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Altoona Cultural 
Assessment Summary

What is Altoona’s Best Kept Secret?

RECOMMENDATIONS
Develop the Prairie Heritage Plaza into new civic hub. Old Town 
could serve as a hub with a more boutique personality.

Public art and cultural programming should 
function to build social connections. 

Public art should create unique visual icons that 
respond to local history and culture.

Cultural programming needs to have a measured reliance on volunteers 
and to the extent possible facilitate engagement of new people. 

With tremendous growth, many opportunities exist in future 
developments to have an integrated approach to public art where the 
art is considered in the initial design rather than added on at the end.
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FINDINGS
Altoona citizens most prize the small town feel, meaning a sense of community 
cohesion. That this may be undermined by rapid growth is a matter of concern. 

Citizens like the new amenities yet did not choose 
to settle in Altoona because of them. 

Town entrances and arteries need to be made 
more visually pleasing and welcoming.

Lack of a town square or a central place yet has the 
bones of it at Old Town and Hy-Vee.

Some citizens, perhaps a younger population, long for more grit—
more places for late night music or funky alleyways for selfies. 

Altoona has excellent resources in its parks, trails, Altoona 
Campus and Old Town yet most would benefit from installations 
that create engagement and memorable experiences. 

Little connection exists between people visiting the “entertainment 
district” and the more local businesses in town as well as a lack of 
physical connection between Altoona and the entertainment district.

Cultural Goals

Per cent ranked as first priority. 
Per cent ranked as second priority
(where highly correlated).

create memorable places

enhance community facilities

create whimsy & delight in public

encourage neighborly interactions

enhance community pride

create landmarks

attract tourists, residents, & businesses

19%
14%

9%
15%

16%
12%

15%
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Group Creative Services combined the results of Altoona’s cultural 
assessment with vision-setting and practical evaluations of three 
citizen-led task forces to create this recommendation. 

I. Create an Arts and Culture Committee to meet quarterly in support of 
ongoing projects, collaboration, and furthering the outcomes of this strategic plan. 
Members also participate in ad hoc groups formed to execute specific projects.

Participants in all three task forces are excited to begin work immediately 
on prioritized projects and some are already underway. 

• Public Art in Infrastructure
• Temporary Public Art
• Music & Nightlife

Task force groups look at potentials for immediate opportunities and long term 
strategies, and site these interventions in locations prioritized by the cultural 
assessment: Gateways, City Center, Olde Town, Spring Creek, City Hall.

Multiple groups determined interest in electronic community 
signage and web platforms supporting ongoing projects.

II. Public Art in Infrastructure has initiated its first project. It recommends 
a new project at City Hall along with additional planning and a traffic 
study. It suggests adoption of a policy in support of public art.

III. Temporary Public Art identified and developed four viable and 
inexpensive projects that its members are excited about. They’d like to 
realize three projects in three years. These include a pop-up performance 
event and a project underway with the school district to create a changing 
light display on the 8th st pedestrian bridge. They’d like three years of 
financial support as well as professional services and city resources.

IV. Music & Nightlifte is also ready to move forward with a coordinated 
effort, desiring city support for a communication and outreach is desired 
in the form of signage and an inexpensive online platform. Recommended 
are a “Front Porch Concert” series and pop-up performances from high 
school musicians. Establishment of a music committee is suggested, 
as is reinvestigation of creation of a large entertainment venue.

Altoona Arts and Culture
Plan Summary



5

I. ARTS AND CULTURE COMMITTEE
It is recommended that the City establish an Art and Culture Committee 
to support each-other’s efforts as well as implement the strategic plan. 
The role and functions of the committee include the following: 
• Guide implementation of the strategic plan
• Ensure current and future local efforts are aligned
• Seek synergy of efforts and support each other’s efforts
• Provide a streamlined communication vehicle from the City 

to them as well as other entities such as Bravo
• Coordinate funding efforts
• Match city funding with grants and business partnerships
• Evaluate prospective projects with a broader understanding of community 

development in Altoona and how the projects fit within city planning.
• Help connect Altoona residents to community resources 

when planning their own cultural projects
• Build a bridge between regional and local communities.

Membership
Representatives from the following organizations:

altoona chamber of commerce altoona area historical society

altoona library altoona campus

cap community theater citizens (2)
city staff  businesses (2–one large, one small)
council member (1) bravo representative (1)

• The committee shall meet at a regular meeting time and meet quarterly. 
• The committee shall have agendas and minutes and 

provide an annual report to the City Council. 
• The committee need-not have official chair or positions 

yet would benefit from a designated facilitator. 
• No formal subcommittees exist except for those that 

form on an ad-hoc basis. These could include:
temporary art music culture

amphitheater/bandshell jury to review artist concepts

Altoona
Arts and Culture Plan
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II. ART IN PUBLIC INFRASTRUCTURE

IMMEDIATE PROJECTS
1. Gateway Entrances

Create “of the place” entrance designs that sets a bright 
and fun tone signifying Altoona’s unique culture

• 1st Avenue – currently underway
• The 1st Avenue project could inform future gateway projects – see 2.2 

2. City Hall

Initiate concept designs for City Hall

• Long-term investment in a key city amenity, 
in process of construction right now

3. Spring Creek Development

Create an arts engagement plan for the new development 

• Develop an overarching plan for how to integrate art and culture and 
unexpected experiences into the residential and public spaces

4. Olde Town

• Create a traffic pattern that leads people to the north 
parking lot during 1st Ave reconstruction project

Themes for 2019 – 2021 Strategic Plan include Immediate 
Projects and Long-term Strategies
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II. ART IN PUBLIC INFRASTRUCTURE

LONG-TERM STRATEGIES
1. Policy Adoption

Adopt a policy that directs when and how and in what manner the city 
will require arts integration into public and private development so that 
art and unique design becomes integrated into the whole community

• Allocate a percent for the arts in both public and private development 
• See the 16% allocation of open space for tax 

abatement as precedent and a model

2. City Center

Initiate a landscape design to create a city center at the SW corner of 1st and 
8th to continue the City’s efforts of multi-use, pedestrian scale development.

• The design should capitalize on existing resources including 
Hy-Vee and the plazas and gardens behind it

• It should feel like one interconnected central location
• The renovation should create more pedestrian-level 

places of interaction between strangers 
• The flow of bike and pedestrian traffic should be safer and more welcoming 

including for those walking through the parking lot to Hy-Vee
• Find appropriate uses for spaces in the plaza that are 

underutilized including revisiting the band shell idea
• Development at the center should also inform what happens 

with the rest of the development at that intersection
• Programmable signage works to inform the 

community of events and activities.
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3. Olde Town

Initiate a redevelopment plan for Olde Town connecting it to the 
trail system and outlining city strategies to support development 
that draws visitors including tourists from Adventureland

• The City should incentivize or support development of a cafe, coffee 
shop, ice parlor in Olde Town to create more of a destination

• Investigate ways to integrate displays from the historical society into the 
shops along Old Town so the entire area becomes a dynamic museum

• Initiate a study to understand the potential for the original 
Adventureland carousel including initial capital costs, on-going 
operations costs, liability exposure, volunteer potential and 
how the original carousel brings visitors to Olde Town  

4. Gateway Entrances

Create “of the place” entrance designs that sets a bright 
and fun tone signifying Altoona’s unique culture

• 8th Street Corridor Plan – integrate unique entrance features, 
when appropriate compliment with the 1st Avenue concepts

• Adventureland Drive and other gateways entrances – when possible, 
extend unique entrance features to the remaining gateways

5. Trails

City to identify locations where permanent and temporary art 
could be used to engage use in underutilized locations

6. Townsend Community Center

As plans get developed for the community center, integrate 
art into the filter for programming at the center.

7. Silos

While not in public ownership, significant interest exists to program the large silos. 

8. Water Tower

The lights on the tower have the ability to be programmed. 
Much like the old weather beacon in Des Moines, the water 
tower should tell a story about happenings in Altoona. 
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III. ALTOONA TEMPORARY PUBLIC ART TASK FORCE

IMMEDIATE PROJECTS
1. ARToona: A subcommittee of the Arts & Culture Committee

Establish a brain-trust of artists and art advocates that will collaborate 
with the city of Altoona to facilitate ongoing support for temporary public 
art. Temporary work is inventive and nimble but comes at a lower cost. 
Projects bring attention to overlooked locations and social issues and 
create a sense that something is happening. They generate culture and 
appeal to a variety of interests as well as bring together diverse community 
groups to create new connections that might not otherwise form.

ARToona will be successful with support from the City including:
• Host official web page, direct communications to ARToona through the site
• Communicating Mission
• City Staff representative appointed as official ARToona liaison
• Assist with access to free and affordable event spaces
• Promotional support, including internal channels
• Funding, $12,000 annually with option to rollover

Membership
Includes art advocates with practical skills such as

social media, design, marketing city staff (1)
artists project management

citizens (2) city staff 
businesses (2–one large, one small)
council member (1) bravo representative (1)
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III. ALTOONA TEMPORARY PUBLIC ART TASK FORCE

THREE PROJECTS IN 
THREE YEARS
Year 2019: 5-minute Theatre
• Open-mic style, recurring gathering
• Creates a space for local creatives to showcase 

original work in 5-minutes or less
• Regular participants become an advocate core for ARToona 
• The MC is a representative from ARToona, sharing information 

about resources and opportunities offered for art projects in the 
community and by the city, also share about upcoming events

• Foster community connection, inspire future collaborative projects

Year 2019: Pop-up Theater Box

A small, portable stage, backdrop, trunk of props, and PA could be publicly 
available for citizens to stage brief plays or activities. Children would enjoy the 
opportunity and would create infinite opportunities for photos and social media.

Year 2020: Overpass Light Brite
Create patterns within the chain link fencing over on the 8th St 
pedestrian overpass, designs rotated using LED and arduino technology. 
Community project created by area schools in STEAM curriculum.

Year 2021: Junk It Sculpture Festival
• Collect local discarded salvage for invited artists 

to create temporary sculptures
• Possible competition/welding festival/a series of 

temporary installations around Altoona
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Goals for ARToona
• Pursue memorable and iconic temporary public art, provide an entry point 

for local talent to exhibit their work and encourage neighborly interactions
• Temporary Public Art addresses needs in the Cultural Assessment. 

Key findings in the recent cultural assessment identified the need 
to create memorable and distinctive places that can also encourage 
neighborly interactions. One interviewee insisted that in Altoona “there 
is talent, it just needs entry points.” For arts efforts to grow, artists and 
creatives need to connect with the community, and this requires public 
platforms—in programmatic support, policy support, and in venues.

• Commission an artist to make a limited edition series of art works. 
Sell to the community and at a discount to the membership. Similar 
idea to Des Moines Art Center Print Club commissioned print.
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IV. ALTOONA MUSIC & NIGHT-LIFE INITIATIVES

IMMEDIATE PROJECTS
1. Pop-Up Performances

• Creates opportunities to build community, provide quality entertainment, and 
increase attendance and visibility by driving more people to events. Band 
and/or music students will provide short pop-up performances during/at
 » Community events (i.e. festivals, tree lighting ceremonies, 

golf outings, races, other arts & culture events, etc.) 
 » Unexpected, well-populated locations such 

as Hy-Vee, Target, Walmart, etc.
• Coordinate with Southeast Polk High’s band director and the Altoona 

Chamber of Commerce to develop a pop-up performance schedule. 
Work with the Chamber of Commerce to help coordinate music 
performances to coincide with other major events for the city of 
Altoona such as golf outings, races, other arts and culture events, 
family, and or community events (i.e. festivals, carnivals, etc.)

• First Friday performances at local venues, bars, and restaurants
• Offers synergy with temporary public art pop-up efforts

2. Music Directory

Create a music directory that will be hosted (the Altoona Chamber of 
Commerce has interest in supporting this). The directory will be a free 
platform for the Altoona music scene to easily find each other and book more 
gigs. This platform will allow bands, artists, venues, and other aspects of the 
music industry in Altoona (i.e. DJ services, music stores, music instructors, 
instrument repair shops, etc.) to list their services in one convenient location. 

The Des Moines Music Coalition’s Directory is an inexpensive and 
easy to set up model: http://www.desmoinesmc.com/directory/
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3. Youth Music Showcase Opportunities, Regular 
Open Mic Nights, and Battle of the Bands

Fireside will begin hosting regular (monthly) music performances 
and incorporating more opportunities for young and aspiring 
musicians to perform. These performance opportunities will help spur 
Altoona night-life by providing more entertainment options. 

IV. ALTOONA MUSIC & NIGHT-LIFE INITIATIVES

LONG TERM STRATEGIES
1. Establish a Music Office or Music & Night-Life Advisory Council to 
identify on-going needs, address policy and ordinance issues as they arise, 
develop a short and long-term strategic plan for the music and night-life 
in Altoona, implement the plan, and manage the strategy long-term. 

• Works with the City and/or private businesses to facilitate a feasibility 
study for a large indoor/outdoor music venue (revisit prior efforts) 

• Work with the City and/or a private entity to purchase a 
permanent digital signage structure to advertise and promote 
local music, arts and culture, and community events.  

• Support a website that acts as centralized community 
calendar and platform for listing and promoting events, 
businesses, eateries, etc. to the community at large

2. “Front-Porch” concert series

Small, intimate front-porch, living-room, and back-yard concerts 
hosted strategically throughout Altoona culminating with a larger 
concert in a Olde Town and/or Spring Creek Development.
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V. APPENDIX I
The Temporary Public Art task force generated a large number of 
ideas and developed substantial and detailed plans for two projects, 
the 5-minute theater and the Lite-Brite pedestrian bridge. Examples 
and case studies are presented from their ideation and research. 

The task force generated temporary public art ideas:

• “Mini farm” Cows and barn pop-up in an empty parking lot
• Installations along the bike paths and/or archways at path entrances for greater 

visibility. Something with sound like chimes or light through colored acrylic to 
transform the experience while riding through. Organize a call for proposals?

• National Night Out, a well attended event where something 
unexpected could “pop up” like an Acrobatic Flash Mob. 
Create a funding source for pop up performers.

• Food art/cooking competition
• Grass art on hillsides using fertilizer to make grass different colors naturally
• Wall dancer performances decommissioned water waste towers
• Create indoor inflatable/cardboard fort playground. Get 

schools involved and teach kids about city planning
• Community Art Center maybe at the library, offer activities like 

adult coloring, craft days, bring local artists to share a skill
• Art benches
• Museum of Dropped Things collected from anonymous roller coaster riders
• Long (VERY long) Banquet Table dinner in Olde Town  
• Work with history museum to make small plaques with 

significant facts along a trail, relating to the location
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1. Additional Resources

• EPIC: East Polk Innovation Collaborative (https://epictomorrow.org) 
Formerly East Polk County Economic Development-Regional

• Keep Iowa Beautiful Keep Iowa Beautiful is a statewide nonprofit committed 
to enhancing the image and appearance of the countryside and Iowa 
communities thereby improving their economic health and cultural vitality.

• Metro Waste Authority has provided nearly $1 million to its member 
communities through grants for cleanups, waste reduction and diversion 
since 2001. The grant program offers a reimbursement to schools, public 
and private groups/clubs and neighborhood associations for projects 
with an environmental focus that are located in our service area.

• As part of our commitment to the environment, we offer three 
different grant programs that encourage this work of others.
 » Environmental Enhancement Grant (Opens May 

1, 2018, two awards per year): $10,000
 » Mini Grants: Metro Waste Authority provides catalyst funding 

up to $1,000 to seed small projects and medium projects
• American Advertising Federation of Des Moines: https://www.

aafdsm.com offers assistance with the development and placement 
of a public service campaign. Deadline: November 30th.
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 2. Example #1: 5-Minute Theatre

Project Lead: Laura Castelline, info@lauraernst.com

The 5-minute Theatre is an evening of diverse talents exhibiting their own 
selections for a supportive and encouraging audience. Artists are invited to 
share poetry, dance, performance, music, painting, sculpture, comedy and 
whatever else might serve to express their ideas. This event style is inspired by 
No Shame Theatre, a concept born of the Iowa Writers Workshop in 1984. 

• Event is open to all types of expression, including collaborative projects
• Recurring: weekly, monthly, quarterly depending on demand and interest
• Create system to sign up for time slots, how many performances per event?
• MC is a core member of ARToona
• Artists and audience agree to safe space policy and 

event rules implemented by ARToona
• Theater travels to new locations allowing artists to 

experience different performance venues
• ARToona coordinates with venue on tech needs
• ARToona provides marketing

Possible Locations/Additions

• Southeast Polk Stadium: Experience what’s it’s like to 
perform like a rock star, audience in fan paint

• Public pool: Perform in the volleyball sand pit 
while the audience lounges in the pool

• Olde Towne
• Outlet Mall
• Soup aisle in Hy-Vee
• Mobile Stage with Logo adorned Backdrop
• Coordinate with Food Truck
• Audience brings their own inflatable to lounge on 
• “Pass the hat” to collect funds to support theatre programing
• Offer “open wall” for visual artists
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2b. Case Study #1: No Shame Theatre 

No Shame started at The University of Iowa. Todd Ristau and Stan Ruth 
proclaimed that there was no need to be chained to a particular space, you could 
and should do theatre anywhere. Todd suggested his big green pickup truck.

There was originally a submission process for No Shame, but pretty 
quickly Stan and Todd decided they didn’t have time to read the 
scripts and rejected the idea of saying no to anyone. The first 15 
submitted performances created the bill for the evening.

At the first performance, Todd parked his truck behind the theatre. Brad 
Schnurr sat on Kris Farrar’s motorcycle and aimed its headlamp to provide 
light for the performers standing in the truck bed. He revved its engine 
between pieces to recharge the battery for the next piece. The truck 
stereo was the sound board. Shamelessly low tech and glorious.

They created a venue where risk taking wasn’t lethal and community 
was more important than competition. It worked in large part 
because they had no idea what the heck they were doing.

Dare to Fail - “The thing about No Shame that’s so inspiring is that 
there can be a night when 98 percent of what you see on stage is dreck, 
but that two percent that’s good is like a kernel of gold and that’s the 
future of art and theater right there. I credit No Shame as being one 
of my greatest teachers in playwriting ever.” —Megan Gogerty

2c. Case Study #2 Oskaloosa Open Stage/Open Wall

The Oskaloosa Art Center and Studios welcomes creatives of 
any genre to participate in a monthly Open Wall/Open Stage 
nights, happening the last Thursday of each month.

Exhibiting creatives should ensure that their displays or performances are 
family friendly. Displays will last the duration of the evening while each 
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performance can last from as little as 3 minutes to as many as 8-10 minutes. 
The evening will last up to three hours including a few short intervals.

Bring your art, hang it up. Bring your talent, and share with an appreciating 
audience. Music, comedy, improv, theater, poetry, dance, and more, are 
all welcome, everyone gets to be the star at Open Wall/ Open Stage!!

3. Project #2 Overpass Lite-Brite 

Project Lead: Thatcher Williams, thatcher.l.williams@gmail.com

• Area schools will develop large scale light installation utilizing the archway 
over the 8th Street pedestrian bridge. The chain link fencing provides a 
substrate for Solo cups illuminated with LEDS. Cup-like widgets designed 
specifically for designs for fencing will be considered in development.

• Students will help develop installation mechanics.
• Classrooms throughout Altoona create patterns 

that rotate through the LED grid system.

Approximate Costs & Variables 
Solo cup      .10 cents 
Fence Pixels: https://fencepixels.com  .18 – .20 cents 
Put-in-Cups: http://www.putincups.com  .18 – .20 cents

Estimated Bridge Dimensions suggest that twenty three 10’ wide, 8’ tall 
sections plus additional 12–16 feet wide section of fenced arch.

Filling the entire bridge with Put In Cups would cost about $30,000. These 
are guaranteed for 1 year, but are expected to last four or more years. 

Thatcher is in communication with SE Polk’s Director of Curriculum. 
Budget needed before December 1 in order to apply for a 
grant from Facebook to include Arduino and LED.

Timeline

• Connect with area schools in Altoona
• Create budget and apply for Facebook Grant
• Pursue appropriate permissions from the city
• Prototype/test 
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• Lighting mechanism using solo cups or commercial widget products
• Security measures
• Online interface for submitting designs
• Develop final versions of installation and design collection software
• Promote project – give it a hashtag
• Collect designs
• Install lighting system
• Organize unveiling event – include a community bike ride?
• Designs rotate through timed intervals
• Document
• De-install after run of the project
• Send thanks to community partners

 
4. Project #3 Junk It Sculpture Festival

Project Lead: Aaron Jaco, awj002@gmail.com

In a partnership with Metro Waste Authority, collect local discarded 
salvage during Altoona’s Curbside Pickup.  Artists create temporary 
sculptures from the waste. Selection of artists either determined 
through invitation or a call for artists. Locations include parking lot, 
outlet mall, trail head near Olde Town and along bike trails.

Sculpture created for a festival type event. Possible competition 
between artists could be explored. All works available for sale. 
Unclaimed work recycled upon completion of project.

Project Vision from Aaron

This public art project will be built using found items collected during Altoona 
curbside pickup. I see this as a single, tall sculpture (10’?) that incorporates 
Altoona residents’ junk, either in their entirety or in recognizable portions; the 
idea is for every Altoona resident to want to visit the sculpture and see whether 
their junk was incorporated into the final project. Ideally I think this project would 
be built on-site somewhere very public/visible – like an empty lot along 8th St near 
Hy-Vee or in the west parking lot of the library – to catch a lot of passersby -- rather 
than having it be located somewhere that people have to actively seek it out. In 
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terms of how to identify artist(s), and how to monetize the project, those topics 
are beyond my expertise, but I could see pursuing corporate sponsorship (from 
Metro Waste, for example) or empowering the artist to sell/auction their work. 

Possibilities

• Artist commissioned to create a series of smaller works available 
for purchase. Membership benefits from a discounted price

• Consider membership for ARToona to help fund Make 3D printed version 
of the giant one-of-a-kind creations that will most likely be recycled

• Hire artists for a defined work period and an 
agreed amount of small sculptures

Budget 
Artist Fees: Costs cover time, insurance, materials, travel, per diem 
Project  Management Fee, coordinating efforts 
If selling work, who is the audience interested in purchasing

5. Case Study #3: Project AWARE: A watershed awareness expedition

In 2004, an initiative to increase the awareness of Project AWARE 
through the creation of an art piece made from volunteer-collected 
river trash was conceived and the Art of Project AWARE was born. 

Volunteers collected aluminum out of the river. The aluminum was smelted at 
the Iowa State Fair and cast into sand molds created by volunteers inspired 
by their river clean up in collaboration with artist David Williamson. 

This artistic element of Project AWARE is intended to help reverse the 
damage to Iowa’s rivers while increasing an awareness of their importance 
through art. It provides both a literal and symbolic representation of the 
accomplishments of Project AWARE volunteers while bringing the attention 
of the general public to the condition and status of Iowa’s waterways. 
These artworks not only promote the good work of Project AWARE 
volunteers, but they are a living example of reduce, reuse, and recycle. 
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INTENT OF THIS DOCUMENT

In Fall of 2017 the growing City of Altoona 
asked Group Creative Services, of Des 
Moines, to assess its state of public art 
and cultural programming. This document 
presents the initial discovery following 
hundreds of surveys collected online and 
at three community events, combined 
with the results of in-person interviews 
with a wide range of city staff, business 
owners, and interested citizens. 

This report summarizes data collected 
at these outreach activities and provides 
preliminary analysis around key themes of 
interest and potential for the city of Altoona. 
It serves to support the development 
of cultural planning and initiatives.

Altoona is well poised to boost public art, 
build community, and benefit from the 
economic impact of investing in the arts. This 
is especially well timed for the number of 
large infrstructure and development projects 
on Altoona’s horizon. This population growth 
must be managed against the geographic 
splits in the area, especially as citizens 
overwhelmingly cite a ‘small town feel’ as a 
primary feature of their home town. Happily, 
the group of smaller cities and towns south 
east of Des Moines share regional cohesion.

Altoona is a major contributor to the Des 
Moines metro region’s cultural funds. 
With few cultural spending opportunities, 
however, Altoona is unable to capture 
significant social benefit for its citizens.

This document results from 
the following inquiries.
• understand the resources native to Altoona
• evaluate the citizenry’s current 

tastes and expectations
• evaluate benefit of forming 

a civic arts body
• identify stakeholders willing to advance 

cultural discussions and experiences
• shape a foundational understanding of 

a strategy for public culture in Altoona

ABOUT ECONOMIC IMPACT
The Americans for the Arts 2017 Art 
& Economic Prosperity impact study 
revealed that Iowa’s economy grows 
when the arts are better supported. The 
Greater Des Moines region supports 
5,677 full time cultural jobs. Over 
$185M trades hands in Iowa’s culture 
industry with $7.46M captured as 
local governmental revenue and an 
additional $9.3M earned for state 
coffers. Spending on the arts attracts 
and retains high quality workers and 
community-minded employers. Individual 
programs may or may not be profitable, 
but spending on cultural initiatives 
consistently has a positive economic 
return to the communities that choose 
to invest in higher quality of life for 
themselves and their visitors. Arts and 
culture events in Iowa yearly attracts 
1.76M local visitors spending about $14 
per person per event. Comparatively 
few 230,000 visitors came to Iowa for 
culture, but those who did spent nearly 
$39 per person in their host communities.
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The American Planning Association (APA) states that 

arts and culture strategies reveal and enhance the 

unique value and character of the physical and social 

form of a community. This identity is articulated 

through its “sense of place,” a dynamic concept 

that evolves over time, reflecting the community’s 

spectrum of social values as an ongoing narrative.

Awareness of community identity and character unifies 

interests in decision-making processes. It integrates 

arts and cultural resources with civic visioning 

programs, and finds efficiencies in civic spending.

A creative community vision continuously 

evolves, nurturing new ideas while balancing the 

inherently conflicting nature of past, present, 

and future community values and culture. This 

vision “must reinforce and embrace the changing 

climate, culture, and character of a place.”

The APA details four key points supporting 

the value of cultural planning.

One—Understanding Community Context

Communities begin to understand their historic, 

cultural, economic, and future social context as 

foundational for sense of place. They develop a 

voice for its narrative, allowing authentic elements 

of personality and talent to emerge and thrive.

Arts and culture are excellent at helping 

governments and citizens understand their 

community from fresh perspectives. 

Two—Reinforcing Sense of Place by 

Celebrating Community Character

Reinforcing a community’s authentic character is 

accomplished not only with ambitious civic projects, 

but by supporting a gamut of urban elements. From 

the varied scale of residences, to the availability of 

preferred foods, a community’s character is a profound 

force that must be embraced and channelled into 

positive growth. Attempts to impose an artificial 

sense of place will only cause friction and discord.

Three—Local Implementation Framework

Local government programs, a cultural master plan, 

and policies that incorporate a community’s character 

supports place based development and decision 

making that advances a community’s cultural goals.

Four—Arts and Cultural Programming

Arts and cultural programming promotes a city’s 

personality and cultural context. It is an open door 

to participation in community life. Interactive and 

novel efforts expand cultural participation.

Why develop cultural planning?
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Altoona anticipates population growth of 
nearly 18% by 2020. It is already divided 
into small districts of business, retail, and 
residential use. Each have very different 
characters, resulting in a sense that 
Altoona is built of patchwork, rather than 
having a cohesive personality. Upcoming 
developments that span major roadways 
and geographic dividers may aggravate 
the situation. The disconnect is soothed 
somewhat by a sense of regional citizenry: 
recreation and services in neighboring towns 
such as Bondurant are included as part of 
Altoona’s hometown feel. Growth is also 
likely to increase diversity. Tuning the city to 
feel welcoming to multi-ethnic populations 
now encourages inclusive cultural vibrancy. A 
harbinger of cultural integration, a desire for 
new restaurants (not fast food, not burgers 
and barbecue, and defi nitely not chains) are 
one of the survey’s most frequent mentions.

A ‘small town feel’ dominates the fi ndings. 
It is not obvious what this means, but it 
indicates a lack of connection with Altoona’s 
most iconic features. Lack of a community hub 
is cited regularly in this reports surveys and 
interviews. The most iconic features listed by 
survey respondents were Adventureland (50%) 

and some combination of Adventureland, 
Prairie Meadows, and the Bass Pro/Outlet 
Mall areas (35%), meaning that over 85% of 
survey-takers  believe these businesses to be 
the face of their city, despite none of them 
contribute to day-to-day quality of life for 
citizens of Altoona. These businesses have 
zero mentions, for example, in questions 
asking why someone moved to Altoona, 
what is special about Altoona, what Altoona’s 
best kept secrets are, or what resources in 
Altoona are most ripe for advancement—
parks, public spaces, and natural 
experiences such as strong trail systems. 

Altoona defi nes itself as a small town that is 
great for family life. 68.2% of respondents 
are of parenting age, and activities for school 
age children and their families such as school 
events and Class Act Productions (CAP, a 
youth-oriented community theater) described 
almost the entirety of ‘things to do’ in town. 
The fl ip side of being this friendly to families is 
that adults have little to no local recreational 
opportunities when they are without children. 

The South side of the train bridge is the most visible feature from the Altoona Campus parking lot.

The Community
Perspective
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Altoona citizens believe their town to be 
a regional entertainment and shopping 
destination, yet define their shared values 
as the opposite. Businesses and restaurants 
capitalizing on small town sensibilities 
would serve current residents and would 
entice more visitors to come to town 
and spend more into the local economy. 
Policy supports for small businesses, for 
integrating culture such as music and 
natural experiences into small businesses 
and public spaces, and for experiences that 
allow Altoona’s cultural interests to grow 
into defining features are all desired.  

CURRENT CULTURAL RESOURCES
Altoona shows local excitement for their 
current standouts such as the CAP Theater, 
Enabling Garden, and the Altoona Campus. 

These ongoing efforts are the heartbeat of 
Altoona’s cultural life. Recreation in nature, 
though parks, trails, and public spaces also 
figure prominently in residents’ understanding 
of their hometown. Human cultural capital 
(artists, musicians, performers, and cultural 
producers) is early in its development.
Cultural resources are described as 
programming, public art, and facilities.

Programming
The CAP theater is the only regular point 
of cultural programming to feature in 
the survey. Altoona citizens are proud to 
host this organization. Other recurring 
events, such as Pancakes with Santa or 
charitable fundraising events are seen as 
valuable social outlets. Altoonapalooza and 
Music on the Plaza are notable, and are 
understood as successes. Altoonapalooza 
suffered from volunteer burnout.
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Age Distribution

68.2% respondents are 
evenly distributed between 
25 and 55 years of age

26%
45–54

22%
35–44

21%
25–34

12%
55–64

9%
18–24

8%
10–17

3%
65+
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Public Art
The Enabling Garden received 12% of votes 
for Altoona’s best kept secret, beating 
the underdog favorite, the Big Steer (8%), 
CAP and the Sugar Shack (both 4%) but 
not surpassing parks and trails (42%). The 
“Frog” sculpture previously in front of the 
library has high recognition, but since many 
appear to be unsure if it is still there or not, 
it is hard to say that it contributed lasting 
value. This applies also to local landmark 
features, each of which routinely received 
one or two mentions in different categories.

Regarding both public art and programming 
such as music, there is a desire to ensure 
quality while maintaining a small town 
tone. It must be good enough to entice 
people to attend and to return, but not 
designed for metropolitan tastes. 

Facilities
As described above, the most visible facilities 
are also the ones Altoona residents feel 
little connection to. Adventureland has 
no recognition as a local resource in the 
findings. Prairie Meadows fares better as 
a neighbor–it is a regular gathering space 
for wedding receptions and fundraising 
events such as Dollars for Scholars.  

The Civic Plaza and Enabling Gardens are 
prominent facilities that the community 
is proud of, yet these are not at all 
seen as central hubs of social activity. 
People know they are there, and they 
feel proud of them, but it is uncertain 
if anyone regularly uses them.

Likewise, the Historical Society has strong 
recognition, but little use and extremely 
limited hours. 12% of respondents listed 
Olde Town as Altoona’s greatest, untapped 

resource. Parks and trails tied this number. 
Though a low number, it is the highest 
number for any one feature. Undeveloped 
land from all parts of town combined to make 
up 39% of responses. Desired use for this 
development included business, different 
tiers of housing, more green space and—
most commonly— restaurants (42%) and 
shopping (20%). These comments also cried 
out for attention to the city’s entry points and 
arterial roads, citing unremarkable areas that 
could assert the town’s personality and serve 
as gateways to a new and highly desirable 
central location such as a town square. 

Trails, parks, and the Altoona Campus are 
all well regarded and well used. The trails 
indicate a need for stronger connectivity, 
however, both within the city and through 
better integration to the regional trail systems.
Programming that creates community 
experiences and facilities that allow Altoona 
citizens to celebrate togetherness in their 
own ways are both recommended.
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INTERVIEW NOTES
One interviewee insisted that in Altoona 
“there is talent, it just needs entry points.” 
The point is that for arts efforts to grow, 
artists and creatives need to connect 
with the community, and this requires 
public platforms—in programmatic 
support, policy support, and in venues. 

Vibrancy in offerings means one service 
does not have to meet everyone’s needs, 
and provides variety in choices, leading to 
an improved sense that the city is active.

Measured reliance on volunteers is critical, 
and development of methods to financially 
support cultural contributions is the key 
to developing sustainable programs. 

Events must be high-quality so people believe 
they are worth supporting and coming back. 
‘Quality’ indicates refinement of execution, 
not scale. An interviewee stated that ‘Small 
town means simpler tastes.’ When food has 
only a few ingredients, for example, it may 
be quite simple and accessible. If those 
ingredients are excellent and the food is 
made with care, however, it still stands out.

Cultural Goals

er ent ran ed as rst priority. 
er ent ran ed as se ond priority

w ere ig ly orrelated .

create memorable places

enhance community facilities

create whimsy & delight in public

encourage neighborly interactions

enhance community pride

create landmarks

attract tourists, residents, & businesses

19%
14%

9%
15%

16%
12%

15%

Develop a system of support for Front Porch 

concerts or theatrical performances. These 

could be hosted at anyone’s home. Since every 

home will be different, and each act will be 

selcted by different people’s tastes, enormous 

vibrancy and inclucusion are possible.

CULTURAL GOALS
Three strongly supported goals emerged 
from survey respondents. Each is aligned with 
other survey findings, namely that distinctive 
features supporting community and 
neighborly interactions are shared priorities.

19% of respondents said that creating 
memorable places is their first priority 
when considering cultural goals for their 
hometown. An additional 16% listed it as 
their second priority. Correlations between 
first and second priorities suggest that the 
top community priorities in order are:
• create memorable and distinctive places
• develop places that encourage 

neighborly interactions
• enhance community facilities
• draw entertainment district 

visitors into town
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 FINDINGS

Altoona citizens most prize the small town feel, 

meaning a sense of community cohesion. Whether this 

is undermined by rapid growth is a matter of concern. 

Citizens like the new amenities yet did not 

choose to settle in Altoona because of them. 

Town entrances and arteries must not only be welcoming, 

but distinctive and unique. Existing improvement plans 

are excellent opportunities to make a statement.

Lack of a town square or a central place yet has 

the bones of it at Olde Town and Hy-Vee.

Some citizens, perhaps a younger population, 

long for more grit—more places for late night 

music or funky alleyways for selfies. 

Altoona has excellent resources in its parks, 

trails, Altoona Campus and Olde Town yet most 

would benefit from installations that create 

engagement and memorable experiences. 

Little connection exists between people visiting the 

“entertainment district” and the more local businesses 

in town as well as a lack of physical connection 

between Altoona and the entertainment district.

 RECOMMENDATIONS

The Enabling Garden and Prairie Heritage Park is well 

known and highly regarded for its community-centered 

design and its unique contribution to public space. 

It should be supported as a new civic hub. Likewise, 

Olde Town could serve as a hub with a more boutique 

personality. Phase III of 1st Ave. project connects the two.

Contiguous greenspaces behind Hy-Vee and 

entrances to them should be enhanced to build 

their potential as the town center. They should be 

welcoming and provide areas for interaction.

Public art and cultural programming should 

function to build social connections. 

Public art should create unique visual icons 

that respond to local history and culture.

Cultural programming needs to have a measured 

reliance on volunteers and to the extent possible 

facilitate engagement of new people. 

With tremendous growth, many opportunities 

exist in future developments to integrate 

public art such that it is considered in the initial 

design rather than added on at the end. 

Key Findings
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Recommendations

Altoona does not yet have a distinctive or 
iconic feature that conveys its personality 
and rallies the loyalties of locals. Visitors from 
out of town have no need to take selfi es to 
show off the great time they had. Ongoing 
support and development of public art 
and cultural efforts allow such features to 
emerge. Interactive and integrated works 
created through community steering and 
participation produce works describing a story 
that is true to who the people of Altoona 
are and who they want to grow to be.  

Altoona must balance its current growth with 
programming that builds on its strengths 
and personality. Projects that create 
gathering places around the city, with a new 
emphasis on artworks integrated into city 
infrastructure, parks and natural recreation, 
and community events, should be prioritized. 
This can be approached easily through 
experimentation with temporary projects.

The strongest, most overarching 
recommendation is to apply signifi cant effort 
fostering community hubs. The Enabling 
Garden and Prairie Heritage Park would 
benefi t from programming and infrastructure 
development. It is a natural meeting place. 

The resources in Olde Town with their 
built-in character and proximity to both 
high traffi c areas, locals, and community 
landmarks suggest that this area could also 
be a hub, but of a slightly different nature.

Most successful public art has these qualities:
• site specifi c and integrated in terms of 

scale, material, and service to community
• demonstrates care in design 

and maintenance
• engages multiple senses, not just 

through sight, but also sound, 
touch, and interaction

• location allows for special and everyday 
activities and is easily accessible

• transforms the site to provide a unique 
experience for people to inhabit

• the experience and appearance of 
the location becomes desirable, 
identifi able, or even iconic

• describes an engaging narrative that 
is recognizable to the community

• challenges at least some aspects 
of the community—defi nitive 
and iconic features rarely come 
from comfortable beginnings.
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MAXIMIZING EXISTING RESOURCES
Create a Town Center through the Hy-
Vee Plaza/Civic Plaza/Enabling Garden 
The most cited untapped resource is the 
green space behind Hy-Vee. It is described as 
a space they were pleased to stumble upon 
and surprised by its presence and quality. 
The space is referred to by different names 
and located “in back of” Hy-Vee. It is not 
easily visible from the busy intersection of 8th 
Street and 1st Avenue. Large grocery stores 
like Hy-Vee now function as town centers 
hosting an array of small businesses within.

It is recommended to develop a site 
plan that reimagines that corner from 
the road intersection to the green 
spaces behind as a system for social 
connection. More than signage, the green 
space is wrapped around towards the 
busy intersection to create an inviting 
pedestrian entrance with several nodes of 
activities for fun and creating memories 
with other members of the community. 

Create a temporary mini-farm along 8th Street - 

straddle rural and urban - provide programming 

such as evening music performances, soccer 

or footbal events “on the farm,” and offer 

a mini farmer’s market that includes arts.

Continue Revitalization Efforts of Olde Town 
Olde Town was also listed as key untapped 
resource. This is likely no surprise to 
city leadership. The historic, quaint, and 
pedestrian-friendly Olde Town lacks for 
vibrancy and foot traffic. The City of Altoona 
should continue to invest in its revitalization 
including incentives for local retail businesses 
to locate there. Olde Town could be a hub 
of local eating and specialty shopping. 
Efforts should also be made to integrate 

PROGRAMMING
Support a Music Culture
People want more music yet large scale 
events like Altoona-palooza is too much of 
a heavy lift for an all-volunteer group. The 
Chamber or some similar organization could 
create a task force focused on supporting 
local businesses and events in integrating 
music, especially local musicians, into their 
programming. This group could also be 
tasked with understanding current barriers 
including city ordinances, that may prohibit 
or create unnecessary burden to hosting 
musicians in businesses. Additionally 
pop-up music in places like porches 
could be tested for a summer to create 
neighborhood-based, free programming.

Expand Class Act Productions 
Community Theater 
CAP Theater was frequently mentioned as 
one of Altoona’s best cultural resources. It is 
a regional resource drawing children from all 
over the region yet it is rooted in Altoona. The 
City of Atoona will benefit from continuing 
to support the CAP Theater especially as 
they enter this strategic growth phase.

Support At-Risk Populations
Children of poor families or who have other 
diasadvantages need targeted, strategic 
support to enjoy the same benefits offered 
to other kids. Programming specifically 
for at-risk youth must be prioritized. Other 
programs must be designed with mechanisms 
that ensure inclusion. Adding recreation 
programming to the Parks department 
is a natural and obvious strategy.
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other historic features including the legacy 
of Prairie Meadows and the history of 
Adventureland. A meaningful integration 
of the history of these iconic features of 
Altoona could function as a regional draw. 

Draw from Adventureland 
and Prairie Meadows
Despite being deeply iconic facilities, 
Adventureland and Prairie Meadows 
have little to no interaction with the rest 
of the city of Altoona. Local businesses 
could benefit from drawing visitors from 
the I-80 strip into town. A sense of place 
and attractive character maximizing in-
town resources could provide distinctive 
services that contribute to Altoona’s story.

Enhance the Trails and Ponds
Despite a nice trail system, few listed it as 
a key resource in the community. Altoona 
would benefit from occasional nodes of 
engagement along the trails to encourage 
exploration of the trails, deepen a sense 
of local culture, reveal local history and 
simply enjoy some whimsy. Likewise, a 
number of ponds have been and will be 
developed within the park system. There is 
not much happening around those ponds. 
A few simple nodes of engagement could 
turn them into a recreational asset. 

PUBLIC ART IN CAPITAL PROJECTS
The City of Altoona is a rapidly developing 
community that has plans for a significant 
amount of public investment in roads, 
schools, and parks. The City should seek 
to maximize these investments by looking 
for means to integrate novel designs into 
upcoming capital investment projects. 
Integrating thoughtful designs into these 
projects allows for multiple layers of 
functionality to the projects. Infrastructure 

projects can also find ways of honoring 
history, celebrating culture and knitting social 
connections to maintain that small town feel.

Projects that should have art concepts 
developed during the planning phase: 
• 8th Street renovation
• Widening 1st Avenue 
• Entrances into the city
• Development east of 

Altoona to Mud Creek
• Expansion northwest across I-80
• Upcoming comprehensive plan update
• Townsend Home project

CULTURAL AMENITIES IN 
PRIVATE DEVELOPMENT
Again, with a significant amount of 
development occurring in Altoona, 
private development could be called 
upon to contribute to the city’s larger 
vision for arts and culture. The City of 
Altoona could develop mechanisms 
for private development to pool their 
funds with others to support approved 
art projects or mechanisms to integrate 
public art within their projects. Either way, 
installations should reflect local goals and 
articulated needs as aforementioned.

REGIONALLY CONNECTED
Altoona residents are also residents of the 
east side of the region. There is a seamless 
community between Bondurant, Pleasant 
Hill and Ankeny. The combined school 
district contributes to this regional identity. 
Altoona’s cultural plan should consider 
regional resources such as the trail system 
as well as regional potential to play off of 
connecting themes such as the large grain 
elevators that are in Bondurant and Altoona.



12

Sense of place can be embedded in urban 

infrastructure though creative design of streetscapes 

public services and facilities, street signage, and 

more. The City of Calgary, Alberta, invested in 

the integration of public art in water and sewer 

infrastructure, provides essential services to 

residents while also enhancing sense of place. The 

city takes pride in the intact ecosystem of the Bow 

River, which fl ows through the city and provides 

residents with a sustainable source of drinking 

water, recreational opportunities, and world-class 

trout fi shing. As a result, the city’s Council and 

Department of Utilities and Environmental Protection 

Rock Creek Trail Pedestrian Bridge, 2003-2011, Silver Spring, MD

Vicki Scuri SiteWorks with URS and Montgomery County Parks & Planning

Photos by Roger Foley

(UEP) created a Public Art Plan for the Expressive 

Potential of Utility Infrastructure to engage artists 

in utilizing public art to raise awareness of water as 

a critical and fi nite resource, foster environmental 

stewardship, and continuously engage residents 

in education about UEP services, infrastructure, 

and the surrounding watershed. The plan outlines 

how the city can integrate public art into its 

utilities and environmental systems to map the 

relationship between the man-made and natural 

watershed of the Bow River. This plan reveals the 

“untapped potential” of infrastructure as a unique, 

artistic, and cultural asset to the community.

Case Study
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What drew you to live in Altoona?

What do you fi nd special about Altoona?

What would tempt you to move to another community?

What is iconic about your community? If Paris has the Eiffel Tower, Altoona has ...

What are your favorite “best kept” secrets in Altoona?

Name a place in Altoona with untapped potential.

Rate the following (1–10, 1 is best):

I want cultural experiences that

___ create memorable places for people

___ enhance community facilities

___ interact with my work life

___ creates whimsy and delight in everyday places

___ encourage neighborly interactions

___ enhance community pride

___ creates visual markers, landmarks and gateways

___ imagine we are writing the town’s history and heritage for future generations

___ attract tourists, new residents and businesses

Cultural Enhancements for the Citizens of Altoona
A survey to identify cultural assets and potential for the city of Altoona.

GO ON➩

Addendum
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 EMAIL       NAME I would like updates on the Altoona Cultural Enhancements Assessment and Plan.	I would like to help with future cultural programming and public art. 
	I live in Altoona  I work in Altoona

AGE

STOP

What do you wish you didn’t have to leave town for?

Where was your favorite place to play when you were growing up?




