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City of Cedar Rapids Resilience Existing Conditions
This section focuses on existing conditions that relate to climate resilience in Cedar Rapids as identified
in the Cedar Rapids Climate Resolution. It includes information on major climate and environmental
hazards that threaten the people, infrastructure, and natural systems in the city. It also looks at existing
access to basic resources necessary to survive, adapt, and thrive in the face of shocks and stressors.
Information included in this section was drawn from national data sets, existing planning and policy
context, as well as a community vulnerability assessment.

The information in this section helps create a baseline to determine initiatives that achieve the goals of
the Climate Resolution, reduce vulnerabilities, strengthen resilience, and track progress over time. This
section is divided into three main areas: 1) resilience, equity, climate justice, and population
vulnerabilities 2) major climate and environmental hazards, and 3) access to basic needs.

Section Highlights

1. Equity. Equitable implementation of this plan can be achieved by addressing existing
vulnerabilities in the community and meeting basic needs through improved access to clean air,
water, and soil, healthy food, parks, and high-wage jobs.

2. Vulnerability. The most vulnerable populations in Cedar Rapids are those who are below the
poverty level or have other socioeconomic barriers, have disparate rates of health issues, have
lower access to key community resources, and may live closer to areas of Cedar Rapids where
environmental risk is higher than others.

3. Climate Hazards. The top climate hazards facing Cedar Rapids are major flooding, flash
flooding, and prolonged extreme heat waves, which will worsen as climate change accelerates.

4. Urban Tree Canopy. The derecho event of August 2020 had a devastating impact on the urban
tree canopy; it is estimated that the city lost approximately 65% of its trees. This will exacerbate
urban heat island effect, and impact ecological functions for several decades. The city has
launched ReLeaf to assess and execute a reforestation plan.

5. Environmental Hazards. The primary environmental hazards threatening community health
are excess agricultural chemicals in the Cedar River, air pollution from vehicles and industry,
and soil contamination. The City is currently working on a Source Water Protection plan to
ensure the viability of the drinking water supply, and has engaged in partnerships to improve the
water quality of the Cedar River.

6. Food Access. A significant number of vulnerable residents in Cedar Rapids do not have
regular access to healthy and affordable food - 63% of low-income residents are more than 0.5
miles away from a full-service grocery store and 12.1% of seniors are food insecure. Feed
Iowa First estimates 500 acres of land in Cedar Rapids could grow the recommended 2.5 cups
of fruits and veggies needed to eliminate food insecurity in Cedar Rapids.

7. Parks and Green Space. Access to parks and green space is distributed throughout the
community with greatest access located in older residential neighborhoods. The city owns
hundreds of acres of underdeveloped land, some of which may be appropriate for conversion to
parks and/or nature preserves, or used for flood control infrastructure.

8. Basic Needs. The implementation of this plan will result in the creation of high-wage green jobs
across several sectors, including clean energy, energy efficiency, vehicle electrification, resilient
infrastructure construction, water resources, urban reforestation, and local food, among others.
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Resilience, Equity, and Climate Justice
In 2020, Cedar Rapids City Council passed a climate resolution that guides this Community Climate
Action Plan. Three sections of that resolution are directly related to resilience, climate justice, and
meeting basic needs. The goals that guide the following existing conditions content are:

● Section 4 of the resolution focuses on climate adaptation targets that "Prioritize the
development of flood protection, stormwater management systems, and green infrastructure for
vulnerable communities within the 100 and 500-year floodplains”;

● Section 5 focuses on climate justice targets and basic needs that include developing an
inclusive outreach process, ending food deserts by 2050, guaranteeing access to clean air and
water, guaranteeing access to nature or green space, and guaranteeing a direct line of
communication between vulnerable communities and the City; and,

● Section 6 focuses on developing a community-wide sustainability plan that creates high-wage
green jobs and ensures a just transition for workers who depend on the fossil fuel industry.

Implementing initiatives that work toward these goals in Cedar Rapids will contribute to strengthening
built and natural infrastructure, and meeting basic needs in the face of a changing climate.

Resilience
Resilience is the ability to prepare for and endure difficult times — and bounce back stronger.
Difficult times can include chronic stressors (poverty, language or education barriers, poor mental
health) or abrupt shocks (job loss, loss of loved one, extreme weather). People can be resilient — and
systems — including our social, economic, built, and environmental systems — can be made resilient.
Supporting the basic needs of vulnerable residents is a priority for building a resilient community.

As human-created greenhouse gases are added to Earth’s atmosphere, global temperatures warm and
cause extreme weather to occur more often and more intensely. In Cedar Rapids, this means more
extreme and prolonged heat waves, flash flooding, major river flooding, and weather anomalies — best
summarized by the Iowa Policy Project’s “An Uncertain Future for Iowa.”

Current urban design enables behavior that contributes to the release of greenhouse gas emissions
and increases the vulnerability of systems and people. High impervious surface and low density
encourage driving as the primary transportation mode and contributes to increased risk of localized
flooding as well as prolonged heat events. Reimagining our cities to accommodate more travel options
through improved land use planning, convert impervious surfaces to greenspace, and eliminate reliance
on combustion will lead to healthier urban living where everyone can thrive (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Climate Change Causes, Impacts, and Solutions

Equity
Equity is a central focus of Cedar Rapids’ Community Climate Action Plan. Cedar Rapids’
extreme weather events impact everyone, though residents
with existing vulnerabilities are impacted the most. For
instance, high heat events impact those without air
conditioning more; disasters requiring quick mobility impact
those living with disabilities; and extreme weather impacts
people with existing health or financial challenges.

In the United States, race and class are the most significant
determining factors of exposure to contaminants and
hazardous environments.1 Often, the communities that
contribute the least to climate change are most impacted by
it. Within communities of color and working class
communities most impacted by environmental and climate
injustices, seniors, people with disabilities, the LGBTQIA+
(Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer/Questioning,
Intersex, Asexual, etc.) community, among other socially vulnerable groups are often even more
impacted by climate and environmental hazards - illustrating the compounding effect of socioeconomic
vulnerability.
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As Cedar Rapids develops and implements its Community Climate Action Plan, it’s important to center
equity and consider how accessible climate actions are to all residents with different social
vulnerabilities. Improvements to safe walking, biking, and transit environments, or helping homeowners
and renters install energy efficiency options are important climate actions and provide benefits to
everyone but particularly those that have lower incomes or mobility options.

Equitable planning prioritizes the voices of residents who are not typically part of decision-making
circles through the planning process and within the plan's outcomes. This means building meaningful
relationships and fostering a direct line of communications between City Government and
under-represented, under-resourced residents, as described in the city’s climate resolution.

Climate Justice
Climate justice recognizes that people who are disproportionately negatively impacted by climate
change are generally least responsible for accelerating climate change and less likely to benefit from
climate action without intentional efforts to address these disparities. These disproportionate impacts
are primarily borne by people of color and low-income communities. This plan includes strategies and
actions that address these disparities by reducing the potential harm of major shocks and stressors,
increasing access to basic needs (e.g., health food, park and green space, and high wage jobs), and
ensuring equitable distribution of the economic and health benefits realized through climate action.

Population Vulnerability
In the United States, often where someone is born and who they are determines their upward
mobility2 - a lack of social mobility can mean the difference between a life with limited job
prospects, reduced physical mobility, and reduced health, and a life with greater opportunity. As
climate change has a greater impact on communities across Iowa, the basic needs of those most
impacted by inequality must be taken into account in order to ensure communities have the resources
to survive, adapt, and thrive in the face of daily stressors, and in order to prepare for major shocks. This
section first addresses how the City of Cedar Rapids has evaluated vulnerability in past work using a
Centers for Disease Control methodology and is followed up by an expanded methodology created
specifically for this process that further takes into account health and environmental contributors to
overall community vulnerability. This analysis will guide both engagement efforts moving forward, as
well as geographic prioritization of certain recommendations in this plan.

CDC Vulnerability Index
To date, the City’s initial engagement work related to the Community Climate Action Plan has been
targeted toward specific areas in Cedar Rapids identified as priority “equity” neighborhoods by a
Centers for Disease Control Vulnerability Index methodology.3 These neighborhoods included
Westdale, Northwest, Wellington Heights, Oak Hill Jackson, and Taylor. This methodology overlays
various factors to understand how socioeconomic status, household composition and disability, minority
status and language, and housing type and transportation all contribute to vulnerability of people and
communities.The framework is outlined below including the 15 social vulnerability indicators used. As a
part of this planning effort, the City is building on this methodology to provide a more nuanced look at
socioeconomic vulnerability specific to Cedar Rapids, in addition to better understanding where
community health disparities exist and where environmental risks are highest.
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Figure 3: CDC Social Vulnerability Indicators

Cedar Rapids’ Comprehensive Vulnerability Assessment

Vulnerability to climate change is greatly influenced by where someone lives, which is tied to a
variety of financial and health outcomes. There are many place based factors that influence health
and quality of life outcomes. This plan’s vulnerability analysis builds on the CDC’s Social Vulnerability
Index by adding health disparity and environmental risk data to create three broad categories that look
at vulnerability within the context of climate change and specific to Cedar Rapids.These three indices
are:

1. Socioeconomic Vulnerability: Identifies areas where demographic and economic factors
contribute to high vulnerability;

2. Community Health Disparities: Identifies areas where a variety of health factors contribute to
high vulnerability; and,

3. Environmental Risk: Identifies areas where environmental factors contribute to high
vulnerability.

More information about the vulnerability analysis methodology and results for each vulnerability index
can be found in the plan’s appendix.

Comprehensive Vulnerability Results
The Community Climate Action Advisory Committee (CCAC) was asked to prioritize each of these
indices, which resulted in the following: Socioeconomic vulnerability ranked highest in importance and
received a weighting of 42%, Community Health received a weighting of 26%, and Environmental Risk
received a weighting of 32%. The results of the comprehensive vulnerability assessment can be seen
below.
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Map 1: Overall Vulnerability
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Major Climate and Environmental Hazards
As climate change continues to accelerate, the risk of severe weather events will increase. The top
climate hazards in Iowa are major river flooding, flash flooding, and prolonged heat waves.4

Focusing on the impact of these hazards, who is most at risk, and how stressors impact preparedness
for shocks is critical to this resilience assessment as it helps the city understand where to focus its
efforts to build resilience. The climate resolution calls for the city to take measures to adapt to these
hazards to protect infrastructure and vulnerable communities. The following provides detail on the
impact these have had and are likely to have in Cedar Rapids.

Major River Flooding
River flooding can cause major disruption temporarily and permanently to people’s homes and
businesses, with greater impact on residents with existing vulnerabilities. Along with increasing
heavy precipitation, urban development and tiled row crop development contribute to worsening major
flooding.5

The City has experienced several severe flooding incidents over the past century. The Flood of 2008,
the most significant flood in the City’s history, had vast impacts on people, property, and services in
Cedar Rapids. At its peak, the Cedar River crested at a record-setting 31.12 feet on Friday, June 13,
2008. Some of the impacts of this event included:

● More than 10 square miles (14%) of the City impacted by floodwaters
● 10,000 estimated residents were displaced by flood
● 1,360 estimated job loss as a result of the flood
● 7,749 total parcels flooded, 5,900 of which were residential properties
● 310 City facilities flooded (estimate $500 million to repair and rebuild)
● 8  iconic cultural assets displaced and destroyed, including museums, theaters and cultural

centers
● 3 of 4 city collector wells and 46 vertical wells disabled6

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) is the primary federal agency responsible for
preparing for and responding to disasters in the United States. This includes identifying flood zones that
exist throughout the country. FEMA bases these zones, or floodplains, on the probability that the
designated floodplains will be inundated in a given year. For instance, a precipitation event (e.g., heavy
rain or rapid snowmelt) that has a 1-percent annual chance to flood the designated area is referred to
as a 100-year flood. Similarly, an event with a 0.2-percent annual chance of occurring is referred to as a
500-year flood. Map 2 below illustrates the location of the 100-year and 500-year floodplains in Cedar
Rapids.
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Map 2: FEMA Floodplain

The impact of extreme climate events and chronic climate stressors such as major river flooding is
dictated in part by land use and development patterns and how these patterns relate to natural features
such as the Cedar River and the river’s floodplain. In Cedar Rapids, a mix of commercial, residential,
industrial and agricultural uses exist within the floodplain.
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The charts below break down land use in the floodplain by the number of parcels intersecting with the
floodplain and by the area of those parcels. In terms of both number of parcels and area, single-family
residential properties are the most at risk, followed by commercial properties.

Figure 4: Land Uses in the 100-year Floodplain (Number of Parcels)

Figure 5: Land Uses in the 100-year Floodplain (Acreage)

Residents whose homes are in the 100-year floodplain are likely to be working class and live in older
buildings which are more prone to flood damage. A significant portion of the Time Check neighborhood
west of the Cedar River is within the 100-year floodplain - though some major buy-outs have already
occurred in the area. Areas of the Czech Village/New Bohemia neighborhood and much of the land
bordering Prairie Creek are also within the 100-year floodplain. Both Time Check and Czech
Village/New Bohemia are in census tracts with higher levels of poverty compared to the city as a whole,
and both contain residential and commercial uses. The majority of agricultural land in Cedar Rapids
exists outside the floodplain but pockets along the river are at risk.

In anticipation of future major river flood events, Cedar Rapids is currently implementing the Cedar
River Flood Control System. This system will include a combination of permanent floodwalls, removable
walls, levees and gates, pump stations and detention basins designed to convey the same water
volume as the flood of 2008. The completed system will be approximately 7 miles long and will protect
both sides of the river, incorporating aesthetic elements that reflect culture and history of the
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community. Construction of several segments is complete, with final completion of the project
anticipated in 2035.7

The city, with federal support, was able to purchase homes that were heavily damaged during the 2008
flood. Through a voluntary acquisition program, more than 1,300 damaged homes were purchased
between 2008 and 2014. The city has been working to demolish the homes and restore the land to
greenspace, which will serve both as a public amenity, as well as protection against future major
flooding events.

Flash Flooding
Heavy rainfall events in Cedar Rapids are expected to get worse, with potential to impact the
frequency and intensity of flash flooding events. According to the National Climate Assessment,
heavy rainfall events in the Midwest have increased 42% from 1958 to 2016.8

During average rainfall events in urban
areas, stormwater systems are designed to
capture rainwater and move them away
from the built environment. These systems
are necessary because urban areas have a
higher concentration of impervious surfaces
like roads, parking lots, and roofs that are
not able to absorb the rainfall. Green
infrastructure systems, like bioswales and
rain gardens, capture stormwater before it
enters conveyance systems, allowing for
capture and infiltration.

In Cedar Rapids, the impervious cover is
the highest downtown, south of Highway 30
and North Highway 100. In most of these
areas, impervious cover is a result of
commercial development and pavement,
but south of Highway 30, impervious cover
coincides with industrial districts.

Flash Flooding occurs when heavy rainfall
events overwhelm the existing drainage
systems damaging private property and
infrastructure and becoming dangerous for
people.The rapidly moving water can also
pick up chemicals and contaminants from
impervious surfaces and carry them into surface and groundwater.9

In 2014, torrential rains fell in Cedar Rapids with the hardest hit areas receiving 5.5 inches of rain in just
a few hours. This event caused widespread flash flooding and substantial damage to private property.
The following year, the City began a process to update its Stormwater Master Plan to better prepare for
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and respond to these types of heavy precipitation events. The Stormwater Master Plan is intended to
be a living document that is updated annually to expand and improve on the base plan. This plan is a
reflection of the City’s vision that includes watershed planning, capital improvement planning (CIP), and
sustainability.

As part of this plan the City has developed a hydraulic model at both the macro-scale and basin-scale
to better define stormwater needs and best management practices. This model will allow the city to
evaluate stormwater management techniques and better inform and improve the CIP. Some of the
policy recommendations included in the plan address improvements to flow and infiltration, incentivizing
green infrastructure practices, planning regional detention basins, targeting buyouts of flood prone
properties, and increasing education and awareness. As the city continues to grow — both through infill
and on its outer edges — this Stormwater Master Plan will be a critical tool to reduce stress on the built
stormwater system and protect people and property. The city incentivizes residents and businesses to
reduce the amount of stormwater runoff that enters the sewers through its cost-share program
described below.

Stormwater Best Management Practices Cost-Share Program

Description: the City provides property owners who are subject to the stormwater utility fee financial and
technical assistance to implement best management practices.

Eligible Participants Maximum Reimbursement

Residents $2,000

Businesses No max

Best Management Practices

Rain Gardens: a basin filled with plants and grasses that collects water that runs off surfaces like lawns, roofs,
sidewalks, driveways, and parking lots, allowing stormwater to infiltrate the ground.

Bioswales: stormwater conveyance systems that provide an alternative to storm sewers. They capture flow
from runoff and allow the water to infiltrate the ground.

Rain Barrels: above-ground water storage containers that collect rainwater from roofs by connecting
downspouts to the barrels.

Redirecting Downspouts: divert downspouts to drain onto lawn instead of paved surfaces.

Pervious pavement: pavement that is designed to allow infiltration of stormwater.

Soil conditioning: soil amendments that improve soil’s physical quality to increase infiltration.

The Derecho
The derecho was a community- and region-wide shock that impacted everyone in Cedar Rapids
and tested the city’s resilience. The August 2020 derecho was the most costly thunderstorm disaster
in US history with major impacts on the Cedar Rapids community. The derecho brought straight line
winds between 90-140 mph throughout Cedar Rapids, comparable to a category 4 hurricane.11
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● Nearly every property (50,000 homes, 3,500 businesses) across all 74 square miles of Cedar
Rapids faced some impact from the storm including universal power outages after the storm;

● the loss of an estimated 65% of the city's tree canopy; and, damage to all traffic signals.11

In the storm’s aftermath, the City and community rallied in response and endeavored the largest
disaster recovery in the city’s history with five neighborhood resource centers opening, staffed by 15
organizations for over 140 hours - distributing 200 tons of food and 3,000 diapers and offering services
from crisis counseling, legal support, and more for those impacted.12

This storm has had a devastating impact on the city’s urban tree canopy. Trees are critical to a
community’s resilience as they play a multi-faceted role in the health of the local ecosystem. Healthy
urban forests keep cities cool with shade and evapotranspiration, support stormwater management,
provide habitat, improve aesthetics, purify the air, and sequester carbon, among other benefits.

In response to the derecho, the
city has initiated ReLeaf Cedar
Rapids to guide the
reforestation of the community.
This program looks to replant
trees both in the public
right-of-ways, as well as have a
better understanding of the
impact on private land to
support replanting in those
areas. This is an opportunity to
not only reforest areas hit by
the derecho, but to also identify
where there was a lower tree
canopy coverage prior to the
storm to ensure trees are
planted where they are needed.
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Prolonged Extreme Heat
Cedar Rapids will have more frequent and overall higher temperature days in the future with
Iowa projected to have 67 days per year above 90 Degrees Fahrenheit by 2050.13

Prolonged extreme heat can increase risk of heat-related illnesses, increase energy usage, and make
public transit less desirable in Cedar Rapids, this is exacerbated by the urban heat island effect. The
urban heat island effect happens when roads, building materials, and other impervious surfaces absorb
heat radiating from the sun and re-emit that heat back into the atmosphere. This process can cause
urban areas to become at least 1-7 degrees Fahrenheit warmer during the day and 2-5 degrees
Fahrenheit warmer at night.14 Buildings and homes without air conditioning can store heat from the
daytime during the night, which can become a more significant threat for vulnerable populations
including seniors, people who work outside, and those who have health conditions due to the lack of
recovery time after a hot day.15

According to the Community Climate Action Survey, almost 50% of respondents indicated that
three days over 100 Degrees Fahrenheit would have "some impact" on them; this event had the
greatest number of people (15%) indicate that this would have a “big impact” on them.16

In order to understand the impacts of
the urban heat island effect, land
surface temperatures in Cedar Rapids
were recorded on July 3, 2020 by the U.S.
Geological Survey. The results show an
average city-wide temperature of 78.9
Degrees Fahrenheit, with some areas
climbing to over 93 Degrees Fahrenheit due
to the urban heat island effect. This
snapshot provides a look at what people
who live or work in hotter areas of the city
experience during the hottest days of the
year.

The hottest areas in Cedar Rapids are
downtown, where impervious cover is
highest, and buildings are the oldest -
though multiple new and redeveloped
properties exist. Older buildings are also
much less likely to be well-insulated or have
central air conditioning — making it likely
that residents there may be more at risk.
Urban heat island effect is also relatively
higher along transit routes, which might
impact transit-dependent communities'
health, as the bus shelters don’t offer relief
from the heat for those who had to walk far
and/or wait long for the bus to come.
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Transit-dependent communities are often among the most socioeconomically vulnerable, adding a
compounding impact to disparities associated with prolonged heat (Map 4).

Prolonged heat events can have severe impacts on the health of communities not used to higher
temperatures. For some people in Cedar Rapids, repeated exposures to temperatures they are not
used to can lead to heat-related illnesses and deaths. These illnesses can range from heat cramps and
exhaustion to fatal strokes. People living in homes with no air conditioning and unhoused communities
are also at a greater risk of prolonged heat exposure as they cannot cool off during the day or at night.

During heat waves, air pollutants from cars, power plants, and industrial facilities can become trapped
in the atmosphere. This creates ground-level ozone, which poses the greatest risk to children, people
with asthma or other respiratory conditions, the elderly, and anyone looking to be active outdoors.17

These same residents are also the most likely to be transit-dependent.

Prolonged heat events can also cause buildings to use more energy which can increase emissions and
cause a financial strain on families experiencing a high or severe energy burden.

Vegetation (e.g., trees and native plantings), cool roof and pavement design can help reduce the impact
of heatwaves. People who don’t have air conditioning can also find relief from community spaces, or
other air-conditioned places that are open to the public.

Access to Basic Needs in Cedar Rapids
The climate justice targets included in the climate resolution are aimed at reducing environmental harm
and increasing access to basic needs in vulnerable communities. Decreasing harm means identifying
harmful air, water, and soil pollutants and implementing solutions to reduce or eliminate impact on
health and quality of life. Providing basic needs means ensuring people have access to fresh and
nutritional food, green space, and high-wage green jobs that are created through the implementation of
this plan. This section looks at the current environmental quality of air, water, and soil, access to food
and parks, and opportunities for catalyzing high-wage green jobs.

Environmental Quality: Air, Water, and Soil
Environmental quality looks at the health of air, water, and soil in Cedar Rapids. Existing pollutants can
have adverse impacts on the health of residents and ecological functions. Climate hazards can
exacerbate these impacts by displacing and increasing the volume of contaminants in the air, water,
and soil. Further, activities that contribute to the release of greenhouse gas emissions also impact air,
water, and soil quality. For example, tailpipe emissions from on-road vehicles include harmful pollutants
that impact the respiratory health of people, especially those who live near major arterial roads and
highways. The following looks at the existing air, soil, and water quality in Cedar Rapids.

Air Quality
Linn County meets national air quality standards for particulates, sulfur dioxide, ozone, and air
toxics required by the Clean Air Act, though local air quality in specific areas of Cedar Rapids
may still be of concern. In Cedar Rapids, asthma prevalence is highest in census tracts that are in the
core areas in and around downtown. These neighborhoods are in close proximity to heavy industrial
facilities and major arterial roads, like I-380 (Map 5). These areas with a higher prevalence of asthma
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are also in areas with higher concentrations of residents living below the poverty level, indicating that
these communities are dealing with both a financial and an environmental burden. Communities around
the city's edge, which tend to be higher income, have the lowest asthma prevalence.

One of the top priorities for students in Cedar Rapids is clean air. One survey respondent said
“We live close to a factory and it kind of smells all the time when you walk outside. I know that’s not
good, so clean air would be my most important.” 18

Outdoor air quality impacts public health and ecological functions in Cedar Rapids, especially for
populations with preexisting health conditions and vulnerable ecosystems. Poor air quality can
exacerbate chronic health conditions like asthma and other respiratory conditions.19 Poor air quality can
also lead to chronic health conditions and pose a greater overall health risk to children, the elderly, and
pregnant women.20 Populations that are already exposed to poor air quality are at greater risk to climate
hazards like prolonged heat events and poor air quality due to allergens or smoke from distant wildfires.

Poor indoor air quality also negatively impacts health outcomes from repeated exposure to air
pollutants. In older homes, residents may be exposed to hazardous pollutants like asbestos and lead.
Homes that are not properly air-sealed or insulated may also lead to indoor air quality issues like mold
and mildew that result from too much moisture. Natural gas appliances — like gas ranges, water
heaters, and furnaces also present health risks to occupants. The combustion of natural gas inside the
home generates a variety of air pollutants, including nitrogen dioxide, carbon monoxide, and particulate
matter. While natural gas appliances are required to have proper ventilation, they may not be up to
date, nor monitored for safety.21

Efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions will also benefit the quality of both indoor and outdoor air
by limiting the amount of fuels that are combusted. Air quality improvements will positively impact the
health of all residents, especially the community’s most vulnerable.
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Map 5: Asthma Prevalence
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Water and Soil Quality
Water and soil quality is critical to the health of any community. The climate resolution seeks to reduce
harm to vulnerable communities by guaranteeing access to clean water. The health of the water supply
is affected by the quality of the soil in the watershed and runoff from precipitation events. The following
summarizes the existing conditions of water and soil quality in Cedar Rapids, as well as on-going efforts
to improve both.

Cedar Rapids provides clean drinking water to residents and businesses - with the City annually
reporting on its water quality and consistently achieving clean water standards set by the Clean
Water Act. The City of Cedar Rapids draws its drinking water supplies from an underground water
source called an alluvial aquifer. Most of the water in this aquifer is pulled from the Cedar River, while
some of the water is drawn up from a deeper bedrock aquifer that is recharged by surface water that
infiltrates the ground over time. This process means that the water supply is naturally filtered before it
reaches the City’s two water treatment facilities (Figure 6).

Figure 6: Water Treatment Cycle in Cedar Rapids

The portion of the Cedar River that flows through Cedar Rapids is in both the Middle Cedar and Lower
Cedar Watersheds. Water quality is impacted by contaminants that reach the river through agricultural
and urban stormwater runoff, which increases during times of heavy rainfall (Figure 7). Agricultural
contaminants include nitrates, herbicides, and bacteria from fertilizers, chemicals, and manure applied
to farm fields to increase yield. Urban runoff includes contaminants from soil, parking lots, and roads.
Common pollutants come from gasoline, oil, refrigerants, and other chemicals that leak from
combustion vehicles. Other pollutants include debris from vegetation, salt and de-icing chemicals used
on roads, and other hazardous materials that may leech into the soil when not properly stored.
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Figure 7: Cedar River Watershed 2017 Landcover

The city works with state and federal agencies to monitor the quality of the Cedar River watershed. In
the 2019 report, the city found no violations of contaminants exceeding allowable limits.22 While there is
no immediate threat to the quality of the City’s water supply, there are on-going efforts to partner with
farmers and landowners to implement best management practices, like cover crops, management of
nutrients (especially nitrates), and restoration of wetlands to improve the water and soil quality of the
watershed.

The City is currently involved in several innovative projects to support agricultural conservation efforts in
the Cedar River Watershed. In April 2021, the City was awarded a $7, 028,362 funding agreement from
USDA-NRCS for the Cedar River Source Water Partnership to support conservation efforts that protect
source water supplies in the Cedar River Watershed. The five-year project will involve collaborations
with other cities and agricultural groups, including ag retail, to provide financial incentives directly to
farmers to implement nutrient reduction practices on their farms. The City is also partnering with the
Soil & Water Outcomes Fund, which purchases credits for nutrient reduction and carbon sequestration
achieved by implementing conservation practices on farmland. Cargill, a multinational food corporation
with operations in Cedar Rapids, is a major partner in this project. Cargill invests in this project to offset
some of its emissions through increased carbon sequestration in the Middle Cedar watershed. Projects
like this one offer multiple benefits to the community through improved soil and water quality, as well as
increased opportunities to sequester carbon in soils.
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Food Access
In Cedar Rapids, 63% of low-income residents are more than 0.5 miles away from a full-service
grocery store, 11.6% of residents are in poverty, and 12.1% of seniors are food insecure.23

Individual and community access to fresh, nutritional, affordable, and culturally relevant food is vital to
the resilience of Cedar Rapids. Food deserts can exist where access to nutritious food is beyond a
half-mile walkshed of a full service grocery store, contributing to food insecurity. Additional factors that
contribute to food insecurity include accessible transportation and mobility options, income and
affordability, and demographic representation of available food.

Often, people who live in areas that are considered food deserts are people with lower incomes, people
of color, seniors on fixed incomes, and people living with disabilities. These conditions negatively
impact the physical and mental health of people experiencing food insecurity. Food access can be
impacted by a household's ability to purchase and maintain a vehicle, Map 6 shows the households in
Cedar Rapids that are outside of a half-mile walkshed of a grocery store.. The climate resolution seeks
to end food deserts by 2050 by ensuring access to fresh, nutritious, and culturally relevant food in
vulnerable communities.

Improving access to food both increases equity in the community and prepares residents to be more
resilient in times of crisis. During August 2020 derecho, for instance, some residents reported that
access to food was most challenging for them:

"I had a lot of anxiety over how to pay for all the extra costs associated with lack of power.
Buying fresh food daily instead of relying on my own pantry and only being able to cook on a
grill outside are an example."

Understanding food security in the community requires looking at existing proximity to, affordability and
consumption of food at various retailers, farmers markets, and local dining establishments. Local food
systems play a crucial role in addressing food access. This includes the location and frequency of
full-service grocery stores, ensuring grocery stores are transit connected, supporting vendors that sell a
wide variety of foods, and supporting local agriculture. Healthy food should also be affordable. There
are 114 retailers in Cedar Rapids that accept Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
dollars. This increases access to healthy foods for those who may not otherwise be able to afford them.
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Map 6: Food Deserts

Based on the student survey, 40.7% of student respondents say having a garden to grow food is
a high priority; one student said, "It would be nice to be able to grow food and not have to worry
about the price of fresh fruits and vegetables."
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Additional opportunities to increase access to local nutritional food are through residential and
community gardens, edible landscaping, and urban agriculture. Feed Iowa First estimates that 500
acres of land in Cedar Rapids could grow enough fruits and vegetables to address Cedar Rapids' food
insecurity. There are currently 56 community gardens, 327 plots at three city-run gardens, ten school
gardens, and 20 urban agriculture permits.

Park Access
The climate resolution includes a climate justice target that “guarantees access to nature or green
space to all vulnerable communities by preserving or developing green amenities.” Parks and green
space offer multiple community benefits that can improve the health of residents and enhance
ecological functions to mitigate impact from climate change. Access to parks and green space can
impact residents' physical, emotional, and mental health in Cedar Rapids.

The Trust for Public Land recommends that people live within a half-mile walk of a park. Parks offer
spaces for people to engage in physical activity, community gatherings, and to find respite from harsher
urban environments. They also provide ecological functions like managing stormwater, providing habitat
for urban wildlife, and keeping temperatures down on hot summer days. It’s important for community
resilience to both have an abundance of parks and greenspaces to leverage the ecological functions,
as well as increasing community access to natural spaces.

The Cedar Rapids Parks Department manages over 4,171 acres of city-owned property. These parks
and greenspaces are distributed throughout Cedar Rapids, but older residential neighborhoods tend to
have access to numerous small parks. Newer residential developments around the periphery have
fewer parks in walking regardless of park size. This does not mean that people have no way of
accessing the parks, but that the variety of parks they have access to differs. Access to neighborhood
scale parks contributes greatly to park access in Cedar Rapids.

In its 2010 Parks and Recreation Master Plan, the City previously found that the established core of the
community has a level of service that meets or exceeds the expectations of residents, while
neighborhoods in newer sections of town don’t have the same level of service. To address this, the
Master Plan includes a goal to ensure adequate park space is provided to new residential development
as the city grows.24

According to the City of Cedar Rapids Parks and Recreation Master Plan, a 220-acre open space
called "The Greenway '' will be developed in order to help manage flooding and create a vibrant
riverfront. This is part of a larger city effort to provide civic gathering spaces on the river and create
continuous public access.25 The Master Plan identifies more than 43% of the 100- and 500-year
floodplains within the city limits are protected as parkland and represents nearly half of the city’s
parkland. This allows the city to improve the ecological health of the city by preserving land that
maintains biological diversity, improves water quality, provides wildlife travel corridors, and provides
recreational opportunities.

22



Map 7: Access to Green Space
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Green Job & Economy
Addressing climate change, both mitigation and resilience, creates opportunities for local job growth.
The Cedar Rapids Climate Resolution Section 6 defines green jobs as high-wage jobs that
further the greenhouse gas reduction, climate adaptation, and equity and justice goals of the
Cedar Rapids Community Climate Action Plan.

The U.S. Bureau of Labor and Statistics (BLS) uses two components to define green jobs:

A. Jobs in businesses that produce goods or services that benefit the environment or conserve
natural resources.

B. Jobs in which workers’ duties involve making their establishment’s production processes more
environmentally friendly or use few natural resources.26

Using these definitions, BLS developed an approach to measure jobs in each category. For jobs related
to the production of goods and services, BLS prepared a list of detailed North American Industry
Classification System (NAICS) industries where green goods and services were classified by staff. BLS
used two survey methods to get additional information on the number of jobs and wage estimates for
jobs associated with production of goods and services.

For jobs related to making production processes more environmentally friendly, BLS conducted a
survey among employers to produce national and regional data on the use of green technologies and
practices.

Using the method developed for jobs related to the production of goods and services, the City
estimates there are approximately 6,784 green jobs in Linn County. These jobs are primarily in
Construction (2,673), Professional, Scientific, and Technical (1,960), and Manufacturing (670). The
survey method for jobs related to making production processes more environmentally friendly could not
be replicated for the region at this time. Further, these methodologies have been discontinued by BLS,
but can serve as a foundation for an economic analysis in Cedar Rapids as part of the implementation
of this plan.

Information on jobs in clean energy industries is available at the state level. The U.S. Department of
Energy issues the Energy and Employment Report annually, which highlights employment in the clean
energy sector for each state. According to the report, among electric power generation jobs in Iowa,
wind generation makes up the largest share of jobs (3,909), while solar jobs rank 4th highest (1,029).
More than 21,165 people are employed in energy efficiency jobs, most working in efficient lighting and
high efficiency heating and cooling jobs. Employers expect to see growth in these jobs in the next year,
especially in energy efficiency. Many employers report some difficulty in hiring workers, citing lack of
experience and small applicant pools as primary barriers for hiring.27

For the purposes of this plan, limiting the scope to jobs under the BLS jobs definition or clean energy,
doesn’t allow the city to capture additional types of jobs that could also be considered green. For
example, the Vancouver Economic Commission Green Jobs Report28 offers a broader definition of
green jobs. The types of jobs included in the report are:
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● Local Food
● Green building design & construction
● Green infrastructure, transportation and

planning

● Sustainability services and education
● Land and water remediation and

environmental consulting
● Materials management and recycling

This broader definition allows the city to think about green jobs across initiatives that seek to adapt to
climate change, reduce harm from environmental hazards, and increase access to basic needs. The
CCAP can build upon these approaches to establish a baseline assessment of green jobs and
determine targets for growth in each area.

Green job opportunities in Cedar Rapids will come from a variety of industries, including installation of
solar energy systems and electric vehicle charging infrastructure, energy retrofits to existing homes and
businesses, tree planting and greenspace restoration, and growing local food, among other
opportunities. The definitions of green jobs can also expand to the greening of existing jobs that don’t fit
the categories described above. For instance, a restaurant manager’s primary job is not a green job,
but it could be greened by implementing sustainability and energy efficiency measures that support the
CCAP and benefit the restaurant.

An important element of the Climate Resolution’s green jobs section is to ensure these new jobs are
high wage and accessible to residents who are unemployed or underemployed and the broader
community as quality of life improves for all residents.  The current household median income in Cedar
Rapids is $58,511 as compared to the state ($61,691). Further, 12.5% of the population lives below the
federal poverty level ($26,000 for a family of four).29 Energy, housing, and transportation burdens
among households with lower incomes can be alleviated by a reduction in cost, as well as an increase
in income.

Job training will be a critical element of meeting the demand for high-wage green jobs as the city
implements this plan. Kirkwood Community College offers an Energy Production and Distribution
Technology program that provides the fundamentals for a career in the energy industry, with a focus on
utility scale wind-turbine repair. Partnering with entities like Kirkwood Community College, the IBEW, or
other organizations that offer training in the energy industry will help prepare the workforce to help the
city meet its climate goals.

Cedar Rapids residents are ready to respond to these efforts. Green jobs tend to be higher wage and
have the added value of giving employees a greater purpose for their work.

80% of recent college graduates are “very” or “extremely” interested in gaining jobs that feel
purposeful, yet only 50% achieve this work.30

There is also an opportunity to look beyond green jobs at the local economic structures in the city.
Different economic models, like cooperative purchasing, crowdfunding, or sharing resources can open
up pathways for greater and more equitable participation in the green economy. For instance,
purchasing insulation in bulk can bring down costs for individual homeowners to improve the efficiency
of their homes. Cooperative models for food or clean energy allows members to share in the ownership
benefits of community initiatives. There are different platforms available to support crowdfunding for
community projects that both help build community support and bring projects to fruition. Finally, mutual
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aid can support a more equitable distribution of resources by matching needs with excess goods. This
can be seen through Little Free Libraries, pop-up food pantries, clothing donation sites, and more.

Implementing the community climate action plan is about more than reducing greenhouse gas
emissions or building to withstand extreme weather events. It’s also about building a sustainable, local
economy that benefits everyone without causing harm. Through high-wage green jobs and more
equitable access to basic needs, Cedar Rapids can become a community where everyone thrives.
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