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Staff Report 
 

Campustown Zoning Requirement for Step-Back in Facade 
 

March 26, 2013 
 
 
Kingland Systems has purchased the property from the Champlin family that comprises 
the 2400 block of Lincoln Way from Welch Avenue east to the Cranford Apartments 
Building. (see Attachment A – Location Map)  Kingland intends to remove the existing 
structures and to build new buildings for its expanding business, as well as to lease for 
retail and office use. Kingland does not intend to allow residential uses in these 
buildings. 
 
City staff received a letter from Kingland Systems requesting a waiver or 
modification of the City’s current zoning requirement for properties in that area. 
That requirement establishes a maximum height of 30 feet for those portions of 
buildings that are within 15 feet of the Lincoln Way and Welch Avenue right-of-ways. 
(See attached Kingland System request, which includes the excerpt from the Zoning 
Ordinance). This report explains the “step-back” requirement, describes why the 
City Council chose to include it in the Zoning Ordinance, and provides possible 
options for Council to consider should it choose to give staff direction on 
preparing a zoning text amendment to accommodate Kingland’s request. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
One of the primary objectives of land use policy in the area south of the University 
campus has been to guide new infill development so that it is compatible with existing 
development. The Land Use Policy Plan describes this area as being made up of 
districts, each with a distinct character, well defined by building use, type, scale, setting, 
intended activity level, and other characteristics. It further states: 
 

At the core, in the Campustown Service Center, buildings will be the largest and 
residential densities will be the highest, supporting lively commercial activity at 
the street level. Building placement, design, and materials reinforce a dynamic, 
pedestrian-friendly neighborhood character. (P. 51) 

 
The Land Use Policy Plan calls for compatibility standards to guide the design 
integration of new development with existing development. Compatibility standards 
address scale, height, exterior materials, rhythms, and other building elements. 
 
These design standards, now in the Zoning Ordinance, are based on an inventory 
conducted in 2003 and 2004 of all buildings and property within the areas south and 
west of campus. The inventory and analysis identified a Center Commercial District 
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consisting of seven portions of blocks within the Campustown Service Center. In this 
Center Commercial District, 85% of all buildings were two stories or less in height and 
most were located at the right-of-way line with a zero set-back. It was determined that 
these characteristics contribute to the “pedestrian-friendly neighborhood character” of 
this commercial area. In other words, the buildings along the street form the boundaries 
of urban space of a size that promotes and encourages people to walk as a means to 
go from place to place within the district. (See Attachment B for a graphical summary of 
the findings and conclusions of the planning for this area.) 
 
In the several years immediately prior to this sub-area planning effort, two large 
residential projects were built. These are the Cyclone Plaza at 200 Stanton and the 
Legacy Tower at 119 Stanton. Both of these buildings are seven stories tall, which was 
the maximum permitted height at the time; but through use of mezzanine levels, the 
Legacy Tower is 114 feet tall. Each project provides more residential units at higher 
densities than had ever been developed previously. Public input throughout the sub-
area planning revealed that many people believe that these tall buildings significantly 
altered the physical character of the area. Furthermore, if this pattern development 
continued, if was feared that a “canyon effect” could result.  In addition, experience from 
these new structures showed that people in the living units adjacent to the streets could 
throw objects onto pedestrians. 
 
Public and stakeholders who provided input to the sub-area plan included neighborhood 
associations, ISU staff, Campustown business and property owners, students and the 
general public.  Viewpoints from this input included the following perspectives: 
 

 Support for the larger buildings,  

 Concern that the capacity for new residential use in the area may have been 
reached due to traffic, parking and intensity concerns,  

 Concern that tall buildings may change sun/shade and wind conditions, affecting 
the quality of the pedestrian environment, 

 Concern that further height restrictions could reduce the feasibility of residential 
buildings, due to the relatively shallow depth from the street of some lots, and 

 Some who feel the larger buildings are out of place. 
 
In response, the sub-area plan states the following:  
 

Along Lincoln Way between Stanton and Hayward Avenue and along Welch 
Avenue between Lincoln Way and Chamberlain Street, as building height 
increases to the maximum, the building face should step back from any street 
right-of-way line. 

 
Since this standard would reduce the buildable volume available for each property, the 
Plan also stated that the maximum building height would be increased from seven 
stories to nine stories, approximately 115 feet. 
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In October 2005, a Staff Advisory Committee developed proposals for the specific 
zoning standards. This eight-person committee included business owners, property 
owners, a developer, a student, an ISU representative, a resident, an architect and a 
neighborhood representative.  Among the Committee’s findings was the following: 
 
Purpose of Design Standards is, in an area that has traditionally contained mostly one 
and two-story buildings, to reduce the visual impact of new, taller buildings from the 
street. 
 
Committee Recommended Guideline as to Height is to require any portion of a building 
over 50 feet in height to step back 25 feet from the street right-of-way line. After 
discussion about structural issues, retail space requirements, and a possible prohibition 
on outside uses of the roof space on the lower, front part of the building, most of the 
Committee agreed on 25 feet for the step-back.  One of the developers felt that any 
number is too arbitrary without knowing the situation of each lot and building.  The 
University representative believed that two stories is about the right maximum height at 
the street. 
 
The Committee considered an alternative to the step-back height requirement that 
allowed the use of materials; building form; placement of windows and doors; and 
details in the bottom two or three stories to create interest at the street level and 
pedestrian scale. The Committee agreed that, if such architectural standards were to be 
required, an architectural review committee would be needed to respond to the variety 
of localized conditions in the area. Some of the issues involved in implementing an 
architectural review committee include its membership, authority, and scope of review.  
Specific guidelines would need to be established in advance to express the intent and 
objectives for its review. There would also be a significant cost in staff time for 
administering such a Committee. The time and cost of the applicant would likely be 
even more than for the City staff review. 
 
Based upon this input, in March of 2006 the City Council approved the current 
zoning development standards for the Campustown Service Center that require a 
step-back of 15 feet for a building to be taller than 30 feet, or two stories, and a 
maximum height of 115 feet. 
 
POSSIBLE OPTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
 
Revitalization of Campustown has been a priority for the City Council for many years. 
The Council’s policy is to intensify the area closest to Iowa State University in a manner 
that is compatible with those characteristics that make Campustown a favorite place of 
current and past residents of Ames. The Kingland Systems project is the largest major 
development project to be proposed since the current zoning standards for building 
height were enacted. Before moving ahead with the project, the staff needs 
direction regarding the zoning requirement for building height step-back. 
  
Option 1 
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The City Council can choose to leave the current standard in place. The very valid 
concerns that Kingland System raised in its letter to Council were acknowledged at the 
time that the zoning standards were approved. A mandatory build-to line requiring 
buildings to be at the street right-of-way was considered, but was not adopted. Kingland 
Systems can avoid the cost of the step-back by placing the front of the building 15 feet 
from the right-of-way. It should be remembered that the permitted building height was 
increased to compensate for the loss in potential value of a project. 
 
This option appears to satisfy the safety and scale issues associated with tall buildings 
at the street right-of-way. 
 
Option 2 
As an alternative to the step-back requirement, the City Council can consider 
design standards for the building façade that create interest at the street level 
and pedestrian scale. This approach recognizes the differences between each project 
and, with general standards and architectural review, can both allow needed flexibility 
for buildings that are not as tall or do not have residential units. This approach could 
replace the step-back standard or be an option for projects where the step-back 
standard is not appropriate. 
 
Option 3 
The City Council can consider deleting this standard for the block face along 
Lincoln Way only. With the width of Lincoln Way and the open space of the University 
on the north side of the street, the character of the urban space is quite different from 
Welch Avenue and other streets within Campustown.  To promote compatibility with 
existing buildings in the area, design standards as described in Option 2 could also be 
required. 
 
Option 4 
The City Council can consider revising the step-back standard by increasing the 
allowable height to allow a maximum of three stories without a step-back. Also 
included in this option could be a requirement that no residential units be allowed 
on the third floor. The 15 foot step-back requirement would be maintained for 
buildings over three stories.  
 
The current requirement of a step-back for buildings over 30 feet, or two stories, is 
based on the predominant building height in the core area. There is no “correct” height 
standard. Rather, the principle is to limit the height at the street face so that it is not 
excessively greater than the right-of-way width, which on Welch Avenue is 66 feet. 
 
This option appears to satisfy the safety and scale issues associated with tall buildings 
at the street right-of-way. 
 
Option 5 
The City Council can consider other options or combinations of options to modify 
the current step-back requirement.  
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NEXT STEPS 
 
If the City Council chooses to consider a specific change to this standard, staff could be 
directed to draft the appropriate zoning text amendment, seek input from Campustown 
stakeholders, and hold a public hearing before the Planning and Zoning Commission. In 
that case, staff would work to bring the text amendment back to Council for adoption on 
first reading in May. 
 
If the City Council chooses to explore multiple options, staff could be directed to seek 
input on those options from Campustown stakeholders and the Planning and Zoning 
Commission. Staff would then bring that input back to Council in May, at which time 
Council could initiate the formal amendment process. This process would take an 
additional month or so to accomplish. 
 
STAFF COMMENTS 
 
It appears that Option 4 1) results in the change in the Zoning Ordinance in the least 
amount of time, 2) allows the Kingland System project, as proposed, to move forward, 
and 3) maintains the goals of the City regarding safety and scale in Campustown. 
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Attachment A - Location Map 
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Attachment B – Summary of Building Height and Step-back Standards 
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Attachment B – Summary of Building Height and Step-back Standards  
  

Illustration of potential infill 

development in Center Commercial 

District  with step-back in building 

height. Looking from north at Lincoln 

Way between Hayward and Stanton 
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Attachment B – Summary of Building Height and Step-back Standards  
 
 

Example of building 

with step-back in 

height in Champaign, 

Illinois 










