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Going…Going…GONE!
Preventing Demolition in Davenport’s Heritage Neighborhoods
Executive Summary
Thanks to the actions of innovative city planners in 1979, one of the largest collection of
National Register properties in the state of Iowa is in Davenport. The city hired the first full time
municipal architectural historian in the state who, over the course of the next six years, listed
more than 1650 buildings in the Register.
Unfortunately, soon after the process for listing buildings was completed, the city began
losing newly listed properties.1 In the years that followed, more historic properties were lost
through demolition, most in the city’s heritage neighborhoods.
As is true for many cities,
Davenport’s oldest neighborhoods are those
closest to her old downtown. Much of this
area, about five square miles, has been
marginalized by long term development
patterns as well as local attitudes. The area
suffers from an ongoing issue with vacant
and abandoned properties.
These are Davenport’s heritage
neighborhoods and include her National
Register districts as well as unlisted adjacent
areas. Taken as a group, they are a record of
the city’s architectural history, a landscape
By 1900, the city’s borders reached to
of diverse, affordable housing stock. Within
north Locust Street. It is here that
Davenport’s heritage neighborhoods
these heritage areas, the loss of
developed and, in 2016, where most
infrastructure is harmful to “big H” historic
of its abandoned buildings are
located.
neighborhoods—those listed in the National
Source: Davenport 2025 Plan
Register—as well as the “little h” historic
neighborhoods—those surrounding them.
Buildings in these neighborhoods are those most often targeted for demolition. This
report will examine Davenport’s use of demolition to deal with abandoned properties, look at
how other cities are coping with the issue and offer action steps to more effectively address the
threat to heritage neighborhoods.
Davenport’s 2016 Demolition Plans
Demolition is a city initiative that tends to be cyclical; in 2015, Davenport entered
another such phase when city council approved a plan to remove thirty-three properties that

were vacant or abandoned. Twelve were
So How Did We Get Here?
How did so many buildings in Davenport’s heritage
properties listed in the National Register and
neighborhoods come to be in poor condition? In 1870,
all thirty-three were in heritage
Davenport was Iowa’s largest city. The original town that
neighborhoods. After residents expressed
developed along streets running east and west along the
riverfront gave way to newer neighborhoods close to the
concerns, city staff removed most of the
downtown and designed in a grid pattern. By 1900,
National Register properties from the active
maintaining a position as one of the state’s three largest
demolition list. In January 2016, city council
communities, Davenport had developed a solid matrix from
the river to today’s Vander Veer Park of a dense and lively
approved a $273,140 contract to demolish
central business district bordered by industry at its east and
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twenty-one homes.
west edges and along its riverfront. To the north, residential
Traditionally, the city’s demolition
neighborhoods were interspersed with small commercial
districts. All was connected by street car lines running
program appears to function like reverse
throughout the city and to nearby communities.
triage. In any given year, it is an impossible
The arrival of the automobile encouraged
task to deal with all the abandoned
expansion of the city beyond its turn-of-the-century
boundaries. Pent up demand for housing after World War II
buildings. So the worst cases, or those that
continued to spur growth. Between 1916 and 1960,
receive the most complaints, are addressed
Davenport’s footprint grew from 8.79 miles to 47.62 miles; in
first. With funds and staff time exhausted,
2016, the city limits encompasses 62.8 square miles.
less challenged buildings are left for another
As happened in many cities, gridded
neighborhoods
gave way to developments with curvilinear
day. There are two problems with this
streets and large lots. Older sections were rezoned to
approach. First, for the properties demoed,
accommodate higher density. Their large family homes were
there is no comprehensive plan for the
became subdivided rentals. Disinvestment by single family
owners
gave way to more and more absentee landlords and
empty neighborhood parcels left behind and
rental housing in buildings not constructed for that purpose.
very little new construction in the offing.
The city’s heritage neighborhoods began losing ground as
The exception is a recent effort on
desirable places to live.
th
East 6 Street where properties have been
demolished to make way for three new income-restricted, city-built homes; the city owns other
nearby parcels and is seeking developers interested in building more.3 While this attempt is
laudable, it is limited to a few houses in a small area.
The second problem with the city’s approach is that less troubled properties are left to
continue to deteriorate until they too are in such poor condition that demolition seems the only
alternative.
It should be noted that, while this report deals mainly with city activity, demolition
within heritage neighborhoods is also carried out by a number of co-located institutions who
are attempting to address blight or meet their expansion needs. Their actions complicate
development of comprehensive solutions to the issue.
Failure to act proactively and lax code enforcement coupled with an unwillingness to
use all available legal tools to tackle the issue are frequent charges by critics of city demolition
policies. Budget restraints that have reduced available staff time along with a perceived lack of
political will to act more aggressively are often offered as reasons for the current state. A
number of strategies to address abandoned properties have been implemented, but a
satisfactory resolution has not been found for a challenge that impacts so many neighborhoods.
Earlier Attempts to Address Abandoned Properties
Attorney Charlie Brooke announced his 2001 campaign for Davenport mayor standing in
front of two derelict west side buildings. Brooke grew up in a turn-of-the-century
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neighborhood. As the city’s old urban core neighborhoods continued to decline, he became
concerned that young Davenport families would not have the same options to enjoy the city as
he had.4 Brooke won his race, and, under his administration, appointed an Abandoned Housing
Task Force to deal with vacant and abandoned housing and later launched the HAPPEN
program that incentivized private rehab of such buildings.5
But Brooke wasn’t the only mayor to tussle with the issue. Fifteen years before, native
son Thom Hart, elected in the middle of the farm crisis, took office at a time when the city
supported demolition “at a fever pitch.”6 Believing that “demolition is a total failure for
everyone,” 7 he also made addressing abandoned properties a central focus, appointing a task
force and demolition review board to make hard decisions about what should go and what
should be saved and working with banks to establish a Central City lending program to
prospective homebuyers.8
The problem stretched even further back than Hart or Brooke. In 1935, a state planning
board surveyed housing conditions in Davenport. It found much of the housing in the city’s core
area to be 40% or more rental.9
Scope of the Problem
In 2005, the city issued its “Davenport
2025” comprehensive plan. That plan divided
the city into three areas: Core, second tier, and
third tier based on annexation dates.
Davenport’s heritage neighborhoods fall into
the core area. The plan noted that, in addition
to containing much of the city’s rich
architectural heritage, the core was also
defined by higher-than-average vacancy rates
as well as greater numbers of abandoned and
deteriorated buildings.10
Vacant or abandoned properties can be
Davenport divided into areas.
Core is in orange, second tier in
a threat to the stability of neighborhoods and
green and third tier in beige.
are often found in and around designated
Internal divisions identify census
tracts.
historic districts,11 but haphazard demolition
Source: Davenport 2025 Plan
can bring its own set of issues. In
neighborhoods where redevelopment is slow, vacant lots are like missing teeth in the
streetscape. Developers assert that they cannot afford to build just a few houses at a time.
Empty spaces begin to impact overall neighborhood wellbeing and issues like safety and
walkability. Existing homeowners may opt to go elsewhere, unsure of their city’s intentions for
other at-risk properties.
The growth away from old neighborhoods creates urban sprawl that stresses a city’s
resources.12 Demolishing rather than rehabbing infrastructure does not support sustainability.
Sustainability is a critical factor for a city with slow population growth since municipal funding is
driven by property tax revenues.
Between 1970 and 2000, 3,750 Davenport housing units were demolished, almost all
within the core.13 Some were lost to fire or planned flood control measures, but many were
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simply pulled down after years of neglect. The core area lost one quarter—25%-- of its housing
units and more than 3,600 residents.14
During this same period Davenport added 11,656 housing units, most built in the third
tier; that tier also saw dramatic population growth.15 Subtracting housing units lost, net units
increased by 7,906.
Why was the core area so dramatically impacted? Part of the answer may be found in
population fluctuations between 1970 and 2000. Davenport grew steadily during the first eight
decades of the 20th century at a rate faster than the state overall; in 1980, the city’s population
topped 103,000. But, hit
1980/1990
by the impact of the farm
Area
1980 Pop 1990 Pop Change % Change Vacancy Rate
crisis, the city lost more
Core
31,580
25,287
-6,293
-20% 8.93/14.76
than 8,000 residents
38,298
34,492
-3,806
-10% 3.20/4.68
between 1980 and 1990. It Tier 2
33,701
35,921
2,220
7% 3.71/5.22
would take forty years for it Tier 3
Source: Author table using figures from Davenport 2025 Plan.
to pass the 100,000 mark
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again. During this decade of severe economic challenge, the core area suffered most, losing
20% of its population and reaching double digit vacancy rates.
The “2025” plan published in 2005, noted the number of vacant or abandoned
properties at 150.17 In December, 2015, the city developed a similar list. Unfortunately, it
included 233 buildings over and above the thirty-three structures that staff was already asking
permission to demolish. Of the 233 buildings, 201 were in heritage neighborhoods. Of that
group, thirty-one were National Register properties.18 It is clear that identified historic
properties continue to be at risk.
What’s the Long Term Impact on Davenport’s Heritage Neighborhoods?
The impact is graphically illustrated by what has happened in Davenport’s Hamburg
Historic District. This neighborhood began its resurgence after its listing in the National
Register; urban pioneers began reclaiming streets where whole blocks had been abandoned.
Today, it is the most active historic district in the city, with an energetic neighborhood
association, a strong voice at city hall, and events designed to draw visitors. Private owner
investment has driven its resurgence. Despite this, it has lost ninety-two houses and forty
outbuildings of its original 360 structures.19 The October 2016 demolition list included six
houses in the Hamburg District.
The city’s demotion plans put at risk private investment by individuals living in heritage
neighborhoods. These are the very residents a city needs; they tend to be stabilizing forces.
Without Davenport’s support for another alternative to demolition, individuals able to invest
might rethink their options since haphazard demolition does not align with neighborhood
stability.
Dick Stone and his wife Linda live in nearby Muscatine. In 2015, they began restoring the
iconic 1857 Lambrite-Iles-Petersen House in the Hamburg Historic District, a project that will
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cost them hundreds of thousands of dollars to complete. Recently Stone spoke before the
Historic Preservation Commission to share his concerns about the city’s approach to
demolition:
“We didn’t want to invest a lot of money only to find out that [the property]
would succumb to urban blight…With the house being part of the Hamburg
Historic District and the City’s stated desire to find a way to address and help
save homes in this significant area, we felt fairly confident that this was going in
the right direction and our efforts in restoring could serve as an example for
others to do the same.
“What has happened since? In less than a year there is now a new list of six
homes within the Hamburg Historic District, among…others…that are slated for
demolition. Was the city’s stated desire to find a way to address [the LambriteIles-Petersen House]…just a feeble, one-shot attempt to appease the
preservationists? We now sit with a property in the midst of restoration with a
view of a historic Mueller home slated to be demolished. If things continue
down the same path I could see another half dozen houses disappearing within
the next five to ten years. Eventually the neighborhood would cease to exist.” 20
How the City Deals with Abandoned Buildings
Lacking programs like HAPPEN or Hart’s Central City Lending program, the city’s fallback
position is demolition. A building that is simply “vacant” one year, defined in the city code as
able to be secured by conventional means, can move to the “abandoned” category-unoccupied and deemed hazardous because entry is unsecured21-- the next. Public Works can
order boarding or securing of a building through notices to the owner; if the department is
forced to take this action, the owner is assessed for the cost. As the building deteriorates,
orders progress to the point of “Repair/Tear Down” notices. This process can take many years
or just a few. Properties that have received a Repair/Tear Down notice can be moved to a
demolition list; individual properties chosen for demolition are based on certain criteria.22 If the
city decides to demolish, it invokes the city’s police powers and references city code dealing
with “dangerous buildings.” The city then issues a contract to private demolition companies
who proceed with the action. The city assesses the now empty lot for the cost of the work.23
Demolition is expensive; the most recent contract listed costs of $9,000 to $16,500 per
building.24 Using its current demolition procedure, the city never owns the building being taken
down. In meetings with city staff and council members on a number of rehabilitation projects,
the statement that “the city has no interest in owning abandoned properties” is a common part
of the conversation.25 What that also means is that, when the work is done, the city doesn’t
own the empty lot and so has no control over its future use. Since the owners of most of these
buildings have walked away long ago, their most likely next action is to do nothing. Typically,
the now vacant lots become derelict, city crews have to perform maintenance and snow
removal, and more city assessments are charged against the property.26 Eventually, these lots
end up with other abandoned parcels and buildings as part of a public auction conducted by the
county. In order to ready the properties for sale, the county wipes the slate clean of liens or
assessments.27 Often, the auctioneer’s hammer falls for less than one hundred dollars per lot.
During the latest round of demolition proposals, city staff, by its own admission, did not
enter buildings to inspect them before placing them on the demolition list despite the fact that
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existing city code permits entry for inspection.28 Those opposing wholesale demolition are left
wondering if the city really has a good handle on what it is tearing down.
Addressing the Issue
Davenport isn’t the only city in America or in Iowa dealing with abandoned buildings.
Slow growth areas all over the country are looking for solutions since older housing stock often
goes hand in hand with abandoned properties. Davenport’s housing stock is older than the
state average and that of the nation. The same is true for its nearby neighbors Burlington and
Dubuque.29 Both cities are working aggressively to address abandoned property concerns. It is
time for Davenport to seek new solutions.


Get proactive. Davenport must become involved in addressing abandoned properties
prior to their becoming so derelict that demolition becomes the only option. Properties
in distress have obvious issues. A vacant structure that evolves to one that requires
repeated calls for weed and brush clearance, generates neighborhood complaints of
vandalism, or has unpaid utility and sewer bills are early warning signs of trouble. A look
back at the history of the thirty-three houses on the city’s October demolition list shows
a clear pattern of city assessments for work it had to perform.30 The Public Works
department does an excellent job of keeping track of such buildings making earlier
intervention possible.



Establish an “Abandoned Property” commission or board. Prior attempts have focused
on task forces which are temporary in nature. A commission with legal standing and
specific ordinances guiding it would have the power to make recommendations to city
council. Such a commission should include core area residents. The commission could be
charged with developing a comprehensive plan and making an annual report to city
council on its progress.



Adopt a “demolition by neglect” ordinance. These locally drafted pieces of legislation
prohibit neglect of protected classes of properties; scope can vary from city to city.
Davenport should look north to Dubuque, a city that has implemented such a code;
their language protects local landmarks and landmark sites, structures in historic
districts and conservation districts.31



Implement better management tools for vacant properties. The city should rethink
how it defines and manages vacant or abandoned buildings to permit earlier
intervention. Once again, Dubuque offers how this might be accomplished; it has taken
steps that allow it additional oversight of potential problem properties earlier in the
cycle. In its city code, “Vacant” is defined by at least one of eight different
characteristics that range from unable to be secured in a conventional fashion to being
without utilities. Buildings so identified must be annually registered with the city and an
annual fee must be paid. This registration gives Dubuque the right to enter the
structures for inspection every year.32 Dubuque also does not permit long term boarding
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of buildings. Improper boarding that does not address moisture retention can be
extremely unhealthy for heritage buildings.


Name it and claim it. Davenport’s city code does not include a definition for an
abandoned property. Since derelict properties are an endemic issue, closer attention to
defining what the city means by the term “abandoned” might give everyone—city staff,
council, and property owners—a common understanding. Iowa Code solves this
problem; Section 657A.10A lists nine different characteristics by which a property may
legally be deemed abandoned; not all characteristics are required to define a property
as such.33



Take a lesson from neighboring cities and expand enforcement options using all legal
means. To date, Davenport has been unwilling to use the powerful state enabling code
found in section 657A.10A. The language is unique among all states,34 and allows Iowa
municipalities to petition district court for title to properties deemed abandoned. In the
most expedient cases, the entire petition and final hearing process can take as little as
ninety days. The code allows cities to act before abandoned buildings become so
derelict that rehab is financially unfeasible. Davenport can look to Burlington for
examples of how effective this tool can be. Since 2007, the city has petitioned for
ownership of over one hundred properties. Of those, thirty were demolished, but
seventy were auctioned to new owners under firm rehabilitation timetables. All but two
of the vacated lots were sold or donated. By 2015, most of the properties coming to
Burlington through 657A.10A were in much better condition than was the case when
the program began; the city is now intervening before buildings become severely
deteriorated. By October 2015, the city had generated more than $275,000 in auction
sales.35 Since 2014, 657A.10A is one of the tools Dubuque uses to deal with abandoned
properties. Trying to determine the desired outcome before making the decision to use
657A.10A is part of the city’s strategy.36
Davenport staff and aldermen have stated that there is no political will to use 657A.10A
and that the city does not want to become the owner of abandoned properties. Like
Dubuque, Burlington ascertains community interest prior to beginning 657A.10A
procedures. The city’s attorney reports almost no property rights protests to the city’s
petitions or the court’s rulings. City residents have generally been very happy that the
city is addressing its abandoned building issue.37
Even if the outcome of the 657A.10A process is possession with intent to demolish, the
process would permit Davenport to land bank parcels and managing future
development.



Consider a more comprehensive demolition review process. Demolition review is
limited to that done by the Historic Preservation Commission on behalf of the
approximately 1600 National Register properties still standing in Davenport. Generally,
eligibility for listing in the National Register cannot be considered until a structure is at
least fifty years old. New properties age into that eligibility each year while the rate of
National Register survey work tends to lag behind. Some Iowa cities have implemented
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demolition review of buildings based on age. Des Moines now does demolition review
for any residential property eighty years or older and commercial properties fifty years
or older. Cedar Rapids initiates demolition review for any building fifty years or older.
Each community establishes its own criteria.38


Mothball rather than demolish buildings, regardless of condition, that have economic
development options. Iowa is one of thirty-five states offering historic tax credits. Those
credits extend to residential/non-income producing historic structures.39 Demolishing
National Register properties that are likely eligible for these credits does not make good
economic development sense. It’s a lesson the city should have learned during the
rehabilitation of many downtown buildings using state and federal tax credits. The
projects have poured millions of dollars into the area and brought new residents into
refurbished buildings. All twelve of the National Register properties the city put on its
October demolition list are most likely eligible for the 25% state historic tax credit
against rehabilitation expenses. Since the state incentive is paid as a credit or as a cash
rebate once the work is done, the program could help cash-strapped owners offset
rehabilitation costs. In the Hamburg Historic District, twenty-one residential projects
resulted in approved tax credits of more than $513,000.40 Given tight economic times, it
doesn’t behoove anyone to leave any money on the table.



Enforce existing city maintenance codes for all properties. While most conversations
addressing code enforcement center on rental properties, the city’s maintenance code
applies to all buildings. The perception persists that owner-occupied homes appear to
be given a pass in terms of addressing property issues.41 Yet the city code clearly allows
inspectors to address both.42 City staff may argue that it does not have enough
inspectors to cover every non-compliant building. City council should ask itself if
Davenport can really afford the long term civic cost burden and property tax revenue
loss that accompany derelict neighborhoods.



When residents tackle rehab of abandoned properties, be flexible in enforcing city
codes. Rehab of vacant buildings sometimes carries with it stricter code enforcement
since the expectation is that all elements will be brought up to current guidelines. This
can make the work more difficult than it already is; some codes may be incompatible
with heritage building construction.43 At times, rehabbers have encountered issues in
getting permits from the city when they are needed before utility companies will begin
work.
Two recent examples encountered during historic rehabs illustrate the challenge. In the
first case, the owner of a home purchased at a foreclosure sale needed a permit to turn
on natural gas so that he could then fill and heat the home’s boiler to test it. The sale
took place in midwinter. The city’s policy is not to issue gas permits in a house with an
untested heating system. However, filling a cold boiler during severely cold winter is
courting disaster. City staff would not alter its position; the homeowner had to wait until
spring to test the boiler.
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In another case, an owner of an historic residence purchased from the city was refused
a permit to run a temporary electrical line from his already installed construction power
pole to turn on a newly installed furnace as winter approached. The city purchase
agreement required that permanent power lines be buried. The owner was requesting a
temporary hook up so work could continue through the cold months ahead. Permit
denial meant no heat and so no work during the entire winter and another rehab put on
hold. Homeowners are often hesitant to argue with inspectors since they know they will
be coming back for other approvals later.44
Both problems could have been addressed by issuing temporary use permits to the
homeowners that would have allowed them to continue to work while giving the city
the right to re-inspect.


Require that institutions doing business in core areas maintain published, long term
development plans. Two colleges, one medical center and numerous religious
organizations are sited within the city’s heritage neighborhoods and engage in
demolition. The city as well as private property owners—the major investors in heritage
neighborhoods—should have access to their development plans since they can have a
dramatic impact on neighborhood landscapes, transportation routes and quality of life.
For example, the conflict surrounding a proposed St. Ambrose Planned Institutional
District (PID) plan brought it and surrounding neighborhoods into conflict.45 Not
knowing what the future brings can be a destabilizing force for already fragile
neighborhoods.



Take a long, hard look at “rightsizing.” Rightsizing is a strategy being used by many
cities to address issues of abandoned properties. It seeks a balanced approach to
planning, weighing long term housing needs and population trends against existing
infrastructure and resources. It brings together planners, code enforcement specialists
and preservationists. It attempts to think strategically and to avoid hit-or-miss
approaches to problem solving.46
Davenport’s upward population trajectory is an advantage that many cities using the
rightsizing approach don’t enjoy. Still, its challenge of abandoned properties remains
enough of an issue to warrant a more proactive approach.

Conclusion
Since the 2005 publication of “Davenport 2025,” residents can feel good about many
improvements to their city. The resurgence of downtown as an exciting place to live and the
emergence of Hilltop Campus Village along major transportation corridors are examples of
promising revitalization within the city’s core area.
Less bright and less certain is the future of the city’s heritage neighborhoods. Programs
without income restrictions like “HAPPEN” and “100 Homes” that focused on retaining rather
than removing buildings have given way, once again, to demolition.
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From the
Change
Change
standpoint of overall
1990% Change
1980% Change
1990
1980-1990
Area
1980
Pop
1990
Pop
2014
Pop
2014
1990-2014
population in the city’s
Core
31,580
25,287
-6,293
-20%
24,484
(803)
-3.2%
heritage neighborhoods,
Tier 2
38,298
34,492
-3,806
-10%
31,610
(2,882)
-8.4%
removing what are
Tier 3
33,701
35,921
2,220
7%
45,329
9,408
26.2%
considered problem
Source: Author table using 1980 and 1990 figures from Davenport 2025 Plan and 2014 figures from U.S. Census
properties doesn’t appear American FactFinder site.
to be encouraging residents to move back in. 2014 population levels in the core area were even
lower than in 1990.
Davenport—its residents, council and staff-- can and should do better by this fivesquare-mile heart of the city. It must begin to rethink its approach to all of its heritage
neighborhoods, not just its historic districts. The city’s history does not stop at the border of
one historic district, skip the streets in between, and pick up again at the boundary of the next
designated neighborhood.
These are neighborhoods still packed with sturdy homes that celebrate the rich
architectural legacy of the city. They offer affordable options for new homebuyers priced out of
new construction. With demolition and construction debris taking up an estimated one-third of
space in landfills,47 saving these homes is the ultimate in living sustainably.
In 1836, one hundred and eighty years ago, bold men established this city. The
challenges before them were daunting and the road before them was uncertain. They did not
succeed by being timid or conventional. In 2016, Davenport should take inspiration from their
achievements and develop a new vision for its heritage neighborhoods.
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