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Introduction 
 
Southeast Iowa is an area composed of Des Moines, Henry, Lee, and Louisa Counties and located along the 
Mississippi River.  The region has an economic heritage built on heavy manufacturing and agriculture.  With its 
excellent location in the middle of the country and valuable transportation assets including the Mississippi River, 
excellent rail, and a solid highway system, the region was a prime location for manufacturing facilities.  However, 
Southeast Iowa is like many other communities in the Midwest, with an economy in significant transition.  
Increased international competition and structural changes to the domestic economy have had a negative effect 
on the regional economy of Southeast Iowa.  A once dominant manufacturing base has declined sharply and 
continues its descent.  As a result, the region must change to a new economic structure.  Area leaders must find 
innovative approaches to provide high wage jobs that are sustainable.  This transition, though difficult, is 
attainable with a concrete economic strategy and leadership dedicated to implement that strategy.   
 
The goal of the strategic planning process is to provide Southeast Iowa with a comprehensive economic 
strategy to create a knowledge-based economy throughout the region that is sustainable, will stimulate 
economic growth, and will protect the region’s quality of life.  
 
The region needs a plan to create a marketable identity and give the region the tools it needs to attract and retain 
businesses, young professionals, and investment, while building a collaborative, regional approach to economic 
development. 
 
This report evaluates Southeast Iowa in areas that are most critical to business and industry growth.  Using data 
that was either provided by Southeast Iowa, or collected independently by AngelouEconomics, this report allows 
us to take a step back and evaluate trends, data, and businesses’ and residents’ perceptions of the community.  
This analysis will provide the necessary framework for the next phase of the strategic planning process in which 
we select target industries and make recommendations for their development.  The final target list will include 
industries that match the profile of the community, and meet the development goals of the area.  
 
This report assesses the region’s current economic situation and the historical trends that have shaped it.  
Specifically, we evaluate the region’s handling of past growth and its readiness to attract and direct future 
economic growth.  In this report, we analyze the community in a range of economic and demographic variables.  
We also compare the region against a group of benchmark communities in the surrounding area to gain an 
understanding of how Southeast Iowa compares. 
 
The analysis focuses on factors that are grouped in five primary categories: 
 

1. Business Climate 
2. Workforce & Education 
3. Sites & Infrastructure 
4. Quality of Life 
5. Economic Development & Marketing  

 
For each of the factors, we show how Southeast Iowa rates against the rest of the nation and a short list of 
regional benchmark competitors.   
 
AE provides information about the relative importance of each factor for varying industries.  For potential targets 
that require manufacturing facilities, for example, infrastructure-related variables might be given a greater weight.  
For a service or research-related target, we might place additional weight on workforce variables.   

R E G I O N A L  A S S E S S M E N T
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For those industries for which Southeast Iowa scores very low, we will either recommend that the industry be 
eliminated from the list of recruitment targets, or that improvements be made within the community that will boost 
the score.  For those industries for which the regional scores are very high, we will recommend that the industry 
become a target for recruitment and development efforts. 
 
These factors are highly important to both prospective and existing businesses.  For each of these factors, the 
area’s strengths and weaknesses will be outlined so that we clearly identify the most appropriate set of target 
businesses for any future programming efforts.  Understanding these factors will enable Southeast Iowa and 
AngelouEconomics to answer the following questions:  
 
! “Which industry sectors are the best fit for Southeast Iowa?”  
! “What barriers exist to the successful recruitment and/or expansion of these target sectors within the 

area?” 
 
This assessment provides a snapshot of Southeast Iowa using a couple of different lenses.  One lens views 
Southeast Iowa through data – the numbers and statistics that give evidence of the region’s overall economic 
positives and negatives.  Another lens views Southeast Iowa through the eyes of those who live and work there.  
To obtain these viewpoints, AngelouEconomics conducted a number of focus groups and interviews with a variety 
of audiences: businesspeople, educators, representatives of civic organizations, elected officials, representatives 
of arts and cultural organizations, college students, and other people living and working in the region.  We also 
conducted two online surveys, one completed by residents and the other completed by business managers, on 
the project website, www.synergyseiowa.com.  The focus groups, interviews, and surveys all asked questions 
regarding conditions that either contribute to or detract from economic growth in the region.  What is the state of 
the business climate in the region?  How skilled is the workforce, and how prepared is it to fill the jobs of the 
future?  How good is the quality of life in Southeast Iowa?  How good is the infrastructure of the area, and will it 
meet the needs of businesses that locate in the area?  How good of a job does the region do in selling itself to the 
outside world?  The answers to these questions and more are vital to a region that wants to remain economic 
healthy.  The Regional Assessment will therefore examine these quantitative and qualitative sources of input 
through this report to provide the reader with a thorough understanding of the current conditions in this region. 
 
This Regional Assessment is intended to provide a snapshot of an outside firm’s impression of the community.  
Information provided will be built upon further in the Target Industry Report.    
 
Our Methodology 
 
AngelouEconomics used a variety of sources to collect the quantitative and qualitative information that aided our 
analysis.  To begin, the consulting team collected numerous studies and plans developed for Southeast Iowa and 
the state, by both government and private parties.   
 
Quantitative data was collected from national and state sources, including the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, the 
U.S. Census Bureau, Decision Data Resources (using estimates from Applied Geographic Solutions), the State of 
Iowa, and numerous private sector sources.  AngelouEconomics also gathered qualitative data through focus 
groups, interviews, community tours, and review of past projects material.  AngelouEconomics met with 
individuals representing the following groups:  local economic development officials, local elected officials and 
staff, county elected officials, major employers, developers, and other interested parties. 
 
Our methodology is designed to evaluate the area from a site selector’s perspective.  During our research, 
we explore issues and datasets that will ultimately impact the location decisions made by business executives 
throughout industry.  “Site selection” is generally perceived to be an evaluation for the relocation of industries.  

http://www.synergyseiowa.com/
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We expand this definition to include the expansion and retention of existing businesses, as well as the formation 
of new start-ups.  While a business may already exist and conduct business locally, it is important that the 
business still chooses to stay.  Nurturing existing companies will make the area more attractive to newcomers, 
and vice versa. 
 
The assessment looks at several key areas, and within those areas are factors that provide a scan of Southeast 
Iowa’s current economic condition and trends.  The data presented in this report address the following factors: 
 
1. Business Climate 
 

1.1. ECONOMIC GROWTH:  Companies generally seek high-growth, dynamic environments that support the 
attraction of like-minded workers and companies. 

1.2. LABOR COSTS:  As companies face increasing competition and smaller profit margins, more attention is 
placed on controlling costs.  Wages account for a large percentage of total costs for a company, and 
businesses move all over the world seeking low cost labor. 

1.3. TAX BURDEN:  Low, competitive tax rates are important to business attraction at varying degrees based 
on a company’s stage of development.  Manufacturers are highly sensitive to tax rates and incentives, 
while research operations such as biotechnology are less sensitive to cost issues.  A diverse base of 
employers provides some assurances that large tax increases will not occur with the downsizing of one 
large employer. 

1.4. ENTREPRENEURIAL ACTIVITY:  Technology inventors and start-ups require access to business and 
entrepreneurial networks to get the support they need to move new technology from conception to the 
marketplace.  Furthermore, entrepreneurs and start-ups need early stage funding to support their 
development, and later stage funding for hiring workers and product launches.  Existing businesses 
also need easy access to capital and financing to expand and grow. 

 
2. Workforce & Education  
 

2.1. LABOR FORCE AVAILABILITY:  A growing job base is vital to helping attract and retain workers in any 
industry.  Large, growing economies also provide a wide assortment of employment options for workers 
changing jobs and for trailing spouses. 

2.2. EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT:  Companies need assurance that they will be able to find ample skilled 
workers in a community; otherwise, recruiting and training costs become prohibitive.     

2.3. SECONDARY EDUCATION:  Good school systems are necessary to recruit employees that have 
children in school.  Some workers with children will forego a higher salary rather than live in an area 
with poor performing schools.   

2.4. AGE DEMOGRAPHICS:  A strong and growing young populace is a key location requirement for many 
companies.  These young residents will make up the labor force that will fuel the region’s future 
economic growth. 

2.5. DIVERSITY:  Many high-impact companies desire an ethnically diverse workforce.  Often, the ability to 
recruit or relocate foreign-born workers is of critical importance (particularly for technology companies).  
As company workforces become more diverse, their interest in locating in diverse locations will grow. 

 
3. Sites & Infrastructure 
 

3.1. COMMERCIAL REAL ESTATE:  Construction costs are important to any company developing new 
facilities, such as a manufacturing facility or corporate campus.  For small to mid-sized companies, 
commercial rental costs are important.  Companies are increasingly focused on the supply of 
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developed, “shovel-ready” sites in communities around the U.S.  Good sites generally require a 
sizeable buffer from non-compatible uses.      

3.2. TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM:  Transportation infrastructures are the arteries for businesses and 
economies.  Companies want to ensure that workers arrive safely and on time.  Manufacturers need 
timely arrival of raw materials and components to produce their wares.  They also need products to ship 
on schedule.  Increasingly, company operations and markets are global.  Many manufacturers use just-
in-time systems placing greater demands on available transportation. 

3.3. UTILITY COST AND SERVICE:  Reliable, low-cost, and redundant electricity is a top concern for 
companies seeking to remain competitive.   

 
4. Quality of Life 
 

4.1. INCOME LEVEL:  The income level of a community is a general indicator of prosperity and opportunity.  
It also drives much of the amenities available in a region.  These amenities can play an important role in 
attracting companies and employees. 

4.2. COST OF HOUSING:  A diverse workforce needs a diverse housing supply.  Executives have different 
housing needs than low- to mid-level employees.  Without adequate housing options, executives will be 
reluctant to move their companies into the community. 

4.3. ENTERTAINMENT:  The availability of diverse entertainment options for each age demographic is a 
critical factor when evaluating the quality of life in a region.  An individual’s, a family’s, or a company’s 
decision to remain or relocate to the area can be swayed heavily by the uniqueness of the available 
entertainment options. 

 
5. Economic Development & Marketing 
 

5.1. INCENTIVES AVAILABILITY:  The availability of expansion and relocation incentives is a major 
motivational factor for companies.  Incentives that facilitate new hiring, corporate income taxes, 
property taxes, capital equipment acquisitions, workforce development and training, and research and 
development costs will tend to attract and retain more new companies, new industries, and existing 
companies to the region. 

 
The availability and importance of quantitative information at the local level varies between factors.  Certain data 
sets may only be available at the city level, instead of the combined Southeast Iowa region.  Other information 
may only be available for the State of Iowa.  The information included in this assessment may not be the most up 
to date available for Southeast Iowa.  The purpose of the assessment is to gauge the area’s competitiveness for 
industry attraction.  As such, uniformity in the information takes precedent over timeliness.  This will be the 
exception rather than the rule, but for some tax and utility information it will hold true.         
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Additional Detail: 
  
! Wages in Southeast Iowa are 25% below the national average, and 22% below the Des Moines MSA 

average. 
! Manufacturing wages are also below the Des Moines MSA and national averages.  Manufacturing wages 

are 14% below the national average representing a significant discount in labor costs.  Iowa’s lower labor 
costs and right-to-work laws make a compelling argument to relocating and expanding manufacturers.   

! The wage differential is even greater for many high growth, high impact industries.  Wages in the 
information industry are only 42% of the national average, while wages in professional business services 
industry are only 50%, half that of the national average.   

 
 
 

SE Iowa Differential Des Moines MSA Differential U.S.
Total All Industries $29,489 77% $38,352 75% $39,127
  Goods-Producing $39,751 94% $42,343 89% $44,775
    Natural Resources and Mining $28,151 79% $35,751 78% $36,079
    Construction $34,732 84% $41,521 86% $40,524
    Manufacturing $40,922 94% $43,430 86% $47,859
  Service-Providing $23,921 64% $37,670 64% $37,621
    Trade, Transportation, and Utilities $26,662 77% $34,554 78% $34,222
    Information $25,538 52% $49,335 42% $60,724
    Financial Activities $31,195 57% $54,811 51% $61,461
    Professional and Business Services $23,914 63% $38,246 50% $47,378
    Education and Health Services $27,822 73% $37,976 76% $36,538
    Leisure and Hospitality $10,039 74% $13,575 60% $16,622
    Other Services $16,665 61% $27,242 66% $25,152

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics; Average Private Wage

WAGE BREAKDOWN BY INDUSTRY
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1.3:  Tax Burden  
 
Requirements:  Low, competitive tax rates and reasonable business costs are important to business 
attraction at varying degrees based on a company’s type of operation.  Manufacturers are highly sensitive to tax 
rates and business costs, while research operations such as biotechnology are less sensitive to cost issues.  Low 
property tax environments favor companies that are capital intensive or that carry large inventories such as 
distribution facilities.  High personal income taxes or high labor unionization generally penalize companies which 
have a majority of their costs in labor.  A diverse base of employers provides some assurances and mitigates 
concerns that large tax increases will occur with the downsizing of one large employer. 

 
Summary:  The Small Business Survival Index is a 
useful tool that ranks the 50 states from most business-
friendly at #1, to least business-friendly at #50.  
According to the index, Iowa ranks in the lower half of 
the 50 states, at 38th, in state and local property taxes as 
a percentage of personal income.  Iowa’s top personal 
income tax ranks 25th in the nation.  The state’s sales 
tax ranks 23rd best.  Iowa’s capital gains, corporate 
income tax, and gas tax all rank in the lower half of the 
U.S. in terms of business-friendliness.   
 
Combined state and local property taxes 
are competitive in Iowa.  Corporate income 
tax rates and combined state and local 
sales taxes are far less than national 
averages.   
 
Property tax rates for the region are also 
very competitive.  Property tax levy sheets 
collected from each county’s tax assessor’s 
office demonstrate how rates are tabulated, 
broken down, and assessed according to 
school district, to corporations, and to 
exempt corporations.  Since property tax 
rates are determined by each county’s 
auditor’s office, classified by type of 
property, and charged based on every 
$1,000 of assessed property value, arriving 
at an official average property tax rate for 

TECHNOLOGY 
INTENSIVE

LARGE-SCALE 
MANUFACTURING

PROFESSIONAL 
SERVICES

TRADITIONAL GOODS 
AND SERVICES

IMPORTANCE
TO EACH INDUSTRY 

TARGETGROUP MEDIUM HIGHVERY HIGH LOW

Source:  Small Business Survival Index, *As a share of Personal Income

2005 Avg. Rate Rank
Top Personal Income Tax 5.84% 25
Top Capital Gains Tax 7.63% 42
State & Local Property Tax* 3.49% 38
Top Corporate Income Tax 9.90% 49
State & Local Sales Tax* 3.08% 23
Gas Tax $0.21 28

STATE & LOCAL

IOWA, 2005

$31.95

$30.09$30.62
$29.16

$25

$30

$35

Des Moines Henry Lee Louisa

Source:  Des Moines County, Henry County, Lee County, and Louisa County Assessors

PROPERTY TAX RATES

TAX RATE PER $1,000 OF ASSESSED VALUE, 2006
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each county is impossible.  However, as long as all the different classifications of property tax rates are 
aggregated and averaged using the exact same method for each county, then the average property tax rates that 
are generated can be used for comparison analysis between counties.  Many different methods can be used to 
arrive at an approximate average property tax rate for each county.  A simple average was used in this report 
solely for comparison purposes, and the property tax rates quoted should not be misconstrued as an official 
figure.  That being said, for the 4-county region, Louisa County posts the lowest property tax rate in Southeast 
Iowa.  Property taxes in Louisa County cost residents and businesses approximately $29.16 per $1,000 of 
assessed property value.  Louisa County is followed by Lee County at $30.09, then by Henry County at $30.62, 
and finally by Des Moines County at $31.95.  
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1.4:  Entrepreneurial Activity 
 
Requirements:  Entrepreneurship is a way to bring about regional economic growth.  In fact, it is estimated 
that 70% of future jobs created in a region will come from entrepreneurial efforts.  Heightened entrepreneurship in 
Southeast Iowa will also provide added benefits to support economic growth aside from new venture creation.  A 
healthy entrepreneurial infrastructure in a community builds active business networks, supports skill development 
in the local workforce, and attracts talented employees and risk takers to the region.      
 
An entrepreneurial infrastructure can begin to be nurtured without many resources.  It starts by developing an 
environment that allows local entrepreneurs to network with each other and link with other mentors.  These 
groups can form among industry peers or around university settings.  Giving entrepreneurial-minded people a 
way to connect with each other allows them to transform ideas for products into functioning business plans and 
start-up companies.  As businesses are created, they hire new employees, develop prototypes, and launch 
products to market.  Many employees and new entrepreneurs are attracted into the region as word spreads.  
Eventually, similar firms are established, an industry cluster forms, and outside companies and suppliers are 
drawn into the region.   

 
Summary:  Entrepreneurial activity is difficult to 
track, but can be better understood by analyzing new 
business creation, and available funding.  The State of 
Iowa ranks very well for these metrics.  However, 
Southeast Iowa does not show any activity according to 
the Department of Defense’s Small Business 
Innovation Research (SBIR) program.  The SBIR funds 
early stage R&D projects at small technology 
companies.  This program is considered to be one of 
the largest funding sources for small business grants.  
The Department of Defense and the National Institute 
of Health release over $2 billion annually in research 
funding, set aside for small businesses and 
independent researchers. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

TECHNOLOGY 
INTENSIVE

LARGE-SCALE 
MANUFACTURING

PROFESSIONAL 
SERVICES

TRADITIONAL GOODS 
AND SERVICES

IMPORTANCE
TO EACH INDUSTRY 

TARGETGROUP VERY HIGH HIGHLOW LOW

U.S. Total $1,695,500,184
  Iowa $1,668,305
    Boone County $540,936
    Jefferson County $497,524
    Linn County $166,310
    Story County $463,535
    SE Iowa $0
Source:  Department of Defense

DoD 2004 SBIR CONTRACTING
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Additional Detail: 
! Venture capital funding in Iowa has 

seen stronger years compared to 
recent activity. 

! In the past 10 years, Iowa has 
experienced a high of $22.1 million in 
1996 to a low of only $2 million in 2002 
in annual venture capital funding.   

! The pattern of funding from year to 
year has followed closely the health of 
the state and national economies.   

! In terms of venture capital funding per 
capita for 2005, Iowa only totaled $4.10 
per person while the U.S. generated 
$73.13 per person. 

! As far as the number of business 
establishments is concerned, 
Southeast Iowa experienced a drop of 
8.2% from 2001 to 2005.  

! Compared to state and national levels, 
Southeast Iowa has severely 
underperformed relative to a national 
increase of 7.6% and a state increase 
of .6% in number of businesses.  

! On a county basis, Des Moines 
registered a loss of 11.1%, Henry lost 
2.5%, Lee lost 1.9%, and Louisa 
increased 2.1% in number of 
businesses during the same time 
period.           

 
 
  
 

BUSINESS GROWTH
GROWTH IN THE NUMBER OF BUSINESSES 2001-2005
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Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics

$10.5
$12.1

$4.2

$20.8

$6.0

$2.0

$13.2

$17.1

$22.1

$8.8

$13.9

$0

$5

$10

$15

$20

$25

'95 '96 '97 '98 '99 '00 '01 '02 '03 '04 '05
Source: Venture Economics

VENTURE CAPITAL

IOWA 1995-2005$Millions



 

                           SOUTHEAST IOWA REGIONAL ASSESSMENT 16

Summary Business Climate SWOT 
 
Data is only one tool for analyzing the business climate in Southeast Iowa.  Another method is to gauge the 
perceptions that participants in the public input process have about the region.  According to participants, 
Southeast Iowa has several strengths it can use to improve its business climate.  Those strengths include:  
 

# The region’s central location in the United States, which gives it access to markets and customers 
throughout the country; 

 
# A great deal of available and affordable land with utilities, an asset important to many types of 

businesses; 
 

# Good distribution access for products, by road, river, and rail; and  
 

# A stable labor pool with a good work ethic.  
 
However, the region also has several weaknesses that present barriers to a good business climate: 
 

# The lack of a strong support network for entrepreneurs and small businesses necessary for 
business growth; 

 
# Lack of access to venture capital that entrepreneurs and small businesses need to get started and 

grow; 
 

# A long, steady loss of jobs primarily in manufacturing, and a continued high unemployment rate, 
both of which present signs of a declining economy; and 

 
# High property taxes, electric rates, and water rates, which increase the cost of doing business in 

the region and are considered negative factors for businesses considering locating in the region. 
 
Respondents to the residential survey indicated they are not very satisfied with business growth and support in 
Southeast Iowa.  Only 11 percent of respondents said they were satisfied with business growth in the region, only 
18 percent said they were satisfied with the resources available to small businesses, and only 26 percent said 
they were satisfied with economic development efforts in the region. 
 
 

95%

87% 84%
79% 77%

60%

11%

27% 26%

18%

31%

12%

32%

92%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Strong biz growth Effective gov. leadership E.D. Promotion Small biz resources Image of region as a place to
live

Location for high tech
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Southeast Iowa has the opportunity to create a more business-friendly climate through expansion of incentives 
and taking advantage of its manufacturing heritage to build a new economy in more technologically advanced 
industries such as advanced manufacturing.  However, its weaknesses present the region with some serious 
threats.  The long-term economic decline presents an image of a region in decline, an image that might make 
businesses hesitant to locate in Southeast Iowa.  Another factor that might make businesses hesitant to locate in 
the region is an internal competition between communities in the region that can be destructive if it causes ill will 
between communities.  Businesses have many options in where they locate, and no business wishes to get 
involved in community rivalry or controversy.  The region will need to overcome these weaknesses to create a 
better business climate. 
 
 

S  T  R E  N G  T  H S  W E A K N E S S E S 

Central location  
Lack of strong entrepreneurial and small business 
support  

Available, affordable land with utilities Lack of access to venture capital 

Good distribution access  

Loss of jobs, particularly in manufacturing 

High unemployment rate

High property taxes, electric, and water rates 

O P PO R T U N I T I E S T H R E A T S 

Expand incentives  Long-term economic decline may make business 
recruitment more difficult  

Destructive internal competition 

Create a more business-friendly climate 

Become a leader in advanced manufacturing 

B U S I N E S S  C L I M A T E

Stable labor pool and good work ethic  
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2.1:  Labor Force Availability 
 
Requirements:  For almost every industry, labor force growth provides a top line indication of a community’s 
vitality and long-term ability to deliver a workforce at a competitive price.  Companies generally seek high-growth, 
dynamic environments that support the attraction of like-minded workers and businesses.  For corporate site 
selectors, it also provides an indication of a preferred quality of life, and will make drawing workers from the 
general U.S. populace easier.  High-growth, research-dependent companies generally target large population 
centers, but many traditional manufacturers prefer the stability of a smaller community and a more rural 
environment.  It is also worth noting that the labor force no longer consistently tracks population growth, although 
in many areas this still holds true.     

 
Summary:  Total labor force in 
Southeast Iowa grew at a negative rate 
compared to Iowa and the rest of the 
country.  Despite continuing regional 
population shifts and a strong state 
economy, new residents are not choosing 
Southeast Iowa as a place to live and work.  
The negative labor force growth rate stifles 
the region’s ability to attract high value 
jobs, which translates into zero or negative 
median income growth.   
 
As with its labor force, the Southeast Iowa 
region has also experienced population 
decline.  The area’s population is now at 
109,000 residents with a labor force of 
55,200.  In 2000, total population was 
113,000 with a labor force of 58,200.  Much of the decrease is being driven by declines in Des Moines and Lee 
Counties.  Contrarily, Henry and Louisa Counties experienced growth rates that were positive or more in line with 
state averages.   
 
Additional Detail: 
 
! Iowa’s labor force grew at a slower annual rate over the past 5 years than the U.S., and the labor force 

in Southeast Iowa declined on an annual basis for the same time period. 

2 .  W O R K F O R C E  &  E D U C A T I O N

TECHNOLOGY 
INTENSIVE

LARGE-SCALE 
MANUFACTURING

PROFESSIONAL 
SERVICES

TRADITIONAL GOODS 
AND SERVICES

HIGH HIGHHIGH MEDIUM

IMPORTANCE
TO EACH INDUSTRY 

TARGETGROUP

2.1%

-6.5%

-0.1%

0.2%

2.3%
3.9%

-2.3%

-8%

-4%

0%

4%

8%

SE Iow a U.S. Iow a Des
Moines

Henry Lee Louisa
Source: BLS

LABOR FORCE 
GROWTH IN LABOR FORCE, 2001-2005
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! The unemployment rate in Iowa 
for 2005, at 4.6%, was well 
below the U.S. average, while 
Southeast Iowa’s 6.2% rate far 
exceeded the national and state 
unemployment levels.   

! This demonstrates that as jobs 
are lost in the region, people 
tend to move out. 

! However, the region’s increase 
in unemployment was still 
relatively modest when taking 
into account the added effects of 
a sizeable recession. 
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2.2:  Educational Attainment 
 
Requirements:  To be competitive in today’s environment, companies seek workers who are leaders and 
creative thinkers.  They need to be able to pull from a workforce that has an ample supply of well-educated 
workers.  Besides having strong technical skills, these workers should be flexible and able to handle change.  A 
changing work environment and the need for new and updated skills is a certainty.  To strive in this setting, the 
workforce must have the educational foundation to be quickly trained and equipped with new skills.  The 
education level of a region has an additional impact on its ability to attract new residents; many highly skilled 
workers may be reluctant to move to an area that has low educational attainment, and may instead prefer to 
settle in an area with a larger concentration of like-minded residents.   

 
Summary:  The educational attainment of Southeast 
Iowa adults (age 25+) is well below the U.S. average.  
Today, only 22.2% of Iowa adults, and 15.8% of 
Southeast Iowa adults have a bachelor’s degree.  This 
compares poorly with a U.S. average of 26.6%. 
 
 Additional Detail: 
  
! However, educational attainment has improved 

since 1990 in Southeast Iowa where 
approximately 22% of the population had not 
obtained a high school diploma, and only 12% 
had completed college.  Today, only 15.5% of 
Southeast Iowa adults have not completed high 
school, while 15.8% have completed college.  

! As a result, Southeast Iowa and the state 
compare favorably with the nation in high 
school graduation rates.  Only 13.5% of Iowa 
adults compared to 18.3% of U.S. adults are 
without a high school diploma. 

! Though the Southeast Iowa region performs 
better in high school graduation rates than the 
nation, it is worth noting that Louisa County 
underperforms the state and the nation 
substantially with 20.5% of their adults not 
completing high school.  
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2.3:  Secondary Education  
 
Requirements:  Companies will not only evaluate high school graduates as part of a potential workforce, but also 
the K-12 educational system.  In recruiting talent, primary and secondary schools serve an important, indirect 
role.  Good primary and secondary education develops workers who are trainable and able to handle the 
demands of the modern workplace.  Furthermore, good school systems are necessary to recruit employees with 
school-aged children.  Some workers with children would forego a higher salary rather than live in an area with 
poor performing schools.  Secondary education can eliminate a city from contention but is not normally a strong 
recruitment tool.    

 

Summary:  In 2004, the State of Iowa achieved the 
distinct honor of posting the highest average SAT score 
in the entire nation.  The U.S. average was only 1026, 
while neighboring states Illinois, Missouri, and 
Wisconsin all posted scores just below that of Iowa.  
Fortunately, companies and site selectors are very 
interested in choosing a location that offers a highly 
educated workforce.  Therefore, the state and the 
region need to be aggressive in the promotion and 
marketing of its talent pool.  This accolade also speaks 
volumes for Iowa’s secondary school system.  
Performance on SAT tests is important to track 
because it gives an indication of the number of students 
that will most likely continue with their education with 
the goal of earning a higher degree. 
 

Additional Detail:  

! The dropout rate of Iowa‘s high schools is 
roughly half that of the U.S. rate, and far better 
than neighboring states.   

! The only nearby state that performs better 
than Iowa in high school dropouts is 
Wisconsin with a rate of only 2.3% in 2001. 

! State education statistics show a marked 
improvement in science, math, and computer 
testing in recent years.  These areas can be 
very important to relocating employees in the 
technology sector.   
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2.4:  Age Demographics  
 
Requirements:  The age demographic of the region’s workers is a top concern for many companies.  Two 
important age groups to assess are the 25-44 year-olds and the 45-64 year-olds.  These groups represent the 
early and late stage career workforce, respectively.  From a site selection view, companies would prefer to locate 
in an area that has a larger percentage of early career workers.  These workers are easier to train, usually more 
comfortable with technology, have greater longevity in the workforce, and have relatively lower pay expectations.  
It is important to have a relatively large proportion of these young residents; this is the workforce that will create 
the growth of tomorrow.  

 
Summary:  Southeast Iowa’s 
population, like that of the state and nation, 
is aging.  The median age in the region 
increased from 35.5 in 1990 to 40.1 in 
2005, an increase of 13%.  That far 
exceeded the increase in the median age 
of both the state and the U.S.  The state 
grew from a median age of 34 in 1990 to 
37.8 in 2005, an increase of 11.2%.  The 
nation registered a median age of 32.9 in 
1990 and 36.3 in 2005 for an increase of 
10.3%.   
 
Of particular concern is the decline in the 
percentage of residents between the ages 
of 25 and 44.  In 1990, 29.7% of local 
residents fell into this age group for 
Southeast Iowa.  Unfortunately, in 2005 
this figure fell to 25%, which translates into 
an overall decrease of 18.2% for the age 
group from 1990 to 2005.  For the same 
time period, the state declined 5.2% as the 
nation increased 3.8% in total numbers for 
the age group.          
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Additional Detail: 
 
! The median age and percentage of population in the 25 to 44 age group are relatively in-line with state 

and local figures in Louisa and Henry counties; however, percentages in Lee and Des Moines counties 
lag behind, thus dragging the region’s proportion of 25 to 44 year-olds below state and national levels.  

! Comparing Southeast Iowa to benchmark cities such as Cedar Rapids, Davenport, Des Moines, and 
Peoria, the region has a considerably smaller percentage of young professionals than the benchmarks.  
Remarkably, the MSA’s of Des Moines and Cedar Rapids each have a larger proportion of young 
professionals than the region, the state, and the entire nation. 
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2.5:  Diversity   
 
Requirements:  Many high-impact companies desire a well-educated, young, and ethnically diverse 
workforce.  Often, the ability to recruit or relocate foreign-born workers is of critical importance (particularly for 
technology companies).  As company workforces become more diverse, their interest in locating in diverse 
locations grows. 
 
Diversity may at times be an afterthought to economic development, but it plays an important role.  As economies 
and societies become more global, businesses require a workforce that is reflective of the consumers they serve.  
Minority buying power has nearly doubled since 1990 and is growing 65% faster than U.S. buying power overall.  
Diverse workforces also contribute new ideas and fresh approaches for companies.   

 
Summary:  Southeast Iowa is not a very diverse 
region, which is not unusual for a geographic area made 
up mostly of rural communities.  Whites account for 91% 
of the area’s population, but other racial and ethnic 
groups are growing quickly.  Blacks and Hispanics, at 3% 
each, are the second largest ethnic or racial groups in 
the region, and Asians now account for 1% of the total 
population.   
 
Additional Detail: 
 
! Similar to the state and the nation, Hispanics 

are the fastest growing ethnic group in 
Southeast Iowa.  Expanding from a population 
of 1,776 in 1990, Hispanics now number nearly 
3,586 in the 4-county area, a 102% increase.  
Similarly, the Asian community has increased a 
significant 62.1%, while the Black community has remained unchanged since 1990.  Even though 
Southeast Iowa’s population is projected to decline by 3.2% between 2005 and 2010, the Hispanic 
population is projected to expand by an additional 4.4%, though the actual increase will most likely be 
higher.    

! Additionally, Louisa County has the largest percentage share of Hispanics in the region.  
! However, diversity is not one of the region’s strongest areas, and a more aggressive effort needs to be 

implemented to increase diversity among the Southeast Iowa population.  
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Summary Workforce & Education SWOT 
 
Participants in the input process recognized several important strengths both in its workforce and in its education 
and workforce development systems.  The greatest strengths are:  
 

# Skilled workers, many of whom have manufacturing skills reflecting the region’s legacy of 
manufacturing industries;  

 
# Two strong colleges, Iowa Wesleyan College and Southeastern Community College, that provide a 

variety of degree programs preparing students for the workforce;  
 

# Strong workforce development programs provided by Southeastern Community College and 
private nonprofit organizations; and  

 
# Programs such as the Lean Manufacturing Program provided by the Center for Business and 

Industry Services (CBIS) at Southeastern Community College. 
 
Yet input participants cited several major weaknesses that present obstacles to providing a desirable workforce: 
 

# Though some participants in interviews and focus groups said public schools in the region were 
generally satisfactory, others believed that public school systems in the region were not capable of 
preparing students to enter the working world or college, partly due to inadequate funding; 

 
# Many workers in the region, particularly younger workers, need training in “soft” job skills, those 

important skills including punctuality, teamwork, communication, and interpersonal skills; and  
 

# An aging workforce, coupled with the loss of young professionals who are leaving Southeast Iowa 
for other parts of the country. 

 
Survey respondents also cited several concerns regarding the workforce and the work environment in the region.   
Only 19 percent of respondents to the residents’ survey said they were satisfied with job availability in Southeast 
Iowa; only 12 percent said they were satisfied with the availability of high-paying jobs, and only 18 percent said 
they were satisfied with career advancement opportunities. 
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Respondents to the business survey also cited some concerns with certain skills of the workforce.  Only 35 
percent of business survey respondents said they were satisfied with their workers’ desire to learn new skills, only 
33 percent said they were satisfied with their flexibility, 28 percent said they were satisfied with workers’ 
professionalism, and similar percentages said they were satisfied with workers’ technical skills, computer skills, 
administrative skills, and leadership capabilities.  These are job skills that are considered critical in today’s more 
technologically oriented workplace. 

However, business survey respondents were more satisfied with some of the more basic jobs skills workers need, 
such as attendance, punctuality, productivity, and loyalty.  These are job traits associated with the Midwestern 
work ethic.   
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Southeast Iowa can improve the capabilities of the public education system by involving employers more in the 
public school classrooms of the region, teaching students the concepts of entrepreneurship and introducing them 
to possible future careers, and giving more high school students the opportunity to earn dual high school and 
college credits while learning more about potential career paths.  The region must also make a concerted effort to 
attract and retain more young professionals while also retaining as many of its older skilled workers as well.  If 
Southeast Iowa is not successful in keeping a skilled workforce, it will be much more difficult to attract companies 
to the area or retain the companies already in the region.  
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3.1:  Commercial Real Estate  
 
Requirements:  The decision to locate or expand in a region is first predicated by the availability of the land 
and real estate necessary to accommodate the new business.  A clear and accurate assessment of the size, 
type, and cost of acreage should be readily available for the new or expanding company.  This saves time and 
money for the site selector and starts the process immediately in the right direction.  Clearly, manufacturing and 
distribution companies are most sensitive to site availability and cost, while service companies tend to prefer 
existing buildings.  Economic development efforts to attract certain industries should be aligned with the inventory 
of sites available to serve those industries’ requirements. 
 
Technology companies, regional headquarters, and professional services firms look for high quality buildings in 
office parks that provide a high level of infrastructure and service.  Special building requirements can include 
telecom, fiber optics, electric redundancy, backup systems, shared lab space (dry and wet), and high security 
access restrictions.  Many progressive companies will desire a cluster of like-minded firms and buildings, with 
adequate buffer from non-compatible uses, clear access to major highways, and often on-site amenities such as 
hike and bike trails, fitness centers, and cafeteria and nearby entertainment amenities.  While high value-add 
companies may be less price-sensitive, they do desire flexible configurations (for expansion) and/or flexible lease 
terms.     

 
Summary:  Southeast Iowa has several business parks and numerous industrial buildings for sale.  Flint 
Ridge Business Park has 142.5 acres available for development that is fully served with utilities.  A 68,238 square 
foot shell building is available with high ceiling heights.  Many manufacturers and distributors reside in the Flint 
Ridge Business Park, including Lowe's, USDA R&M Distributing, Kitchens Plus, Dura Plastics, and Alfagomma 
America.  
  
Mount Pleasant is marketing 2 industrial buildings above 100,000 square feet, 1 building of 63,000 square feet, 
and several smaller retail and office buildings.  Mount Pleasant has several industrial sites available with sizeable 
acreage to accommodate new employers. 
  
Overall, Southeast Iowa has a good supply of industrial sites and buildings, and pricing of sites and buildings is 
very competitive.  However, a lack of space to accommodate new office users will pose some problems in 
recruiting new businesses, both large and small.  Some new office space has already been created through 
redevelopment of downtown buildings, but more will be required to transition the economy toward service 
industries that are the source of growth in the U.S. 
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Site Name Size Location
411 North Cherry Street 116,911 ft2 Mount Pleasant, Henry County
1401 East Monroe 103,000 ft2 Mount Pleasant, Henry County
1600 West Washington Street 63,000 ft2 Mount Pleasant, Henry County
1205 West Washington Street 16,875 ft2 Mount Pleasant, Henry County
103-105 South Jefferson Street 5,616 ft2 Mount Pleasant, Henry County
120 South Main Street 4,668 ft2 Mount Pleasant, Henry County
112 South Main Street 2,800 ft2 Mount Pleasant, Henry County
906 South Jefferson 2,240 ft2 Mount Pleasant, Henry County
204 South Jefferson - Suite C 1,250 ft2 Mount Pleasant, Henry County
Mt. Pleasant Industrial Site West 132 acres Mount Pleasant, Henry County
APK Limited Partnership 75 acres Mount Pleasant, Henry County
Mt. Pleasant Crossroads Industrial Park 58 acres Mount Pleasant, Henry County
Mt. Pleasant Hayes Industrial Park 30 acres Mount Pleasant, Henry County
Green Bay Bottoms Site 999 acres Fort Madison, Lee County
Holtkamp Farm 676 acres Montrose, Lee County
Former Ferro Sil Site 77 acres Keokuk, Lee County
Kindustry Park 67 acres Keokuk, Lee County
FORMAD Industrial Park 50 acres Fort Madison, Lee County
Jefferson Industrial Park 50 acres Fort Madison, Lee County
FMEDC Land 2 16.57 acres Montrose, Lee County
Industrial Park Rd. 13 acres Wapello, Louisa County
Locust Street 10 acres Wapello, Louisa County
Wapello Patrick 20 acres Wapello, Louisa County

Total Acreage Available 142.5
Location of Site 3800 Division Street
Average Asking Price Per Acre $30,000
Name of Landowner Grow Greater Burlington, Inc.
Is Site Served By Rail? Yes
Electricity (Primary Voltage) 13200
Water 12" main
Gas 6" main
Sewer 8" main
Zoning Classification Heavy Industrial
Fire Insurance Class 4
Tax Rate per $1,000 Assessed Value $39.99
Is Site Located Within a Tax Increment Area? Yes
Community Willing to Create Tax Incentives? Yes
Available Industrial Buildings 68,238 ft2

SE Iowa Building & Site Availability, 2006

Flint Ridge Business Park, Burlington, Des Moines County
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3.2:  Transportation System 
 
Requirements:  To be a competitive player in an increasingly global trade economy, a region must have an 
efficient and effective transportation system.  Just-in-time manufacturing and advanced logistics companies rely 
on the ability to ship and receive supplies and final products seamlessly.  Employees in non-manufacturing 
industries must also have access to air service that will allow them to travel to clients and business partners 
located outside the region.  Finally, employees must have reasonable commute times to and from work on local 
roadways.   

 
Summary:  Southeast Iowa enjoys substantially 
lower overall traffic congestion than both the U.S. 
and the state.  However, from 1990 to 2000, median 
commute times increased 21% in the region, while 
the state increased only 16.3%, and the nation 
increased 18.6%.  When broken down by county, 
Louisa surprisingly had a higher median commute 
time than both the U.S. and the state in 1990.  In 
2000, the nation moved ahead of Louisa County, but 
the state still experienced less traffic congestion.  For 
the most part, Southeast Iowa does not have an 
extensive network of roads and highways.  The lack 
of population density and the large geography in the 
region means that residents have to drive further to 
find work, particularly after a job change. 
 
Additional Detail: 
 
! Southeast Iowa has the distinct advantage of being located in the very heart of the Midwest.  The region 

is located within 250 miles of several large metropolitan areas such as Chicago, Kansas City, St. Louis, 
and Des Moines.     

! By air, companies and passengers travel to Southeast Iowa Regional Airport, Quad City International 
Airport in Moline, Greater Peoria Regional Airport, and Eastern Iowa Airport in Cedar Rapids.      

! Water transportation in the region is excellent.  The Port of Burlington is located on the banks of the 
Mississippi River, and provides passengers reliable up-stream and down-stream transportation. 

! The Port of Burlington is in the process of developing multi-modal shipping and cargo handling terminals 
to serve the transportation needs of the region’s industrial and consumer goods industries. 
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! Southeast Iowa also benefits from reliable railroad access.  The Burlington Northern Santa Fe’s east and 
west main lines serve the railroad transportation needs for the region.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IOWA RAILROAD CONNECTIONS

Source:  U.S. DOT, Federal Railroad Administration
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3.3:  Utility Cost and Service 
 
Requirements:  Companies today work in the digital world and consume large amounts of power; therefore, 
affordable and reliable electricity is of utmost importance.  Reliable telecommunications can be equally important 
for certain industries.  Other utilities such as natural gas, water, and wastewater are less important.  Utilities are 
even more important to high value-added manufacturers, such as a semiconductor plant or aerospace operation.  
A modern semiconductor plant can use 50 megawatts of electricity, and more than three million gallons of water 
per day.  Site selectors will evaluate brownouts, outages due to storms, power spikes, and excess capacity for 
peak periods.  Following the recent massive blackouts, the reliability of the electric grid is more important now 
than ever before.  Manufacturers simply cannot afford downtime due to electric service.       

 
Summary:  The three main electric utilities that 
serve the Southeast Iowa region are MidAmerican 
Energy Co., Access Energy, and Alliant Energy 
Company.  For the most part, the Southeast Iowa 
region is more affordable than the nation when it comes 
to comparing the average retail price of electricity.  
However, compared to statewide averages, Southeast 
Iowa is approximately on par for both commercial and 
industrial electricity rates.  Low electric rates and 
reliable service are excellent recruitment tools that the 
region should make an effort to highlight.  Especially 
when marketing to companies with operations in 
California, Ohio, and other states that have suffered 
blackouts or extreme price volatility in recent years. 
 
Additional Detail: 
 
! Electric reliability is among the highest in the nation in all regions of Iowa, which is very important to high 

value-added manufacturers and service firms.   
! Conversely, electric costs are twice as high in California and Massachusetts, and service is less reliable 

in both states.   
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Summary Sites & Infrastructure SWOT 
 
Focus group and interview participants generally viewed Southeast Iowa’s infrastructure as strong and well 
maintained.  They believe the region has a great deal to offer, including:  
 

# A generally strong highway system, with very few or no traffic delays;  
 

# Excellent access to the Mississippi River, which serves as both a main commercial route for barge 
traffic as well as an excellent site for recreational activities;  

 
# Available land and buildings, most ready to connect to utilities;  

 
# A solid rail system; and  

 
# Two industrial parks in the region. 

 
However, focus group and interview participants cited several weaknesses in the region’s infrastructure: 
 

# Air service to and from Southeast Iowa is inadequate.  Though the region’s residents and 
businesses can choose to fly from one of four airports, air service options are still limited.  
Southeast Iowa Regional Airport has one carrier, American Connection, with only three flights daily 
to and from St. Louis.  The three other airports offer more flight options, but are an hour or two 
away from the region by car, and flights are also sometimes cancelled due to lack of bookings.  Air 
service is important to companies that have client bases in other parts of the county and the world, 
because they represent easy access to other customers and markets. 

 
# The portions of Highways 61 and 92 through Louisa County need to be improved.  These are the 

only portions of these roadways in the four-county region that are two lanes. 
 

# Internet access (either high-speed or wireless access) should be improved.  While the more 
populated portions of the four-county region have fairly reliable Internet access, the coverage is not 
consistent throughout Southeast Iowa.  Reliable Internet and wireless access is another important 
way businesses can gain access to their customers, and is important to the daily operation of 
businesses as well. 

 
Survey respondents also gave high general marks to the region’s infrastructure, making an exception for air 
service.  While respondents gave low satisfaction ratings to air service, only 49 percent of respondents rated air 
service as important to them.  Nevertheless, business considerations should still make improving air service a 
priority. 
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Southeast Iowa must improve Southeast Iowa Regional Airport in Burlington to make the region more accessible, 
improve the technological infrastructure to allow businesses locating there to be fully connected to customers, 
and develop the intermodal hub to take advantage of the region’s central location and excellent transportation 
systems. 
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Highways 61 and 92 need improvement in Louisa 
County 

No traffic slowdowns 
Need to improve air service 
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Need to improve Internet access (high-speed, 
wireless 

O  P  P O  R  T  U  N  I  T  I  E  S T  H  R  E  A  T  S  

Develop technological infrastructure  

Companies may be reluctant to move to the region 
without expanded, more accessible air service  

Intermodal transportation hub 

 S I T E S  A N D  I N F R A S T R U C T U R E
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Available buildings 

2 industrial parks 
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4.1:  Income Level 
 
Requirements:  The income level of a community is a general indicator of its economic health and 
prosperity.  The more income the region produces, the higher the amount and quality of amenities the region will 
generally have.  Higher income areas correlate with more entertainment amenities such as performing arts, 
professional sports, and restaurants, which drive the ability of the region to attract new workers.   

 
Summary:  The Median household income 
in Iowa, at $43,199, is below the U.S. average of 
$46,338.  Southeast Iowa is even further below 
with an income of only $40,801.  When broken 
down by county, all four counties in the region 
posted median household income totals below 
the state and the nation.  However, from 1990 to 
2005, Southeast Iowa experienced an 
impressive 60% increase in income.  During the 
same time period, U.S. median household 
income increased 54%, as Iowa saw a 65% 
jump.  
  
Additional Detail: 
 
! On an annual basis, Southeast Iowa 

performed well in median income growth.  The 
region grew their income by an annual 1.88%, 
which was just ahead of the 1.87% annual 
growth for the state, and not far behind the 
1.93% annual growth for the nation.    

! Lee County was able to outperform all other 
geographic benchmarks with an impressive 
1.95% average annual median income rate of 
growth.   

 
 
 

4 .  Q U A L I T Y  O F  L I F E
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4.2:  Cost of Housing 
 
Requirements:  Workers, managers, and executives have different budgets, needs, and tastes.  Therefore, 
a wide variety of housing options and price ranges are important.  Affordable housing is even more important for 
low-income and middle-income workers.     
 
Manufacturing and technology industries on average pay higher wages than traditional industries, but many 
metros have a higher cost of living than the U.S. average.  Urban housing options such as lofts are popular in 
many young metros.  Apartment lofts made from converted warehouses are choice for many single workers who 
want to enjoy the quality of life that a downtown provides along with a shortened commute.    

 
Summary:  Although housing costs continue to rise 
across the nation, prices and growth rates in Southeast 
Iowa and the state remain far below the national level.  
Statewide, home values remain very competitive 
despite consistent growth over the last five years.  In 
2000, median home values in Henry County were 
higher than the rest of the region.  However, Southeast 
Iowa as a whole still posted lower housing costs than 
the rest of the state.  Median home values are only one 
tool that can be used to gauge the cost of housing in 
the region.  Median home values take into account the 
market value of all homes, while median home sales 
prices reflect the price that buyers are paying for homes 
that are sold. 
 
Therefore, when looking at median home sales prices 
for 2005, national housing prices far exceed both the 
region as well as the state.  Mount Pleasant posted a 
median home price of $88,650, which outpaced all of 
the other major cities in the region.  However, as with 
median home values, the Southeast Iowa region lagged 
far behind the rest of the state.  Fortunately, the low 
cost of housing for the region makes recruiting 
executives and workers relatively easy. 
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Additional Detail: 
   
! According to the Office of Federal 

Housing Enterprise Oversight, home 
prices in Iowa grew at well below the 
national average between 2000 and 
2005.   

 
! In the past ten years, the national 

growth in housing costs have ballooned 
from a 6% annual growth rate up to a 
12% annual growth rate in 2005. 

 
! During the same time period, Iowa has 

remained roughly at a 6% annual 
growth rate in housing costs. 
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4.3:  Entertainment 
 
Requirements:  The availability of diverse entertainment options for each age demographic is a critical 
factor when evaluating the quality of life in a region.  An individual’s, family’s, or company’s decision to remain or 
relocate to an area can be swayed heavily by the uniqueness of this category.  The age demographic that tends 
to be influenced the most are young professionals between the ages of 25 and 44.  Retaining and recruiting 
young professionals to a region is a top priority due to the fact that this age group provides the local economy 
with vast sources of innovation, 
entrepreneurship, and purchasing power.  
 
Summary:  Southeast Iowa employs 
fewer residents in the arts, entertainment, 
and recreation industry than both the state 
and the nation.  In 2004, Southeast Iowa 
employed 13.86 people per 1000 residents 
in the industry, while the state employed 
17.02 per 1000, and the nation logged 
17.08 per 1000.  Lee County outperformed 
the region, state, and the nation with 28.20 
employees for every 1000 residents.  Lee 
County’s high entertainment employment 
can be attributed to the area’s relatively 
large presence of entertainment companies, 
such as Catfish Bend Casinos, the Hoerner 
YMCA, and Keokuk Country Club, among 
others.  In the accommodation and food 
services industry, a similar pattern unfolds 
with the region employing fewer people 
than both the state and the nation. 
 
Additional Detail:  
 
! When comparing Southeast Iowa to 

benchmark cities such as Des 
Moines, Davenport, and Cedar 
Rapids, the region employs about the 
same number of residents as Cedar 
Rapids, but underperforms when 
compared to employment numbers in 
Des Moines and Davenport. 

! Southeast Iowa needs to strengthen 
its entertainment industry 
significantly in order to increase its 
quality of life, and retain and attract 
more young professionals to the 
region. 

Source: Census, DDR
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Summary Quality of Life SWOT 
 
Participants in the input process all agreed that quality of life is one of Southeast Iowa’s greatest attractions.  With 
a good quality of life and good environment for raising families, low cost of living and affordable housing, 
Southeast Iowa also offers a variety of recreational and cultural activities, not to mention tourist attractions.  The 
region also has two young professional organizations that have recently been formed, which demonstrates the 
enthusiasm young professionals have for the region and reflects their desire to sell their passion for Southeast 
Iowa to attract other young professionals. 
 
Despite these positive characteristics, there are some formidable quality of life challenges facing Southeast Iowa: 
 

# The continued loss of young professionals and the lack of attractions to keep them in the region 
remains a serious challenge for the region. 

 
# A lack of variety in retail and eating establishments not only influence young professionals in their 

decision to stay or go, but limit the options of all residents. 
 

# Aging housing stock limits homebuyers’ options.  Homebuyers must often buy older housing and 
invest significant amounts in renovation. 

 
# The lack of a clear, positive perception of Southeast Iowa.  Most businesses, along with many 

residents in other parts of the country, are not aware of Southeast Iowa and the positives attributes 
it has to offer. 

 
# The pervasive negative attitude and resistance to change present serious threats to any effort to 

improve the economic climate in Southeast Iowa. All of the positive physical attributes the region 
has may not be able to overcome the negative attitudes persistent in the area. 

 
Survey respondents indicated they were satisfied with some basic aspects of livability in Southeast Iowa, such as 
the family environment (73 percent said they were very satisfied), healthcare (66 percent indicated high 
satisfaction) and low crime (58 percent said they were satisfied). Though focus group and interview participants 
said they thought cost of living was a strong selling point, only 47 percent of survey respondents said they were 
highly satisfied with cost of living. Only 23 percent were highly satisfied with tax burden. 
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Southeast Iowa has the opportunity to improve its quality of life by involving its young professional organizations 
in developing and implementing a strategy to make the region more attractive to young professionals; educating 
the communities in the region on the connection between quality of life and economic development to show them 
the importance of quality of life in the economic health of the region; capitalizing on the wonderful natural 
environment in the region to build on tourism and recreation as economic development opportunities; and 
improving on the region’s housing stock to make the area more attractive as a place to live.  The region will also 
have to make a concerted effort to counter the negative attitudes and resistance to change that can damage 
economic development efforts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

S  T  R  E  N  G  T  H  S W  E  A  K  N  E  S  S E  S  

Overall good quality of life Loss of young professionals and lack of attractions for 
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5.1:  Incentives Availability 
 
Requirements:  The availability of expansion and relocation incentives is a major motivational factor for 
companies.  Incentives that facilitate new hiring, corporate income taxes, property taxes, capital equipment 
acquisitions, workforce development and training, and research and development costs will tend to attract and 
retain more new companies, new industries, and existing companies to the region. 
 
Available Incentives: 
 
! Burlington Area Development Fund:  The City of Burlington, the City of West Burlington, Des Moines 

County, and Grow Greater Burlington, Inc. cooperate to provide a job and wage driven incentive 
program for businesses and industries creating capital investment and adding jobs in Flint Ridge 
Business Park 

! Enterprise Zone:  The City of Burlington offers two Enterprise Zones.  The first consists of 239 acres 
and is adjacent to the Mississippi River.  The newest zone consists of 2,394 acres and includes the Flint 
Ridge Business Park, privately held land under development and existing industrial and residential 
property.  Enterprise zones provide numerous benefits for residential and industrial development which 
may include:  tax abatement, investment tax credit, research activity credit, refund of sales, service, and 
use taxes, and New Jobs Training supplemental credit. 

! Tax Increment Financing:  This assistance is based on the amount of property taxes generated by the 
incremental increase in the value of the property over a specified time.  This award may be used to pay 
for infrastructure improvements, be provided on a tax refund basis, or be provided as an upfront 
incentive by borrowing against the anticipated tax revenue. 

! Tax Abatement:  The amount of abatement is calculated against the new value added, and amounts to 
a reduction in taxes of 75% in year one, 60% in year two, 45% in year three, 30% in year four, and 15% 
in year five. 

! Sales Tax Economic Development Fund:  The City of Burlington has dedicated a portion of its local 
option sales tax for economic development.  These funds are handled on a case-by-case basis, and 
consider the number of jobs to be added, the wages and benefits of the jobs, and the addition of 
property tax base. 

! Revolving Loan Fund:  This program is designed to assist companies in leveraging other financial 
support and financing.  The maximum loan is $125,000.  Interest rates are below prime.  Working capital 
loans may be granted for five years, and fixed asset loans may be granted for up to seven years.  The 
Southeast Iowa Regional Planning Commission administers this program. 

! Iowa New Jobs Training Program:  The Iowa Industrial New Jobs Training Program provides funds to 
train new employees of eligible Iowa businesses.  Eligible businesses may be new to Iowa, expanding 
their Iowa workforce, or relocating to the state.  The program is funded by a diversion of payroll 
withholding tax to the local community college, and results in no additional costs for the company or the 
employee. 

! Grow Iowa Values Fund:  The State of Iowa during the 2005 legislative session enacted a bold 
economic fund targeted to make the state competitive in attracting advanced manufacturing, life science, 
and information technology companies.  This program provides significant resources to assist local 
communities in attracting quality companies to the state.  Applications are evaluated on the degree to 
which they meet the stated goals of attracting investment and jobs that will enhance the future of the 
State of Iowa and its citizens. 

! Other State of Iowa Programs:  In addition to the Grow Iowa Value Fund, the State of Iowa 
Department of Economic Development has additional programs that may address specific needs 
presented by a prospect company. 

5 .  E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T  &  M A R K E T I N G
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Summary Economic Development & Marketing SWOT 
 
Participants in focus groups and interviews believe the region has several strengths to build on in the area of 
economic development.  They include the economic development organizations active in each county (Grow 
Greater Burlington in Des Moines County, the Lee County Economic Development Group, the Mount Pleasant 
Area Chamber, and the Louisa County Economic Development Group); the pivotal role played by the Southeast 
Iowa Regional Planning Commission (SEIRPC); the Revolving Loan Fund established by SEIRPC and funded by 
federal funding sources and local matches, and the fact that, thanks to organizations such as SEIRPC, the region 
has received significant amounts of funding from the federal Economic Development Administration. 
 
However, the region also faces significant challenges regarding economic development and its ability to market 
itself effectively to potential businesses: 
 

# The lack of a regional and collaborative economic development effort, the lack of coordination of 
economic development efforts regionally, and the lack of coordination of economic development 
efforts at the local, state, or federal level often result in ineffective economic development efforts 
and organizations working at cross purposes; 

 
# The lack of a regional identity prevents Southeast Iowa from effectively marketing itself to potential 

businesses, which in turn limits the effectiveness of the efforts of local, state, and federal economic 
development efforts; 

 
# The State of Iowa’s economic development department has a weak marketing effort and does not 

do a good job of responding to business prospects, which also limits the effectiveness of local or 
regional economic development efforts to attract businesses; and 

 
# The lack of adequate economic development incentives makes “closing the deal” with relocating 

businesses difficult, and therefore puts not only Southeast Iowa but also the entire state of Iowa at 
a competitive disadvantage. 

 
Survey respondents said they believe Southeast Iowa does not have a clear, positive image outside the region.  
While most respondents said they believe people in the region have a positive of Southeast Iowa, 40 percent said 
they think people in Iowa have a negative image of the region, and 31 percent said they think people throughout 
Iowa do not have an image of Southeast Iowa.  More than half of the respondents said they believe people in 
Illinois and Missouri do not have an image of Southeast Iowa, and 63 percent said they think people in the rest of 
the country have no image of the region.   
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This assessment has identified a variety of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats for Southeast Iowa.  
However, there are ten overarching issues that Southeast Iowa should address to successfully implement the 
Economic Recovery Strategy that will be developed by the end of this planning process.  While most of these 
issues are challenges that will need to be overcome, one issue is a strength that regional leaders should take 
advantage of to strengthen the area’s economy. 
 

1. SHRINKING ECONOMY - LOSING TRADITIONAL MANUFACTURING JOBS TO GLOBAL 
COMPETITION:  Southeast Iowa has faced a problem familiar to many communities across the United 
States, and particularly in the Midwest: the loss of traditional manufacturing jobs due to intense global 
competition and improved manufacturing technologies.  Many of the traditional “heavy” manufacturing 
jobs have gone overseas where labor costs are much cheaper.  Other manufacturing jobs have gone to 
other states in which companies have invested in improved technologies, which require fewer workers 
and lower costs.  In light of these job losses, some communities have tended to “chase smokestacks” – 
continue to pursue other heavy manufacturers to replace the ones the communities lost.  That pursuit 
has proven futile, and many communities have continued to decline while hoping for the return of jobs 
that will not come back to this country. 

 
2. A NEGATIVE ATTITUDE IS ONE OF THE REGION’S BIGGEST OBSTACLES TO OVERCOME: The 

data demonstrates that Southeast lost population between 1990 and 2005 as well as workforce and 
jobs, mainly in manufacturing and agriculture.  The combined population loss, job loss, and the 
accompanying loss of many major manufacturers in the area has beaten many Southeast Iowa residents 
down and caused a growing sense of pessimism to take over.  It is difficult to generate the enthusiasm 
and “can-do” spirit essential to building a healthy economy when people are focused on the negative 
and looking back at the past.  Fortunately, attitudes are within a community’s control and can be 
changed.  With the Economic Recovery Strategy it is developing, the region will have the means to 
change the economy in Southeast Iowa.  Residents will have to supply the positive attitude and the will 
to do so.  This is not simply a matter of making the region’s leaders economic cheerleaders and 
boosters, but a matter of realizing that much of economic development has to do with optimism, 
imagination, and will power to change the region for the better and to sell that improved product to the 
world.  Once the region makes that choice, it will be easier to gather the technical resources of venture 
capital, a more favorable business climate, and the other essential tools that make economic 
development possible. 

 
3. NO BRAND IDENTITY FOR SOUTHEAST IOWA: Southeast Iowa is part of a much larger region of the 

country known as the “Flyover Zone” – the middle portion of the country that most people only see while 
flying above it at 30,000 feet, en route from one coast to the other.  Southeast Iowa does not conjure 
images for most people at all; for those that do think of it, all they usually envision is endless cornfields 
and sleepy rural towns.  Many business people would not automatically place Southeast Iowa on their 
list of places to locate facilities.  Yet the region has a great deal to offer, not the least of which is an 
excellent quality of life, a central location in the U.S., affordable cost of living, and a skilled labor force 
trained in manufacturing.  The challenge is in creating a clear, positive image of Southeast Iowa that will 
replace the vision of endless cornfields with one of a region of technology savvy communities, skilled 
technical workers, and a favorable cost of doing business.  The marketing portion of the Economic 
Recovery Strategy will help create such as image. 

 
4. DIFFICULTY IN KEEPING YOUNG PROFESSIONALS: The data and perceptions show the same 

thing: The population and workforce in Southeast Iowa are getting older, and there are fewer and fewer 
young people to replace them.  Statistics show the median age in Southeast Iowa has increased from 
35.5 years in 1990 to 40.1 years in 2005.  At the same time, the younger population continued to shrink.  

C O N C L U S I O N
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Between 1990 and 2005, the percentage of residents between the ages of 25 and 44 decreased from 
29.7 percent of the total MSA population to 25 percent.  Also, only 15.8 percent of Southeast Iowa 
residents aged 25 to 44 hold a bachelors’ degree or higher, compared to MSA’s such as Austin, where 
35 percent have college degrees, or Boston, where 40 percent have college degrees.  The presence of 
a significant population between the ages of 25 and 44 is one of the most important workforce factors 
businesses and site locators consider when making location decisions.  Fortunately, leaders in the 
region have recognized the importance of attracting and retaining more people in this age group, forming 
two young professional organizations, one in the Burlington area and one in the Mt. Pleasant area. 

 
5. NO REGIONAL APPROACH TO ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT: Currently, most people in the region 

think of themselves as residents of the city or town where they live and work rather than as “residents of 
Southeast Iowa.”  Moreover, most of the individual communities in the region tend to think and act 
individually rather than collectively and collaboratively.  However, the global economy is so competitive 
today that few communities have the clout or the image to compete with China or the European Union 
for businesses and jobs.  As intense as global competition is today, regional, collaborative economic 
development is not only desirable, but also a matter of economic survival.  The development of a 
regional economic development effort will require all communities and counties in the region to commit 
to working together for the mutual benefit of everyone in the region. 

 
6. LACK OF AN ADEQUATE SUPPORT SYSTEM FOR ENTREPRENEURS AND SMALL 

BUSINESSES: Though there are resources in Southeast Iowa to support entrepreneurs and small 
businesses, they are inadequate to build a thriving entrepreneurial environment.  A critical aspect of 
building sustainable economic competitiveness is building a strong support network that will encourage 
entrepreneurs to create new businesses and help small businesses to thrive.  The stimulation of 
entrepreneurship through the formation and development of new commercial businesses and social 
enterprises can play a key role in employing underutilized resources in the distressed areas of the 
region.  Entrepreneurs are economic engines of the community.  They are employers, people who 
mobilize economic resources and stimulate further economic activity because of their efforts, and serve 
as stabilizing factors in a community.   

 
7. INADEQUATE AIR SERVICE (ONLY 3 FLIGHTS PER DAY): Southeast Iowa residents flying for 

business or pleasure have four options for air service: Southeast Iowa Regional Airport in Burlington, 
which is served by the American Connection (a regional carrier of American Airlines) with three flights 
daily to and from St Louis; Peoria Regional Airport in Peoria, Illinois; Eastern Iowa Airport in Cedar 
Rapids; and the Quad City International Airport in Moline, Illinois.  The last three airports are one or two 
hours away from the region, but have more flight options.  The lack of flight options at the airport in 
Burlington and the distance from the other three airports makes air service inconvenient for many 
business travelers.  While businesses may tend to be more technologically connected to their 
customers, they still need to be able to access other parts of the country and the world to some extent.  
Convenient air service that provides numerous flight options is often a major factor in a business’s 
location decision. 

 
8. NO EMERGING INDUSTRIES THAT PROMISE GROWTH: Southeast Iowa’s economy was built on the 

twin pillars of traditional manufacturing and agriculture.  As both industries were caught up in global 
economic competition, they declined in Southeast Iowa.  In agriculture agribusiness corporations took 
over most of the food growing and distribution activities, squeezing out small family farms.  In 
manufacturing, cheaper labor in other countries resulted in traditional manufacturing operations moving 
to other countries so those companies could compete.  Both of these trends resulted in economic 
decline, corporate downsizing, and rising unemployment.  As the economic situation grew desperate, 
some in Southeast Iowa chose to continue pursuing those lost jobs instead of preparing to attract new 
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types of businesses to the region.  The Economic Recovery Strategy will recommend new target 
industries for the region, where possible building on the skills and expertise present in the area as a 
result of being leaders in manufacturing and agriculture for so long. 

 
9. A VARIETY OF TOURIST ATTRACTIONS: Southeast Iowa has a variety of features that can attract 

tourists to the area and turn tourism into an economic development vehicle.  For example, a recreation 
of the Mormon temple and settlement at a site called Nauvoo across the Mississippi River in Illinois 
draws approximately 350,000 visitors annually, and many of those tourists stay in hotels and inns in 
Southeast Iowa while they visit.  The beauty of the Mississippi River and its wildlife is also a major tourist 
draw, with visitors coming into Southeast Iowa throughout the year to hunt, fish, boat, and watch wildlife 
such as bald eagles.  There are festivals that bring tourists into the region, including the Old Threshers’ 
Festival in Mt. Pleasant and Burlington Steamboat Days, festival held on the Mississippi River.  Tourism 
can serve as an economic development engine in many cases, and making tourism one of several target 
industries makes sense for Southeast Iowa. 

 
10. LACK OF TAX REVENUE TO FUND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS: Though each of the 

counties in the region has its own economic development organization and the region has received 
significant amounts of money from the Economic Development Administration for economic 
development, there are no ready sums of money for any of the counties or the communities within them 
to pay for additional economic development activities.  Many participants in the input process expressed 
concern that, even with a comprehensive strategy in place, their communities do not have any surplus 
funds to invest in implementing the plan.  Currently, economic development organizations in the four 
counties depend on the Southeast Iowa Regional Planning Commission to apply for grants to initiate any 
new efforts.  While soliciting grant funds is part of a fundraising strategy for economic development, it 
should not be the core principal of any economic development effort.  There is so much competition for 
relatively limited economic development funds that such a strategy would put economic development 
efforts in Southeast Iowa at risk.  The Economic Development Strategy will recommend potential funding 
mechanisms that would provide a reliable revenue stream for economic development.  Leaders in the 
region must think realistically about the type of funding mechanism that would work best, would be 
fairest, and would not have an adverse effect on the region’s business climate. 

 
 
This Regional Assessment has provided an overview of information critical to site selectors and company 
executives.  As presented in this report, Southeast Iowa has an excellent foundation for pursuing new industries, 
and a strong argument to make to site selectors.  Many strengths are apparent from our analysis:  a labor force 
with a good work ethic and skills in manufacturing, excellent quality of life, a reasonable cost of living, good 
infrastructure, central location in the U.S., and proximity to markets all over the country.  The region also faces 
some formidable hurdles, but they can be overcome.  
 
With its many workforce and lifestyle strengths, Southeast Iowa must now determine which industries to target for 
local development.  In the next report, we will present an in-depth economic analysis, including industry specific 
information and cluster analysis, of Southeast Iowa that will provide new insight and guidance on target industry 
development.  A strategy to capture new opportunities locally will require a clear understanding of the competitive 
landscape, as well as industry location trends.   
 


