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By KEITH SCHNEIDER
DES MOINES — It took Wellmark
Elue Cross and Elue Shield only about a
wearin 2007 to locate, assemble and Buy

| aG.6-acre parcel of land (rom nine owi-

ers for its new headquarters in this
city's downiovn.

Mext Dacember, after 30 meaths of
construction at o' cost of §250 million,
Welmark is scheduled ta camplete the
G00.000-square-font five-stary building,
which will coeupy three blocks of Grand
Avenue and oocher a growing down-
pwh office and entertainment diserict
Known as the Western Gateway. If that
schedulz ls met, the project will have

taken roughly four years [rom start to
.\msh

By the standards of most dewntown
constructlon — where land assembly
alonz can span half a decade or mere —
that is unusually fast, developers say.
But Wellmark's speedy pace is typleal
of recant commereial, residental and
retadl development in Des Moines,
whera public and privase cooperaton
has praguced a robust urban landscage
matched by few clnizs is size.

“We surveved our employees and
they wanted 1o be downtown,” sald Da-
wid N, Southwell, the chigf financial offi-
cer of Wellmark, which insures 2.2 mil-
lion people in lowa and Souch Dakota.
“We jinow downtown and like it Thera's
bezn a keen {nterest by city leaders to
make downtown aitractive. Downtown
13 wears aga, when 1 got here, lopked

Cooperation shaves
years off projects’
developmant time.

nothing like it dozs taday.”

Bezfore the recent development, the
western approach to the city was a
hedgepodze of vacant lots, repair shops
and abandened car deajerships.

Unemployment in the Des Moinzs
aren has hovered around 6.3 percent,
amonz the lowest jobless rates for o
me.ro;:uhl.nn area, according to the fed-
ernl Bureaw of Labar Statstics. There
are some 73.000 jobs in downtown Des
Meines, according Lo city statisdcs,
20,000 more than in he 1990s.

This year, with the comgletion of the
Wellmark headquarters and  sew
other projects, Des Moines will add al-
most 700,000 sguare [ezt of downiown
oifice space, Developers are eupectad 1o
comgleiz 173 housing units.

Des Moines added 3.6 miilion square
feer of downtown office spac in (he last
decade, ciry eificials szid, a 45 percent

| ingrease that brought the dewntown Lo-

al to 12,3 million square feer. The Class
A vacangy rate last year was 4.5 per
cent. The city has 4.909 housing units
downtawn, 1,900 mare than in 2600, and
a B4 parcent incraase.

The formula for Des Maines's eco-
namic strenzth in the face of the re-
cession is multifaceted, business and
zlected jzaders said. The city is Iowa's
capilal and heme to rasghly 100,000
people, many of wham worlt for Jarge
and stable empleyers like Drake Uni-
wversity, Natignwide Matual Insurance,
Wells Fargo and several agriculture
companies, among them Ploneer Hi-
Bred Internadonal 2 unit of DuPent that
s 6,000 workers in the Des Moines re-
gion,

Farmers are doing well, and 3 st

decision in the 19803 ta turn lowa into a
clsan enerzv production center has
made it the nation's largest producer of
bicfuels, accurding to the Department of
Enerzy, and the second-larzest genzri-
tar of glectricity from wind power, ac-
cording 10 the American Wind Enargy
Associazion.

One mare (acior, urban specialists
said, is the collaboration Des Maines
has built inte its governing pracdees to
avold civie wers that can delay projects.
Moreover, virwally all of the city's new
private projects, Including the Well
mark suilding, were assisted by city tax
funds. Richard A, Clark, the
ager, said Des Maines had inves
average of nearly $2 miliion anoually in
public dallars over the last severa) dec-
ades 10 help businesses assemble par-
cels of fand, improve strees, build park
ing structures and other infrastructura.
The puhhc maney has leveraged over §2
billlon in private investment downiowi
snce the 19905, he said.

Des Malnes even spends §250,000 in
tax revenue annually to support public
art. Its howlmorel tax _contribuies
§740.000 annually to 2 52.45 million re-
gional aecount that the city shares with
swen suburbs o suppart the 206, A civ-
ic centar, & batanical zarden, a sympha-
ny and ouher culwral institusions,

Chrisapher B, Leinbsrger. a profes-
sor of real estate al the University of
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Michizan, s2id Des Moines was angal a
growing number of cities that recoznize
the patental of downtown development,
as well as the urgency of changing eca-
namic and palitical strategies to encour-
aze it Mr. Leinberger said thar Des
Mo!nes like Salt L:u\eCu;\r Denver, Dai-
las, Seattle and Chicago, was adopting
development plans bated on persuad-
ing residents and employers 1o cluster
hames, jobs. scheols 2nd stores rather
than spreading them cut.

Mir. Leinberger also sud that Des
Mgines was able w find a nanpartisan
formula for making decisions on taxes,
nfrastruciure, parks and housing that
supgort downtown censtrucdon. “Des
IMoines iz ong of thoss places that recoz-
nized that to pull off being a special
place they can bz proud of, pecple have
te wrark tegether)” Mr, Leinberger said.

The resulls are especially evident
alang the broad boulevards and narrov-
er streets that make up. the Western
Gawewny and s adjacent neighbor-
hoods. Two years azo, Natlonwide com-
pleted 2 5278 million, 1.2 millien-square-
foot campus an Locust Stregt where
4,000 pzople work. A block away is the
31.000-square-fast, S114 millian Pappa-
john Education Center, 2 branch of the
University of lowa that was complaied
in 2005, The Des Moines Public Library
on Grand avente, designed by the Brit-
Ish architect David Chipperfield, spans

O R

The Wellmark Blue Cross and
Blus Shield building, above, will
cecupy three blocks. Zachary
Mannheimer, left, operates the
Des Moines Social Club, an art
gallery, theater and bar.

10,000 square feet and <gst 5333 mu
Jion.

AL lhe center of the Western Gatewa
i5 & 44-acre public park scuiptur
gardan, with 24 works by Uzo Rond
none, Louisz Bourgeais and Debora
Buterfield, among others, The sculp
upes, valued at same £40 milfion, wer
a gilt from John and Mary Pappajohs
wwo local art collectors and benefaciar
Jeil Fleming, the dicectar al thie De
Meines Art Cener, played a central rol
in grouping the sculptures |nlo “rooms
Nanked by an uadulating landscape «
perms, trees, walkways and grass the
was paid for by the cly and private de
novs.

Among the businesses that have se
tled near the seulpture park is the De
Moines Sacial Club: & combination
zallery, theater, bar and edutstion cel
ter that has enfivened the cigy’s nigl
life. It is run by Zachary Mannheimer,
theater producer and dirceter [rol
New York who maved Lo Des Moines a
teristiing some 20 cliies Lo find dGull
ing sulable for his muliiaceled o
tertaiment concept, Mr Mannhzing
leases o 30,000-square-fool by
Locust Streat that was built in
operated as a Caditlac dzalership. He
trylng 10 raist 84 million w buy and re
guace the struciure, "We ssrveas apu
lic house for those who have explor
the park and then wish 1o discuss U
work." Mz Manrheimer said.

Like almost everything else conne
ed 10 dewntown consiruction. the pa
displaying the Pappajohins' donati
was huilt with unusual speed, abaut 1
and a hall years from conceplion
completion. “It's o wonderful examy
«al what this city can da," said Mr. Seut
well, the Wellmark executive. "T|
park has been o real magnet, It's mu
more popular than what people ori)
nally thought i mightbe”
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