barrier on the south edge of the city, crossed only
by two streets -- Highway 1 and an extension of 1st Street.
In addition, it created opportunities for new, more automo-
bile-oriented commercial development by providing access
to open land. As a result, large lots were subdivided, with
development concentrated at the crossroads of the new US
30 and Highway 1, and land development patterns emerged
that included individual free-standing buildings and street-
yard parking lots. This commercial intersection at the edge
of the city, combined with its lack of safe pedestrian facili-
ties, causes customers to drive rather than walk to commer-
cial facilities.
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REGIONAL GROWTH

The Iowa Department of Transportation (IDOT) plans to
build a new US 30 route, bypassing the current alignment to
the south. As part of the IJowa 2000 Commercial Highway
Network, this highway will be a four-lane divided, limited
access facility with an interchange at Highway 1. The char-
acter of this road, its effect on surrounding land use patterns,
and the disposition of the former US 30 alignment pose ma-
jor challenges for the town.

REGIONAL GROWTH

Mount Vernon will experience development pressure caused
by two forces: population decentralization and countywide
employment and population growth. Cedar Rapids, in com-
mon with other Midwestern central cities, has experienced a
trend toward suburbanization and lower density housing.
Since the development of the Lincoln Highway, many
Mount Vernon residents commute to Cedar Rapids. The im-
proved access provided by an upgraded US 30, combined
with the attractiveness of Mount Vernon as a living environ-
ment, will cause significant demand for new residential de-
velopment, Commuter growth from Jowa City presents a
secondary demand for new housing in Mount Vernon.
These trends create development pressures that are indepen-
dent of regional population growth.

In addition, growth forecasts suggest development demands
placed on Mount Vernon created by new employment and
population in the region. Population and Employment Fore-
casts (PEFTAC) completed by the Linn County Regional
Planning Commission, indicate an increase of 20,200 jobs (or
21.4%) between 1990 and 2010 and an employment increase
of 31,640 (or 33.6%) between 1990 and 2020. This will gener-
ate population increases of 17,298 (or 10.3%) and 26,601 (or
15.8%) respectively for the next 20- and 30-years. A portion
of this countywide growth will be directed toward Mount
Vernon. If Mount Vernon does no more than capture its cur-
rent proportion of countywide population, this projected
growth will generate a 20-year increase ranging from 276 to
374 people and a 30-year increase of 425 to 577 people. Con-
verted to housing unit demand, this suggests a 20-year de-
mand for 150 additional units and a 30-year additional de-
mand for 231 units.
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COMMERCIAL DEMANDS

New population growth and improved access also create
commercial development pressures. The character of new
commercial development, usually designed to accommodate
automobiles, is different from traditional patterns in the
town center. While the traditional center is small in scale, re-
lates buildings to one another in a district, has a pedestrian
orientation, and de-emphasizes parking, more contemporary
commercial development usually includes free-standing
buildings, individual parking lots that separate the building
from the street, and poor pedestrian accommodations.

In addition, highway-oriented commercial development
may present a direct threat to the strength of the traditional
business district. For example, discount retailers, drawn to a
point of high accessibility such as the US 30/Highway 1 in-
terchange, may compete directly with "Main Street" stores in
the Uptown district. This concern for preservation of the
community commercial role of Uptown has caused Mount
Vernon to adopt restrictive Highway Commercial zoning
standards that limit retail and service uses at the intersec-
tion. However, the town continues to experience internal
and external development demands created by new popula-
tion, changing retail trends, and improved regional access.

SUBDIVISION PATTERNS

Traditional residential development patterns in Mount Ver-
non include the 285-foot square blocks, containing eight lots,
of the original plat of Mount Vernon; the slightly longer
blocks of the Ash Park district; and the more informal, curvi-
linear pattern of the Boulevard Addition west of the Cornell
campus. These different grids provide variety within the
context of a connected sireet network and help define the ur-
ban character of Mount Vernon.

Contemporary subdivision development follows different
patterns. Generally, new subdivisions:

¢ Provide new streets that provide internal access to individ-

ual lots, rather than fitting into a pre-planned street network.
¢ Use curved streets and cul-de-sacs which establish new
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additions as development pods that are unrelated to sur-
rounding areas.

¢ Provide larger lots than those in the traditional town.

¢ Have larger distances between building faces on either
side of a street.

These patterns are evident in the Crestview and Candlestick
Additions. While these subdivisions provide excellent
homes, they are not consistent with the character of the tra-
ditional town. As a result, new development could ring the
communify with residential areas that are unrelated and ulti-
mately separated from the rest of the city. The character of
new growth and its relationship to the existing town
presents a fundamental challenge for Mount Vernon.

LAND DEVELOPMENT REGULATIONS

Contemporary land development regulations, including zon-
ing and subdivision controls, follow principles of single use
zoning districts and numerical regulators such as minimum
setbacks from property lines. Frequently, these regulations
are copied from the ordinances of other towns, which have
been copied themselves. They often have little relevance to
the characteristics that make communities unique, instead
tending to make every community look alike.

For example, Mount Vernon's current zoning and subdivi-
sion standards mandate a typical distance of 130 feet be-
tween facing homes in new subdivisions (35-foot front yard
setbacks and 60-foot minimum right-of-way widths. In con-
trast, the residential streets of traditional Mount Vernon dis-
play typical separations between facing houses of 95 to 100
feet. This 30% increase in building separation has a major
impact on the character of residential streets. Yet, a develop-
er could not build a modern version of traditional Mount
Vernon. The town's development regulations specifically make it
impossible to build new neighborhoods that reflect the character of
the city’s historic areas.



