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Introduction 

Austin Consulting, in partnership with Foote Consulting Group (The Austin Team), 
conducted a shovel ready sites program analysis for the Iowa City Area Development Corp 
(ICAD) in 2009. The purpose of the Iowa City Area Shovel Ready Sites Program (SRSP) is 
to provide consistent standards regarding the availability and development potential of 
commercial and industrial sites. The SRSP is about filling identified market gaps in the Iowa 
City Area’s portfolio of sites – to create sites that do not exist currently, or if they do exist, 
are not in sufficient supply to accommodate the site needs of business prospects that 
approach Iowa City Area Development Corp (ICAD) for appropriate locations. The goal is to 
ensure that developers, property owners, cities, utilities and state partners understand and 
utilize the criteria and standards developed in this program to create an inventory of pre-
qualified, speculative sites ready for immediate development by end-users. 
 
To become a “certified” or “shovel-ready” site means a third-party site selection and/or 
engineering firm deem the site as having attributes and conditions that meet the demands of 
current and future commercial development opportunities.  All such sites then are added to a 
local, regional and statewide inventory of sites with similar qualifications and will be strongly 
marketed.  Project objectives include: 
 

 Filling identified market gaps  

 Creating a caliber of site that does not currently exist in the market 

 Establishing a high standard for development 

 Creating an inventory of “shovel-ready” speculative sites (i.e. being ready before the 
client/prospect comes to town) 

 Winning more projects 

 
Final project deliverables from the Austin Team included: 
 

1. Best Practices Analysis 

2. Community Assessment  

3. Shovel Ready Sites Program Structure  

a. Five Program Categories with “white papers" 
b. Due Diligence Checklist (Criteria) for each category 

4. Pre-application Form 
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5. Application Forms  
6. Assisting three pilot sites through the process of attaining “shovel-ready” designation 

 
Best Practices Analysis 
 

The Austin Team reviewed and assessed “best practices” of six (6) existing shovel ready 
programs: 
  

 
 

Five of the six programs possessed commonalities: 

 Built around the regional or state industry targets and/or competitive advantages 

 Use their shovel-ready program to drive its marketing message on the worldwide web 

 Follow utility requirements 

o Minimum thresholds for electricity, water, wastewater 
o Access to natural gas service 
o Fiber optic (usually T-1) 
o Minimum proximity to interstate or four-lane highway 

 Required the following documentation: 

o Surrounding land use (including maps and aerials) 
o Utilities at, adjacent, near to site 
o Floodplain maps (outside of 100-year floodplain) 
o Clean environmental assessment (minimum Phase I) 
o Soils report (usually soil borings report) 
o Archeological/historical clearance 
o Endangered species 
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o Written permitting process with probable timelines 
o Land price 

 

The programs had a number of differences: 

 Number of site categories (low 1, high 8) 
 Varying application processes 
 Professional assistance with reviewing applications 
 Grant monies for infrastructure improvements 
 Timeline to achieve “shovel-ready designation” after application approved 
 Minimum acreage (3 acres to 1,000 acres) 
 Documentation 

o Wetland Delineation 
o Workforce Data 
o Restrictive Covenants 

 
Best Practices Conclusions 

Several key conclusions were drawn from the assessment: 

 Specific conclusions from each program: 
o TVA Megasite Program - by far the most successful in terms of sites sold, jobs 

created, and capital investment attracted 
o Ohio Job Ready Sites Program - most successful in terms of new sites spurred 

by a infrastructure grant fund 
o Oklahoma Site Ready - most inclusive in terms of the categories of sites (and 

detail of application) 
o Build Now-NY - greatest benefit has been to expedite permitting time, thereby 

getting projects to market sooner 
o Missouri’s Certified Sites - encouraged good cooperation between competing 

utility companies and economic developers  
o Oregon Certified Industrial Site Program - offers stringent environmental 

requirements consistent with new sustainable or “green” practices 
 3rd-party consultants promote more location/expansions and maintain an objective 

process with minimal political intrusion 
 Direct program ties to other state and local incentive programs promote development 
 Time requirements can affect project outcomes, and, therefore, must be set carefully 

and updated regularly. 
 

Best Practices Recommendations 

Based on the analysis, the Austin Team recommended that the SRSP: 

 Have focused target industries and a good understanding of their 
site/building needs 
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 Create a well-planned program criteria (due diligence checklist) 
 Diverse sites for the market and a method to replenish the pool of sites  
 Infrastructure grant fund and other funding 
 Utilize a “3rd-party site selection consultant” 
 Develop a thorough and graduated pre-application and application process to 

minimize administrative costs 
 Have well-defined schedules, timelines, and deadlines for the “shovel-ready” process 
 Use professional methods designed to expedite the development process (i.e. 

permitting) 
 Promote good regional cooperation and participation 
 Utilize sustainable or “green” practices 
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Community Assessment 

The Austin Team assessed the Iowa City Area from a “site selector’s viewpoint” in order to 
help determine the best shovel ready site candidates. 

Sites Presented and Visited  

Members of the Austin Team toured and/or assessed 25 sites in the Iowa City area. (See 
Iowa City Area map and Marion inset map below).   
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Utility and Infrastructure Capability 
 

 Natural Gas 
o Capacity and distribution network well above average 
o Covers the entire region 

 

 Water and Wastewater 
o Adequate to meet most potential targeted industries 
o The City of Iowa City has a “world class” system 

 

 Electricity 
o Adequate to meet most potential targeted industries in most of the Iowa City 

Area 
o Some special sites with redundant power opportunities 

 

 Interstate 
o Excellent - at the intersection of two interstates 

 

 Rail 
o Two short line railroads  
o Several existing spurs with active clients  

 

 Air Service 
o Acceptable 

 

 Telecom 
o Sufficient to meet the needs of all industries 

 

Workforce “Impressions” 

 Still, a very stable workforce 
o Limited hiring, but few big layoffs 
o One of lowest unemployment rates in country 
o Good labor/management relations 

 

 Good availability (likely due to current downturn) 
o Cedar Rapids layoffs impacted Iowa City’s labor market 
o Underemployment has likely grown as workers cling to jobs 
o Some IT and engineering-related positions are still hard to 

fill 
 

 Generally good to excellent workforce quality 
o Low turnover 
o Improved attitudes; understand the need to work hard in 

order to compete 
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o Above average basic skills of applicants 
o High productivity; often better than other domestic/off-shore plants 

 

 Competitive Wages 
 

 
 

 “Amazing” quality of life 
o Some of the best schools in the country; educational advancement is part of 

the culture 
o Regional medical hub 
o Great place to raise a family 

 
 Some workforce concerns remain . . . 

o A return to poor availability as economy improves  
o Ability to relocate talent away from larger metros and the Sun Belt 

 
 Employer quotes: 
 

o “Workers are grateful to come to work and have a job in this economy.” 

o “High schools are better than NJ and TX . . . teachers treat 
the students like adults.” 

o “Strong labor management partnership . . . no work 
stoppages” 

o “We see less ‘hands on’ mechanical capabilities due to 
technology, but there is no avoidance of hard work in this 
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market.” 

o “This plant has offset major wage differentials from offshore plants due to 
better productivity.” 

o “Great quality of life . . . once we get them here, candidates want to stay.” 

 

Shovel Ready Sites Program Structure  

Based on the work completed and detailed discussions, program categories and a due 
diligence checklist for each were developed. 
 

 Program Categories (available “white papers" provide more detail) 
 

 

 
 

     
 

 Brief Overview of Program Categories 
 

o General Manufacturing – end-users are generally heavier manufacturing 
and/or integrated assembly operations that align manufacturing cells with the 
final assembly of large capital equipment.  These operations usually require 
higher utility service thresholds at the site, as well as interstate and rail access 
(strongly preferred).  

o Light Industrial - operations require individual sites that are usually part of an 
industrial park, which may include multi-tenant structures. Utility and 
transportation infrastructure requirements are typically modest. 

o Rural Industrial – sites prepared for smaller, owner-
managed companies or satellite facilities. Operations are 
relatively more labor intensive, but it does not always 
require highly technical skills. Rural Industrial sites are 
located in towns with populations of fewer than 5,000 and 
draw a workforce from a large laborshed. 

o Technology Center - facilities typically include office and 
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laboratory space that support research and development activities.  Activities 
in these facilities are conducted by scientists, researchers, and technicians 
working to discover information that is technological in nature.  Whether a 
building, site, or office park, Technology Centers must have an official tie to a 
four-year college or university.  

o Smart Office – building or building sites that are environmentally-friendly, 
designed for employee-wellness, and use modern building technology.  Smart 
Office buildings are typically located in office parks, light industrial parks, or a 
similar planned development, but can also be standalone structures in a 
downtown area.  

 

 Category Criteria - See “Specific Category Requirements” (a.k.a. Utility Matrix) 
attached 

 

Pre-Application Form  

 Electronic (fill-in the blank form) 

 Questions require: 

o Short answers, many “yes / no” answers 

o Limited professional documents required  

 Appendix A of pre-application provides a comprehensive listing of possible 
attachments 

 Primarily seeking technical documents that were already completed 
o Potential to be completed online 

 Pre-application submitted answers assumed correct 

o Inaccurate information may result in additional certification costs to the 
applicant and the possibility of not achieving certification 

 Flowchart of the “Path to Certification” shown below: 
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Application (Full Application) 
 

 Application = Due Diligence Checklist 

o Guide for completing the due diligence checklist and assembling the required 
materials (notebook) for certification 

o Instructions / guidance for interacting with state agencies 

o Notebook of detailed site information will provide ICAD with the “building 
blocks” to create a comprehensive marketing document 

 Much of the information required already was submitted in the pre-application, but 
now it must be documented by an authoritative source 

 More professionally generated maps and documents required than in the pre-
application 

 Begins the interaction with the third-party consultant 

o Application and documentation reviewed by third-party 
consultant 

o Consultant will work with applicant to fill in application 
deficiencies 

 On-site audit by consultant (necessary to maintain program 
credibility in the long-term) 
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 Technical review fees are the responsibility of applicant 

o Consultant receives “first draft” of application notebook which helps to 
minimize timeline of consultant engagement (technical review fees) 

o Strong application helps minimize technical review fees 

 Level of documentation in the full application is similar to the due diligence work that 
prospective corporations perform on the finalist sites in their search 
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Three Pilot Sites  

 

 

 
 Pilot Site Process to Date  

 

 Three pilot sites selected      July 2009   

 Detailed site visits by Austin     September 2009 

 First due diligence conference call/WebEx  November 2009 

 Continued documentation / addressing site unknowns  On-going 

 
 List of Three Pilot Sites  

 

 Tipton Business Park: (City of Tipton) 
 Category:  Rural Industrial 
 Estimated Certification Date – April 2010 
 
 University of Iowa Research Park: (City of Coralville / University of Iowa) 
 Category:  Technology Center 
 Estimated Certification Date – 2nd Quarter 2010 
 
 Wind Energy Supply Chain Campus: (City of Iowa City) 
 Category:  General Manufacturing – Rail Access 
 Estimated Certification Date – 3rd Quarter 2010 
 

 


