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Planning Commission/Department Head Survey Summary 
August 1, 2013 

As part of the planning process, Planning Commission members and city department 
heads were asked to complete an online survey intended to provide their perspective 
on evolving trends facing the city as a whole as well as infrastructure and operational 
needs of the city and its departments. The responses collected are summarized below 
and will be used to develop the most appropriate community facilities, infrastructure, 
land use, and other recommendations in the Comprehensive Plan.  

1. In your opinion, what have been the most exciting things to happen in Rock Island in 
the last 5-10 years?  

• Development of strong neighborhoods and their support groups which have 
helped stabilize the residential quality of the city and bring new middle class 
people in; continuing reinvestment in downtown; the surprising vitality of the 
College Hill area, which, based on business people’s enthusiasm, will continue to 
grow in quality. 

• Jumer’s, Fareway, the demise of Ace Hardware (nice building now for Aldi), New 
MetroLINK barn. 

• Development of Whitewater Junction, Schwiebert Riverfront Park, Botanical 
Center, redevelopment of McKesson, Jackson Square, and coming Wal-mart. 

• The investments in Rock Island by the public sector and private sector (e.g., Wal-
Mart; Trinity's expansion; MetroLINK transit facility; GROWTH's investment in the 
West End (e.g. housing). 

• Expansion of the MLK Center; new areas to live in downtown Rock Island; new 
police station coming soon. 

• Wal-Mart coming to town; Casino being built; Schwiebert Park; Subway 
downtown; Bus Terminal moving from downtown; downtown condos; Bent River 
Brewery opening. 

• Recent retail developments such as Wal-Mart, the commercial development at 
9th Street and Blackhawk Road, Fareway, and others. 

• Citizen ownership of community has been one of the most easily celebrated 
accomplishments of the last 10 years because of the simple fact that it affects 
large groups of people. Communication improvement among citizens, city, 
school, police and other city services has been the most recognizable 
accomplishment in the last 5 years. 

• Moving the Casino from downtown to Southwest Rock Island, followed by the 
development of the riverfront park; construction of a new elementary school + 
rehab of the others; expansion of KJWW; new MetroLink maintenance facility as 
a LEED building. 
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• The efforts to bring new businesses to the city and the expansion / improvements 
of City facilities to include a new police department, MLK, RIFAC, & PW. 

• Apartment housing; second and third floor living in the downtown; expansion on 
11th Street; Martin Luther King Center expansion.  

• Schwiebert Park; Jackson Square development; more bike routes; updating 
Marking Luther King Center and improving housing near it; establishment of “A 
Place to Be”; new housing for mentally and physically disabled off 11th Street; Old 
Main and its dome restoration, athletic field improvement, and library 
enhancement at Augustana; and St. Mary’s Monastery.  
 

2. What have been the most disappointing things to happen in Rock Island over the 
last 5-10 years? 

• Recent loss of many of the key staff who have led the movement to sustainability 
and quality in Rock Island; outrageous expenditures on speculative 
development possibilities and not encouraging the displaced Blackhawk 
College to move downtown; continuing decline of schools despite major 
expense; can't walk to school. 

• The debacle with Bob Buker and his development on Black Hawk Road between 
30 and 38 Streets. The continued loss of housing due to negligence, poor 
maintenance and eventual demolition of said properties leaving holes in 
neighborhoods. The lack of a developer for the old Lincoln school. Sorry to see 
the school go, no one came forward to develop. 

• Lack of funds to rebuild Douglas Park, not moving downtown into other business 
options such as clothing, specialty stores, antiques, small convenience store. 

• Continued and erroneous image as a low income, troubled community; the 
planning focus has not substantially incorporated the environment (i.e. sidewalks, 
bike paths etc.). 

• The District isn't as great as it used to be - not as many places to go and hang 
out. Ever since they put the road back in it seems to have lost some of its charm. 
I'm also disappointed that there is a lack of vision for the city. What do people 
want us to focus on? If it's arts and culture, then focus on that. What "feeling" do 
we want to have? 

• Deteriorating downtown - looks dirty (sidewalks are broken); lack of non-
subsidized new construction; Country Market closing. 

• The lack of high end, residential development not over just the last ten years but 
probably the last twenty years. 

• Rock Island is back peddling in the area of public image. If Rock Island does not 
maintain a forward moving and easily perceived or visibly quantifiable improving 
image, much of the progress will be lost as nothing more than a side note in the 
eyes of time. A city not seen as moving forward is in fact not moving forward. 
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• Too much public + subsidized housing with attendant socio-economic issues and 
badly deteriorated areas. This is a very unfair and disproportionate burden on 
the community. Downtown has too many dilapidated buildings with far too 
many nightclubs. Deteriorating infrastructure. 

• The loss of several businesses in the City of Rock Island such as Seifert Clothing, 
Servus Rubber, Zimmerman Honda, and the Fareway project. The obstacles 
created by a few citizens or special interest groups in impeding progress of new 
developments in the City. 

• No improvement in the population increases; spending money on Big Island with 
no expansion possibilities.  

• Limiting our downtown to “arts and entertainment” has stifled the life of the 
downtown. Limiting yard waste pick up to a few days each year and lack of 
disposal of larger branches—driving to South Rock Island for this purpose is 
prohibitive to many. Lack of a ban or enforcement of enhanced motorcycle 
and truck exhaust systems—definitely noise pollution.  
 

3. What existing assets, emerging trends, and potential opportunities should the City 
take advantage of to shape its future? 

• Renew faith in citizens knowing what's best for them; stress quality of life - that will 
attract the kind of residents we need; be new business friendly without ignoring 
current businesses. Don't get in competitive games with other cities; work more 
closely with schools to make them accessible; have MORE schools rather than 
fewer. 

• As long as Rock Island has Jumer’s we can continue to maintain our 
infrastructure. As far as potential opportunities, I think they need to be sought 
after or come to us. BUT with existing empty lots in the west end this does not give 
a good representation of the city. Building the new housing in the west end is 
good. Hopefully it will be taken care of.  

• I think it is important to build a better sense of place and experience to the 
downtown and community. We have many outside customers at Whitewater, 
Golf, Botanical Center, Circa, Establishment Theater, etc. We have some good 
collectors that bring people in for an experience. We need business people who 
understand that concept and build on it. 

• More business investment in the city; the true diversity of the city (it is the most 
diverse city in the Quad Cities); more development of affordable homes for 
middle and lower income persons; being "green" (i.e. ecologically responsible 
and responsive). 

• Rock Island seems like an intelligent community that models itself after large 
cities. It's a little large city. The neighborhood pride is fantastic - capitalize on 
that. It makes Rock Island a unique Quad to have those spaces. Downtown 
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should be booming, but it's not. Focus on getting artisan shops, cafes, and 
walkable places. Incorporate the river. 

• Our arts and entertainment district needs a health food store (obviously Trader 
Joe's or Whole Food would be perfect, but locally owned would also be 
supported); High end auto sales (Acura and/or Infinity). 

• Rock Island is by far the best run city in the Quad Cities especially considering the 
rather limited financial resources. 

• Trend to repurpose buildings should be maintained. Street appeal is not strong 
enough on any project in Rock Island. Movie says "IF YOU BUILD IT THEY WILL 
COME" but we must ad that if it does not look to be the most inviting it can 
possibly be THEY WILL MOVE ON PAST. In other communities for comparison have 
show have shown Rock Island does projects more utilitarian. 

• Make concrete long range plans - develop a master plan for the city and make 
it happen. Do not use business ROI decision tools - the city needs to always take 
a long view of return on investment. 

• Continue development of the Arsenal Gateway Corridor and further develop 
housing / land acquisition in the Southwest. Seize upon the opportunities created 
by the new police department and potential for a new courthouse to further 
develop that area as part of a law park and expand the downtown. 

• Retail; improving the internet to the core areas of the downtown so it all may 
become wireless. 

• We have very good schools; affordable housing which is short distances from 
restaurants, shopping banking, medical facilities; we have outstanding parks; 
access to exceptional bike paths; many cultural opportunities, a lot of them free 
through Augustana or the Parks Department; beautiful views of the Mississippi 
River; many historic homes.  
 

4. What are the most important issues and/or priorities facing the City? What obstacles 
must the City overcome, and what strategies should be employed to achieve these 
priorities?  

• Investment in the southwest part of the city is expensive and hasn't been 
rewarding in terms of tax revenue; TIF districts take from the entire city rather than 
give. Expanding them beyond the life of new construction doesn't make sense; 
School perception is the most critical. For example, no middle class family will 
ever send their kids to the primary academy, period. Provide options that are 
guaranteed. People won't buy in Rock Island if their house is in a couple of the 
ultra low performing school districts without assurance they can transfer at least 
to the Center for Math & Science or another reasonable alternative; Always, we 
need to counter perceptions and long-held biases against Rock Island. People 
believe what they want to believe. Our neighborhoods have made a big 
difference in those perceptions, but more needs to be done. 
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• Right now the development of Wal-Mart has to be the issue. The city is investing 
a lot of money and now needs to prove that they did the right thing. Many 
people I have talked to think that the city has overstepped its bounds by 
borrowing up to 15 million dollars and selling the property for 4.5 million. I am all 
for the city bringing in new developments and at the same time hearing from 
people that Rock Island is NOT BUSINESS FRIENDLY!!! This can be seen with the 
Fareway development. Fareway WANTS to come to Rock Island. But only a 
couple of people are complaining and it so happens that one of the parties was 
formerly acquainted with the local newspaper and that individual seems to be 
getting all the press. With this happening the city IS being pictured as NOT 
BUSINESS FRIENDLY. On a side note, would these people welcome the Lemons to 
come in and refurbish the old school and make it subsidized housing? Maybe an 
addiction center like they did in Bettendorf.  

• What do we want to be, and how do we encourage that? If it is more shopping, 
then we need to support changes to that end. If we want more retail, how do 
we revitalize and bring in an Old Navy, Bed Bath and Beyond. I am concerned 
that we are taking up parking that would be needed to support shopping in the 
downtown area. If the goal is to improve housing, perhaps many of these older 
homes should be purchased, developed as rental or sold condos, and a service 
maintains the landscape and buildings. More and more people are renting, and 
not owning. Greatest concern for Park and Recreation is how are we going to 
pay for the maintenance performed on Schwiebert, the bridge, one ways and 
downtown. These maintenance functions are carried out using TIF Funds. The 
expense will have to be transferred to the general budget or a fairly significant 
increase to the park division to continue maintenance. Once funding is gone, so 
is the maintenance. 

• Issues/Priorities: Continued investment by businesses in the community city 
infrastructure; positioning the city's diversity as an advantage. Obstacles and 
some Strategies: To some degree, the preservation commission (I'm not 
suggesting that they be disbanded but that the Commission can be an 
obstacle). If we fail to bring in Fareway, overcoming the business community's 
reticence to investing in Rock Island. I think Thomas Thomas, his staff and the 
Chamber should be able to develop a sound strategy. Budget more funds for 
strengthening the infrastructure and for environmental planning/development 
(particularly if tax revenue from business increases).  

• Perception that Rock Island is not a good place to live given the "unspoken" 
anxiety that is often associated with its diversity. Form a Commission on Diversity 
whose charge would be to promote and advance Rock Island's diversity. The 
formulation of a commission rather than a task force sends a strong message of 
continuity. 
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• The city must focus on new initiatives and not duplicate what others are already 
doing. We're one of the "big four" Quads, carve out our niche. No other Quad 
seems to have one, so we could be the first. We can have a unified feel in a 
diverse city. Dubuque is a fantastic model for that. Signage, shops, restaurants, 
entertainment - make it connect to the neighborhood it resides in. Take pride in 
those neighborhoods, whether it be College Hill, Watch Hill, or any of the others. I 
think beautification is the key to making this a great city. People want new and 
shiny things - or old things that look preserved. We're on our way to making that 
happen, but we've got a ways to go. Blackhawk road is abysmal. There is no 
curb appeal, all the shops seem closed. To an outsider it screams "this town is 
broke." Perception is what people see. Make them see something that sparkles. 

• To stay competitive, we need to keep our tax rate where is it or reduce it; to 
accomplish this we need to increase sales tax in particular but other 
taxes/service charges should also be looked at; we have built in inefficiencies 
due to the fact we are a government - we need to remain price competitive 
with the market. If we are not competitive, we need to look to outsourcing or 
determining what we need to do to get competitive. In reverse, there are 
services we are outsourcing we could do more cost effectively ourselves.  
Examples of areas to examine include equipment maintenance, engineering, 
legal, billing, check printing, parking, etc. It is too easy to manipulate the results 
so I would suggest outsourcing this analysis.  We need to review our sidewalk/ 
street and other infrastructure and prioritize these projects. They should be 
prioritized in areas that will attract additional community investment from citizens 
(i.e. new homebuilding and business). 

• The most limiting factor in the growth of Rock Island is perception. The 
perception among non-residents is that you don't want to live in Rock Island in 
part because people feel it is unsafe. The other factor that people are 
completely uncomfortable to talk about is the minority population. People like to 
display their open mindedness and yet they are still uncomfortable with diversity.  
And there is nothing you can do about. Even our Rock Island young people who 
are moving back to the Quad Cities do not move to Rock Island but move to 
Davenport and Bettendorf. This is very discouraging. 

• Issues of community services are now being more prevalent in discussions than I 
can ever remember. It seems to me cut upon cuts have driven the city to 
operate on an only what is necessary mode of operation and then only by 
means of quantifiable returns. Services as well as community involvement, 
community teamwork and image improvement can positively affect the city as 
a whole but seem to be cut because of the "bottom line". The city of Rock Island 
does not report to stock holders but instead to a community of people that have 
chosen to live and/or work in Rock Island. If this comes to a point where it is no 



7 
 

longer being recognized effectively I fear the community as the foundation for 
the existence of Rock Island is in danger of deterioration. 

• Socio-economic. 
• The high taxation rate and ways to develop additional revenue sources to 

reduce the amount of tax payer burden. The City should aggressively promote 
new development by making it easier and more appealing for business to locate 
in Rock Island. The City accommodates the special interest groups too much. 
The City must also address the District / Downtown from several approaches, not 
just a law enforcement approach, but a comprehensive long term plan 
addressing the vision for the district. 

• Obstacles are the NIMBY attitudes….along 18th Avenue; DARI ought to be more 
inclusive not exclusive; housing or retail or both along the riverfront.  

• Rock Island must overcome the negative perception of itself held by many. I 
believe bold advertising, quoting residents and facts which counter those 
negative feelings will be needed. I believe money will be difficult to find to 
achieve priorities for our city. I believe engaging more and more of the 
populace in volunteerism will become a must. Long range planning, such as the 
Arsenal Gateway plan is an excellent strategy to keep the forward momentum 
going.  
 

5. What infrastructure improvements are needed to meet near-term (within 5 years) 
service demands? 

• I am not in a position to know details, but street and sidewalk repair need to be 
ongoing. Do everything possible to encourage walkability and easy access to 
places, new and old. Do traffic calming whenever the opportunity arises. Direct 
truck traffic away from 1st Avenue or the 4th-5th Avenue pairs by making these 
streets inconvenient for them. 

• City side streets. City side streets. City side streets. Some of our side streets are in 
very bad shape. I have been to town hall meetings with my aldermen and the 
then Public Works Director and complained about bad streets and was given the 
answer that they wait until the property owners approach the city. They then 
assess the owners for the repairs. 

• My guess is that water, sewer and streets are the highest need. However, we 
have a number of closed up buildings that are in significant disrepair. We have 3 
to 5 restroom / shelter areas that have not been usable in 20 years or more. There 
is no money to repair or re-purpose them. 

• Sidewalks; new police station. 
• The 30/31 Branch Library needs replaced. The Main Library needs its bricks 

preserved or it will literally crumble. The Southwest Branch needs a new roof 
design and new roof. 
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• Software that will allow citizens to review their water bill information online.  
Employees need portals for their paystubs and W-2's. Streamline collection points. 

• A new police station is probably the number one need in the short term. 
• My commission is work from the home, or from public right of way near sites in 

question. Infrastructure does not directly affect me in that materials are supplied 
to me from Rock Island offices. 

• Insufficient information to make a reasoned list. 
• Road maintenance and construction / City Hall improvements. 

 
6. What infrastructure improvements are needed to meet long-term (5-20 years) 

service demands? 

• If semis are directed around the city to where they want to exit, this would be 
wonderful. Dohrn shouldn't go thru downtown RI and Moline; they should take 
the Centennial Expressway. 

• Brick streets. The city should draw up a plan to relieve itself of brick streets on 
main thoroughfares. I used to live on 12th street and it is a mess. The city came 
through many years ago and put in a water line to the then southwest 
development.  

• We should be replacing playgrounds every 8 to 10 years. We have several that 
are 30 to 40 plus years old. We need a true replacement plan for Parks, Public 
Works utilities, cost recovery for maintaining public areas in front of private 
businesses. 

• Environmental planning for things such as connected bike paths. 
• The Main Library needs to be completely rewired to handle the amount of 

electronics the library needs to offer. The 30/31 Branch and Main Library both 
need new lighting. 

• A plan to upgrade City Hall and they way our citizens do business with us so they 
can be served more efficiently without having to go to several departments or 
physical locations to do their city business. More online access so citizens can 
apply for permits online or view information specific to their address. 

• The continuing work on the sanitary and storm water sewer systems and their 
separation. 

• Insufficient information to make a reasoned list, but one is: Improve traffic flow for 
current conditions and plan ahead as things change. We have 1950s traffic 
control. 

• Continued upgrading of city facilities. 
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7. What facility or equipment improvements are needed by your department to meet 
near-term (within 5 years) service demands?  

• Training for new commissioners. Don't just dump them in and expect them to 
know what to do, what laws are, etc. 

• Reconstruction of Douglas Park, replacement of virtually all the fences around 
ball fields, tennis courts, and park areas. Development of Mel McKay park, 
reconstruction of Lincoln Park restrooms and theater building. Replacement of 
the rest of the roof at RIFAC, Significant repairs to furnishings at Hauberg. ADA 
compliance over next five years. 

• All locations need technology to be replaced more frequently to meet the 
demands of users and library resources. Hardware and software needs 
upgraded on a schedule, and at the very least, every two years. Internet speeds 
and wireless speeds will need to be evaluated annually to see if they're meeting 
demand. We may need to work with city on this. 

• Financial software. Radio read water meters and monthly billing. User friendly 
information for new residents on our services both online and in paper form to 
hand out to them. 

• New appointees to the planning commission need to come from the business 
community with a better touch of reality. 

• My commission is work from the home, or from public right of way near sites in 
question. Infrastructure does not directly affect me in that materials are supplied 
to me from Rock Island offices.  Regular meetings and continuing education 
should be primary. 

• SPACE!!!  We are jammed up. Also no suitable archive space. Software - MS 
Govern in its current implementation is unacceptable. Mobile data collection. 

• A new police facility with prisoner detention capabilities and court service 
capabilities to increase our potential to prosecute MUNICES cases. 
 

8. What facility or equipment improvements are needed by your department to meet 
long-term (5-20 years) service demands? 

• Replacement of both clubhouses at Highland Springs and Saukie golf courses. 
Losing opportunities for outings, weddings, dinners, and other community events. 
Hauberg requires some thought about how it can best be used. Perhaps it needs 
a different purpose. 

• Technology will always be on our list, but I have no idea what it will look like that 
far down the road. All of our facilities will need maintenance/building plans so 
that we can better plan our budget. I am looking at Outreach being a major 
shift in the library world, so we may need to purchase outreach vehicles. 
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• Physical location needs upgraded to gain efficiency in how department 
interacts within the department as well as with other departments and citizens.  
Need better layout for department to service internal and external customers. 

• 800 Mhz radio system so that we are able to communicate effectively with 
neighboring jurisdictions. Another equipment upgrade will include new vehicles 
with upgraded electronic equipment (RADIOS, MDT's, etc). Consideration should 
be given towards sport utility vehicles. 
 

9. How much additional community growth could your department accommodate 
without adding additional infrastructure? 

• Pool is at maximum attendance on hot days. If housing expansion took place in 
South Rock Island, a pool at Highland Springs might be an option. RIFAC is built 
out to its full potential, and if we had a significant increase in population on the 
south side, we would want to consider a fitness area on the south side. 

• The 30/31 Branch cannot accommodate any more growth - it is bursting. The 
Main Library is spacious, but needs new furniture and technology. We feel we're 
so far behind in adding infrastructure that we're not at the level we should be. 
Once we're brought into the 21st century, we could probably handle a lot of 
community growth. 

• Very little to none without investing in technology. The reduction in staff a few 
years ago hurt our ability to collect on slow pays and as a result our bad debt 
allowance continues to increase. In addition, our service to other departments 
and employees is antiquated as a result of out of date software. 

• Planning commission members are willing to volunteer whatever time is 
necessary to accommodate community growth. 

• From a construction standpoint, absent any large collection of large projects, 
about 25% max. From a Code Enforcement standpoint, none.  We cannot keep 
up right now. All my other areas are at/over capacity already. 

• Unknown / a little. 
 
 
 


