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Equity of Historic Preservation in Iowa 
Introduction
Historic  preservation  is  a  powerful  economic  and  cultural  tool  for 
communities. Preserving the built environment also preserves both tangible 
and  intangible  cultural  heritage.  Economically,  historic  properties  have 
potential for adaptive reuse, which saves money, energy, time, and resources 
that  might  have  been  spent  on  new  construction.  They  also  create 
opportunities for heritage tourism, where visitors come to areas to see and 
experience the past through the built environment. 

Unfortunately, historic preservation has a long history of bias and inequality. 
Properties  connected  to  minority  cultures  and  people  of  color  have  been 
neglected in ways that properties connected to more privileged groups have 
not.  Preservation  is  also  deeply  tied  to  gentrification,  in  creating  historic 
districts that raise home values and price out existing residents, among other 
effects.

Objectives
•  Visualize the distribution of historic resources in Polk and Scott Counties 

with respect to racial makeup and socioeconomic factors.

•  Identify  potential  trends  in  block  groups  with  high  concentrations  of 
historic resources.

Methods
This project aims to visualize the spatial distribution of recognized historic 
resources in two counties in Iowa, with respect to racial diversity and median 
income. A small portion of larger historic resources were excluded due to 
uncertainty surrounding overlapping polygon and point data sets. Polk and 
Scott  counties  were  chosen  as  containing  the  highest  number  of  historic 
resources,  as  well  as  more  racially  diverse  populations  than  many  other 
counties (see below). 4 maps for each county were generated in ArcGIS Pro, 
showing the distribution of historic properties, the median income by block 
group  in  2018,  the  percent  non-white  population  in  2018  (a  very  rough 
measure of diversity), and the change in percentage white from 2010 to 2018.

Results
Clearly,  the  majority  of  Polk  and  Scott  Counties’ historic  resources  are 
concentrated in a few block groups in central Des Moines and Davenport 
respectively. This is to be expected, as Des Moines and Davenport are both 
older cities and population centers. 

Unexpectedly, these high concentrations overlap with areas of low median 
incomes  in  both  counties.  This  may  indicate  that,  rather  than  improving 
nearby areas to the point of gentrification, historic properties are not being 
leveraged enough to improve their communities’ quality of life.

Racial  diversity  is  something  of  a  mixed  bag  between  the  two  counties. 
While the block groups with the highest number of historic resources in Polk 
County are very white, other nearby block groups with many resources have 
much higher  diversity.  Scott  County has  a  more even spread of  diversity 
around areas with historic resources.

Although some areas around Des Moines have seen a significant increase in 
their  percentage white  population,  possibly  indicating gentrification,  these 
areas do not appear to be correlated with historic resources. Some areas with 
high numbers of resources actually saw a decline in white residents. Scott 
County  similarly  saw  both  significant  increases  and  some  decreases  in 
percent population white.

Conclusion
The strongest conclusion from this research is that areas with high numbers 
of  historic  buildings  also  tended  to  have  lower  median  incomes  in  both 
counties. This contradicts the expected economic value of historic resources, 
and there is also no clear trend towards gentrification of historic areas. This 
may indicate that there is more work to be done to leverage the benefits of 
historic preservation in these communities.

Future  research  may  include  more  granular  analysis  to  understand 
confounding factors and develop a clearer picture of the effects of historic 
preservation in these communities. This methodology could also be expanded 
to other counties to understand historic preservation in more rural areas.
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