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Ottumwa Better Block
Survey Summary

To kickstart the October project in Ottumwa, the project team, led by the Better Block Foundation, met with
over 50 local groups and individuals to discuss how best to apply the Better Block process to the 300 block of
Main Street downtown, with a focus on public art, health, transportation, and economic development. A
public presentation was shared with more than 100 community members present and an online survey was
launched to gather community input on how to improve downtown. As of August 15th, 2017, the survey
garnered 345 responses, which are summarized in this report.

WHO
Jason Roberts, Founder, Better Block
Patrick Blaydes, Senior Project Manager, Better Block
Monica Diodati, Project Manager, Better Block

1.
Who took the survey?
•

Male

• Female

_ No response

345
Survey responses
between July 24th and
August 15th, 2017

0 Lives Near Downtown

Survey respondents included 162

Doesn't Live Near Downtown

residents in or near Downtown
Ottumwa, whose daily lives would be
affected by any permanent
developments on Main Street.
Gender data gathered was based on
names of those who participated, so
may be slightly inaccurate. The ratio
of males to females in Ottumwa is
0.9:1*, so males were somewhat
underrepresented during the survey
process.
*Demographics data from city-data.com and US
Census Bureau
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2.
Downtown Data
What are your favorite places in Downtown?
98

Market on Main
Appanoose Rapids

•

46

Canteen
Hotel Ottumwa
Central Park
Tequila Grill
Public Library
O'Town Market

20
18
17
16
16
14

Polar Xpress
El Rancho Grande
Second St. Cafe
The Hub
Elegance by Design

were mentioned less than 10 times included the
bike trails, Super Mercado Cerro Grande, the
African Grocery Store, C&C Discount, My Chic
Boutique, and Main Street Donuts.

MIMI
10

Graham's
Martha's Nook & Cranny

10 or more responses on the survey. Others that

10

Riverside Cyclerly
The Sewing House

The places listed here are those that garnered

11.11D1
0

50

25

75

100

What businesses do you frequent in Ottumwa?
Walmart
Hyvee
Menards
Hobby Lobby
Market on Main
Kohl's
Appanoose Rapids
Aldi
O'Hara Hardware
Graham's
Tequila Grill
Canteen
El Rancho
()Town Market
Hotel Ottumwa
Herbergers
Subway

The businesses most frequented by Ottumwans
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tend to be big box stores and chains, though
some did overlap with their favorite downtown
places listed above. Most are also not within the
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Downtown area, meaning most economic
activity is happening outside of the focus area.
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2.1
Downtown Data
Do you frequent Main Street in your
free time?
The most common response for why survey
respondents did not frequent downtown was a
lack of options, especially shopping. Other
deterrents were too many thrift shops, not
enough to do with the whole family, problems
with parking, and too much vacancy.
Common reasons for those that do frequent
downtown included getting lunch during the
work day, visiting restaurants on weekends and
special occasions, or going for specific
purposes like shopping for a particular item or
visiting the eye doctor.

Do you feel safe walking in Downtown?
Reasons cited for lack of safety included poor
sidewalk conditions, drivers neglecting
crosswalks and stop signs, loitering at night on
street corners and at bus stops, vandalism and
graffiti, low pedestrian activity, poor lighting,
lack of police presence, and reported violence
and drug activity downtown.
Others said that downtown feels perfectly safe
during the day, but not so at night, speaking to
the need for better lighting and businesses
that activate the pedestrian realm during the
evening hours.
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3.
Connectivity
How do you usually get around?

Do you work in Ottumwa?

What would make you walk or
bike more?

Cars dominate the transportation
landscape of Ottumwa. Most people
don't bike or walk, citing a need for more
places to walk or bike to within a dense
area, invitations for bikes in the form of
bike lanes, trails, or bike racks, and
logistical concerns like lack of time, lack
of a bike, living too far from downtown,
having to pedal uphill, or traveling with
kids.

Bike lanes
3 0A
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3.1
Connectivity
How do you feel about your

What's your average commute time?

commute?

Great
40%

Indifferent
13%
It co ld be bette
-; 6%
It' terrible
10/0

Is it easy for you to get to the

Other
3%

businesses you frequent?

By and large, Ottumwans have relatively
short and pleasant commutes. This can
mean that there's not a demand for
wider streets to counter complete streets
efforts. These survey respondents may
also expect a high level of convenience
when considering what type of
development occurs in and around
Downtown Ottumwa.
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4.
Future Development
What businesses do you wish existed that don't?

Places to shop

231

Entertainment venues

207

I
174

Places to eat
129

Kids activities/shops

110

Galleries/Art spaces
Bars
Services
Other

o

75

150

225

300

Would you or someone you know like to start a
pop-up business for the Better Block weekend?
Survey respondents interested in testing
out their business ideas included a
Yes

sculpture gallery, farm to table

23%

restaurant, brewpub, used bike shop,
Reiki, boutique, casket showroom, and
breakfast spot.

I know someo

Of those that responded "other" above,

15%

suggestions were made for kids' daycare,
art supply stores, more outdoor
activities, exercise studios, grocery
stores, pet supplies, brunch, and
8

coworking space.

4.1
Future Development
Which public amenities do you think residents need the most in Downtown?

Places for kids

150

Greenspace

149

Public art

137
135

Street seating

129

Street trees
112

Better sidewalks

108

Bike lanes
91

Better lighting

81

More parking

75

37.5

112.5

150

The survey responses showed a clear demand for outdoor, public areas that can accommodate
kids, greenspace, and public art. Beautification projects like street trees and sidewalks also ranked
high, as well as places to sit.
Of those that responded "other," sidewalk cafes, riverfront activations, wayfinding, a splash pad,
angled parking, public restrooms, free outdoor music, trash cans, ethnically diverse businesses,
and areas for sports are some example responses.
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5.
Getting involved
Would you like to be involved in improving
Downtown Ottumwa?
58% of the 310 participants in this questions
responded "yes," translating into 180
Ottumwans interested in being involved in the
project.
Skills in the community lean heavily toward
the creative and the hands-on, with many
volunteering their marketing and social media
expertise, photography and filmmaking,
fabrication and carpentry, painting and
physical labor. Some notable skills offered
that did not make the chart below include
beekeeping, music recording, urban foraging,
and life coaching.

If so, what skills could you share?
Painting

27

Photo/Video

23

Marketing

22

Physical labor
Recruiting volunteers
Community connecting
Graphic design
Woodworking
Planning
Gardening
Public art
Engineering
15

7.5
10

22.5

30

6.
If you could change one thing about Downtown
Ottumwa, what would it be?
"Fill the

"Make it more

"Change the

storefronts with

clean and

perception of

a variety of

beautiful"

Downtown"

10%

70/
0

"More events

"Make it a place

"More

for all ages and

young people

greenspace"

cultures"

want to be"

6%

4%

businesses"

29%

2%

"Bring it back to

These responses represent the major themes that repeated in

the quaint town

into a particular category, and can be read in full on the survey

it used to be"

2%

this open-ended question. Many of the responses did not fit
results spreadsheet.
The overwhelming majority expressed desire for the Downtown
to be somewhere they could frequent with their families and
friends and feel safe and welcome while doing so.
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7.
Who should we be reaching out to?
•

Ottumwa Community Schools

•

Labor unions

• American Federation of Musicians,
Local 75

• Area high school students

•

The Ottumwa Wildflower Project

•

Boy/Girl Scouts

•

NoCoast Beer Co.

•

Panera

•

lowaW

•

YMCA

•

Ron Durst (photographer)

Iowa State Extension Office

• Sarah Olsen (artist)

Master Gardeners

•

First United Methodist Church

• VVapello County Democrats

•

Heartland Humane

• South Central Behavioral Health

•

Kiwanis

•

Rotary

• Steve Huffman

•

Lions Club

•

Lisa Fritz

• Table 20

•

Mika Sorak

. The Bridge

•

Blaine Rupe

• 100 Men with a Mission

• Ajinomoto Heartland

•

Omricon Tau Sorority

•

Ottumwa Public Library

•

Lee's Photography

•

Faithe Built Architecture

Gail Roberts (vendor coordinator)

Region

•

Clayton Mooney

. 4H
• Seida Community Action
•

World of Wonders Wood Design

•

Make Ottumwa Shine

.

Local churches

Organizations and individuals on this list
are only those that I am not aware we have
or are already speaking with. Many
mentions were made for organizations that
we met with during our July 24th visit, or
the main partners on the project.

• Winger
•

M&J Art and Frame

• The League of Women Voters
•

Iowa Association of Energy Efficiency
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