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Cities of 5,000 and smaller in Iowa have been given an unique opportunity to address abandoned com-
mercial and public structures through the Iowa Department of Natural Resource’s Derelict Building 
Grant Program, which was established in 2011. This program o�ers the �nancial assistance communi-
ties might need to improve the appearance of their streets, revitalize local economies and alleviate 
the environmental concerns abandoned structures can pose — such as asbestos.

“We’ve had (the Derelict Building Grant Program) in place for six years 
now,” Scott Flagg, with the Iowa DNR, said. “We’ve had 199 applica-
tions and been able to fund 115 projects.”

Using funding from the DBGP, cities are �rst able to investigate 
the amount of asbestos present in a building; determine the physical 
characters and stabilities of their structures by completing struc-
tural engineering assessments; and abate identi�ed asbestos. �ese 
projects can then reapply for more funding for the following year for 
additional program-related tasks like building removal or renovation.

Land�ll diversion is a major goal of the program, and it is pro-
moted by incentivizing cities and towns to recycle or reuse building 
materials. DBGP does this by reimbursing 50 percent of demolition 
and renovation costs based on the percentage cities reuse/recycle 
with a cap of $50,000.

“We’ve reimbursed $1.8 million and diverted 47,000 tons of con-
struction materials, like brick, wood, concrete, etc., and 593 tons 
of asbestos,” Flagg said. While being environmentally friendly, this 
diversion has also saved Iowa communities $1.5 million in land�ll 
disposal costs.

“Once we can get the message out to folks, they embrace it and try 
to bring (similar e�orts) into other areas of their cities,” Flagg said. 

“It’s been a huge success.”
For Flagg who is not from Iowa, the program has been a unique 

way to learn the state’s geography and its 99 counties, though he 
said so far the DNR has only had projects in 60 counties; however, 
it is a goal to expand to those remaining counties. Iowa DNR is also 
looking into additional programs to help communities, with Flagg 
commenting that a program to prevent buildings from becoming 
derelict in the �rst place is being considered.

“It’s been a lot of fun helping all of these communities,” Flagg said, 
commenting that they often have very passionate people who get the 
ball moving. “Each of these towns need a local champion.”

Once momentum is built, Flagg said many of the communi-
ties are addressing their derelict buildings and choosing to fulfill 
local needs, whether by renovating or tearing them down to make 
way for something else. For instance, this past August, 18 com-
munities were awarded grants, totaling $350,000. Their projects 

by SARAH WRIGHT | �e Municipal

The interior of Preston’s future business incubator awaits 
remodeling. This will entail installing drywall and making it 

wheelchair acces-
sible. The city 
tentatively hopes 
to have an open 
house for the 
finished project 
during the last 
weekend  
of November. 
(Photo provided)

This city-owned building in Preston, Iowa, had been vacant for 
years and will be undergoing remodeling efforts throughout 
November to become a business incubator thanks to grant 
funding through the Iowa Department of Natural Resources. As 
the former clerk’s office, Preston was plotted around it, making 
it important to improve the building. (Photo provided)

Small Iowa cities seize 
grant opportunities

40  THE MUNICIPAL | NOVEMBER 2017

M City & Town Management



included not only asbestos and structural 
assessments and asbestos abatement, but 
also major goals and improvements, from 
a multi-purpose theater to more senior 
housing and land for development.

For the cities of Preston, Tabor and Carlisle, 
Iowa, which were among those 18 communi-
ties, DBGP gave them the push to satisfy their 
own communities’ needs.

Preston: Incubating business
Preston had an approximately 700-square-
foot brick building that had been vacant for 
years in its downtown. City owned and once 
serving as the former clerk’s o�ce, some-
thing had to be done with it. Patti Ho�man, 
a Preston City Council member and a Pres-
ton Growth and Development team member, 
said both demolition and restoration were 
considered as options. She, however, com-
pleted the grant for restoration �rst, spurred 
by �ndings from an Iowa Economic Devel-
opment Authority walkabout assessment of 
Preston’s downtown.

“Our Main Street has taken a couple hits,” 
she said, noting they now hope to get the 
right vendor in the building by turning it 
into a business incubator, an idea she learned 
about from another city. “I’m excited at the 
opportunity to welcome a new business. 
�ere are a lot of costs in that �rst year for 
new businesses — to have free rent that year 
is great.”

Prior to realizing this dream, however, 
Preston used the phase one grant to make 
sure the building was not full of asbestos and 
structurally sound before any money was put 
into it with a remodel. After it cleared, she 
pursued further grant funding through DBGP 
to develop the business incubator and was 
successful.

“Scott Flagg has been phenomenal. He 
is my hero,” Ho�man said, sharing how he 
helped her and Preston through the DBGP 
process and found resources for her small 
city. “We would not be where we are without 
his expertise and support.

“It’s so exciting,” she added, noting the city 
has embraced DBGP’s land�ll diversion goal 
by �nding items in nooks and crannies to 
recycle and reuse, including a furnace.

As part of the remodel, which kicked o� in 
October, the city of Preston will be working 
with a lot of skilled volunteers to drywall the 
building and make it wheelchair accessible 
while keeping its old vault with its arched 

ceiling. �e goal is to complete the remodel 
in November with an open house the �rst 
weekend before December.

“We have not had formal requests but have 
had several parties express interest,” Ho�-
man said of potential businesses. She hopes 
to have a business in sometime during 
December.

Ho�man highly recommended other cities 
get involved in organizations within their 
own states. She said, “Networking has helped 
our city realize grant awards like the (DBGP) 
and a KaBOOM! grant that sparked the idea 
for our new playground that opened in May 
2017 and more.”

Tabor: Making way for a new purpose
Tabor faced a similar situation to Preston: 
a dilapidated building right on Main Street. 

“It’d been vacant for probably 30 years or 
25 years,” Jennifer Williams, a city coun-
cil member who is also involved in Iowa’s 
Hometown Pride program. “I learned about 

(DBGP) through Hometown Pride, and once 
I learned about it, I brought it to the council’s 
attention and pushed to take advantage of it.”

Tabor, however, faced a challenge because 
it didn’t own the building that had once been 
a restaurant. “�e owner wasn’t local and 
didn’t care how it looked, only putting in the 
bare minimal e�ort,” she said.

�e city did receive permission to com-
plete the phase one and two DBGP grant 
from the building’s owner, which included 
surveying the building’s structural integrity 
and testing for asbestos, which it didn’t have. 

“We looked at a remodel, but the cost was far 
more (than demolishing). Structurally it was 
just not sound.”

�e city decided to purchase the building 
and demolish it to open the way for a new 
library, something it had been planning. Wil-
liams noted it was a long process, but once 
the purchase was complete, she applied for 
the additional funding to demo the building 
and was successful. �e building was then 
demolished in September.

“It was the �rst building people saw coming 
through on Main Street,” Williams said, 
noting one business owner had decided not 
to buy a location in Tabor because of the

ABOVE and BELOW: Tabor, Iowa, tore down a derelict brick building to create space for a 
new library, which has been in the planning stage. The yellow house, visible in the a er 
photo below, is currently where the library is housed; it will be taken down once the new 
library is built. Proposed photo below right. (Photos provided)
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Power hedging for 
public funds issuers

The cost of electricity can materially impact the “bottom line” and the budget process for many public 
funds issuers including local governments and tax-exempt 501(c)(3) organizations. The U.S. Energy 
Information Administration expects electricity prices to remain volatile and to continue to increase 
from 12.98 to 13.41 cents per kWh by 2018. Tax-exempt organizations rarely have room in their bud-
gets to allow for price volatility commonly seen in power and other energy products.

To make matters worse, recent budget cuts proposed by many state 
and local governments make it more di�cult than ever for munici-
palities to maintain balanced budgets. An unexpected price swing in 
the power market could force tax-exempt organizations with already 
strained budgets to make more cuts or risk disruption of essential 
services.

What can you do?
To assist in the budget process, tax-exempt organizations might con-
sider implementing a power hedging program that creates a “price 
lock” on the cost of power. Power hedging involves stabilizing the 
price that a consumer pays for electricity over a speci�c time period. 
Financial professionals can develop a power hedging program to pro-
vide some budget certainty around the volatility in the power market.

A hedge can reduce the e�ect of price movements on an orga-
nization’s electricity 
bill, and it can pro-
vide a tax-exempt 
organization with 
more confidence 
in its electricity 
budget. While a tax-
exempt organization 
may realize savings 
through the imple-
mentation of a power 
cost management 
program, there is no 
guarantee of savings; 
rather the purpose 
of a power cost 
management pro-
gram is to provide 
budget certainty 
around volatility in 
the power market. 

When establishing a power hedging program, tax-exempt organiza-
tions should decide which hedging method best suits their needs.

What tools are available?
Producer Price Agreements: Many businesses and individuals 
already participate in producer price agreements with their elec-
tricity providers. By entering into a producer price agreement, a 
tax-exempt organization negotiates directly with the power pro-
vider to establish a fixed price for a specific time period. Producer 
price agreements are easy to implement. However, it should be 
noted that the 
carr ying costs, 
delivery expenses 
a n d  h e d g i n g 
charges incurred 
by the provider 
will all be passed 
on to the consumer. 
Furthermore, 
producer price 
agreements are 
proprietary. Data 
on producer price 

by BRIAN HODGE

Under a producer price agreement, an 
organization negotiates directly with the 
provider to establish a �xed price for power. 
(Graph provided)

A power hedg-
ing program can 
reduce price risk 
and create budget 
certainty. (Graph 
provided)

Over the past 10 years, electricity has been 
one of the more volatile energy commodi-
ties. (Source: Bloomberg Finance)

48  THE MUNICIPAL | NOVEMBER 2017

M City & Town Management





Collaboration needed 
to address sea level rise

For low-lying coastal cities, the global trend of rising sea levels is not something to be taken lightly.

By 2050, Virginia may experience about 24 inches of sea level rise. In 
North Carolina, the state’s Coastal Resources Commission issued a 
report advising coastal communities to plan for up to 39 inches of 
sea level rise by 2100. �e state of Florida has created an adaptation 
plan speci�cally in preparation of coastal �ooding and sea level rise.

And those are just three examples located on the East Coast.
According to Virginia Institute of Marine Science researcher Molly 

Mitchell, the rate of sea level rise in Virginia is somewhere between 
5 and 6 millimeters per year, which is almost twice the global rate.

“�e 2 feet of rise in very �at areas by 2050 will mean that the tide 
will come in further each day. When you have houses built close to 
the water in low elevation areas, they’re going to get water under-
neath them more frequently. �at leads to small inconveniences, 
like stopped tra�c or small basement �oods,” Mitchell said. “But 
the capacity of the city’s storm management system is where real 
issues lie. If storm surges come in and the system isn’t built to handle 

it, areas that used to never be impacted by surges are now in the 
middle of it.”

Additionally, Mitchell cited the economic impact sea level rise will 
have on coastal cities since waterfront businesses generate a large 
portion of revenue.

“Look at all of the industry tied to waterfront here,” she said. “All of 
that industry is also impacted. �e private impact is what this does 
to people’s homes and belongings. �e public impact is what this 
does to the economy.”

Lawmakers in Virginia are not blind to the potential impact sea level 
rise will have on its cities. According to a study released by the Natural 
Resources Defense Council, Virginia is listed as one of the 29 states 
that were “largely unprepared and lagging behind” on planning for 
climate change at the state level, and that’s where organizations like 
the Virginia Institute of Marine Science come into the picture.

VIMS has an advisory role in the state of Virginia and was 
approached as long ago as 2012 regarding concerns about sea level 

by CATEY TRAYLOR | �e Municipal

Volunteers plant marsh grasses on an unprotected beach. Coastal 
marshes can help protect against the e�ects of sea level rise. 
(Photo provided)

Natural coastal marshes provide erosion protection and coastal 
flooding bene�ts in addition to serving as a pollution bu�er. Pic-
tured is the Virginia Institute of Marine Science’s Teaching Marsh. 
(Photo provided)
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attractions have been investing in infrastructure projects over the past 
four years.

“We’ve completed an all-new pocket park for community events 
like the farmer’s market, and we’re in the process of cooperatively 
building a new one,” Haney said.

She added that another part of these building projects include 
working with the city to pave the way for loft apartments and lodging, 
which will be a huge boost to their local economy. �e organization 
is also supporting local sustainable business practices with its plan 
to fund a series of customer relations workshops.

Haney said, “�rough our associate organization, the Batesville 
Downtown Foundation, two remaining empty storefronts have been 
purchased and are being renovated for occupants. �is is the only 
place in town that has an organization constantly working to bring 
people to your business doors for you.”

Glens Falls, N.Y., is just beginning its revitalization journey after six 
months of planning and another three months of state review, said Ed 
Bartholomew, president of Eco-
nomic Development Corporation 
of Warren County and the local 
administrator of the Downtown 
Revitalization Initiative.

“We applied for and won a 
$10 million dollar award by the 
Capital Regional Economic Council in competition against other 
municipalities on Aug. 18, 2016. �is competitive DRI grant is an initia-
tive of Governor (Andrew) Cuomo’s downtown revitalization program,” 
Bartholomew said. “�ough we are in early stages of the event, ear-
lier e�orts include utility reconstruction, streetscape improvements, 
individual building renovations, walkability and tra�c improvements 
have been ongoing for approximately 10 years.”

�e e�ect of the award has heightened interest in Glens Falls’ down-
town, both from regional store operators and developers. For example, 
earlier this year Northeastern Fine Jewelry, which has three other 
stores, opened its fourth store in downtown Glens Falls, utilizing an 
existing storefront once occupied by Scoville Jewelers. Future addi-
tions include the relocation of SUNY Adirondack’s culinary school 

to the downtown; the construction of a farmer’s market on South 
Street; new streetscapes and infrastructure on Park, School, Elm and 
Exchange streets; and a downtown park on South Street with green 
infrastructure.

Prior successful planning grants and proposed downtown proj-
ects for Glens Falls include the 2011 U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development Community Challenge, a sustainable plan-
ning grant initiative advocating the public arts trail, a focus on arts 
and entertainment, plus the development of mixed-use residential 
projects with parking; and the 2015 Upstate Revitalization Initiative, 
where downtown Glens Falls was selected as one of two prime areas 
for large-scale revitalization e�orts by the Capital Region’s Economic 
Development Council.

As for changing the attitude and overall image of downtown Glens 
Falls, Bartholomew said, “�is has primarily been achieved by trum-
peting each project and gaining momentum to continue additional 
investments. �e commitment of downtown businesses and the arts 

and entertainment community 
has created wonderful col-
laboration and a very positive 
attitude with results.”

He added, “Cost-wise, Glens 
Falls and a�liated economic 
agencies expended approxi-

mately $40,000 to $50,000, plus countless hours by key sta� 
contributed to our renewal e�orts.”

Elizabeth City, N.C., has also embraced revitalization through a 
team-oriented approach, according to Deborah Malenfant, execu-
tive director of Elizabeth City Downtown Inc. She noted that her 
harbor-front city’s renewal e�orts and events began years ago when 
the organization was originally formed to beautify and revitalize the 
downtown while maintaining its historical integrity.

“We are working on placemaking initiatives to create public spaces 
for the community to come enjoy being downtown,” Malenfant said.

Successful revitalizations bring people downtown for the holidays
�anksgiving through Christmas marks the biggest retail shop-

ping season in the U.S., with a Visa Insights report noting an uptick

Glens Falls, N.Y.’s, revitalization e�orts have attracted both residents and businesses to 
its downtown. (Photo provided)

The Paper Chase Bookstore has been in 
existence in Batesville, Ark., since the ’70s. 
In front of it are two new street-side flower-
beds — 48 now line the street. 
(Photo provided)

“Successful revitalizations bring 
people downtown for the holidays”
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