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Staff Report 

 
MINIMUM BUILDING HEIGHT  

IN DOWNTOWN SERVICES CENTER ZONING DISTRICT 
 

June 28, 2011 
 

On April 12, 2011, when acting on rezoning the Kellogg Avenue corridor to Downtown 
Service Center (DSC), the City Council directed the Planning and Zoning Commission 
to consider the minimum building height requirement in the DSC zoning district.  Table 
29.808(3) of the Ames Municipal Code contains this requirement, which is the minimum 
height of two stories (See Attachment A). This requirement was enacted with the current 
Zoning Ordinance in 2000.  More detailed information about this issue can be found in 
the attached staff report to City Council of April 12, 2011. 
 
In that report, staff identified and discussed five viewpoints and approaches to this 
issue: 
 

• Leave the minimum building height at two stories.  
• Remove the minimum building height requirement from the DSC regulations.  
• Apply the minimum building height to only certain portions of the DSC zoning 

district.  
• Require the two-story minimum building height where there are existing buildings 

of more than one story adjacent to a site for a proposed new building either on 
one side or both sides.  

• Allow one-story buildings to be built whenever a one-story building has been 
demolished.   

 
The Planning and Zoning Commission reviewed the issue of minimum building 
heights in the Downtown Service Center zoning district at its meeting of May 18, 2011. 
The Commission found consensus on the importance of two-story and taller building 
heights to the character of the Downtown and that this character is important to the 
community.  They also agreed on several other characteristics that make the area more 
than a typical downtown, rather a cultural district which is an important attribute that 
Ames can present to residents and visitors. The Commission supports ongoing 
modernization that preserves the existing special characteristics and makes it more 
clearly a cultural district. This relates not only to minimum building height, but also to 
maximum building height and to the uses in the upper stories of the buildings.  The 
Commission also agreed that it is important to have a better, clearer definition of 
building height (maximum or minimum) than the current undefined “story.” 
 
The Commissioners also agreed it is important to try to balance preserving and 
enhancing character with wanting a district that is thriving.  Requiring people to make an 
investment in a second floor that they can’t use would become an economic deterrent. 
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The Commissioners expressed several different ideas and opinions about how to strike 
this balance. Some Commissioners favored allowing a property owner to replace a one-
story building with a new one-story building.  Some Commissioners believe that the 
market will do an adequate job of determining when a second story should be built. For 
example, two stories for a new building might be more likely than renovating an existing 
second story. Some Commissioners favor economic incentives for building two stories 
or more, instead of a code requirement.  All agreed that it is not enough to just have the 
rules and regulations to just freeze the current conditions it in time. It is important that 
people be actively making more two-story buildings and not just maintaining what we 
have. 
 
Although there seemed to be a consensus in support of the importance of 
building height, there was no recommendation offered by a majority of the 
Planning and Zoning Commission members regarding the existing minimum two-
story requirement. 
 
Because the City’s adopted Historic Preservation Plan recommends that the Historic 
Preservation Commission should advise the City Council on policies for areas that 
have been identified as having potential historic significance, staff also forwarded the 
staff report to the Historic Preservation Commission. The Historic Preservation 
Commission reviewed the issue of minimum building heights in the Downtown Service 
Center zoning district at its meeting of June 20, 2011.  Some Commissioners see the 
one-story buildings that are there along Main Street, especially in the 200-300 blocks of 
Main Street, as out of place. Others were less bothered by the height than other issues 
in the district, such as signs and windows. There was general agreement that maximum 
building height is important, in view of what was built in Campustown. 
 
Several Commissioners conclude that replacement of two-story buildings with one-story 
buildings may become more likely as the downtown continues to be successful and that 
this could seriously compromise the historic integrity that is one of the important, special 
aspects of at least the Main Street portion of the district. That could lead to less 
investment in the area.  There was also some discussion that, if the Kellogg corridor is 
seen as similar to the downtown district, requiring two stories when properties are 
rebuilt will encourage further similarity. 
 
There was a question whether someone who owns a one-story building, which is 
insured based on the cost to build a one-story building, would be forced to replace it 
with a two-story building.  The Commission agreed this would be an economic hardship.  
Although there is a standard for an exception to the minimum building height 
requirement, there are no criteria for economic hardships. It was suggested that the 
standards could be changed to allow for economic hardship. 
 
Some Commissioners felt that, since this requirement has been in place for 11 years 
and has not been an issue, it may not be an urgent need to make a code amendment. 
There was consensus that it is good to leave the issue alone until the National Register 
nomination is complete because the consultant would be a logical source of advice. The 
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Historic Preservation Commission unanimously approved a recommendation to 
the City Council to table this issue until the National Register survey and the 
Chapter 31 review are complete so that they may benefit from the expertise of 
those consultants. 
 
Since the staff has not received any complaints about the existing height 
requirement, there does not appear to be a need to take any immediate action.  
Therefore, the staff would concur with the recommendation of the Historic 
Preservation Commission to take no action at this time to change the minimum 
building height requirement until the upcoming historic studies are underway.  
Under this approach, the Council will be able to gain input from the consultant 
engaged in the project.  
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 ITEM #: 43 
 
 

Staff Report 
 

MINIMUM BUILDING HEIGHT  
IN DOWNTOWN SERVICES CENTER ZONING DISTRICT 

 
April 12, 2011 

 
On March 1, 2011, during discussion of rezoning the 100 and 200 blocks of Kellogg 
Avenue to the Downtown Service Center (DSC) zoning district, the City Council asked 
staff to report on the minimum building height requirement in the DSC zoning district.  
Table 29.808(3) of the Ames Municipal Code contains this requirement, which is the 
minimum height of two stories (See Attachment A). This requirement was enacted with 
the current zoning ordinance in 2000. 
 
In a traditional downtown district this standard recognizes that a mix of different, 
complementary uses is one of the defining characteristics of downtowns.  The first floor 
contains the retail shops, services, restaurants, and entertainment uses while the upper 
floor contains professional offices, service clubs, organizations, and residences. The 
mix of a compact, walkable area creates a 24-hour district, generates less traffic and 
parking than a strictly commercial district, and provides another lifestyle option for a 
vibrant community. It also makes efficient use of infrastructure and provides a location 
for smaller, locally-owned businesses.  All of these uses and characteristics are present 
in downtown Ames. 
 
The minimum height standard also preserves an existing urban design characteristic 
that is important to a walkable, compact district – human scale.  The term “human scale” 
describes a three dimensional space defined by boundaries within which many people 
feel comfortable when out of their cars.  In the core of a traditional downtown district, 
those boundaries are the building walls on both sides of the street.  The ratio of the 
height of those buildings and the distance across the street between buildings 
establishes the scale of the space.  Many downtowns intentionally establish building 
height standards that reflect the width of the street.  The intent is to create a defined 
space and a sense of enclosure for the area, creating a comfortable place for 
pedestrians. Some downtown planners compare this to “walking into a room.”  Typically, 
traditional downtowns in moderate-sized Midwestern communities have buildings of 
two, three or four stories and distance across the street of 50 to 80 feet.  Our city’s two-
story minimum height standards may have been adopted to reflect that characteristic. 
(See Attachment B for illustrations of the scale of various building heights.) 
 
These characteristics are not uniform throughout the Ames downtown, nor are they 
confined in Ames to the downtown. Attachment C illustrates that there are many 
buildings with only one story downtown, although fewer in number than the buildings 
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with two or more stories.  All of the one-story buildings were built before 2000 when the 
two-story minimum was enacted.  In fact, no new buildings have been built in this district 
since 2000, except for a few replacement buildings, such as the expansion of Ames 
Silversmithing. However, there has certainly been a great deal of renovation of existing 
buildings. 
 
Attachment C also illustrates that, although buildings with two or more stories are 
distributed throughout the DSC zoning district, they are concentrated on Main Street 
east of Clark Avenue and in the northeast part of the district east of Kellogg.  The 
illustration does not show the Public Library or other buildings in the Government/Airport 
zoning district, but the library is two-story on the north end and one story on the south 
end. 
 
A natural question relates to what will happen if a one-story building in this district is 
demolished or destroyed.  Must a two-story building be constructed to replace it?  Even 
after suffering damages of up to 70% percent of its value, the one-story building can be 
rebuilt.  But a building with two or more stories would be required if the structure is 
damaged to more than 70% of its assessed value (Per Municipal Code Section 
29.307(3)(c)).  There are two different standards for the Zoning Board of Adjustment to 
approve an exception to this requirement.  One standard is that the “restoration will be 
made to fullest extent possible in conformance with the applicable zoning standards” 
(Section 29.307(3)(c)). The other standard is that the lot “size and shape is not 
conducive to a multi-story structure . . . and . . . there is a direct benefit to the 
community to have a one-story structure at the proposed location” (Section 29.808(4)).  
These may be difficult standards to fulfill if the only reason that a one-story building is 
proposed is cost or preference of the owner. 
 
Zoning requirements change throughout the years to reflect changing conditions, 
preferences or values. Requiring property improvements to follow the current zoning 
requirements under some circumstances promotes intentional incremental change in 
the community.  The minimum height standard in the Downtown Services Center helps 
to preserve some of the intrinsic characteristics that define this area and make it 
distinctive.  The Campustown Service Center and the Village Residential zoning districts 
also include minimum height standards, 25 feet in Campustown and 16 feet in the 
Village Commercial Center for street-facing facades.   
 
The proposed rezoning of the 100 and 200 blocks of Kellogg Avenue to DSC brings this 
process into focus.  The building setbacks and parking locations along Kellogg Avenue 
are more similar downtown than to the corridor commercial sites on Lincoln Way.  
Visually this helps Kellogg to serve as an entry corridor from Lincoln Way to downtown 
and DSC zoning would preserve the setbacks.  If that is a desirable objective and policy 
for zoning, then the one-story buildings should be expected to be replaced with 
buildings of two or more stories over time.  These larger buildings would be more 
distinctive, more similar to Main Street, more walkable and a more identifiable entrance 
to downtown.  This argument supports leaving the minimum building height at two 
stories.  
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All of the two- and three-story buildings in the downtown were built in the past 100 years 
without any minimum standard for building height.  Owners made the decisions to build 
more than one story because it met their needs and made economic sense.  However, 
needs and the economic context have changed and upper stories may no longer make 
sense in all cases.  From this perspective, it can be expected that owners will build taller 
buildings when the market supports buildings of more than one story, even without a 
minimum height requirement.  For example, after many years of developing one-story 
buildings in Campustown, in the last twenty years taller buildings have been built. If 
there is no need for the residential or office space on the upper floors in the downtown, 
then a mandate may discourage the construction of new buildings in DSC zoning 
district. This perspective supports removing the minimum building height 
requirement from the DSC regulations. 
 
It has been noted above that on Main Street east of Clark Avenue, the predominance of 
buildings taller than one story creates the most consistent pedestrian environment.  On 
the other hand, if the newer buildings on the site of the railroad depot were more than 
one story tall, they would have detracted from the historic nature of that building.  
Another approach then is to apply the minimum building height to only certain 
portions of the DSC zoning district.  The properties along the 100 and 200 block of 
Kellogg Avenue could be included or excluded from the area where this requirement 
applies. 
 
Another approach is to require the two-story minimum building height where 
there are existing buildings of more than one story adjacent to a site for a 
proposed new building either on one side or both sides. This approach would 
preserve this characteristic wherever it already exists any where in the DSC zoning 
district. 
 
Should the City Council desire to change the current minimum building height 
requirement, it can refer any of these approaches to the Planning and Zoning 
Commission as a proposed text amendment to the zoning ordinance. 
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Most buildings on Main Street 
are two stories tall  .  .  . 

.   .   . except the east end of 
Main Street. 

Most buildings on the 100 and 200 blocks of 
Kellogg Avenue are one story tall 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


