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In October 2023 ten students from a Grinnell College course on contemporary ar-
chitecture (ARH 272 Contemporary Architectures) engaged in a study regarding the 
built environs of Downtown Des Moines. Students drew influence from the canon-
ical architectural study Learning from Las Vegas (1972), written and lead by archi-
tects Denise Scott Brown, Robert Venturi and Steven Izenour. The book is a visual 
and textual exposé exploring the role of semiotics and the automobile in a post-
World War II U.S. context. Their study challenged architectural discourse of the 
time, arguing for a serious consideration of architectures of leisure and suburban 
signs. The book explores typologies such as gas stations and casinos, at times com-
paring such architectures to canonical structures of architectural history. Inspired 
by the methodologies employed in the now iconic study of Las Vegas, we attempted 
to understand the role of mobilities and the natural and built environments of Des 
Moines, Iowa.

Students were split into three groups, each exploring a different topic: Sidewalks & 
Skywalks; Roadways & Parking; And Waterways & Greenways. Students conducted 
on-site research, with an initial visit to the Special Collections at Des Moines’ Cen-
tral Library and a meal with community leaders. Students returned to Des Moines 
after their initial visit for further research. This dossier presents three projects cre-
ated by students for an undergraduate course on the topic of contemporary architec-
ture. We are especially thankful to the Des Moines Public Library, and are sharing 
our findings with the permanent archive of the city. We hope this can be a catalyst 
for future courses, at Grinnell College and elsewhere, to explore and investigate the 
urban environments of Iowa’s largest and capital city.

We would like to extend our gratitude to several people who helped the students in 
the process of the project. We are especially grateful to Cat Beane of Special Collec-
tions at the Des Moines Public Library. Cat generously opened special collections 
at the Central Library, as well as provided tours to each of two groups upon their 
initial visit to Des Moines. Cat offered to meet with students in groups or one-on-
one, and made herself completely accessible to our students during the research 
process. We are also thankful for Grinnell College’s Office of Community Engage-
ment, which funded our course excursions to Des Moines. I am especially thankful 
to Julie Lascol and Susan Sanning, for their seamless coordination and enthusiasm 
for community-oriented pedagogy.

As a Des Moines resident and an architectural and urban historian, it’s an honor to 
present student work regarding the spatial and visual affects of our city. It is inspir-
ing me to delve more into my own city, with its complicated history and intriguing 
architectures.

-Fredo Rivera, Assistant Professor of Art History



Greenways & Waterways: 
Mapping Change in Des Moines 

Alyssa Argent, Haileigh Steffen, Thomas Nsereko

November 19, 2023

May I ask where this image is 
from?

Source: The Parks and Recreation Comprehensive Plan



1

TABLE of CONTENTS

02  Introduction            ___

03  Waterways —---------------------Thomas Nsereko

08  Bridges—----------------------   Alyssa Argent

13  Greenways-------------- ----- Haileigh Steffen

18  References         ___

May I ask where this image is 
from?

Source: The Parks and Recreation Comprehensive Plan



2

INTRODUCTION

“Wilderness is not a luxury 

but a necessity of the human spirit.” 

– Edward Abbey 

As urbanization and land privatization intensify globally, city 

governments recognize public natural areas as human rights with growing 

frequency. While the benefits of public spaces like parks are no mystery 

within academic communities, the mechanisms needed for public spaces to 

reflect current public needs face numerous challenges. For instance, access 

is rarely guaranteed, the quality of natural areas fluctuates with precarious 

public spending, and public input is not sought after. Furthermore, the 

notion of abundant natural areas is an illusion created by Iowa’s expansive 

agriculture and rural landscape. Sadly, this disguises inadequate access to 

public natural areas for the growing number of urban residents in cities like 

Des Moines. Luckily, these areas are devising ways to change the built 

environment to reflect public interests, and by extension, public needs. In 

each of our case studies, we explore an instance of a Des Moines greenway or 

waterway that has come to reflect public interest through architectural 

changes. 
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WATERWAYS
Saylorville Lake

    
        The success of Des Moines as a city can be greatly attributed to the Des 

Moines river. Having been used by indigenous Iowans for centuries the river has 

been crucial for transportation, trade, and agriculture in the region. In 

the past, it played a crucial role in facilitating the movement of goods 

and people through the state, but has since been leveraged to provide 

various recreational opportunities. Although being a well connected city 

via waterways, greenways and bridges, The disparities between recreational 

water access points along the Des Moines river continuously exacerbates economic 

disparity between advantaged suburban municipalities, and the underfunded, 

economically disadvantaged communities along the river. This passage will 

attribute the abundant recreational grounds along the Des Moines river, to their 

siting, and examine how intentional and well funded waterway access maximizes 

recreational utility within a community. 

       In 1977 Saylorville lake(Figure 1) was officially completed, marking 

a major accomplishment for the state and the US Army Corps who designed, 

and continue to manage the reservoir. Saylorville lake and its spillway 

have been crucial in diverting an estimated $181,000,000(US Army Corps) 

dollars of flood damages from communities lining the Des Moines river. 

During the planning of the reservoir, significant infrastructure and
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resources were allocated to provide endless recreational outlets such as 

game hunting, swimming, state park infrastructure and boating to local 

residents. As the project nears 50 years of operation, the laundry list of 

primary and secondary uses crystallizes an image of what a well maintained 

and adequately funded waterway can offer. 

The lower end of the spillway is made accessible by a labyrinth of 

trails (Figure 2), each maintained and patrolled by local municipalities or 

the US Army Corps of Engineers. On each trail, memorial benches and wooden 

Gazebos adorn the path, trees create cooling .shade and free to use 

charcoal grills ensure that people passing through have social third spaces 

to mingle and enjoy the park network. In contrast, between Johnston and the 

renovated upscale downtown Des Moines, many of the water access ways lose 

their glimmer. During the flood of 2008(figure 3), entire neighborhoods in 

Des Moines’ north side remained under water, while farther north up the 

hill, the Saylorville dam better protected residents of Johnston from 

floodwaters. As communities began to rebuild, those greater affected had 

larger deficits to fill, exacerbating the existing disparities between 

suburban and urban infrastructure and quality of life along the river. Many 

parks and recreational areas such as Des Moines’ North high schools 

practice fields, and the neighboring Birdland Pool/aquatic center were 

built on cheap, flood-prone plots of land and were consequently absorbed by 

flood waters and rendered unusable by their respective communities
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With the density of Des Moines, relocating a park is a non-option, and 

until they receive significant support for necessary repair, many waterways 

remain neglected and inaccessible for safe leisure. It would be hard to 

imagine a one time investment into rebuilding parks being an end all, be 

all solution, however increasing viable ways to interact with the water via 

parks, kayak ramps or ponds in one neighborhood could lead to an overall 

increase in the desirability of living adjacent to that community, 

prompting further consideration to invest in proper water way 

infrastructure.

As the Des Moines river winds around the east side of downtown Des 

Moines, Access to the river becomes attainable via several well kept trails 

and a few notable monuments including the Women's Achievement Bridge(Figure 

4) and the Robert D. Day Gardens. The urban siting of these landmarks 

attracts many locals and tourists alike, with opportunities for 

entertainment such as the Iowa Cubs home field, Simon Estes Amphitheater, 

Lauridsen skate park and the east village, all made accessible via 

river-centric paths and infrastructure. Downtown Des Moines ability to 

commodify the waterfront serves as an exemplary plan for the rest of Des 

Moines to follow suit. By simply having access to the resources necessary 

to revitalize and commercialize existing and connecting nodes of waterways, 

Downtown Des Moines harnesses both economic prowess and maximized utility 

of the waterways. 
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Figure 2. Image of 
Trail plans

Figure 1. Saylorville Construction
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Figure 3. Flood of 2008

Figure 4. Womens Achievement bridge 



BRIDGES
The Iowa Women of Achievement Bridge

Des moines is bordered by two large rivers, the Racoon River and the 

Des Moines River and as such, bridges are an integral part of the city's 

infrastructure and have a place in our study as architectural transitions 

between waterways and greenways. There are 52 bridges in the city of Des 

Moines, and five of these bridges are structurally deficient, adding to the 

number of damaged bridges in Iowa that makes it the state with the most 

structurally deficient bridges in the country (Stratton) (fig.1). Many 

bridges in Des Moines used to be railway bridges, used for hauling cargo 

over the water, and currently there are many bridges that are meant to 

support traffic and provide extra areas for parking as Des Moines’ 

infrastructure is centered around the vehicle as opposed to the pedestrian. 

However, there are a number of prominent bridges that serve as landmarks 

for the city, taking on a new role for the public that transforms them into 

destinations as opposed to just transitions over the Racoon River and Des 

Moines River. 

Des Moines boasts a number of these notable bridges. There is the 

Coleman Bridge crossing Racoon River with scenic views and colorful, 

changing LED lights that light up the entire 425 feet of walkway (fig.2). 

Grays Lake Bridge, which is a quarter of a mile long and adorned with 

dichroic glass that is lit at night to create colorful angular shapes 

(fig.3). The Water Works Park Bridge, though expected to be replaced, is 

made of wooden planks and beautiful metal architecture (fig.4). The Union 

Railway Bridge, or the “Red Bridge”, is a photo-worthy renovation of an old 

railroad truss, painted bright red; it is now a beautiful part of the Des 

Moines principal riverwalk (fig.5). And lastly, the Jackson Avenue Bridge, 

or the “green bridge” over the Racoon River built way back in 1898 for

8



9

horse drawn wagons, and salvaged among multiple political debates and 

bidding wars (fig.6). These bridges have become the focus of

tourism and are advertised by Des Moines as photo opportunities and 

must-see destinations for travel in Des Moines. 

The Iowa Women of Achievement Bridge is the focus of this study 

(fig.6-9). The Iowa Women of Achievement Bridge sits atop the center street 

dam giving pedestrians a dynamic view of the river sitting peacefully in 

the dam’s backwater and then spilling noisily over the dam's edge. The 

bridge has two twin curved decks on either side of a 90 ft high arch 

connected by support cables. One of the decks  is intended for pedestrians 

and the other for cyclists, making the otherwise relatively thin walking 

spaces more efficient and safe. At night, the bridge lights up with 

color-changing LED lights, illuminating the pathways and cables. The bridge 

was built in 2010, and at that time, was only called the Center Street 

Pedestrian Bridge (Dickens). The bridge was built with the intention of 

creating a new striking landmark for Des Moines, with its unique appearance 

and view of the city skyline. This bridge was also meant to play a large 

role in the transformation of the Des Moines river bank, connecting with 

the principal river walk that loops past the amphitheater, plaza and 

outdoor skating rink. 

 The Iowa Women of Achievement Bridge received its current name in 

2013 and now has a plaque recognizing prominent (deceased) women in Iowa 

with new names added each year (though this has been inconsistent during 

times of bureaucratic change (Rood)). Some of the woman currently 

represented on the bridge are Mary J. Whitely Coggeshall, a national leader 

in the women's suffrage movement, Dr. Christine Grant, the first director 

of women's athletics in the University of Iowa and was a fierce Title IX 

advocate, Maria, Running Moccasins Pearson, an american indian rights 

activist, LaMetta Wynn, the first black mayor in any iowa municipality, and 

Barbara Lee Boatwright, president of Iowa Clinical Social Work Coalition.
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The Iowa Women of Achievement Bridge is now a staple of the Des Moines 

landscape and an attractive destination on the Des Moines principal 

riverwalk. It was not built with the sole intention to transport people 

over the water, but to be an architectural statement, and now a historical 

landmark to be expanded upon for years to come. 

The significance of this bridge over Des Moines’ other landmark 

bridges is that it represents a maintenance controversy and an apt example 

of architecture responding negatively to public use. It has become apparent 

that despite the bridge's youth, only six years after it was built, it has 

already accrued wear and tear from crossers. The epoxy bridge deck walkways 

themselves are starting to deteriorate, which, according to Des Moines city 

engineer Pam Cooksey, was not to be expected for at least fifteen years 

(Magel). This raises a number of questions. Most importantly, why is the 

bridge already sustaining damage from only a few years of pedestrian usage? 

Especially when high pedestrian traffic was the express goal of its 

creation. It is clear that as an attraction, the bridge gets a lot of use, 

so being able to withstand everyday usage is very important. Damage repairs 

and maintenance are ways in which architecture and the public interact, 

this bridge was called upon to represent the names of historic Iowan women, 

but it is also called upon to do so for years into Des Moines future, which 

means there is special attention paid to its care and upkeep. This is an 

issue especially in the face of many other underfunded maintenance projects 

in Des Moines. Because this bridge is an important landmark that gets this 

much public attention, it is likely that it will always get the funding 

that it needs for repairs. Popular projects like this can act as money 

drains while projects that haven’t received the funding they need get 

pushed further to the margins.
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Figure 1. National Bridge Inventory on 
Bridges in Need of Repair in Iowa

Figure 2. Coleman Bridge

Figure 3. Grays Lake Bridge

Figure 4. Water Works Park Bridge Figure 5. Union Railway Bridge
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Figure 6. Jackson Avenue Bridge

Figure 9. Iowa Women of Achievement Bridge  Illustration, Des Moines Water Works Park Foundation

Figure 7. Iowa Women of 
Achievement Bridge

Figure 8. Iowa Women of 
Achievement Bridge
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GREENWAYS
Des Moines Water Works as a Model for Park Revitalization

Public spaces have been and always will be subject to change. When 

Des Moines acquired the land needed to make Water Works a public asset in 

1919, city officials were not concerned with providing countless documented 

green space benefits to their growing urban population. Instead, they were 

interested in providing clean water via public utilities. A century later, 

residents understand this greenway differently, first as a public park and 

second as a public utility. In theory, Water Works Park (WW) is prime real 

estate for an expansive natural haven for urban dwellers but is overlooked 

and underutilized in practice. Using the Des Moines Water Works Park master 

plan, this analysis explores instances in which the built environment has 

changed to reflect the community's desire for a vibrant park through issues 

of connectivity and multifunction.

The exterior and interior park road system has contributed to park 

underutilization. Connectivity refers to the extent of interconnection 

between park systems (e.x. roads and trails) and surrounding urban systems 

(neighborhood roads). Since these connections dictate the ease of park 

usage, connectivity can be synonymous with access. In their recent Parks & 

Recreation Master Plan, the City of Des Moines acknowledges their 

intensified interest in park access issues by including a map detailing 

park access gaps using a 10-minute walk as a unit of measurement (Figure 

1). This master plan demonstrates a fundamental challenge in park planning: 

why invest precious public funds in recreational infrastructure if people 

cannot reach these places easily? For instance, the northern border of WW 

hugs a neighborhood with notable park access gaps despite seemingly close 

aerial distance. If not a matter of physical distance, then access gaps are 

created by physical barriers. Indeed, access gaps like this are born from
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architectural issues ranging from car-centric road standards, weak park 

entrance design, and lack of inter-trail connections (Figure 3). However, 

let us explore park access by considering Gray’s Lake Park.

Widely considered Des Moines’ finest natural jem, Gray’s Lake Park is 

the first choice for many looking for local recreation opportunities. Even 

though WW shares a border with Gray’s Lake Park, the two cannot be enjoyed 

simultaneously. While the distance between the parks is minuscule, Fleur 

Drive is an impassable barrier for any car-less resident with a will to 

live. As a result, a potential continuous natural area reduces to two 

distinct parks (Figure 3). Hypothetically, Gray’s Lake Park could draw half 

of Iowa to the banks of the Raccoon River but Fleur Drive would prevent any 

potential user spillover to WW based on pedestrian safety. Clearly, the 

proposed pedestrian passage between the two parks would address WW park 

underutilization by expanding user access (Figure 4). In addressing 

connectivity, the built environment has changed to reflect public interest 

in inclusion and equity. 

Once infrastructure does not hinder enthusiastic residents from 

accessing park amenities, the built environment must foster park interest, 

which refers to the opportunities that draw residents to WW. As mentioned 

above, WW is foremost considered a public utility, a role that rarely 

accounts for many park visits. WW's secondary role as an essential public 

recreational space is considered separately in comparison to this primary 

goal of providing clean water. However, this secondary role produces park 

interest and in turn income, support, and usage. Unfortunately, many 

residents find more reasons to visit other parks despite the WW's massive 

size and clearly marked recreational areas. Until the most recent master 

plan, these roles were categorized and separated from each other, with 

designated spaces of recreation and utility existing with minimal overlap 

(Figure 5). Since both previous utility and recreation areas generated 

little park interest, the new master plan includes numerous suggestions for 

The underpass was built and is 
functional, pleasant, and frequently 
used. Looking at these images, I 
wish we had both - there is still 
limited access to WW for 
pedestrians, and if it better 
connected to communities to its 
north that would be amazing.
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diversifying unique activities for people of all ages and ability levels to 

gain public interest. Improvements like this without initial public 

interest are bound to the mercy of public funding, a commodity in 

notoriously short supply. 

To address this precarious financial situation, the WW master plan 

prioritizes the construction of multifunctional income-generating 

infrastructure using strategies of markets and education. First, the park 

capitalizes on unique recreation opportunities to make a profit. The 

recently constructed Lauridsen Amphitheater and Killinger Family Stage can 

draw residents outside the adjacent neighborhoods to the outdoor venue. The 

plan calls for surrounding amenities to include a playground, a Biergarten, 

and food trucks (Figures 6 & 7) all of which increase park income,  

interest, and usage. Similarly, the Circuit is a proposed water trail that 

meanders into the WW’s retention pond. This potential development provides 

waterway equipment rental income, education about WW utilities, and a site 

for water cleansing (Figure 9). Once again, recreational interest, income 

generation, and public utilities complement each other in one design. Using 

the education strategy, The Gallery Walk reinforces the importance of 

supporting WW through large plaques detailing Iowa’s natural history, 

challenges facing clean water in Iowa, and the role of public utilities 

like WW (Figure 8). Through engagement with residents in this educational 

space, planners can recruit and ensure local support for future expansion 

via donations or community pressure. The built environment from these 

recent park developments deliver the monetary and political basis to 

justify and secure future improvements.

WW offers a unique window into how changes in the built environment 

increase access, income, and interest in public spaces, particularly 

greenways. Understanding the power of design will be crucial for planners 

as they address park underutilization, especially in places of depopulation 

where creating vibrant parks means retaining dwindling residents. 
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Figure 1. Areas Beyond a 10-Minute Walk to a 
Park, Parks and Recreation Comprehensive Plan 

Figure 2. Trail Park Systems Maps: Existing & 
Proposed, Water Works Master Plan (13)

Figure 4. View of Overpass Option & Underpass 
Option, Water Works Master Plan (38)

Figure 3. Aerial Map of Gray’s Lake 
Connections, Water Works Master Plan (37)

Figure 9. The Circuit, Water Works Master Plan
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Figure 5. Recreation Park Systems Maps: Existing 
& Proposed, Water Works Master Plan (13)

Figure 7. Killenger Family Stage Illustration, Des Moines Water Works Park Foundation 

Figure 8. Illustration of The Gallery Walk, 
Water Works Master Plan (9)

Figure 6. Killenger Family Stage Map, Water 
Works Master Park Foundation
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Introduction

Access to transportation is a vital part of success in the modern day as it provides a

means of movement with efficiency and ease. This access goes beyond any one form of transit or

parking as to be truly accessible something needs to be able to be easily navigated. Analyzing

Accessibility is comprised of three short essays that delve into the navigable nature of

Downtown Des Moines. Within each essay, we consider the ideas of architecture, roadways and

parking to analyze the current situation regarding accessibility and its impact on the public.

The Downtown region of Des Moines presents itself as an accessible city through the lens

of vehicles with various means. This not only includes substantial spaces dedicated to parking,

but also a multitude of means of spaces dedicated to forms of transportation. The parking

perspective examines downtown Des Moines' parking infrastructure, emphasizing its strategic

design for accessibility. Featuring diverse options, including digital coding and clear signage, the

system meets the varied needs of city center workers and visitors. Overall, the planning creates

an accessible and dynamic urban parking experience. From the traffic perspective, transportation

in Downtown Des Moines is evolving. As the city plans a bike infrastructure overhaul,

enhancing safety, accessibility, and making biking desirable are crucial for a cyclist-friendly

future.

We welcome you to read all three essays we wrote to acknowledge Downtown Des

Moines through the perspective of vehicles. Through this fresh lens we hope you as a reader, are

able to embrace this and recognize the roles roads and parking play in the lives and businesses in

the context of Downtown Des Moines.

- Medhashree, Olivia, Jackie
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Urban Mobility: Access Throughout Downtown Des Moines

By: Medhashree Adhikari

The availability of accessible transportation is a necessity in the modern day. Around the

globe, many instances of accessibility in terms of roads and vehicles can be identified. This

includes a plethora of ideas from free or reasonably priced public transportation with a system

that is easy to navigate to necessities such as the inclusion of accessible parking.

In this sense — Downtown Des Moines, Iowa — provides an accessible means of

transportation throughout the area through a variety of approaches. With the inclusion of large

spaces dedicated to parking and the availability of transportation, one can assume the primary

method of movement for most people in Downtown Des Moines is automobiles. Despite an

abundance of these parking spaces, there are numerous bus stops and bike routes around the area.

Due to the nature of the organization of the roads and parking within the scene of Downtown Des

Moines, it is visible that Downtown Des Moines is an accessible city in terms of parking,

transportation, and ultimately navigation.

Purposeful Parking Within Downtown DSM

Downtown Des Moines appears to be an accessible city in terms of parking for the people

of Des Moines and visitors as parking spaces are easy to locate and navigate. Throughout the

area, parking is readily available to the public due to an abundance of street parking spaces. This

simple access to parking allows for easy navigation around Des Moines. The process of parking

a vehicle is also straightforward. Park your vehicle in a designated spot, pay for the spot for a

certain time frame, and you are good to go (see Figure 1). The availability of street parking

spaces throughout the city creates a convenient environment for residents, workers, and visitors
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of all backgrounds. Furthermore, street parking is simple due to the easy-to-use technology next

to the spaces designed to pay for a designated spot (see Figure 2).

Along with street parking, there are other parking options such as parking garages.

Although a portion of these garages are open to the public, a large number of them are private

(see Figure 3). Parking garages are accessible in terms of location, price, and inclusion. Private

and public parking are both designed in a usable manner. Garages themselves are accessible to

various vehicles and their owners. Within a parking garage, there are a multitude of parking

spaces delegated to those with a disability (see Figure 4). With the incorporation of these parking

spaces, people who have the blue tag can park with easy access to their destination. These spaces

can be located within both private and public garages. Parking spots for vehicles with various

needs are readily available throughout Downtown Des Moines. Therefore, Downtown Des

Moines through the lens of parking is accessible through inclusion and navigation.

Thoughtful Transportation Throughout Downton

The roads of Downtown Des Moines, while thoughtful regarding parking, also include

spaces for the public to access various methods of transportation, including public buses and bike

lanes that provide a safe route for bikers.

All around the Downtown area, a multitude of bus stops have been established along with

signs that describe various aspects of a particular bus stop and general information (see Figure

5). In the context of Des Moines, these bus stops and bus stop signs are both working to create a

transportation system for people (including residents and visitors) to move around Des Moines

with ease. Accessibility is found with the concept of public transportation as it accommodates a

large number of people to travel without worrying about the cost of other, private and more

expensive, transportation. Furthermore, next to each bus stop in Downtown, there are various
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colorful signs to clearly express various information to riders. Bus stop signs make Downtown

Des Moines accessible as they provide visual aids for navigating the Des Moines Area Regional

Transit Authority (DART) system.

The roads of Des Moines not only accommodate buses but also bicycles. Throughout the

Downtown environment, there is a multitude of bicycle lanes between the sidewalks and the

roadways. Dissecting bicycle lanes and the use of bicycles through the lens of roadways allows

an opening to notice and understand another system of accessibility. The inclusion of bicycle

lanes provides access within the community to make a conscious choice to have multiple options

regarding transportation — bicycles, cars, and buses. Those with bicycles have the space to go

around the area safely. Lanes dedicated to bicycles noticeably differ from other paths as they are

painted bright green. The distinguishable lane offers the community a secure pathway to travel

around the area without concerns about the costs of transportation and navigating their systems.

Although many forms of mobility are prevalent throughout the downtown area, the city

of Des Moines is exceptionally accessible for vehicles. The city is personal vehicle friendly with

an abundance of street parking and garage (public and private) parking spaces which are all

made clear with signs. The plethora of space dedicated to personal vehicles in terms of parking

further exhibits the idea that the Downtown area is an accessible space in various aspects.
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Figure 1: ParkDSM Stand Next to a series of Street Parking Spaces

Figure 2: Parking Spaces with Signs of Parking Spot Number
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Figure 3: Private Parking Space for Residents

Figure 4: Accessible Parking Space
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Figure 5: Bus Stop Signs
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Unlocking Accessibility: Diverse Parking Solutions in Downtown Des Moines

By: Olivia Wang

Parking infrastructure in downtown Des Moines is a multifaceted system offering a

variety of options to cater to the diverse needs of both businesses and individuals. The

availability of parking garages, unpaved parking lots, and on-street parking (see Figure 1,2, &3)

creates a robust network that not only enhances accessibility but also fosters a seamless

connection between different professions and workplaces. The strategic placement of parking

facilities in relation to buildings and the incorporation of digital technology contribute to the

overall convenience and efficiency of the system.

From a spatial and locational perspective, the parking options in downtown Des Moines

are designed with careful consideration for proximity to buildings. Parallel parking along the

roadside, flanking both sides of the road, provides a plethora of spaces (see Figure 4). This

design ensures that individuals can easily park along the roadside, regardless of their reasons or

purposes for being in the city center. The convenience is further emphasized by the fact that most

roads feature parking spaces on both sides, allowing swift access to buildings on either side upon

exiting the vehicle.

Noteworthy is the digital coding of parking spaces, a feature that significantly streamlines

the parking experience. This digital infrastructure enables users to pay parking fees seamlessly

through mobile phone software. The coded system also aids in remembering the specific

numbered parking space, facilitating efficient recall and identification upon return. For those

without access to parking software, payment machines (see Figure 4) situated near roadside

parking spaces offer a convenient alternative. This amalgamation of digital and traditional
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payment options ensures that individuals can navigate the parking system effortlessly,

contributing to a hassle-free experience.

Indoor and open-air parking options further complement the city's parking landscape.

Clear signage strategically placed on roadsides or at prominent entrances and exits of parking

lots guides individuals, signaling the presence of parking facilities and directing them towards

the appropriate locations (see Figure 5&6). This thoughtful integration of signage allows for

advanced planning of parking options and driving directions along the route. Crucially, the

signage also provides clear information regarding payment methods and locations, eliminating

any ambiguity for users (see Figure 7).

Transitioning to the user experience, the different parking options cater to various groups

of people. Private and public parking spaces (see Figure 1 vs. Figure 7) offer a dichotomy that

effectively manages traffic flow and the movement of people within the city center. Those

working in the heart of the city benefit from dedicated parking spaces in close proximity to their

workplaces. Coupled with private elevators, these individuals can seamlessly transition from

their parking spot to their office, ensuring both convenience and the privacy required in a

workplace setting.

The importance of commuting protection cannot be overstated. Providing those who

work in the city center with a fixed and stable parking option creates a sense of reliability and

consistency. This dedicated parking arrangement allows individuals to focus on their work

without the stress of finding a parking space each day.

Conversely, public parking options benefit individuals with varied and unpredictable

parking needs. Whether visiting a restaurant, shopping, or attending to other activities, the time,

frequency, and location of parking for these individuals are highly variable. Public parking
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spaces offer the flexibility needed to plan parking closer to their destinations and provide a range

of payment options to suit diverse needs.

Moreover, effective signage, both outdoors and indoors, plays a crucial role in facilitating

smooth navigation throughout the city center. The road signs play a crucial role in providing

information related to parking locations, including directions, the number of available spaces, the

purpose of each space, time-based charges, and safety tips. This comprehensive information

allows individuals to effectively and quickly locate the parking option that best suits their needs,

enhancing the overall navigability of the city center. For the indoor areas, a noteworthy element

contributing to the efficiency of the parking system is the skywalk system, complemented by

signs and indoor connecting passages throughout the city center. In particular, the skywalk

system serves as a valuable asset in guiding people through the city center. Specific maps within

the skywalk (see Figure 8) provide detailed information on reaching parking locations, especially

indoor lots. The differentiation of parking lots by color and signs further aids in people’s

navigation, ensuring that individuals can easily identify and access their chosen parking facility.

Overall, the diverse parking options in downtown Des Moines contribute significantly to

the convenience and efficiency of people's lives. The meticulous planning and integration of

various elements, such as digital coding, clear signage, and the skywalk system, collectively

create a parking infrastructure that is not only accessible but also enhances the flow and

connectivity within the city center. This thoughtful design ensures that individuals, whether

working or engaging in recreational activities, can navigate the city center with ease,

contributing to a more vibrant and dynamic urban experience.
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Figure 1: Liberty Parking Garage Figure 2: Unpaved Parking Lots

Figure 3: On-street Parking.

Figure 4: On-Street Parking in Front of a Shop with Payment Machine
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Figure 5: Signs Guiding Parking

Figure 6: Signs Guiding Parking (on the right side of the picture)
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Figure 7: Signs outside of 4th & Grand Parking Garage Figure 8: Skywalk Directory
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Rethinking Roads: Transforming Bike Paths in Downtown Des Moines

By: Jackie Harris

In the heart of Downtown Des Moines, the narrative of American transportation is

unfolding. Historically, this narrative has heavily prioritized driving over alternative transit

modes, particularly cycling. Des Moines City Planning has acknowledged the need for change

and is in the process of addressing this imbalance. However, this transformation requires

meticulous planning to ensure it avoids the pitfalls seen in other urban centers. In order to

prioritize people amidst the evolving landscape of transportation, cities must emphasize ideas

like safety, desirability, and accessibility, especially as they pertain to cycling infrastructure.

A mere decade ago, ride-hailing services, dockless bikeshares, and e-scooter systems

were mostly nonexistent. Fast forward to 2023, and companies like Lyft, Uber, Bird, and Lime

have now become the mainstays of urban transit. Yet, amidst this rapid change, the bicycle

remains a beacon of efficiency, particularly in downtown settings. Cycling not only promotes a

healthier and more eco-friendly lifestyle, but also contributes to fewer traffic accidents and lower

societal costs (e.g., Drunk Driving, Carbon Emissions).

Sadly, when it comes to biking, US cities trail several decades behind their European

counterparts. Moreover, Downtown Des Moines is particularly car-dependent, even for the US.

Currently, 59% of Des Moines residents find it easy to navigate the city by car, while only 6% of

residents think the same about biking.1 To combat this, the city has an ambitious plan to expand

the bike network from 114 to 312 miles; however, the pace of this project is astonishingly slow.

In the next decade, the city is projected to construct a mere 39 miles of bike lanes, with an

additional 159 miles in the subsequent 15 years. Even more concerning is that current city

guidelines restrict new painted bike lanes to streets with fewer than 3,000 cars per day or a speed
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limit above 35 mph.2 There are zero streets in downtown Des Moines that fall within these

guidelines, meaning any additional downtown bike lanes are unlikely. This trajectory risks

reinforcing car-dependency and hindering the accessibility of downtown.

Accessibility stands as a key determinant of a city's vitality. Downtown Des Moines, like

most large US Cities, inextricably links accessibility to car ownership. Bikes are much more

conducive to accessibility than cars, offering a cheaper and more equitable mode of

transportation. However, as things currently stand, only 3% of the Des Moines is accessible

within a 15-minute bike ride from downtown.3 The absence of dedicated bike highways is the

primary source of this issue. Bike highways have proven incredibly successful, with their

construction in the UK leading to an 83% increase in the number of London's cyclists.4 A raised

bike highway through downtown could do the same for Des Moines, significantly enhancing

quality of life and urban accessibility.

Raised bike lanes have proven particularly successful in enhancing accessibility,

providing physical and psychological protection from car traffic. In the city of Cambridge (see

Figure 7), the conversion of a painted bike lane into a raised one led to a 122% increase in

bicyclist volumes, accompanied by a 32% rise for pedestrians and transit riders. Conversely, car

volumes decreased by only 13%.5 Some did raise concerns that this decrease in car traffic would

harm businesses. However, a similar case from South Bend, Indiana, dispels this notion. The city

added a raised bike lane directly along its main street, reducing downtown car traffic from

19,000 to 10,700 per day (see Figure 6).6 In spite of this, following the bike path's construction,

the city noted a significant increase in economic activity. Some critics have argued that even if

bike infrastructure boosts economic activity in certain areas, it decreases overall transit time and

as a result, the city suffers. However, evidence from Atlanta's Tech Parkway bike lane
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contradicts this argument (see Figure 5). After construction of the bikeway connecting downtown

with Georgia Tech's Campus, ridership in the City's bike share program surged by 100%.7 As for

the cars, Chief Bicycle Officer Becky Katz stated, "Vehicle travel time along the corridor

decreased, while the addition of a high-quality bicycle corridor increased safety and speed of

travel for bikers."

The key to safe biking is the quality of the bike network and separation from cars.

Unfortunately, the Des Moines network is made up mostly of shared-use roads and painted bike

lanes (see Figure 1, Figure 4). Polling shows that only 10-15% of bikers feel safe enough to use

these kinds of painted lanes.8 To improve their bike network, Des Moines has been introducing

green painted bike lanes with buffer strips (see Figure 2). The buffer is a welcome improvement

over the previous lanes, offering much more separation from traffic. Just adding this painted

buffer has shown to reduce biking injuries by 50%. However, fully dedicated bike lanes reduce

injuries by an average of 90%, indicating that there is still significant room for improvement.

These new painted lanes also fail to address the issue of "dooring". Due to the city's

placement of the bike lanes, when a driver opens their car door after parallel parking, they risk

striking a passing biker (see Figure 3). Construction of a safe and successful bike lane would

require altering the street by placing parallel parking spots on the left side of the buffer lane.

Projects like this require significantly more time, money, and political capital to pull off, but they

offer much better returns in the long run. Data shows that the most risk-averse members of

society (e.g., Families, the Elderly), will only use bike lanes that are completely separated from

the road. While the risk-averse are a difficult demographic to reach, they must be catered to, as

their use of the bike infrastructure will be the greatest indicator that the downtown is accessible.
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For the biking overhaul to succeed, desirability is paramount. This car-bike paradigm

shift involves recognizing that cars are unnecessary for many kinds of travel. Factoring in things

such as travel time, distance, and associated expenses, biking is often the most efficient travel

option. However, despite it costing the average American $8,800 per year to own a motorized

vehicle (versus $200 for bikes), driving is still seen as more desirable than biking.10 When the

Netherlands began overhauling its bike infrastructure, they faced the same problem, and biking

was initially slow to gain popularity. To remedy this, planners eliminated most parking from

urban centers. By restricting the number of cars in the downtown, city planners were able to

transform Dutch transportation culture. Nowadays, an astounding 43% of Dutch people bike

daily, whereas even in America's most bike-friendly city (Portland, OR), that number is 7%.11

Extrapolating the Dutch case to Des Moines, it’s clear that while car culture is pervasive, it is

always subject to change. Streets are not geological formations, and if they are designed to make

the most efficient transit also seem the most desirable, then urban accessibility will flourish.

Des Moines faces a city-wide imperative to overhaul its bike infrastructure, but their

success will be decided in the Downtown. Meticulous urban planning has the transformative

potential to improve accessibility, enhance safety measures, and make transit a more desirable

experience. As other cities have demonstrated, a holistic approach that ties together infrastructure

development and cultural shifts can pave the way for a more sustainable and cyclist-friendly

future. Des Moines stands at the precipice of change, and the decisions made today will shape

the city's transportation landscape for decades to come.
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Through the lived experience of the complex sidewalk and skywalk system, we would like to

present a series of essays exploring different lenses of reflection and influence from a broader

architectural context. Downtown Des Moines is easily characterized by how walkable the

cityscape is, thus the sidewalk and skywalk complex is integral to the fabric of the city’s

infrastructure. The following writing divides the ideas of reflection and influence into spatial,

visual, and communal subcontexts with each essay providing accompanying figures.

The first essay explores how the physical qualities as well as the intended function and purpose

of the sidewalk spaces are a result of being a reflection of the distinct micro-socioeconomic zone

in which the sidewalks traverse. The following essay follows the visual employment of signage

throughout the street level sidewalk network. It explores how the exterior signage attached to the

skywalks and the various arrangements of signs reflect upon the intention for pedestrian traffic

from the urban planning point of view. The third essay comments on the interiors of the

skywalks and how they serve in two reflective components. The interiors reflect upon the

localized visual architectural aesthetics of the city scape they are embedded in, and they reflect

upon the needs of the community by including accessibility in their engaged forms. The final

essay will conclude on a broad note of how the functionality and materiality of the surrounding

cityscape is reflected in and influences the same elements of the skywalks.

We hope to present an overall claim throughout the work of this study that the sidewalk and

skywalk system acts as an active reflection of the urban context through the adaptation of local

influences.



Sidewalks as Reflections of Local Socioeconomics

The sprawling network of sidewalk paths through downtown Des Moines, Iowa reflect upon the

socioeconomic status of their respective buildings, micro-neighborhoods, and zones. The

materiality, quality, and spacing enforce the purpose and function of the sidewalks in relationship

to the socioeconomic space they occupy. From the sample of blocks taken from Court Avenue to

Grand Avenue and 1st Street to 5th Avenue in the downtown area, through the pedestrian point

of view, there are various changes in the experience of traversing the sidewalk. All of these

sidewalk changes are inline with the larger changes in what could be called zones or districts

within the locality. Over this area of downtown Des Moines there are commercial, governmental,

recreational, and residential spaces that all are partially defined by the aesthetics and forms of

their respective sidewalks.

The commercial zone of downtown Des Moines is centered down

Court Ave, which hosts the Farmer’s Market, multiple restaurants,

and businesses. The sidewalks within this section are a mismatched

puzzle of concrete slabs and layed red brick. This eclectic

mismatching can be seen in Figure 1 with the intersection of

concrete, asphalt, and red brick. One way to digest the mixed

materiality of the sidewalk is to understand the buildings they are

approximate to. The commercial zone includes various historic to

more modern buildings, such as the brick complexes hosting the



Court Avenue Restaurant and Brewing company to the

concrete 3rd & Court Parking Garage, thus some patches

of the sidewalks are indicative of the timeline of

architecture along the avenue and match the materials

employed. In terms of spacing, the business fronts are

right up against the sidewalk, and even sometimes

intertwined with the pathways with outdoor seating and

awnings so they overlap with the pedestrian and

commercial spaces. Thus the sidewalks enforce a symbiotic

relationship between commercial and pedestrian spaces. Due

to the commercial means of this area there is heavy foot traffic

and usage, so the sidewalks exhibit more wear than other areas

of downtown. This can be seen in cracked concrete (Fig. 2)

and uneven brickways (Fig. 3). Despite these blemishes in the

sidewalk infrastructure, the overall look and quality is fitting

with the economic setting the paths are placed in. These

buildings are not grand, complex, or luxurious. The state of

this zone is defined by middle class shops and restaurants in

refurbished historic buildings, and the sidewalks echo this

image of mid tier quality and historic romanticism.

Moving into the intersection of 4th Street and Walnut Street is a zone weighted with legal and

governmental tones that reflect in and inform the structure and aesthetics of the sidewalks.



Because of the presence of Reynolds & Reynolds, Carpenter Law Firm, Cowles Commons, and

American Institute of Architects Iowa Chapter, there is a major shift in the formality of the

sidewalks. The large, sleek concrete slabs are scaled in

color to adhere to the cool grays of the AIA and the

glass of the legal corporate buildings (Fig. 4). The

aesthetics here not only match but reflect upon the

higher socioeconomic status of this area. The sidewalks

are also very spacious, almost double in size to enable

easy, wide lanes of pedestrian traffic with little chance

for overcrowding. This too is a way in which the

sidewalks are enabling small, daily luxury arguably

accustomed of people with higher socioeconomic status.

A third zone is the recreational area, which for

downtown Des Moines entails the sidewalks along the

Des Moines River front on 1st Street. The riverfront is

intended as a communal outdoor space used by everyone

and maintained by the government for the public. Thus

the architecture here enforces an ideology of community

removed from social status and economic class. These

sidewalks are also spacious, but for an entirely different



audience. They do serve as a higher status splendor, but as an upgraded public commodity to

account for numerous people occupying the shared space. The spacing is not an individual

luxury, but shared luxury, an arguable necessity to accommodate the intended usage. In terms of

capital employed in this sidewalk infrastructure, the paths are made of simple, low grade

concrete (Fig. 5). It will withstand the weather and water, but is not extravagant in design with

mixed patterns and colors as other local sidewalks adopt. So, here in the recreational zone,

despite the similarities in size and material of the sidewalks approximate to legal and

governmental infrastructure, the purpose, function, and audience of the recreational based

sidewalks differentiates the reasoning for their forms.

The final major identifiable zone in the sampled blocks is the residential areas which vary widely

in characterization by the socioeconomic status of the apartment complex. For areas with lower

income apartments the

sidewalks reflect a lower

quality of maintenance and

upkeep with cracks, dirt piles,

and litter, and are narrower in

width. For areas with higher

income apartment housing,

the sidewalks reflect this

citizenry status. They are

wider, cleaner, and overall

nicer. Sometimes, they even



include areas like playgrounds and park seating to elevate the quality of life of the nearby

residents (Fig. 6). This disparity in quality is one that can clearly be attributed to the

socioeconomic status of the distinct micro-neighborhoods.

From commercial to governmental to recreational to residential, all the respective sidewalks in

these designated zones act as reflections of the purposes and functions of the customs allotted to

the most approximate socioeconomic statuses. The spacing accommodates needs and wants,

while the materiality reflects on the aesthetics of the nearby architecture and the capital that can

be used during the sidewalk construction. The quality is a final reflection of the time, money, and

effort invested into the physical and visual upkeep and maintenance of pedestrian spaces. Thus,

sidewalks are irremovable products of their immediate contexts.



Sidewalk Visuality Through Signage

In this section, signage from the street level is the topic of inquiry. In Des Moines, the streets that

we analyze range from Court Street to Grand Street. I argue that the street-level signs reflect a

sidewalk’s respective use for pedestrians, both in presentation and function. Signage, in addition,

does not consist exclusively of typical street signs. I take signs here to mean facets of the

sidewalk experience which have specific, planned purposes for passerby. Because of this

definition of signs, the scope expands to another form of signage: the

exterior of the skywalks. These exteriors are signs in that they construct

the visuality of the pedestrian, and are purposeful in their aesthetics and

physical qualities. The signage of Des Moines, emblematic of the city

at large, is a reflection of the goals of the city in fostering and

maintaining socially healthy, usable, and dynamic sidewalk spaces.

Directional signs–those pointing towards landmarks or destinations– tend

to come in two varieties: one being a single-pronged sign, which does not

provide distances to such sites, and the other a multi-pronged signpost

which provides directions at numerous angles, as well as specific distances

to those locales.

These signs, both separately and when appreciated together, are indicative

of the ways in which the city of Des Moines wants the city’s downtown

streets to feel accessible and walkable. For the first sign (Figures 1 and 2),

its immediate noticeable quality and nod to pedestrian life is the inclusion of the Des Moines

skyline on the top of the sign. This feature signifies to passersby that the city can and should be



traversed on foot to enjoy buildings like the skyscrapers displayed in the skyline silhouette. The

skyline also implicitly puts Des Moines in the conversation with cities which are identifiable by

their landscape of buildings, like New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles, subtly suggesting, like

the other mammoth cities named, that it too can be admired for its walkability. These signs also

position themselves in the middle of the street, further cementing them as a tool for pedestrians

and not for drivers.

The signs in figures 1 and 2 serve different purposes. The sign in figure 1 is primarily used for

pedestrians, while figure 2 is a sign clearly intended for drivers. Yet the height of both signs is

remarkably similar. It feels as if the city, by placing the signs at comparable heights, contends

that streetwalkers are as important as drivers are. In addition, this choice signifies that even

traditional parking signs are important elements of the built environment, and thus important for

pedestrians to be aware of.

The other version of the signposts are multi-pronged, meaning they

display attractions which exist in multiple three-dimensional directions,

not just one as the first version of the sign exhibits (Figure 3). These

signs also incorporate an intriguing element: a marker of distance towards

each location. Often, when thinking about street-level signs in my

experiences, they express distance in terms of miles, feet, and

sometimes steps. On the other hand, these signs utilize the metric of

“blocks” denoting space and distance relative to other locales. This method does a number of

things. First, multi-pronged signs stress the importance of walking the city and celebrate the

pedestrian, and second, they frame downtown Des Moines in terms of blocks, transforming the



city into a network in which destinations can each be accessed through a

number of street blocks. Further, because the sign extends in more than one

direction (often three or four), it emphasizes the notion that walking is

essential to understand the experience of downtown Des Moines. A similar

sort of sign exists on the skywalk (Figure 4), which demonstrates locations

in terms of street blocks, even though the skywalks exist physically separate

from the street level. This reference illustrates the city’s attention to street

blocks, even when people are not walking on the sidewalk directly.

The exteriors of skywalks are signs in their own right. Skywalks are generally appreciated for

their connective ability, their insulation during cold months, and their uniqueness and singularity.

As a pedestrian on the street level, however, the experience of the skywalk from the bottom

looking upwards, instead of vise-versa, still has significant relevance and meaning in terms of

visuality of signage on the sidewalk.

One example of this is where we arrived in Des Moines, on

Court Street (Figure 5). The exterior of this skywalk was fitted

with red diagonal beams and a dark interior. Not only was this

selection visually pleasing, but it mimics the surrounding

buildings. It is able to connect the two orange-brown brick

buildings through its rustic colors and, rather than disrupting the

flow between buildings as a gaudy skywalk, it serves to reinforce the



relationships between structures, and furthermore, the pedestrian’s

experience of the built environment from the sidewalk view.

Other skywalks have the same exterior properties. On Walnut Street, a

white skywalk bridges a white insurance building to another white office

building (Figure 6). In this case, much of the materiality stays the same:

the white facade appears to be generally the same texture and sleekness,

and the windows are tinted blue to match the brightness. Even though it

is a skywalk, if its function were unknown, it would appear as a feature of the building jutting

out rather than a foreign architectural element. Rather than stick out, the Des Moines skywalks

blend in.

Another example of this phenomenon is the skywalk on Locust Street

which connects the Des Moines Building and the OpenLoop Health

Tower (Figure 7). It utilizes the window shape of the lower level of

the historic, 1930 former building while imitating the dark black

shade of the OpenLoop Tower. By actively looking like both

structures, the skywalk becomes, in a sense, a dimension of both

buildings, and has the unique job of bridging old and new, making a

social argument through material.

These skywalks, from the exterior, sidewalk-view, are signs in that they demonstrate and validate

the intentions of urban plans and the planners behind them. By physically, psychologically, and



aesthetically connecting disparate forms together, they act as a tool for sidewalk goers to

geographically orient themselves, and understand their place within a complex physical,

street-level built environment.

Signs are present on the sidewalk to foremost aid with accessibility to sites. Yet the signage of

Des Moines achieves more than merely help in the directions and usage of the sidewalk. In terms

of directional signs on the sidewalk, the insertion of a landscape of the city celebrates its

structure and the application of pedestrian-friendly units advocates for city walkers. Skywalk

exteriors are part of the city signage because they contextualize the space and geographically

orient passersby to the built environment. The signage of Des Moines is an illustration of the

subtlety of visuality, and that by making use of significant aesthetic symbols and clever material

choices, pedestrians can feel at home, even within a city foreign to them.



Accessibility and Aesthetic of the Skywalk

As mentioned before, from the exterior there are clear

differences in the aesthetic of each skywalk. It usually blends in

with the composition/exterior of one of the buildings it's

connected to. A similar phenomenon is true for the interiors as

well. Inside the skywalks it is easy to notice that every grid or

window is shaped differently. Some have lighting on the

bottom (Figure 1) of the window ledge creating a sense of

illumination inside the skywalk which can be seen as a very

modernistic design as it gives off a futuristic feeling. Another example

of the uniqueness of each skywalk's interiors is seen in the dramatic

red pillars that are visible from the inside (Figure 2). This

accompanies the glass wall tiling very well and also gives a sense of

distinction in comparison to other skywalks. In essence, this section

will discuss the interiors of Des Moines skywalks reflect an

understanding of interconnectedness between individuals as well as its paradoxical

socioeconomic nature.

Another interesting interior aspect is the flooring. Looking

carefully, it is clear that the flooring blends in with one side of

the skywalk and separates with the other side (Figure 3),

usually moving in the same direction from one skywalk to

another. This can create a sense of direction or even movement



that corresponds to the exterior of the skywalks and buildings discussed earlier. Paradoxically, it

can also create a sense of disjointedness. When connecting from an older building to a newer

one, there are clear differences in practically all the interiors, hence the skywalk blends in with

one side of the building but not the other. This can pose issues if the skywalk is fragmented to

older buildings that it’s connected to, as it may be perceived as rejecting the historical value of

older buildings in Des Moines.

Speaking of historical value in older buildings, the entrance leading to

one of the skywalks is this rectangular spiral staircase. The charcoal

black base, gold handrails and patterned spindle give it a sense of

value as it provides a minimalistic yet detailed look. This look

corresponds to the same aesthetic that the entrance is going for,

however, because the entrance to this skywalk is

essentially the entrance to the building itself, it

can be difficult to locate. To address this issue there is usually a red ‘S’ sign

indicating that there is a skywalk entrance (Figure 5), which tries to make it

easier for people to access the skywalks.

Answering the question of accessibility for a place or area is inherently complex, given the

inherent diversity among individuals and their bodies. Accessibility hinges on the assumption

that the norm or default body can seamlessly engage in activities x, y, and z. However, for bodies

that deviate from this assumed norm, a palpable gap emerges, creating a sense of disconnection

from societal norms. While ensuring accessibility for all is undoubtedly challenging, it holds



immense importance as it serves to narrow the divide between the socially constructed image of

an able-bodied person and individuals who may experience temporary or permanent disabilities.

Moreover, recognizing the multifaceted nature of accessibility

involves understanding that it goes beyond physical considerations.

True accessibility encompasses not only the physical environment

but also factors such as digital, informational, and communication

accessibility. By broadening the scope, we can create more inclusive

spaces that cater to a diverse range of needs and abilities. This

inclusivity fosters a society where everyone, regardless of their

physical or cognitive abilities, can actively participate and feel a sense of belonging.

Certain aspects of the interior spaces do strive to create an inclusive environment catering to a

diverse range of body types. Notably, the presence of elevators at every exit or entrance along the

skywalk is a commendable illustration of inclusivity and accessibility. These elevators offer

convenience and ease of access, ensuring that individuals with varying mobility requirements

can navigate the space effortlessly. Additionally, the incorporation of incline ramps alongside

staircases is a thoughtful feature designed to accommodate

those using wheelchairs or people who have other mobility aids

(Figure 6). Additionally, the skywalks are large enough in width

to accommodate people who have mobility aids. This deliberate

design choice contributes to a more accessible environment,

promoting inclusivity within the built environment.



While much of the interior spaces boast ample room, providing a sense of spaciousness, there are

instances where accessibility could be further enhanced. An example of this is the revolving door

serving as the entrance to an office building (Figure 7), rendering it inaccessible. In this scenario

even if the main entrance to the office building is accessible to someone using mobility aids it

entails that one would have to go down to the main entrance and cannot get into the building

through the skywalk, which essentially defeats the purpose of the skywalk. Spotting and fixing

these small details in accessibility helps create an environment that includes everyone,

irrespective of their mobility needs.

Connecting the aesthetic and accessibility to the socioeconomics of

Des Moines is crucial in understanding how each variable is seen

through this socio economic lens. When thinking through this lens it

is important to understand the audience for which the skywalks in

Des Moines are catered towards. Most people who use skywalks

work in the business or financial sector most notably at investment

banks and insurance companies.

The interiors of the skywalk to the Wells Fargo building have much

more detail seen through the geometric shaded blue shapes hanging

from the fully transparent glass ceiling (Figure 8). Likewise, certain

skywalks feature chandeliers and ballrooms connected to specific

buildings, creating a noticeable ambiance while walking through



them (Figure 9). These changes in interiors do create a divide as it is differentiated from other

skywalks.

While there are minor differences in elegance between different skywalks depending on which

buildings they are connecting to, the entirety of the skywalk can be seen as an affluent area. In

contrast to other areas in town, the skywalk exhibits characteristics that evoke a sense of

modernism and luxury. As illustrated in Figure 10, a glass ceiling spans an entire side of the roof

of the intersection multiple skywalks. The curved design of

the roof, coupled with the grid pattern, allows ample light,

contributing to a pristine atmosphere. This infrastructure

showcases meticulous detailing, suggesting a substantial

investment in its construction. These aspects show that the

design of the skywalks in Des Moines creates a divide

between residents of different socioeconomic backgrounds.

It more so represents the wealthy part of the population, as

the audience are people who work in the financial sector.

,



Surrounding Buildings’ Influence on the Materiality of Skywalks

Everyday sidewalks simplify our lives, aiding our movement from one place to another.

However, despite their significant role in transporting us, we often overlook their functionality

and materiality. Functionality is important to consider as it ensures the safety and adaptability of

sidewalks. In the context of Des Moines, skywalks must be able to respond to seasonal stressors

due to its varied climate. Meanwhile, materiality, closely tied to aesthetics, is essential for

designing skywalks that are integrated architecturally and aesthetically into the urban landscape.

Here we will explore the functionality and materiality of skywalks in the context of the

surrounding urban environment of Des Moines. More specifically, I will focus on three key

aspects of Des Moines' skywalks: their seasonal functionality, their materiality, and their

placement in the urban landscape.

Des Moines, with its unique urban landscape, introduces specific challenges and opportunities

that can influence the seasonal functionality of its skywalks. The city's climate, characterized by

cold winters and hot summers, requires thoughtful considerations in the construction and design

processes to ensure the adaptability and safety of these skywalks. As we consider the seasonal

functionality of Des Moines' skywalks, the images associated with Map 1 provide a visual

example of the skywalk entrance's strategic design for seasonal adaptability. The entrance exudes

a cozy and insulated environment, catering to the city's colder weather. This intentional design

aligns with the need for weather resilience, ensuring that pedestrians can comfortably use these

skywalks even during extreme seasonal conditions. The materiality showcased in the supporting

photos, such as dark green carpeting, wooden wall panels, and simple fluorescent lights, not only

contributes to the aesthetic appeal, but also plays a functional role in creating a



climate-controlled space. Earth tones like reddish-orange, green, tan, brick, and wood are well

incorporated, enhancing the visual connection between the skywalk’s entrance and its

surroundings. The skywalk's centralized location near a cluster of restaurants in the farmers'

market emphasizes strategic consideration for seasonal functionality and ensures convenient

access for pedestrians, regardless of weather conditions.

Examining the materiality of Des Moines' skywalks, Map 2 provides a good example of how

materiality can relate to functionality/cohesion. The interior of this skywalk features bold black

and red elements, including paneling, railings, and a ceiling adorned with shiny black paneling

and red light fixtures. Meanwhile, the exterior showcases red crisscrossing beams that align with

the interior lights, contributing to a cohesive design. Beyond the visual appeal, the usage of

certain materials can also relate to functionality. The glass's transparency strengthens the visual

link between the skywalk and its surroundings, enabling pedestrians to observe the buildings

around them. Consider the contrasting experience if the skywalk were situated underground

without windows. Consideration of material impact even extends to elements like carpeting,

influencing the tactile and visual experience for pedestrians and raising questions about

functionality and maintenance. Additionally, specific materials like carpeting can enhance the

tactile and visual experience for pedestrians. However, the patterned carpeting, while visually

pleasing, raises questions about its functionality and maintenance, considering factors such as

foot traffic and the potential presence of pets.

When we take a look at the locations of Des Moines' skywalks we can see how placement in the

urban landscape enhances overall functionality. For example on Map 6, the skywalk nestled

between Locust and Grand on 5th Ave, seamlessly links a parking lot and a post office,



emphasizing accessibility and connectivity. Noteworthy is its all-glass structure, which blends

harmoniously with the white horizontal and vertical beam design of the adjacent YMCA

building. I’d argue that this example showcases an intentional alignment in materiality and

design that makes the skywalks integrated into the city. Transitioning to Map 3, located on

Walnut Street near the Park County Justice Center and facing Third Street, we can observe a

similar emphasis on design integration. White beams seamlessly meld with the building's

balconies, and vents along the windows suggest a thoughtful approach to climate control,

enhancing the skywalk's overall seasonal adaptability. Its deliberate placement near key

institutions and intentional connections with urban features contribute to an environment that is

not only aesthetically pleasing, but also functionally efficient. Each of these examples displays

how skywalks have been integrated into the environment around them.

In summary, Des Moines' skywalks offer a practical solution to urban navigation, addressing

seasonal challenges, material considerations, and strategic placement. Looking at how the

skywalks adapt to different seasons show attention to the city's climate, ensuring that these

pathways remain accessible and comfortable throughout the year. The choice of materials, such

as glass and steel, not only contributes to the aesthetics but also serves functional purposes,

seamlessly integrating the skywalks with the surrounding architecture, as evident in the

showcased images. Furthermore, the strategic placement of these walkways, exemplified in

Maps 6 and 3, reflects a conscious effort in urban planning, emphasizing their role as integral

components of the cityscape. In short, Des Moines' skywalks play a nuanced yet impactful role

in shaping the urban experience, embodying the intersection of practicality and thoughtful

design.



Maps

Map 1:
Seasonal Adaptability:
The skywalk entrance offers a cozy,
insulated environment, ideal for colder
weather.
Materiality:
Features dark green carpeting, wooden
wall panels, and simple fluorescent
lights. Earth tones like reddish-orange,
green, tan, brick, and wood contribute to
the aesthetic.
Urban Placement:
Strategically located near a cluster of
restaurants in the heart of the farmers'
market, providing convenient access.



Map 2:
Materiality:
The interior showcases black and red
elements, including black paneling,
railings, and a ceiling covered in shiny
black paneling with red light fixtures.
The exterior features red crisscrossing
beams matching the interior lights.

Map 3:
Materiality:



White beams seamlessly blend with the
building's white balconies with turquoise
horizontally oriented windows. Vents
along the windows suggest climate
control.
Seasonal Adaptability:
Vents likely regulate the temperature for
comfort during winter or summer.
Urban Placement:
Facing Third Street on Walnut Street
(purple on map) with large glass
windows and metal beams, located near
Park County Justice Center.

Map 4:
Materiality:
The skywalk on 5th Avenue between
Locust and Walnut, leading to the mall,
features white balconies similar to the
building’s exterior.
Seasonal Adaptability:
Natural light from skylights reduces
reliance on fluorescent lighting.
Urban Placement:
The shopping center serves as a hub for
multiple skywalk connections, but it
appears largely empty. The US Post
Office located within may explain



multiple access points.

Map 5
Materiality:
Connected to the Renaissance Hotel,
featuring fancier gold signage, dark
carpeting, plain white walls, and gold
railings.

Map 6



Signage:
1. Typical simple blue signage on

5th Ave. between Locust and
Grand indicating street names.
Skywalk leads to both a parking
lot and post office.

Materiality:
Facing Grand and Fifth Avenue
walkway, the all-glass skywalk
seamlessly blends with the white
horizontal and vertical beam design of
the YMCA building.

Map 7:
Urban Placement:
Skywalk between Seventh and Eighth on
Locust Street, surrounded by restaurants
- Hummus Mediterranean Grill, Local
Bites, Hello Marjorie, Mash + Marrow.
Close proximity to the Marriott.



Map 8:
Urban Placement: Facing 7th avenue
on Walnut st. towards EMC Insurance
Companies Headquarters. In the
opposite direction, not pictured is the
U.S. Bank Branch and Polk County
Justice Center

Map 9:
Urban Placement: Featuring a
basketball court at the intersection of



Walnut and Seventh, Wells Fargo in the
opposite direction of the skywalk, the
former EMC-owned Hub Tower, and
inside the EMC building.

Map 10:
Urban Placement: Skywalk between
8th and 9th on Mulberry with blue-tinted
long glass panels.



Map 11:
Signage and Materiality:
An indoor mural serves both a signage
and materiality purpose, acknowledging
and connecting with the people it serves.
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