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CHAPTER 5. LAND USE
Land use, in very basic terms, defines where people live and where they work. It describes how
and why the land is being used for a particular purpose. Examples include agricultural land used
for farming or farmsteads, residential land used for homes, industrial land used for manufacturing
of products, or used for operation of intensive resource recovery. Existing land uses are those in
place at the time the information was recorded or surveyed. Future land use addresses land to be
conserved for farming operations or to be developed as defined through the planning process
within the planning period. Muscatine County’s planning horizon is 20 years. This chapter
outlines both existing and future land use for Muscatine County.
The land use chapter of a comprehensive plan provides the framework and statement of land use
policy. The future land use mapped in this chapter provides guidance to local officials on the
quality and character of land preservation and development that will likely take place in the next
20 years.

Existing Uses
Existing land uses of Muscatine County are illustrated on Map 5.1. The existing land use was
developed from the Muscatine County parcel data and represents approximate land uses in the
county. Percentage of land use in each category can be found in Table 5.1. It represents a
generalized view of existing land use in the county. Current land use is organized into several
categories, including agriculture, residential, commercial, industrial and exempt utilities
(institutional, recreational, etc.). The county encompasses 287,511 acres or nearly 450 square
miles of land area. The county is divided into 14 townships and includes 8 municipalities. Most
residential development has occurred within cities or along the Mississippi River, such as the
unincorporated places of Fairport and Montpellier, or in other areas such as Sweetland Center.
Table 5.1 – Existing Land Use
Unincorporated Muscatine County, Iowa
Land Use Mapping Classification
Residential
Commercial
Industrial
Exempt (Institutional, Recreational, Etc.)
Agricultural (Land/Dwelling), Water, and Not
Classified
Utility
Incorporated Places
Total

Acres
10,722
1,226
1,573
5,904

Square Miles
16.8
1.9
2.5
9.2

Percent
3.73%
0.43%
0.55%
2.05%

251,000
1,041
16,045
287,511

392.2
1.6
25.1
449.2

87.30%
0.36%
5.58%
100.00%

Source: Bi-State Regional Commission, approximate numbers
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Agricultural, Utilities, and Not Classified. In Table 5.1, the following combined land uses were
identified as agricultural land use, and areas otherwise not classified include vacant property,
farmsteads, roadways, mining, utilities or rights-of-way, and undeveloped or farmed land. These
types of land use are typically represented beyond the perimeter of a community in areas either to
be farmed or to be developed as part of municipal planning areas or part of easements or rightsof-way where infrastructure or utilities are located. Within the unincorporated areas of Muscatine
County, these classifications account for 252,041 acres or about 88% of the land area. Adjacent to
corporate limits, agricultural land areas may offer potential growth through community
annexations. Additionally, these areas may represent locations considered difficult to develop
because of floodplain, high water table, or steep slopes, or may be areas ideal for farming.
Chapter 4 illustrates land areas that are prime for farming and/or have some physical limitations
for intensive development.
Industrial. Industrial land uses comprise less than 1% of Muscatine County’s unincorporated
existing land use, covering 1,573acres.
Commercial. Commercial land use is categorized by wholesale/retail sales and office land use,
which relates to professional services and business activities. These areas are located sparingly in
the county. Commercial land use in unincorporated Muscatine County comprises 1,226 acres or
less than 1% of the total land use.
Residential. Residential development represents more than 3% of the existing land use within
unincorporated Muscatine County. Residential land use in unincorporated Muscatine County
accounts for 10,722 acres of the land. Residential development has occurred either within
corporate limits, or primarily in unincorporated areas along the Mississippi River, such as Fairport
and Montpellier. Muscatine County had approximately 16,540 occupied housing units (ACS
2008-12) for both incorporated and unincorporated areas. The majority of the residential
development within Muscatine County is characterized by homes built from 1979 or earlier.
Over 6,465 housing structures were built in 1939 or earlier.
Exempt - Institutional, Recreational, Open Space, and Conservation. Institutional uses, parks,
recreational areas, open spaces, and other exempt classified land occupy 5,904 acres and over 2%
of the county’s land area. Muscatine County is bisected by the Cedar River and bordered by the
Mississippi River. Both rivers are subject to annual flooding. Both waterways are excellent
outdoor recreation assets. With its natural setting along these two rivers and with Mississippi
River bluffs, Muscatine County is ideal for outdoor recreation activities, such as fishing, boating,
camping, hiking, and bicycling. The county’s parks and recreational amenities are more fully
described in Chapter 7 related to recreational facilities. Additionally, this category includes
government buildings, schools, churches, cemeteries, and health services.
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Proposed Future Uses
Cultivating or refining several essential anchors that encourage or attract people to move to or
remain in Muscatine County, as a whole, will be important for growth and development. These
important indicators provide stability over time. Successful ways to encourage long-term county
residency are:
•
•
•
•

Retain and encourage small, locally-owned businesses to locate in the county
Encourage home ownership and provide a variety of housing options, preferably in cities
Provide a quality school system
Foster local clubs/associations that promote civic involvement

Each of these factors reinforces civic engagement and personal investment in the community
where people call home. (Source: “How To Build Strong Home Towns,” American
Demographics, February 1997)
From the public input workshops, residents identified a number of these factors as being strengths
of Muscatine County and others, such as:
•
•
•
•

location on the Mississippi River many recreation areas
cultural diversity of the citizens
number of industries in the county
multimodal transportation assets

In shaping the future of Muscatine County, community leaders will be required to visualize the
next generation of residents within the county and what they value. Such amenities could include
new or enhanced countywide recreation areas, revitalized downtowns populated by entrepreneurs
and vibrant businesses, and a productive agricultural economy with value-added businesses.
These suggestions focus on the quality of life that a county has to offer.
Muscatine County offers assets today of interest to young talent and future generations including
its location in proximity to the Quad Cities Metropolitan Area and Iowa City with the University
of Iowa, its interstate access, its natural setting, parks, access to arts/entertainment, relatively
short commute times, and a variety of restaurants and shopping. Residents would like to see more
of these amenities – entertainment, shopping and restaurants – within the county.
In contrast to more city-centered lifestyles, rural living has special circumstances that should be
recognized and understood. The county's "Guide to Country Living" outlines important
considerations in living outside of corporate limits in rural parts of Muscatine County.
Considerations include more responsibility for the property owner to provide essential
infrastructure, such as water and sanitary sewage disposal, and waste disposal services. Power and
communication sources may be limited, e.g. propane in lieu of natural gas. Roadway access is
more limited and emergency response times are greater with rural living. Agricultural activity can
be intensive, similar to industry, with heavy machinery, seasonal peaks with long hours of
operation, creation of dust and odor, among other neighboring effects. The guide offers an
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overview so prospective residents in rural unincorporated areas are knowledgeable and have
realistic expectations for their development.
Using the input from the public input workshops, focus groups, and meetings of the
Comprehensive Planning Steering Committee, proposed land uses have been determined for
Muscatine County for the next 20 years. In the county survey, residents indicated that in their
opinion agricultural land use was the most important to the county's economy, followed by
industry and manufacturing. Preserving farmland for future production is a priority of the county,
as well as preserving the natural resources that attract visitors and future residents.
Map 5.2 illustrates future land uses within Muscatine County. The intent of the mapping exercise
was to provide sufficient guidance and direction for land-use decisions on location and service
areas to the Steering Committee and the Board of Supervisors. The land use identification will
provide enough general direction to allow sufficient flexibility in the market location choice, to
insure that certain areas are reserved for preferred uses, to mitigate land use conflicts, and to
implement an economic growth strategy focused on creating a sustainable county. In keeping with
policies set forth in Chapter 2, new non-agricultural development is encouraged to be located
within city boundaries. Chapter 2 provides the policy directives associated with land use decisionmaking in Muscatine County and should be used in concert with the future land use map.
The future land use map identifies both how the land is used today and areas where land use
changes may be approved to allow for a specific purpose(s) in the future. The map clearly shows
that the majority of unincorporated Muscatine County is and will continue to be used for
agricultural production. Map 5.2 clearly reiterates the county vision to preserve its agricultural
resources and protect agricultural operations. Additional land uses identified on the map are
commercial and residential. Commercial development is expected to be small service centers
serving the rural community. Limited rural residential development is expected to continue along
the Mississippi River. Sensitivity to development of woodlands and along steep slopes is
encouraged. Proper installation of water wells and septic systems will ensure quality residential
development and require development permits and inspections coordinated with the county.
Map 5.3 adds layers to Map 5.2 and includes the potential development areas surrounding the
communities in Muscatine County as well as flood hazard areas. Cities by state code have the
ability to plan their future development areas up to two miles from their respective city limits. The
county encourages development to look to communities when considering siting proposals to help
preserve farmland elsewhere within the county. Map 5.3 also draws attention to flood hazard
areas within Muscatine County. To mitigate future flood damage to property, development is
encouraged to locate outside of the flood hazard areas.
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