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Chapter 1

The Benton County Plan

This plan is intended to be a guide for Benton County to coordinate growth and development over the course of the next twenty years. The plan includes an in-depth look at the County’s population, housing, economic base, transportation systems, public and recreational facilities, physical infrastructure and current and future land uses. In addition, broad countywide goals are outlined and policy guidelines are recommended to achieve those goals. The plan, however, is not meant to be a strict blueprint, but rather a guide for officials in their decision-making.

This document looks twenty years into the future, and offers a framework for growth and development during that period. This plan is not a regulatory document, but a policy document. By considering the impact of future development well into the 21st century, a community direction can be established to guide the development of regulatory tools such as zoning ordinances, subdivision regulations, housing and building codes and capital improvement plans.

The plan has two fundamental purposes. First, it presents a unified vision for Benton County articulated from the hard work and participation of the citizens who devoted their time and effort toward creating this plan. Secondly, it provides the legal basis for land use regulation such as zoning and subdivision ordinances.

The Planning Process

The Benton County Plan will be the culmination of a planning process that involved citizens in and around the county in creating a future vision. The process is being managed by the East Central Iowa Council of Governments through monthly public work-sessions. 

The first part of the process will involve assessing the County’s current position. This includes the analysis of census data, population trends and housing and economic development issues. From there, public work-sessions will be held to establish a common vision and reachable goals for the next twenty years. Finally, action steps and an implementation schedule will be created to achieve the stated vision. 

The County’s Planning Commission will be responsible for overseeing the entire process. The Commission will approve the final draft of the plan before making a recommendation to the County Board of Supervisors. The Board of Supervisors will ultimately consider and adopt the Plan after holding public hearings on the matter.

Plan Implementation

As will be discussed later in the plan, the County should consider establishing roles and responsibilities for the Planning and Zoning Commission consistent with the State Code and other local planning commissions. This includes appointing members to the Commission to review proposed development requests and other land use issues. The commission would then make recommendations to the Board of Supervisors on each respective issue.
As far as implementing this plan, provisions should be made for amending this document as policies and data become outdated. This authority should be used with discretion, however, since much of its value can easily be lost through frequent or arbitrary changes. Amendments may be proposed by the Planning and Zoning Commission, the Zoning Administrator, the Board of Supervisors, or by concerned citizens. Any proposal should always be referred to the Planning and Zoning Commission for consideration and recommendation to the Board.

It is also recommended that the entire plan be reviewed annually to insure that the data and land use maps are updated. Policies may have to be updated as well. The review may be simple if the County has not grown in the year prior to the review or it may be more elaborate following a period of rapid growth or change. The results of the review and revision may very well mean changes in the zoning or subdivision ordinances or other developmental tools.   

In addition, the plan should have a major revision every five years. This is to ensure that census data, policies and maps remain updated and applicable to the County’s vision. Although this is a twenty-year plan, trends certainly can change after only five years. 

The planning process should be an ongoing endeavor. The success of this plan will require the support of citizens as well as the Board of Supervisors. Cooperation from the public and private sectors will provide long-term benefits to the entire County and ultimately the region surrounding the County. 

Successful counties do not just happen. They must be continually shaped and guided. New issues and opportunities will inevitably arise. While no plan could possibly foresee every issue, the goals and strategies developed in the Benton County Comprehensive Plan will provide flexibility for county officials and area residents in successfully planning for the future. 

Issues and Concepts 
      

             Chapter 2

Public Participation

The crucial element in any plan is ensuring that the wishes and hopes the residents hold for their community is represented in the content of the plan. If the plan does not accurately reflect the needs and desires of area residents, it will have little value. 

Four town meetings were held at the start of the planning process. These meetings were an interactive planning session with nearly fifty residents taking part to identify a future vision for the County. Each meeting involved small groups (5 to 8 people per group) identifying and prioritizing positive qualities that need to be maintained, as well as future concerns of the area that need to be addressed. This exercise was held at the beginning of the process for two reasons:

• The critical elements for the future vision are identified early in the process 
ensuring that appropriate problem identification occurs at the very beginning; 

• Public participation is crucial for creating an effective and appropriate plan. By having town meetings at the beginning of the process, every resident has an opportunity to direct a future vision for the planning area.  

During the town meetings, each member of each small group individually identified his or her positive qualities and future concerns on a 3x5 note card. Then, within each group, all members listed those qualities and concerns on a large sheet of paper (many replies were similar between group members and were condensed into a single quality or concern). At that point, each participant awarded points to prioritize the composite small group list of qualities and concerns using a 3-point value system. Three points were given to their highest priority; 2 points to the second highest priority and 1 point for their third highest priority. Totals were then added up to establish an overall prioritized listing for each small group’s qualities and concerns.

The following page contains a composite of each of the small group’s prioritized positive qualities and future concerns¹.

____________________________________

¹This is only a composite of each group’s priorities. Many of the positive qualities and future concerns were condensed into an over-all quality or concern that were deemed equal. This was based on ECICOG staff’s interpretation and, while reflective of the overall priorities, may or may not reflect the individual priorities of the citizens present.

The plan’s appendix contains an overall listing of each small group’s identified qualities and concerns.

	Positive Qualities to be Maintained
	Points

	Small town atmosphere/good quality of life (beautiful scenery, friendly, good people,   

   rural/not urban, low congestion, safe, can still see stars, sunset and sunrise)
	84

	Best farm ground in Iowa
	48

	Good school systems
	18

	Clean air and water (clean environment, healthy living conditions)
	16

	Small towns with consistent population and job growth

	13

	Location/proximity to larger cities and grain markets (Cedar Rapids/Waterloo)
	11

	Small business development interest
	11

	Low cost of living/low taxes
	10

	Good fire and ambulance service

	8

	Good roads/transportation network

	8

	Proactive county leaders/volunteers that serves the need of the people
 (G.I.S.)
	6

	Abundance of wildlife (wide open spaces)
	3

	Communities have overall positive attitude/outlook on change and improvement
	3

	Nice parks and recreation areas/well maintained
	3

	Freedoms that larger cities don’t experience (no building codes, burning in 

   rural areas, etc.)
	2

	Good coverage of doctors, hospitals, shopping 





	


	Future Concerns/Challenges to be Addressed
	Points

	Ability to handle the growth (budget cuts, government services, law enforcement, 

   schools, roads, sewer, water, etc.)
	40

	Control/manage/promote development in the right places (orderly housing and 

   business/industry development)
	38

	Need commercial business/industry for good paying jobs
	36

	Loss of good farmland/sensitive areas (retain/protect land for agricultural use)
	29

	Keeping environment safe and healthy (clean water and air quality)
	24

	Loss of small town feel (maintaining quality of life)

	20

	People moving into active agricultural areas (not realizing what happens as part of 

   normal agricultural production)
	15

	Zoning and building codes need to be updated/subdivision ordinance that 

   allows for social change (small lots, large lots, etc.)
	14

	Traffic along 30 (when four lanes, may need a truck stop/gas station in Benton County not Tama County)
	11

	Small town businesses competing with large retailers in CR/Iowa City/Williamsburg
	5

	Equalize property/income tax

	4

	Not enough regulations to stop overflow from neighboring counties
	4

	Infrastructure requirements (too many wells and septic systems)

	3

	Local government participation
	3

	Too many regulations (keep local control and control spending)
	2

	Getting young people to stay and be active in the County

	1

	Keep maintaining road network
	1

	Better internet connections
	

	Recycling and landfill problems
	


Qualities and Concerns

Benton County, located just west of Linn County and the Cedar Rapids metro area, and just southeast of Black Hawk County and Waterloo/Cedar Falls had a 2000 Census population of 25,308 residents. During the town meetings for the Comprehensive Plan, many residents felt the County’s small-town, friendly atmosphere was its best asset, creating a quality of life worth maintaining. In addition, the area’s farmland was considered the best in the State. 

These benefits, however, are being challenged by increased development and population growth throughout the County. As a result of this increased population growth, many County residents want to preserve the small town feel before it is lost. However, these and other residents recognize the importance of maintaining a proper level of new growth to maintain the County’s vitality and want to see additional growth and development. This provides the context for the challenges Benton County will face over the next 20 years.

In addition, concerns expressed during these meetings included several planning related issues. Many residents were concerned about sprawling, unplanned development and the County being able to properly manage projected population growth in appropriate areas. 

The challenges facing Benton are the challenges many smaller counties face when confronted with the prospect of new development. How can growth continue without compromising the small-town atmosphere residents have come to expect and appreciate?  This is an overriding issue the plan will address.  

Preserving Quality of Life

The Quality of the Built Environment

Assuring the quality of life for current and future residents begins with good design of proposed developments. Beyond good schools and public services, quality of life means pedestrian friendly neighborhoods, parks and open space, trails for biking and walking, and appropriately designed commercial areas in suitable locations.

Good design includes development that adapts to the topography of the landscape. Mature trees are incorporated into new developments, while woodlands and wetlands are preserved for recreation and wildlife. 

Other aspects must be involved in assuring quality development. Location, amount, sequence and type of development all play a role in assuring new growth fits within the existing community character.

Development Concepts

The most effective way to insure the quality of the built environment is to require that future developments maintain the open space, quality farmland and small town feel that residents currently enjoy. One option to accomplish this would be using a Conservation Design Framework. This approach maintains the small-town character of the area by preserving significant natural features of the landscape as permanent, common open space. In this design approach smaller lot sizes allow landowners to maximize the use of their land while still conserving natural drainageways, woodlands, and wetlands and maintaining allowable densities. 

Current development patterns can destroy the natural environment by subdividing all property into private lots. If current patterns continue by sprawling out into the countryside, the quality of life so valued by residents may be lost. With a conservation design framework, current allowable densities can be maintained, however, by allowing smaller lots, significant natural open space can be protected.

The following figures² compare the conventional approach to residential development and an alternative that insures open space is preserved.

            Conventional development                         Conservation Development
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44 acre parcel

20 lots (2 acres each)

No open space

No pond access except from four lots





Figure A provides the large lots that many people consider the characteristic of a rural area.  Figure B, however, shows a design that keeps the same overall density, yet provides the same amenities for lot owners while protecting a substantial amount of open space.  

As the population continues to grow in the unincorporated areas of the County, a key issue is compatibility between residential and agricultural activity. The conservation design approach helps preserve viable agricultural activity as well as woodlands and natural areas.  

The designs² on the following page show how smaller lot sizes and innovative subdivision design maintains not only the small-town character of woodland areas, but the rural economy as well.

_____________________________________

²Taken from Rural by Design: Maintaining Small Town Character, Randall Arendt, 1994
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Figure B (rated by 75% as “rural™)

44 acre parcel

20 lots (3/4 acre each)

25 acres of open space
Pond access for all residents





                            Farmland Preservation

Woodland Preservation

The strength of the Conservation Design framework is the ability to insure, in perpetuity, the preservation of significant natural features. 

In addition to using a Conservation Design Framework, the County should also utilize an Incremental Design Framework. This development approach utilizes compact, contiguous growth on land best suited for development, thereby saving prime farmland and other sensitive areas. When new development occurs, it should, wherever possible occur incrementally, or contiguous to existing development. 

Growth of this nature will reduce capital outlay and maintenance costs by allowing short, economical extensions of existing infrastructure (sewer, water, street, sidewalk, etc.) which serves the new subdivision. Incremental growth will also save open land and areas better suited for agricultural or other use. The County should ensure that each new development can reasonably flow into an existing neighborhood. This maintains street continuity as well as creating a sense of community between new growth and the existing development.

By promoting an Incremental Design Framework, the County should establish future growth areas on land that is best suited for future development. This will be addressed in the Land Use Chapter of the Plan.

By utilizing an incremental, conservation design framework and preserving significant natural features and open space, Benton County can maintain the quality of life that is so important to its residents. 

County Character 
                 

Chapter 3

The previous chapter provided a preferred development concept for the County. Without specific criteria for the type and preferred character, land use controls (zoning and subdivision ordinances) will not serve the best interest of the area. Therefore, it is important to identify a preferred vision for the future of Benton County. This begins with an overriding policy statement: 

Benton County’s land use policies should protect its prime farmland while allowing development and growth in appropriate areas

In protecting the quality of the built environment, the plan should provide the guiding policies for development in the County. It is the zoning and subdivision ordinance and other development tools (fringe-area agreements, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment programs) that implement the vision of the plan. As such, specific policies are provided here in an effort to provide a clear and logical basis for the establishment of future development tools and revisions to existing tools. Later, the plan will discuss the reasons for the policies and will offer steps to achieve the stated goals.

Overall Community Development Policies for Benton County

Land Use Policies:
• Protect prime farm operations within the County. The County’s number one land use policy is the protection of prime farming operations. New development proposals as well as new development tools (zoning, LESA, etc.) should be mindful of this policy.

Tools:  Comprehensive Plan, Zoning Ordinance, Subdivision Ordinance, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Program

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, Zoning Administrator
• Utilize a Conservation design framework. The most effective way to insure the quality of the built environment is to require that future developments maintain the open space, quality farmland and small town feel that residents currently enjoy. This is best accomplished using a Conservation Design Framework. This approach maintains the small town character of the area by preserving significant natural features of the landscape as permanent, common open space. In this design approach smaller lot sizes allow landowners to maximize the use of their land while still conserving natural drainageways, woodlands, and wetlands and maintaining allowable densities. 
Tools:  Comprehensive Plan, Fringe area agreements with local communities, Subdivision Ordinance, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Program

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, Zoning Administrator

• Utilize compact, incremental development. This development approach utilizes compact, contiguous growth on land best suited for development, thereby saving prime farmland and other sensitive areas. When new development occurs, it should, wherever possible occur incrementally, or contiguous to existing development in a planned growth area. 

Growth of this nature will reduce capital outlay and maintenance costs by allowing short, economical extensions of existing infrastructure (sewer, water, street, sidewalk, etc.) which serve the new subdivision. Planned, incremental growth will also save open land and areas better suited for agricultural or other use. The County should ensure that each new development can reasonably flow into an existing neighborhood. This maintains street continuity as well as creating a sense of community between new development and the existing development.

Tools:  Comprehensive Plan, Fringe area agreements with local communities, Subdivision Ordinance, Zoning Ordinance, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Program

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, Zoning Administrator

• Focus growth near existing incorporated communities. Cities have the existing infrastructure (sewer, water, streets, etc.) to handle new development. It’s appropriate to conserve resources by promoting growth near existing development to reduce capital outlay and maintenance costs by allowing short, economical extensions of existing infrastructure (sewer, water, street, sidewalk, etc.).
Tools:  Comprehensive Plan, Fringe area agreements with local communities, Subdivision Ordinance, Zoning Ordinance, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Program

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, Zoning Administrator

• Promote the re-development of unused farmstead or commercial or industrial sites. The County should promote the re-development of old, unused farmsteads and abandon commercial or industrial sites into new, non-farm uses in appropriate areas. It is the County’s goal to redevelop tracts of land in appropriate areas that are currently not in farm production.

Tools:  Comprehensive Plan, Zoning Ordinance, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Program

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, Zoning Administrator
• Promote development which is both sustainable and livable. Maintain a proper balance of development types (i.e. commercial, residential, industrial) to maintain and enhance the County’s tax base. Encourage pedestrian/bike trails and greenways throughout the County. Encourage new recreation opportunities as well.
Tools:  Zoning ordinance, Subdivision Ordinance, Economic Development Plan 

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, Benton Development Group or Chamber of Commerce

• Minimize conflicts and incompatibilities between agricultural and non-agricultural land uses. The encroachment of development into rural, agricultural areas can threaten the viability of the agricultural economy in many ways. When development on the fringe of a city occurs, farming can become a nuisance to non-farm residents. Farm operations cannot be expected to run combines during normal business hours and livestock can be an unpleasant annoyance to newly arriving residents. The County must be mindful of these issues when planning future developments. The County could adopt a Right-to-Farm Ordinance as well as employing extended setbacks between residential and agricultural uses. In addition, proper buffering (trees, fences, berms, etc.) should be used to minimize conflicts and incompatibilities. 

Tools:  Comprehensive Plan, Fringe area agreements with local communities, Subdivision Ordinance, Zoning Ordinance, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Program, Right-to-Farm Ordinance

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, Zoning Administrator, County Attorney

Development Character Policies:

•  Conserve natural drainageways, provide community recreational and open space, and promote watershed protection. This will lead to the protection of open space around the County as well as protecting the water supply. The County should focus on preserving significant natural features of the landscape as permanent, common open space. The County’s subdivision standards should include requirements for conserving natural drainageways, woodlands, and wetlands by utilizing a conservation subdivision design. 

Current development patterns can hurt the natural environment by subdividing all property into private lots. If these patterns continue in Benton County, timber and other environmentally sensitive land in the County may be lost forever. Therefore, the County should ensure that open space is preserved and that future development is consistent with the quality of life that Benton County residents currently enjoy.

Tools:  Comprehensive Plan, Subdivision Ordinance, Fringe area agreements with local communities, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Program

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, Zoning Administrator, County Engineer
• Existing mature trees should be preserved and incorporated into new developments.  Open space and/or park dedication should be incorporated into every new subdivision to maintain the scenic character of the area.

Tools:  Comprehensive Plan, Subdivision Ordinance, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Program

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, Zoning Administrator
• Encourage pedestrian/bike trails and greenway linkages to existing trail systems. Providing for the quality of life of Benton County residents should be a high priority. Not only does an attractive trail system provide recreational opportunities for existing residents, it attracts new families as well. The County could start by requiring new developments to include trails, where appropriate, that could link up to existing trail systems in the County or region. 

Tools:  Design Standards, Subdivision Ordinance, Comprehensive Plan, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Program

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, Trail Groups, Zoning Administrator, County Engineer

• Ensure proper storm drainage in all new development. Each new development impacts existing development with storm water run-off. The County must ensure each new development disposes of storm water run-off though properly planned ditches, storm sewers, culverts and/or on site drainage ponds so as to have no impact with existing developments.

Tools:  Subdivision Ordinance, Design Standards, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Program

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, Zoning Administrator, County Engineer

Transportation Policies:
• The transportation system should connect neighborhoods to one another. Isolated subdivisions should be avoided by encouraging the use of alternatives to cul-de-sacs. Streets and sidewalks should connect with existing neighborhoods to maintain street continuity as well as creating a sense of community between new subdivisions and the existing development. 
Tools:  Comprehensive Plan, Subdivision Ordinance, Fringe area agreements with local communities, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Program

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, County Engineer
• New developments should be encouraged on or near existing hard surfaced roads. A hard surface road is defined as having seal-coat, chip seal, asphalt or concrete as a surface. Hard-surfaced roads may encourage adjacent development to occur, while the lack of a paved road may indicate a stronger likelihood a site remaining in agriculture.
Tools:  Comprehensive Plan, Subdivision Ordinance, Fringe area agreements with local communities, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Program

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, County Engineer
• Adequate opportunity for pedestrian and bicycle travel, as well as automotive travel, should be provided. Encourage pedestrian/bike trails and greenways throughout the County. 

Tools:  Comprehensive Plan, Subdivision Ordinance, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Program

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, Zoning Administrator, County Engineer

Protection of Private Property Rights Policies.

• Ensure that development regulations are reflective of and proportional to a real need. When a local government imposes a development regulation or sets new policies affecting private property rights, the regulation or policy should be in proportion to the need of the requirement. Local government should not require more than is necessary to achieve the stated public purpose. Therefore, the County should foster an environment of trust through fair and predictable development regulations by ensuring the development review process is timely; provides adequate information and opportunity for public input; considers the cumulative and future impact of development decisions; requires general consistency while providing flexibility in development regulations; and provides due process in all administrative deliberations, including an opportunity for appeals. 
Tools:  Comprehensive Plan, Zoning Ordinance, Subdivision Ordinance, Fringe area agreements with local communities, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Program

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, Board of Adjustment, County Attorney

• Equitably balance the rights of property owners with responsibilities to adjacent property owners and the County at large. Private property rights are a creation of the government as provided for in the Fifth and Fourteenth amendments to the United States Constitution. However, local governments may limit a landowner’s right to use or develop private property according to the Tenth amendment to the United States Constitution by imposing land use controls to protect the health, safety and welfare of its citizens. The County has an obligation to balance the rights of property owners with the responsibility of protecting the interests of the County at large. 
Tools:  Comprehensive Plan, Zoning Ordinance, Subdivision Ordinance, Fringe area agreements with local communities, Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Program

Key Players:  Board of Supervisors, Planning and Zoning Commission, Board of Adjustment, County Attorney

Benton County Profile And Analysis 
Chapter 4

Population Trends and Projections

A planning program for the physical development of a community must be based upon the requirements, both present and future, of the citizens living in the area. In order to establish what these requirements will be, it is necessary to know as accurately as possible how many people will be living in the area in the foreseeable future. 

Precise predictions of future populations, of course, are not possible. However, a reasonable, reliable forecast can be made on the basis of past studies, population trends over the years, and current, observable patterns. This is essential in arriving at reasonable goals and objectives with respect to services and overall development. 

Population Trends

Benton County’s population has been fairly steady since the early 1900’s. Only in the 1990’s has the population really increased substantially. For a graphic illustration of this fact, please refer to the Chart below. 

According to the U.S. Census, Benton saw a 12.84 percent increase in population from 1990 to 2000 bringing the population to 25,308 people. The latest US Census estimate shows the County growing at a 3.11 percent rate from 2000 to 2002.

Benton County Population Trends (1910 - 2000)
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Source: U.S. Census

* 2002 is a US Census Estimate

** Years 2010 and 2020 are projected numbers
Benton County population growth during the last fifteen years may be due in part to residents who work in the Cedar Rapids or Waterloo metropolitan areas but want to live in a small-town setting. Interstate 380 and the four-way Highway 30 make access to both metro areas very easy. In addition, the population growth of the region is expected to support continued Benton County growth during the life of the plan.
Population Trends of Benton County Cities 

The following table shows the 2000 Census totals of each of the incorporated places within Benton County. In addition, it shows the latest Census estimate and the percentage change of population growth during that time. Every city but Keystone has shown growth during this period. Even unincorporated Benton County experienced nearly 2 percent growth during the two year timeframe. 

	City
	2000
	2002 Estimate
	% Change 2000-2002

	Atkins
	977
	1,070
	9.52%

	Belle Plaine
	2,878
	2,892
	0.49%

	Blairstown
	682
	704
	3.23%

	Garrison
	413
	420
	1.69%

	Keystone
	687
	678
	-1.31%

	Luzerne
	105
	106
	0.95%

	Mount Auburn
	160
	162
	1.25%

	Newhall
	886
	923
	4.18%

	Norway
	601
	612
	1.83%

	Shellsburg
	938
	957
	2.03%

	Urbana
	1,019
	1,141
	11.97%

	Van Horne
	716
	823
	14.94%

	Vinton
	5,102
	5,228
	2.47%

	Walford (part)
	1,104
	1,168
	5.80%

	Rural Benton County
	9,040
	9,211
	1.89%


Population Projections

As stated before, population projections can be used to plan for the appropriate level of services for future development. When used cautiously, population projections provide an estimate of future growth barring any unforeseen significant change in the economic or social composition of the community. 

Benton County Population Projections

	
	2000
	2010
	2020

	3.11 % Growth
	25,308
	26,908
	27,745

	5.00 % Growth
	25,308
	27,401
	28,771

	12.84 % Growth
	25,308
	28,557
	32,224

	W & P *
	25,308
	27,898
	30,388


* W & P (Woodes and Poole Economists)

The above table shows the population projections of Benton County. Four different projections are shown for comparison. The first represents the percentage growth of the county from 2000 to 2002 and projected out to 2020. The second represents a modest percentage growth. The third represents the percentage growth of the county from 1990 to 2000 and projected out to 2020. The final projection is from Woodes and Poole Economists.

Based on trends of the last 15 years (high residential growth surrounding the Cedar Rapids metro area), the location near three large metro areas (Cedar Rapids, Waterloo, Iowa City), and the location of two major transportation systems running through the County (I-380, Highway 30), the population is expected to continue to increase. 

Barring any unforeseen significant change in the economic or social composition of the region, the population should eclipse the 3.11 percent growth rate. A population near 30,000 should be expected by 2020.

Housing issues will also affect a projected population increase. As seen in the next section of the plan, several housing needs will play a role in whether Benton County reaches the projected growth rates.

As stated before, population projections should be used cautiously. Changes in local, state and national economies can have a profound affect on population counts. The rising cost of oil and natural gas could very well negatively impact the economy, making even the smaller percentage growth rate unattainable. However, with the proximity to major employment and retail centers, the County’s population should withstand changes in the national economy and could easily eclipse the plan’s projected total.

Population Findings

· Stable population since the early 1900’s

· Population loss in the 1980’s mirrors the State’s population loss during that time (the Iowa farm crisis)
· Tremendous population increase between 1990 and 2000

· Population increase in the 1990’s is higher than the average in the ECICOG region 
(8 %)
· Population increase has continued through 2002 (U.S. Census Estimate)

· Based on trends of the last 15 years (high residential growth surrounding the Cedar Rapids metro area), the location near three large metro areas (Cedar Rapids, Waterloo, Iowa City), and the location of two major transportation systems running through the County (I-380, Highway 30), the population is expected to continue to increase. A population near 30,000 should be expected by 2020.

Housing Characteristics And Needs

In addition to examining population trends, a look into the County’s current housing situation must be taken in order to establish growth management strategies for the planning area. Housing development is crucial to a growing area. With implications in land use and infrastructure decisions, housing trends should be studied to establish adequate growth areas throughout the County.

Housing Analysis  

Using the mid-growth projection (5 percent), in development terms, the projected population increase is equivalent to approximately 1,385 new housing units countywide by the year 2020. This represents an average annual construction rate of approximately 87 new units per year. 

In 1990, there were 9,125 housing units in Benton County. By 2000, the census showed 10,377 housing units, an increase of 13.7 percent. This is consistent with the population growth during that time. According to the 2000 Census, there were 631 vacant housing units (6.08 percent). Five percent vacancy is considered healthy for a community. This allows market flexibility for area homeowners as well as an ability for the community to handle sudden population increases. 

In addition, in 1990, the people per housing unit total was 2.59. That total decreased for the year 2000 to 2.56. This number is projected to drop across the region. By the year 2020, Benton County is expected to have approximately 2.5 people per housing unit. Based on this figure and the mid-growth population projection, Benton should plan on needing a total of approximately 11,762 housing units by 2020.

Unincorporated County Housing Numbers

Based on past trends, 22 percent of the population increase will likely be in the unincorporated areas of the County. Using the mid-growth projection, which means by 2020, there will be approximately 755 new unincorporated residents in the County. Based on the people per housing unit number, there will be a need for approximately 302 new housing units in the unincorporated area of the County. At a density of 1 unit per acre, the new units would require approximately 302 acres of land.
Existing Housing Stock

It is important that existing subdivisions and neighborhoods remain vital parts of the County. Benton County should ensure that the existing housing stock meets minimum codes for safety. As new development occurs, the existing housing market must be kept up in order ensure safe, affordable housing options. The County should make every effort to apply for housing programs intended to rehabilitate the current housing stock.

In 2000, the Benton County Housing Needs Assessment and Action Plan was adopted containing vital information on every city in Benton County. A comprehensive housing analysis and action plan was prepared for the County and its incorporated places at this time. The County should utilize the data contained in the Needs Assessment and follow the recommendations when maintaining the existing housing stock.

New Housing Development

When new housing development occurs, it should, wherever possible occur incrementally, or contiguous to existing development. Growth of this nature will reduce capital outlay and maintenance costs to the County by allowing short, economical extensions of municipal infrastructure (sewer, water, street, sidewalk, etc.) that serve the new neighborhoods. Incremental housing growth will also save open land and areas better suited for agricultural or other use.

As residential development occurs, the County should ensure that each new development can reasonably flow into an existing neighborhood. This maintains street continuity as well as creating a sense of community between new growth and the existing development.

In addition, the County should ensure that appropriate recreational opportunities grow as new housing is developed. The number and location of neighborhood parks should keep pace with new construction. As new housing developments are planned, the County should ensure that common “green space” is included in each new neighborhood. Because recreation opportunities enhance the quality of life and are a major influence on a family’s decision on where to live, expanded recreation opportunities should be a priority for the County. 

The infrastructure and land use implications of this population target and housing needs assessment will be discussed in Chapters on Infrastructure and Land Use.

Benton County Land Use Plan


Chapter 5

This chapter of the Plan is focused on land use, both existing and future, within Benton County. The intent is to provide a framework to guide and direct new development within the County. This should ensure that future development is consistent with the goals of the plan and paced in such a way as to not outstrip the County’s ability to provide proper services.

The Land Use Plan is divided into two sections. The first describes useful tools for managing land use; the final section describes future policy directions in regards to land use.

Land Use Tools

Zoning and subdivision ordinances are two common regulatory land use tools for cities and counties to enforce development standards. Ordinances of this nature enable the implementation and enforcement of the policies and provisions contained in a comprehensive plan. The Land Use Chapter of the Benton County Plan will serve as a guide for future revisions of the County’s development tools. There are, however, additional tools available to Benton County that will be discussed here, including: fringe-area agreements, the LESA program and capital improvements planning.
Zoning

Zoning is the most important tool to implement a comprehensive plan. This method works by regulating various aspects of how land may be used. Zoning’s name is derived from dividing areas of a county into zones, or districts. Certain uses of land are permitted in each zone according to specific standards set by the planning and zoning commission and adopted by the Board of Supervisors. 

Benton County does not have a zoning ordinance in place. Instead, the County utilizes an Ag Land Preservation Ordinance – very similar to a zoning ordinance in most respects. After the Plan is adopted, the County should consider working with the planning and zoning commission on establishing a zoning ordinance that further promotes the County’s land use goals. The ordinance should be thoroughly reviewed and updated annually to ensure the standards are working in conjunction with the goals and objectives contained in this Plan.

Specific issues the County should address in the zoning ordinance include:

· Establishing appropriate zoning districts to encourage growth as discussed in the Plan.

· Establishing appropriate zoning uses within each district that are consistent with the needs and desires of County residents.

· Establishing appropriate standards (lot size, set backs, etc.) which promote the goals and objectives contained in this plan.

Land Subdivision

A subdivision ordinance is a tool the County uses to enforce standards so that land subdivision occurs in a beneficial manner. The platting requirements in the Benton County subdivision ordinance specify the criteria for subdividing land throughout the county. 

Simply put, subdivision is a process in which land is legally described and is converted into building lots. It involves the division of a tract of land into smaller parcels and usually involves the creation of streets and other infrastructure improvements such as wells and sewer systems, sidewalks, and street lighting. The subdivision ordinance is a very effective tool for enforcing growth policies.

The subdivision ordinance is also the tool cities and counties can use to require open space and park dedications in new developments. By including the requirement to devote open space in the ordinance, developers must include open space in any plans for new development. The open space could then be maintained by the neighborhood or home owner association. 

In any growing region, development pressures are usually the strongest at the edge of an already developed area. When allowed to go unregulated, this development pressure often causes undesirable results. The County, however, can utilize this Plan to logically identify where appropriate growth areas should be planned for and use zoning and subdivision controls to guarantee the sound development of the region. 
Benton County should update its subdivision ordinance to be consistent with the goals and objectives contained in this Plan. Specific issues the County should address in the subdivision ordinance update include:

· Open space and park dedication requirements

· Compact, contiguous subdivision design requirements

· Allow conservation subdivision design or clustering

· Language to protect existing mature trees and unique natural features

· Enhance County storm drainage requirements

Fringe Area Agreements

With an adopted subdivision ordinance, a municipality has the right to review plats within two miles of its boundaries. A fringe-area agreement between a county and a city is necessary if the city wanted to coordinate its standards in the fringe area with the county. This would lead to cooperative planning for the sound development of the entire region. 

It is recommended that once the zoning and subdivision ordinances are adopted, the County begin working with area cities in establishing fringe-area agreements to maximize the planning benefit to the County, city and surrounding areas. 

Within each agreement, there should be areas around the city that are agreed upon which indicate future city growth areas and areas which should be protected, such as prime farm land or environmentally sensitive land. Then, within each area, the city and county would agree on which development standards (city or county) should be used. For example, in an established future growth area of a city, it might be appropriate to allow city zoning and subdivision standards be used when reviewing proposed developments. Since it is very likely that future development in the city’s growth area would eventually be annexed into the city, the development should occur with city standards.

Having a fringe-area agreement in place assists in the planning process and allows potential developers to understand what is required of them. The fringe-area agreement planning process should include several public hearings to maximize the input received from county residents.

LESA Program

Land Evaluation and Site Assessment, as a growth management tool, was first created as a result of passage of the Farmland Protection Policy Act in 1981. The purpose of a LESA program is to assist policy makers by offering a more thorough, objective means of evaluating the agricultural potential of land during the decision-making process. LESA may also be viewed as a growth management tool for assessing a particular site’s ability to support certain types of development. It is a tool for protecting agricultural land by providing consistent land use planning and development analysis geared toward agricultural land preservation. 

LESA, in its design, is also a tool that is flexible in that the factors, their scoring maximums, and their assigned weights are to be developed at the local level. Finally, LESA is meant to be supported by, as well as implement, the Benton County Comprehensive Plan, Zoning Ordinance, and Subdivision Ordinance.

The Benton County LESA program should have three distinct elements or components: Land Evaluation and Site Assessment.  

Land Evaluation.  The CSR of a specific site is determined and used as the basis of the Land Evaluation component. This factor utilizes the existing tool the County uses to evaluate proposed development. 

Site Assessment.  Site assessment identifies important factors other than soils that contribute to the quality of a site for a particular use. Each factor selected is stratified into a range of possible values in accordance with local needs and objectives. This process provides a rational, consistent, sound basis for making land use decisions. 

Other Conditions. This element allows the Board of Supervisors the flexibility to consider the public’s input, and other issues such as the impact the proposed development would have on neighboring land uses before ultimately adopting the development proposal. 

In short, the Land Evaluation element is where the individual soil factors are evaluated based on the Corn Suitability Rating (CSR) for the site. The Site Assessment element is the “land use planning” element in that measurable, defined land use factors are used to determine a site’s potential viability. The Other Conditions element gives flexibility to the County when approving development proposals to protect the health, safety and welfare of County residents.

The LESA program should be utilized by the County when or if two (2) different development scenarios take place. The first scenario would be a subdivision proposal of three or more lots. When a developer submits a subdivision proposal, it must first meet the County’s Secondary Road Department’s site distance requirements (and IDOT’s site distance requirements, if applicable). Then it must meet the intent of the Comprehensive Plan, then meet the thresholds established by the LESA program and Zoning or Ag Land Preservation Ordinance, and finally, it must meet the standards of the Subdivision Ordinance.

Subdivision Proposal










Subdivision Proposal Implementation

The second development scenario is a non-farmstead split or a non-agricultural land use change. If a land owner wants to divide one small tract of land from the original farm that will not be used for the farm operation on the larger tract, the proposal must first meet the County’s Secondary Road Department’s site distance requirements (and IDOT’s site distance requirements, if applicable). Then it must meet the intent of the Comprehensive Plan, then meet the thresholds established by the LESA program and Zoning or Ag Land Preservation Ordinance, and finally, it must follow the County’s non-farmstead split (non-agricultural land use change) requirements. Under this development scenario, the proposal would not have to meet the standards of the Subdivision Ordinance (see flow chart).

Non-Farmstead Split (Non-Agricultural Land Use Change) Proposal










Non-Farmstead Split (Non-Agricultural Land Use Change) Proposal Implementation

There are two other development scenarios which would not have to meet the thresholds established by the LESA program or meet the standards of the Subdivision Ordinance. They include the farmstead split option and a residential development of an unused farmstead. The farmstead split option is when a land owner wants to divide one small tract of land off the original farm that will continue to be used for the farm operation on the larger tract, the proposal must simply meet the intent of the Comprehensive Plan and the County’s Secondary Road site distance requirements (and IDOT’s site distance requirements, if applicable) and follow the County’s farmstead split requirements.

The residential development of an unused farmstead option is when a land owner wants to re-develop an old, unused farmstead with a residence. It is the County’s policy to exempt this type of development from the LESA program and subdivision ordinance. There must currently be evidence of a structure or well on site (old farmstead) and the tract of land is at least one (1) acre and is not currently in agricultural production.

Capital Improvements Planning 

A capital improvements plan (CIP) is a legal document for the planning, scheduling and financing of large construction projects and the purchasing of major pieces of equipment by the County. The CIP describes in detail the projects that are to be accomplished; then provides the blueprint that is needed to select those projects and lists the funds that will be authorized in the County’s annual budget.

There are several differences between a comprehensive plan and a CIP. A comprehensive plan looks twenty years into the future and lists possible improvement projects for the community. A comprehensive plan contains very broad policy statements on the direction the County wishes to take.

A CIP, on the other hand, is shorter in range (5 years) and is very focused in nature. It will list each project the County wishes to accomplish during the time-period and list the funding that will be authorized to implement that project. The CIP is then updated every year.

Benton County should consider utilizing a Capital Improvements Plan for the following reasons:

· Systematic evaluation of potential projects

· Stabilize the volume of expenditures

· Coordinate capital costs and financing

· Improve economic development efforts

· Encourage more efficient government

· Work towards long term goals and vision of the community

Planning  and Zoning Commission

A county’s planning and zoning commission is appointed by the Board of Supervisors to assist in the decision making process in regards to the county’s growth and development. A planning and zoning commission has several basic responsibilities including providing recommendations on proposed changes to the comprehensive plan or zoning and subdivision ordinances.

In addition, the planning and zoning commission has the ability to make recommendations on proposed developments within the county. The commission only has the power to make recommendations. All decisions of the commission require approval of the Board of Supervisors to have any effect.

The commission, however, is a valuable body, designed to assist the Board and the zoning administrator in the decision making process.

The County should consider adopting administrative rules for the current planning and zoning commission to ensure that their roles and responsibilities are consistent with the State Code.

In addition, with the adoption of a zoning ordinance, a Board of Adjustment will need to be created. Once again, administrative rules should be adopted for the Board of Adjustment to ensure that their roles and responsibilities are consistent with the State Code.

Future Directions In Land Use

This section of the Comprehensive Plan will focus on the land use characteristics needed to support the projected population increase through the year 2020. In addition, it will project the County’s probable housing demand and land requirements during the planning period.

For Benton County to accommodate growth successfully, it must determine the character of that growth and assure that it enhances rather than alters the sense of the community. In addition, the County must have adequate land available for the projected growth to ensure the protection of prime farmland. Land use projections should anticipate future growth needs and permit a reasonable amount of flexibility to accommodate possible changes in trends.

As mentioned before, a county benefits from compact growth near existing development. When development occurs incrementally, contiguous to the edge of existing development, the region grows in a unified way. This method of incremental growth reduces costs associated with public infrastructure extensions (sewer, water, transportation), and allows for the efficient movement of pedestrians and emergency vehicles.

Future Land Use Recommendations

The following recommendations are listed in no particular order, and are presented as a guide for County officials in making decisions about future land use in Benton County. 

1)
In all development proposals, the protection of prime farming operations should take precedence.

2)
Residential development should be encouraged in four locations:

1) Located within two miles of an existing city.

2) Located contiguous to existing residential development.

3) Located on unused or abandoned farmsteads.

4) As part of a farmstead split.

3)
Commercial and industrial development should be encouraged in three locations:

1) Located within 2 miles of an existing city.

2) Located contiguous to existing commercial or industrial development.

3) Located on unused or abandoned commercial or industrial sites.

4)
Future development should utilize incremental design (compact and contiguous growth) to protect natural features and preserve open space.

5)
Allow conservation subdivision design (clustering) as an option when developing in the County.

6)
Utilize the Comprehensive Plan’s Overall development Policies when reviewing future development proposals.

7)
Update the plan within five years of adoption.

Land Use Plan Analysis
This Plan should be consulted prior to any decision regarding a proposed development or a  request for a change in zoning. Doing so adds validity to the Planning and Zoning Commission’s and Board of Supervisor’s decisions when considering planning requests. This review, along with adopted procedural requirements of the Commission and Board, and those in the Code of Iowa, should assist the County when faced with a legal confrontation about zoning and land use decisions.

This Plan is intended to guide new development well into the 21st century. Its broad goals and objectives reflect the consensus of the Planning and Zoning Commission, Board of Supervisors, and the citizens in and around Benton County. The policy directions are to serve as a general guideline for more specific action undertaken by the residents and government of the County. These recommendations look twenty years into the future with the expectation that periodic updates will need to be done to reflect changes in the County and the region.

The planning process should be an ongoing endeavor. The success of this plan will require the support of area residents as well as the Board of Supervisors. Cooperation from the public and private sectors will allow implementation of the recommendations that will provide long-term benefits to the entire region. 

Implementation
 




Chapter 6

Plan Implementation Schedule

The County should be reminded that this plan does not establish any new ordinance or legislative mandate. The goals and policies contained in the plan are to be used as a guide for local officials in decision making and implementing specific developmental tools, such as the zoning and subdivision ordinances. While adoption of this plan does not commit the County to any specific recommendations, it should commit the County to actions that are consistent with the policy guidelines and the plan itself. 

This section of the plan presents an implementation schedule for the recommendations, summarizing the actions proposed by the plan. Each action is listed generally in the order presented in the plan. The action is then given a specific time frame for implementation. Each dot is representative of a completion date. However, the schedule does not list ongoing policies or day-to-day actions the County should continuously undertake (i.e. maintenance of the secondary road system).

In this way, the schedule can be used to monitor the progress of the plan. This is a very important role of the update process that will be necessary to keep this document dynamic and up-to-date.

The implementation schedule is on the following page.

Implementation Schedule

	Action
	Within 

2 

Years 
	Within 

5 

Years
	Within 

10 

years
	Within 

15 Years
	Within 

20 Years
	Funding options

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Plan for a population of nearly 30,000 
	
	
	
	
	•
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Prepare and adopt a County Zoning Ordinance and review and update County’s subdivision ordinance to conform with the Comprehensive Plan 


	•
	
	
	
	
	General Funds

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Adopt County LESA program
	•
	
	
	
	
	N/A

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Adopt a fringe-area agreement with each incorporated city in the County
	
	
	•
	
	
	General funds, City funds



	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Establish a Capital Improvements Plan for detailed schedule of major infrastructure projects, repairs and maintenance
	
	•
	
	
	
	General Funds

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Adopt administrative rules for the Planning and Zoning Commission


	•
	
	
	
	
	N/A

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Establish a Board of Adjustment with the creation of the new zoning ordinance, including adopting administrative rules.
	•
	
	
	
	
	N/A

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Review and update this plan at least every five years
	
	•
	•
	•
	•
	General Funds

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


A Word of Caution...

Once the plan has been adopted, the County should make every attempt to put the plan to work. However, no plan could possibly foresee every issue that will arise during the planning period. Therefore, the plan should be used as a guide for growth and development. Some developments will inevitably differ from the vision of the plan. However, if properly used, the policies and goals contained in the plan should provide the County with the flexibility to ensure each development fits with the overall vision of the community.
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    Appendix

Glossary of Terms

Affordable Housing: Housing is considered affordable when a household pays less than 30 percent of its gross monthly income for housing cost, including utilities. 

Amenity: A natural or created feature that enhances the aesthetic quality, visual appeal or makes more attractive a particular property, place or area.

Annexation: To incorporate a land area currently outside of the existing city limits into a municipality, with a resulting expansion in the boundaries of the municipality.

Arterial Street: See Street System Hierarchy
Buffering: The Plan calls for buffering between different land uses to minimize negative impacts. Buffering can include open space, landscaped areas, fences, walls, berms or any combination thereof to physically separate or screen one use or property from another. In designing buffers, the County’s zoning ordinance should allow flexibility for the type and size of the buffer.

Built Environment: Artificially created fixed elements, such as buildings, structures, devices and surfaces, which together create the physical character of an area.
Capital Improvements Plan: A local government’s timetable or schedule of all future capital improvements to be carried out during a specific period and generally listed in order of priority, with cost estimates and sources of financing each project. A typical capital improvements plan is a five-year program. A capital improvement is generally a major construction project or the acquisition of large, expensive equipment.
Circulation: Systems and structures for the movement of people, goods, water, sewage, air or power by such means as sidewalks, trails, streets, highways, waterways, towers, pipes and conduits.
Collector Street: See Street System Hierarchy
Contiguous: Having a common boundary, next to, abutting or touching an adjoining property.
Density: The number of housing units or structures allowed per unit of land. In unincorporated Benton County, current allowable density is approximately once housing unit per acre.

Design Standards: A set of guidelines defining parameters to be followed in site and/or building design and development. Can also be used to define standards for infrastructure improvements as well.

Development: The physical construction of buildings and/or the preparation of land. Development activities include: subdivision of land; construction or alternation of structures, roads, utilities and other facilities; installation of septic systems; grading; and clearing of natural vegetative cover (with the exception of agricultural activities). 

Environmentally Sensitive Land: An area with one or more of the following characteristics: (1) steep slopes, (2) flood plain, (3) soils with high water tables including wetlands and wetlands transition areas, (4) soils that are highly erodible or subject to erosion, (5) land incapable of meeting percolation requirements, (6) stream or river corridor, (7) mature stands of native vegetation, and (8) habitats of endangered species.

Floodplain: The land area on either side of the banks of a waterway subject to flooding. 

Fringe-area agreements: See Intergovernmental Agreement
Future Growth Area: The corridors that define the potential growth area for a city. The corridors can be generally described as where development outside of city limits should be directed. Also called Urban Service Areas or areas that define the geographical limit of government-supplied public facilities and services.

Goal: Description of a desired state of affairs for the community in the future. Goals are the broad public purposes toward which policies and programs are directed. Generally, more than one set of actions (objectives) may be required to achieve each goal. 

Green Space: See Open Space
Growth Management: A wide-range of techniques used in combination to manage or influence the amount, type, location, density, timing and/or rate of growth. Growth management objectives often form the backbone of a comprehensive plan. Techniques used to execute growth management policies may include: zoning and subdivision ordinances, capital improvements, and designation of future growth or urban service boundaries.

IDED: The Iowa Department Of Economic Development

IDNR: The Iowa Department Of Natural Resources

IDOT: The Iowa Department of Transportation

Incremental Design: Method of development to maintain small town atmosphere and reducing sprawl by utilizing compact, contiguous growth to existing development. 

Infrastructure: Public services and facilities needed to sustain residential, commercial, industrial and all other types of development activities. Infrastructure includes, but is not limited to sewage disposal systems, water supply systems, drainage systems, roads, parks, sidewalks, trails, schools, libraries, fire, police, emergency, medical facilities and public works facilities.

Intergovernmental Agreement: (28E Agreement) A legal document binding two or more governmental units or agencies to act in certain, cooperative ways. The term is most often used in a planning context to refer to shared or delegated responsibility to review development proposals and/or to recognize adopted plans and policies of the governmental units or agencies. For example, the City of Vinton and Benton County may adopt an agreement which requires each entity to provide materials on development proposals within certain geographic areas for the other entity to review and comment upon. Also called fringe-area agreements.

Issues: Points of debate, discussion or dispute in the community that are identified in the plan and are dealt with by the plan’s goals, policies and objectives.

Land Use: A description of how land is occupied or utilized. Land use types typically include: various types of residential, commercial, industrial, agricultural, and public uses.

Local Street: See Street System Hierarchy

Neighborhood: An area of a community with characteristics that distinguish it from other areas that may include distinct ethnic or economic characteristics, housing types, or boundaries defined by physical barriers such as a major highway or river.
Objective: Individual accomplishments which, taken together, will enable the county to achieve stated goals.

Open Space: Any parcel or area of land or water that is essentially unimproved and devoted to an open space use for the purposes of (1) the preservation of natural resources, (2) outdoor recreation (active or passive), or (3) public health or safety. Land used for the managed production of resources (farming, etc.) is not considered open space for the purpose of this plan.

Plan: The formulation and graphic representation of the means to reach a desired end, as well as the act of preparing a plan (community input, research and analysis). The Benton County Plan is a written and graphic analysis of a desirable and feasible pattern of growth with goals and objectives to best serve the residents of the community. This plan is based on the input of the community and upon data and extensive research.

Planning Area: It can be generally described as all the land within Benton County, minus incorporated cities. 

Planning Period: The period for which the projections and the goals and objectives of this plan were made (from the year 2005 to 2025). 

Policy: Statements of government intent for which individual actions and decisions are evaluated.

Region: The region designated by the Iowa Legislature as State Planning Area 10. This region consists of six contiguous counties in eastern Iowa, including: Benton, Iowa, Linn, Jones, Linn, and Washington, which are served by the planning agency East Central Iowa Council of Governments (ECICOG).

Sense of Place: The characteristics of a location that make it readily recognizable as being unique and different from its surroundings.
Setback: The distance between the permitted structure and the lot line. 

Strategy: Tasks that may be taken to achieve stated goals and policies.

Streetscape: All the elements that constitute the physical makeup of a street and that, as a group, define its character, including building frontage, paving, street furniture, landscaping (trees and other plantings), awnings and marquees, signs and lighting.
Street System Hierarchy: The Benton County street system generally consists of three functional uses of streets: Arterial, Collector and Local streets. Arterial Streets provide a continuous route for the movement of large volumes of through-traffic across and beyond the County and between high traffic generation points. Collector Streets provide movement of traffic between arterial streets as well as providing limited access to abutting property. Local streets serve as a means of access to abutting property.

Urban Design: The process of organizing the contextural elements of the built environment such that the end result will be a place with its own character or identity. Also, urban design can be described as planning the development of the built environment in a comprehensive manner to achieve a unified, functional, efficient and appealing physical setting.

Urban Service Area: See Future Growth Area.

Urban Sprawl: Uncontrolled growth, usually low-density in nature, in previously rural areas and some distance from existing development and infrastructure.

Use: The purpose for which a lot or structure is or may be leased, occupied, maintained, arranged, designed, intended, constructed, moved, altered, and/or enlarged in accordance with the zoning ordinance and the Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use categories.

Zoning: The delineation of districts and the establishment of regulations governing the use, placement, spacing and size of land and buildings.
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