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CHAPTER 4:  UTILITIES & COMMUNITY FACILITIES 
 

     
Photos above by Randy Uhl 
 

 
4.1 Introduction 
 
Community facilities are buildings, lands, services, and programs that serve the public, such 
as parks, schools, police and fire protection, health care facilities, solid waste and recycling 
facilities, and libraries. This element identifies and evaluates existing utilities and 
community facilities serving the City of Decorah. Understanding the location, use, and 
capacity of community facilities and utilities is an important consideration when planning 
for the future. Water and wastewater treatment systems are municipally owned and 
operated. Alliant Energy provides electrical service and Black Hills Energy provides natural 
gas service. 
 
Luther College has a 1.6-megawatt wind turbine projected to produce 5.2 million kilowatt 
hours of electricity per year. This will provide approximately one-third of the college’s 
annual electricity consumption. 
 
 
4.2 Sanitary Sewer Service 
 
The existing sanitary sewage system is municipally owned and operated. The system, made 
up of laterals, trunk, and outfall sewers, conveys the wastewater to wastewater treatment 
plant for treatment and discharge to the Upper Iowa River, east of Decorah. 
 
The sewer system is made up of 8, 10, 12, 15, 18, 24 and 30-inch pipes and three pumping 
lift stations.  The pumping lift stations serve the extreme northwest and north parts of the 
developed city.   
 
Major improvements to the sewerage system were made from 1984 to 1986, when the new 
wastewater treatment plant, the 18-inch and 30-inch trunk, and the 30-inch outfall sewers 
were built. Several pumping lift stations and the previous wastewater treatment facility were 
eliminated.   
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The majority of the original sewer system built in 1919 and 1920 consists of vitrified clay 
pipe. The trunk and outfall sewers from the 1985 project are reinforced concrete pipe.  
Generally sewers constructed since about 1990 on are PVC. 
 
The unincorporated Freeport community is served by the Freeport Water and Sanitary 
Sewer District. The original sanitary sewer system of the district was constructed in the 
period between 1984 and 1986.  The sewers of the district vary in size from 8-inch to 10-inch 
diameter pipe. The wastewater from the district is treated by the Decorah wastewater 
treatment facility per a City/County 28E agreement. 
 
The City continues to review sewers due to age of the original system and capacities related 
to growth. A larger trunk sewer has been planned in phases to serve southeast Decorah as 
growth and redevelopment occurs in this area. The same is true for a future bypass of 
Locust Road sewers directly to the main trunk sewer via Quarry Street. Industrial, business, 
and residential growth has also resulted in trunk sewer extensions east to the Decorah 
Business Park/Airport areas. Sanitary sewers will be planned for replacement based 
primarily on aging infrastructure and street-related reconstruction projects, along with 
community growth trends. Original system central trunk and interceptor sewers will be of 
primary interest as streets and areas around them redevelop during the planning period.  
 
Waste Water Treatment Facility 

The existing wastewater treatment facility, built in the period between 1984 and 1986, is an 
activated sludge, secondary treatment facility. The plant consists of a pumping station, grit 
removal facility, two primary clarifiers, three aeration basins, three final clarifiers and a 
chlorinator. The sludge is processed in two anaerobic digesters where it is stabilized and 
then applied on nearby farm land. In 2004, the plant underwent several improvements that 
included, ultraviolet disinfection, new main pumping station equipment including controls, 
new ventilation equipment, and a new one million-gallon biosolids storage tank. The cost of 
the improvements was approximately $1,400,000 and financed through a State Revolving 
Fund Loan. 
 
The facility is designed to treat an average wet weather flow (wet month) of 4.92 million 
gallons per day (mgpd), and a peak hourly wet weather flow of 6.9 mgpd. The design 
parameters for the treatment facility are listed below in Figure 39: 
 
Figure 39:  Treatment Facility Design Parameters 

Average Wet Weather Flow: 4.92 mgpd 
Maximum Wet Weather Flow: 5.43 mgpd 
Peak Hourly Wet Weather Flow (peak day): 6.90 mpgd 

Biochemical Oxygen Demand (BOD5): 
3,900 pounds per day (ppd) 
(average) 

Suspended Solids: 3,600 ppd (average) 
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During the 2017 calendar year, the facility pumped a total of 432 million gallons, an average 
of 1.18 million gallons per day. The effluent discharge to the Upper Iowa River must meet 
the following concentration limits as established by the Iowa Department of Natural 
Resources (IDNR), shown in Figure 40: 
 
Figure 40:  River Concentration Limits 

Carbonaceous BOD5: 25 mg/l 30 day (average) 
Total Suspended Solids (TSS): 30 mg/l 30 day (average) 

Mg/1 – milligrams 
 
The treatment facility has now been in operation since 1986. Upgrades in both treatment 
technology and requirements have resulted in improvements made to date as noted.  
Upcoming needed improvements include the replacement of many of the mechanical 
components of the plant as they reach the end of their useful life. Advances in 
computerization or control systems may also prove advantageous in upgrade systems. 
 
City of Decorah Headworks Study 

The City of Decorah completed a headworks study in July of 2016.  The City then took all 
the data that was gathered and established local limits on certain discharges to the sanitary 
sewer system. Local limits may be developed by publicly owned wastewater treatment 
works (POTWs) to ensure compliance with the requirements of the discharge permit 
(NPDES) and related government prohibitions and guidelines. The federal and state 
requirements do not take into account the site-specific factors at a POTW and local limits 
may be required to ensure that all discharges are in compliance. A POTW may need to 
impose local limits on an industrial user that are more stringent or cover more pollutants 
than an applicable categorical standard in order to ensure compliance with all aspects of 
their NPDES permit. 
 
The Iowa Department of Natural Resources (IDNR) adopted more stringent stream 
standards in 2006, which have resulted in significantly reduced amounts of metals that may 
be discharged in a plant’s effluent. Preparation of local limits calculations are helpful for the 
City to get an overall understanding of the metals that are allowed to be discharged to the 
river, the amount that has been "allocated" to the existing industries, and the amount that is 
available to allocate to future or expanding existing industries. The purpose of the study was 
to develop local limits for metals that may be discharged into the City’s sewer system from 
industrial customers without violating any of the regulations regarding sludge disposal or 
stream standards or recommendations for optimal treatment plant operations.   
 
Based on the available data and default values approved by the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA), data was inputted into the model developed by Paul Marshall at EPA - 
Region 7 for use by municipalities in this region to calculate local limits. The Local Limits 
model/calculations estimated the maximum allowable headworks loading (MAHL) and the 
maximum allowable industrial loading (MAIL) that would protect the treatment facilities 
from violation of the stream standards or sludge land application regulations, as well as 
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prevent inhibition within the plant or inadvertent pass through of any metals into the 
stream.  
 
The model outputs indicate that Decorah has additional capacity based on the available 
data of what is actually, entering and leaving the plant (both effluent and land applied 
sludge). The influent data from March and April 2016 samples indicate that a range of 3-
78% of the MAHL for metals is being utilized. However, the permitted amounts of 
cadmium, nickel, and silver exceed 100% of the MAIL; permitted amounts of chromium 
and copper exceed 90% of the MAIL. This would indicate that the amount of most metals 
permitted is in excess of what is currently utilized by the industries and should be reduced to 
amounts that reflect what they actually need plus a small percentage for a buffer to avoid 
violations of the permits. 
 
Please note that the determination of how to distribute the local limits in either mass or 
concentration is a philosophical and/or political decision that must be a local decision based 
on the size, needs, equity, and impact to each city. For example, if justified, a city could 
allocate any percentage of any metal to one industry, leaving a smaller percentage to others. 
A chart showing summarizing mass loadings from the study can be found below in Figure 41. 
To view the complete study, visit the following link:  www.decorahia.org/waste-water. 
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Figure 41:  City of Decorah Headwaters Study:  Summary of Mass Loadings

 

 Source:  (Fox Engineering, 2016) 
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4.3 Water Supply 
 
The water system consisting of water supply, treatment, storage, and distribution system is 
municipally owned and operated.   
 
The existing Decorah water supply is from six shallow wells. The wells range in depth from 
56 feet to 78 feet.  The wells were built in the period from 1949 to 1979.  The total pumping 
capacity of the wells is 3.4 million gallons per day (mgpd). The City pumps water at an 
average of 1 mgpd. See Figure 42 for Water Source (Well) Information. Water treatment is 
limited to chlorination and fluoridation. 
 
Figure 42:  Water Source (Well) Information 

Well 
Number 

Year 
Established 

Location Depth 
Capacity 
(gpm) 

Capacity 
(gpd) 

1 1949 West end of Water Street 56 350 504,000 

2 1958 
North of water plant along 
levee 

59 400 576,000 

3 1962 
North of water plant along 
levee 

63 250 360,000 

5* 1967 East side of Mill Street 78 425 612,000 
6 1972 West side of Mill Street 78 440 633,000 

7 1979 
Along levee near athletic 
track 

70 460 662,000 

Source:  (Decorah Utilities Water Operations Report ) 
*(There is no Well No. 4) 
 
The Decorah Water Storage system includes five storage reservoirs; three are ground storage 
and two are elevated towers. Two ground storage tanks, 353,600 gallons and 368,890 
gallons, are located off Park Street in the southwest part of the City. These reservoirs were 
built in 1882 and 1935 respectively. The third ground storage tank is a 750,000-gallon tank 
located east of Luther College off of College Drive. A 100,000-gallon elevated storage tank 
is located in the extreme north part of the City west of Locust Road.  The College Drive and 
Locust Road storage tanks were constructed in 1979. A fifth storage tank (150,000 gallons) 
in the Decorah Business Park went online in 2015. Other booster pumped pressure systems 
serve the Minowa Heights area and the Ronan Tanks area (Park Street storage). See the 
Water Storage Information Figure 43 below. 
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Figure 43:  Water Storage Information 

Storage 
Number 

Year 
Constructed 

Type/Location Capacity 

1 1882 Ground Storage – Ronan #1 353,600 
2 1935 Ground Storage – Ronan #2 368,890 
3 1978 Ground Storage - Freeport System 250,000 
4 1979 Ground Storage – College Drive 750,000 
5 1979 Elevated Tank – West of Locust Road 100,000 
6 2010 Elevated Tank – Decorah Business Park 150,000 

Source:  (Decorah Utilities Water Operations Report ) 
 
The Decorah water distribution system includes over 70 miles of cast-iron and ductile-iron 
mains that range in size from 2-inch to 16-inch pipe. The distribution system consists 
primarily of 4-inch, 6-inch, and 8-inch mains, which are fed from the wells and storage 
tanks with 8-inch to 16-inch mains. The original system of mostly 4-inch, 6-inch and 8-inch 
cast-iron mains was built in 1882. The overall system includes over 720 valves and 430  
fire hydrants. A map of the sanitary sewer and water infrastructure for Decorah, including 
the primary distribution system of 8-inch and large mains, is shown in Figure 45. 
 
Water demand has steadily declined over the past planning period due to loss of several 
water dependent industries, equipment conservation improvements in other high volume 
industries, as well as Luther College, as shown on the following Figure 44: 
 
Figure 44:  Average Daily Water Demand 

Year 
Average Daily 
Pumpage in 
Gallons 

1995 1,285,465 
2000 1,242,511 
2005 1,009,256 
2010 950,371 
2015 1,028,302 
2017 935,450 

 
Total water pumped for 2017 was 341,439,147 gallons. The average daily demand for water 
was 935,450 gallons with the highest daily usage being 1,588,366 gallons.   
 
The amount of unaccounted water (the difference between the amount of water pumped to 
the system and the amount of water actually used or sold) is approximately 15 percent. The 
city continues to investigate ways to reduce this amount. Unaccounted water is considered 
excessive at 20 percent. 
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The Industrial Park well has been taken offline but is still in place as an emergency backup 
well for that area.   
 
The City integrated the Decorah Business Park Water system into the overall municipal 
system in 2015. This is presently a separate pressure system fed from the Decorah system 
via a new booster pump station in the Scenic View Estates area. 
 
The Freeport area is served by the Freeport Water and Sanitary Sewer District system. This 
system, composed of 6-inch, 8-inch, and 10-inch diameter mains, serves the developed parts 
of the Freeport area. The water supply includes a deep well located near Wellington Place.  
The pumping capacity of the well is 200 (gpm). The system storage supply is a 250,000-
gallon ground level tank located south of Freeport.  
 
The City continues to make water main improvements to provide better service and fire 
protection as well as to replace older mains in conjunction with related street projects.  
Generally adequate water pressure and volumes serve the community well. Planned 
improvements continue to emphasize replacement of older mains, valves, hydrants and 
other fixtures. 
 
Prior to the planning period, emphasis has been on distribution and fire protection 
improvements in downtown and school areas. Future improvements anticipated will need 
to include growth areas, upsizing of aging and undersized mains (especially in street 
reconstruction projects) and investigating additional independent well capacity for the west 
side of town for emergency purposes in the event of flooding. Future water mains will be 
added as determined by growth; current trends imply increased growth to the east, north 
and south. Present system production capacity is more than adequate based on reduced 
demand over the past 10 or more years. Improvements and expansion to the system with 
take this trend into account. Full-sized mains of adequate size will continue to be proposed 
to facilitate replacement of older mains and lateral community growth, while storage and 
production with be improved with new growth areas and reduced demand in mind.  
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Figure 45:  Sanitary Sewer and Water Service Area Map 

  

Source:  (Erdman Engineering, 2018); (Upper Explorerland Regional Planning Commission, 2018)  
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Local Source Water Protection Program 

The City of Decorah established a Source Water Protection Program in recent years in 
conjunction with the national ‘Source Water Protection’ effort sponsored by the United 
States Environmental Protection Agency (www.epa.gov) and the Iowa Department of 
Natural Resources (www.iowadnr.gov). The goal of this effort is for public drinking water 
suppliers to protect and improve water quality through management, cooperation and 
conservation promotion. The City of Decorah was assisted in its effort by the Iowa Rural 
Water Association (www.iowaruralwater.org). To learn more about Decorah’s Source 
Water Protection Program, please contact Decorah City Hall.  
 
 

4.4 Stormwater Management 
 
Storm Sewer System 

The storm sewer system in Decorah consists of both open channel and drainage ways, and 
storm sewers. The storm sewers include box culverts for streets crossing Dry Run and a 
limited system of over 17 miles of storm sewers and intakes. The storm sewers were 
primarily developed in conjunction with the paving of curb and gutter streets. The storm 
sewer system has expanded as the City has developed. Storm sewers consisting of short 
reaches and culverts, drain primarily low-lying areas and streets into Dry Run and the 
Upper Iowa River. 
 
The adequacy of the existing interior storm sewer system to convey surface runoff is limited. 
As a minimum, the existing system should be improved to convey runoff from storm events 
of a two-year recurrence. New storm sewers have been developed as part of new 
subdivisions to convey runoff from a 10-year storm event, although the existing city 
subdivision ordinance does not address a storm sewer requirement.  A two-year storm has a 
50% chance of occurrence, and a 10-year storm has 10% chance of occurrence in any given 
year. Open channel drainage systems including culverts should have the capacity to convey 
surface runoff from a 50 to 100-year recurrence. 
 
Many existing storm sewer issues which result in more frequent street flooding and other 
similar problems have been addressed with projects during the previous planning period.  
Among the larger of these include the reconstruction of the downtown Water Street storm 
sewers, the Day Spring Lane storm sewer and roof drainage collection system, Division and 
Short Street Improvements, Painter Street Improvements, and Charlie Miller Drive storm 
sewer bypass. 
 
Additional future improvements are planned for problem areas including Short Street south 
of Iowa Highway 9 and for Heivly Street.   
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Stormwater Management Plan 

The City has a comprehensive detention/retention storm water management policy.  Efforts 
have been made to begin encouraging runoff alternatives such as permeable pavers where 
feasible.  Recently, such projects have been constructed at Luther College and Water Street 
Plaza. 
 
Levee System 

The Dry Run Flood Control project, located in and adjacent to the City of Decorah on the 
Upper Iowa River and an intermittent tributary stream called the Dry Run, was constructed 
under authority of the Flood Control Acts approved June 22, 1936 and August 18, 1941. 
Construction began in April of 1943 and was completed in December of 1950.  
 
The Dry Run project diverts all Dry Run flows into the Upper Iowa River immediately 
upstream from the City by means of a diversion channel about three miles upstream on the 
Upper Iowa River from the natural mouth of Dry Run. Project improvements on the Upper 
Iowa River include a cutoff channel and levees to protect Decorah.  
 
The Dry Run diversion channel, constructed upstream from Decorah, consists of a channel 
approximately 3,200 feet long and a closure dike constructed across the natural channel to 
divert all flow into the Upper Iowa River. The channel consists of a ‘natural’ channel 
section as well as a concrete flume and sediment basin.  
 
Twelve drainage locations with a total of 33 culvert drainage structures have been 
constructed to provide for removal of interior surface drainage waters. All structures include 
culverts equipped with automatic flap gates. During flooding, when automatic flap gates are 
closed, the interior surface drainage is pumped over the levee with a combination of 
temporary rental and city-owned pumps.  
 
More information on the levee system and flood control can be found in Chapter 6 of this 
plan.  
 
 

4.6 Solid Waste Disposal and Recycling Facilities 
 
Solid Waste  

Sharps Trucking, also known as Malcom Enterprises, and Shimek Roll-Off & Sanitation 
Services are privately owned companies available to provide waste removal services in the 
City of Decorah.  Refuse is collected once per week for residential customers and up to five 
times per week for commercial customers in Decorah.  Residential customers pay for service 
on a monthly basis and commercial customers may either use the weekly collection system 
or rent a dumpster.  Solid waste collection is not provided by the City. 
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Yard Waste Collection  

The yard waste site is located on Trout Run Road one-quarter mile south of Highway 9.  
The City operates a yard waste site from April through November. Materials that are 
accepted include: leaves, grass clippings, trees, and branches at no charge.   
 
Recycling  

A privately-operated company is available to provide curbside recycling services with pick 
up on the first and third weeks of the month. Private curbside recycling collection is not 
currently regulated by the City. There are also several collection points for drop-off recycling 
throughout Decorah as well as the Recycling Center located in Freeport. The City provides 
land for the placement of the recycling bins that are maintained and operated by 
Winneshiek County. 
 
 

4.7 Communication Infrastructure 
 
In the City of Decorah multiple companies are available to provide land line and cellular 
communication. Access to wireless communication facilities is becoming more and more 
important. In response to this, the Decorah Library currently offers wireless internet. High-
speed internet service is adequate and is available through DSL, cable, and satellite 
throughout the City. The City has three radio stations, no television station and one cellular 
tower. The Federal Communications Act of 1996 increased the need for many local 
governments to examine their zoning ordinances to make sure they do not discriminate 
against cellular communication in land use and zoning decisions. Decorah has enacted a 
Telecommunications Tower Ordinance within the Zoning Code under Chapter 17.136. This 
Ordinance, which complies with the FCC Act of 1996, requires that telecommunication 
towers follow specific guidelines before permits are approved for the erection of such towers. 
 
The community has also expressed the desire to expand broadband connectivity and 
continues to seek avenues to create a municipal telecommunications utility. 
 
A Utility Commission has been exploring the feasibility of fiber to the premise since the 
community passed a referendum in 2015 that allows for the creation of a city-owned 
communications utility.   
 
It is believed that the incumbent providers in Decorah are reacting to the voter action and 
are making or propose to make many upgrades and investments in their 
telecommunications networks. 
 
However, while some additional investments have been made or are planned by the 
incumbents, Decorah, as a community is falling behind acceptable and competitive levels. 
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Decorah cannot afford to wait years for additional private investment, and the electorate 
and city officials have recently decided that it is time to take control of the future fiber 
resources available to residents and businesses in the community. The utility commission 
has been established to commission, oversee and evaluate a comprehensive feasibility study. 
 
The studies were completed in late 2018 and the results are being review and discussed in 
the community. 
 
Communication infrastructure is shown in Figure 46. 
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Figure 46:  Communication Infrastructure 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Decorah MetroNet Board  
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Fiber Optics 

The City of Decorah entered into a 28E agreement with Winneshiek County, Decorah 
School District, Luther College, Winneshiek Medical Center and Upper Explorerland 
Regional Planning Commission (UERPC, as a partner is no longer a part of the agreement) to 
create a consortium known as The Decorah MetroNet. The purpose of this organization is to 
develop a fiber optic network in the City. Following several years of planning, this 
intergovernmental initiative was spurred on as a result of a successful Broadband 
Technologies and Opportunities Program Grant funded by the National 
Telecommunications and Information Administration.   
 
This grant, which is in conjunction with the Iowa Communications Network (ICN), links 
seventeen public facilities. Additionally, the consortium pursues opportunities to lease fiber 
optic cable to other interested parties. The lease arrangements, known as Indefeasible Rights 
to Use or IRU’s, create partnerships to offset maintenance costs and ultimately enhance 
opportunities to expand this system. 
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4.8 Community Facilities 
 
Community Facilities is a term used as a broad reference to describe those assets which 
provide a wide range of services to a city. Some examples are City Hall, the Fire 
Department, schools, and parks.  
 
Churches 

There are several churches located in Decorah, serving a broad variety of faiths. 
 
Cemeteries 

The City of Decorah is home to several cemeteries.  Lutheran Cemetery is located on Moen 
Street, and both St. Benedict’s Cemetery and Phelps Cemetery are located on Pleasant 
Avenue.  There are also two cemeteries in the Freeport area. 
 
Libraries 

Mission 
The Decorah Public Library is an all-encompassing resource center providing materials and 
programs for the leisure, entertainment and the life-long learning of the citizens of Decorah 
and the Winneshiek County area. The library capitalizes on opportunities to develop and 
provide innovative services to the public. 
 
History 
The history of Decorah Public Library dates back to 1892 and the Columbian club (study 
club) at the Unitarian Church. The Columbian Club was responsible for the collection until 
October 28, 1893 when the Public Library Association was formed. The first library housed 
69 books, rent free, in the Marsh Music Store located on Water Street. Over the years the 
Decorah Public Library was housed in a number of locations including the Winneshiek 
County Courthouse basement. 
 
The Library held fundraisers and lobbied for tax-based support with the help of the Monday 
Club (a local women's study club). After two defeats, the city voted in favor of a tax levy of 
$500,000 to support the library and at that time it became a city-directed institution. 
For a number of years, the Decorah Public Library was located on the northeast corner of 
Main Street and Winnebago Street. In 1964, the library moved across the street to the 
renovated former U.S. Post Office located at 202 Winnebago. In 1997, an addition was 
added to the east side of the building with ribbon cutting held on November 2, 1997. 
 
Quick Facts (all statistics are from FY18) 
17 library staff members and two Retired and Senior Volunteer Program (RSVP) staff 
members work in the library building. Library staff served nearly 18,800 registered library 
patrons who checked out 134,269 physical and digital materials. The Library collection 
included 121,112 items (55,513 physical items and 65,599 e-books and digital audio books). 
10 public access computers were available during library open hours and there were 12,232 
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internet logins. High speed wireless internet was available for patrons who preferred to use 
their own devices. Library staff presented 452 programs to 8,386 attendees of all ages. Three 
public meeting rooms accommodated 6,225 individuals for a variety of meetings, trainings, 
and tutoring sessions. More than 330 RSVP volunteers served 27,000 hours at 60 nonprofit 
stations in a three-county area. 
 
Law Enforcement 

The Decorah Police Department has thirteen full-time sworn officers, a full-time E911 
Support Services Supervisor, five full-time dispatchers, one part-time dispatcher and one 
full-time clerical/dispatcher.  In 2017 the Decorah Police Department received 4,119 calls 
for service. The Decorah Communications Center processed 8,259 calls. The Police 
Department is located in the Decorah Law Enforcement Center at 400 Claiborne Drive. 
 
The police department is a member of the 18 agency Northeast Iowa Narcotics Task Force, 
the State of Iowa Internet Crimes Against Children Task Force, the FBI Joint Terrorism 
Task Force, the Iowa Narcotics Officer Association and the Iowa DARE Officers 
Association. 
 
Future considerations for the department will be focused on better utilization of space and 
improvements to public safety buildings and infrastructure. 
 

Fire Department 

Fire protection is provided by the Decorah Fire Department, which consists of 27 
volunteers, including the chief, two assistant chiefs, four captains and one training officer. 
Most members are Firefighter and Hazardous Materials Operation certified. The 
Department has one station, located at 400 Claiborne Drive. 
 
The Decorah Fire Department is comprised of a maximum 35 volunteer members. The 
membership includes almost all Firefighter I certified Firefighters, as well as being 
Hazardous Materials operations certified. The City of Decorah and the Decorah Rural Fire 
Protective Association have a 28e Fire Agreement that provides service to both the city and 
rural residents. The Decorah Fire Department has twelve pieces of fire apparatus, including 
(3) Class 1 pumpers, (1) 75 ft. Quint, (2) Rural Tankers, (2) Grass fire pickups, (1) Jaws 
mini-pumper, (1) Jaws / multipurpose rig, (1) Rescue/operations rig, a rescue boat, Rapid 
Deployment Craft and a utility ATV. The fire department has three full time engineers who 
rotate every 24 hours. The full-time engineers maintain all the fire apparatus daily. They 
also notify the volunteers of fires within the Decorah Fire Department district, (some 212 
square miles for fire and 370 square miles for rescue) and provide station tours for Fire 
Prevention. The engineers also answer the alarms many businesses have for fire. The City of 
Decorah has an Insurance Services Office (ISO) rating of 4/4Y (2018) in the City. 
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Medical Facilities 

Winneshiek Medical Center 

Winneshiek Medical Center (WMC) is a comprehensive health care organization serving 
residents of northeast Iowa and southeast Minnesota. WMC is a county - owned critical 
access hospital, governed by an elected, seven-member Board of Trustees. WMC has a 
professional services agreement and collaborative relationship with the Mayo Clinic Health 
System. Winneshiek Medical Center specialty services include: 
 

Behavioral health 
Family Medicine 
Orthopedics 
Internal Medicine 
Otorhinolaryngology 
Pediatric dermatology 
Midwifery 

General surgery 
Podiatry 
Hospitalist 
Radiology 
Audiology 
Urology 

 
Gundersen Health System – Gundersen Decorah Clinic 
 
Gundersen Health System is a physician-led, not-for profit healthcare system located 
throughout Western Wisconsin, Northeast Iowa and Southeastern Minnesota caring for 
patients in 19 counties. The Gundersen Decorah Clinic specialty services include: 
 

Allergy 
Audiology 
Behavioral Health 
Cardiology 
Dermatology 
Diabetes 
Education 
Endocrinology 
General Surgery 

Nephrology 
Neurology – 
Movement 
Disorders 
Nutrition Therapy 
OB/GYN 
Oncology 
Ophthalmology 

Otolaryngology 
(Ears, Nose, 
Throat) 
Pediatric Surgery 
Consults 
Podiatry 
Radiology 
Rheumatology 
Urology 

 
Additional Gundersen Health System resources located in Decorah include 

 Gundersen Eye Clinic Decorah (located within Gundersen Decorah Clinic) 
 Gundersen Podiatry Clinic Decorah (located within Gundersen Decorah Clinic) 
 Gundersen Behavioral Health Decorah (located within Gundersen Decorah Clinic) 
 Gundersen Orthodontics Clinic Decorah (located in downtown Decorah) 
 MedLink AIR, Gundersen Health System's emergency and critical care air transport 

service (helicopter services based at Decorah Municipal Airport) 
 

Senior and Child Care Services 

Decorah offers several options for senior care ranging from minimum assistance to full-time 
medical care: 
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 Barthell Order of Eastern Star Nursing Home is located west of the hospital along 
Ridgewood Drive.  Barthell OES also operates the Arlin Falck Assisted Living 
facility and two independent senior living facilities in the same location.  

 Aase Haugen Homes, Inc. is a long term and skilled nursing facility on the West side 
of Decorah.  There is a special Memory Care facility and assisted living is available.   

 Wellington Place, formerly known as Oneota Riverview Care Facility, is located in 
the Freeport area.  Both assisted living and nursing home care are available.   

 Oneota Village is an assisted living facility on Ohio Street.   
 Vennehjem is a senior living facility for those 55 years and above, with services 

available, located on Nordic Drive. 
 
Licensed child care is provided by six early care and education organizations (Iowa 
Department of Human Services, 2018): 

 Sunflower Child Care Center is the largest child care center in the City located on 
Highway 9 east of the Short Street intersection. 

 Northeast Iowa Montessori School is located on Water Street in downtown 
Decorah. 

 Nisse Preschool and Kids Place is located on College Drive on the West side of 
Decorah. 

 Northeast Iowa Community Action Corporation: Decorah Child Development 
Center is located within West Side Elementary School on Center Street. 

 Kinderhaus is located within Good Shepherd Lutheran Church on Iowa Avenue on 
the West Side of Decorah. 

 Little Farmers, LLC is located north of Decorah on Hwy 52. 
 Several in-home childcare providers are also available. 

 
Parks and Recreation Facilities 

City Parks  

The Parks and Recreation Department operates and manages the Decorah Park System; it 
currently employs six staff members and is overseen by a five-member Board of Directors.  
The Park System, which encompasses more than 664 acres of land, consists of 23 parks and 
recreational areas, a municipal pool and campground, 20 miles of off-road trails and 
segments of the 11-mile paved Trout Run Trail. Figure 47 below lists all park and recreation 
areas for the City of Decorah. More information about the Decorah Park System:  
www.parks.decorahia.org/decorah-parks.  
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Figure 47:  Parks and Recreation Acres 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source:  (Decorah Parks and Recreation, 2018) 
 
Below are additional details about established and developing park and recreational areas 
located in Decorah: 

 Barbara Barnhart Van Peenan Park, including 120 acres, is a nature preserve limited 
to hiking trails and a cross-country ski trail. The park is located northeast of Decorah 
in the unincorporated county. 

 Carl Selland Wayside Park is located in the west part of Decorah adjoining the 
floodplain of the Upper Iowa River. The 2.5-acre park includes a picnic area with 
restrooms, a small ball diamond, an ice-skating rink, and a historical marker. 

 Carlson Property, located in the southern part of Decorah, is currently in the 
planning stage of development. Although there is no set timeline for development of 
this property, current plans include keeping the property as more of a “natural area” 
type park setting.  Local volunteers are working on laying out a “core trail loop” 
through the property that could be built off of at a later date. The Parks Board is 
currently looking into long term visioning and planning for the property and 
engaging public input.  

 City Ball Diamonds and Tennis Courts are located along Claiborne Drive in the 
vicinity of the high school and the elementary school. This recreation area includes 
two ball diamonds with bleachers and four tennis courts. 

 Community Prairie and Butterfly Garden, 105 acres located in the along the river 
bank on the West side of Decorah, was planted in 2002 to protect the water quality 
of the Upper Iowa River. A butterfly garden was then created to introduce visitors to 

Name Acres 
Barbara Barnhart Van Peenen Memorial Park 120 acres 
Carl Selland Wayside Park 2.5 acres 
Community Prairie and Butterfly Garden 105 acres 
Dunning’s Spring Park and Ice Cave Hill 115 acres 
Mary Christopher Park 0.5 acres 
Miller Park 6 acres 
Nordheim Park 1.5 acres 
Palisades Park 105 acres 
Phelps Park 56 acres 
Pulpit Rock Campground 23 acres 
Swimming Pool Park 6 acres 
Twin Springs Park 48 acres 
Vennehjem Park 2 acres 
Waterstreet Park - 
Will Baker Park, Canoe Landing and Athletic Fields 31 acres 
Wold Park 3 acres 
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the native plants of the prairie. Its paved walkway and benches offer access for the 
elderly, disabled, and small children. 

 Dog Park, located on the eastern edge of Decorah, was completed in the Summer of 
2018. Dog Park enthusiasts and volunteers raised 100% of the funds needed for the 
park.   

 Dunning’s Spring Park and Ice Cave Hill Park, consisting of 115 acres, are nature 
preserves with limited recreational development. The parks include hiking trails, 
cross-country ski trails, picnic areas, and the Ice Cave. The parks include bluffs 
located along the north side of the Upper Iowa River. 

 Mary Christopher Park, a 0.5-acre park, is located northeast of the intersection of 
Water Street and First Street. The park includes a picnic area with restrooms, 
horseshoe pits, a shuffleboard court, and a historical marker. 

 Miller Park, a 5.9-acre neighborhood park serves primarily the residential area 
located south of Highway 9. The park includes playground equipment, a picnic area, 
and a playground diamond. 

 Nordheim Park, a 1.5-acrepark, located in the extreme northeast part of the City, 
serves the residential area developed along the Locust Road corridor. The park 
includes playground equipment, a picnic area, and a playground. 

 Palisades Park, also located along the bluffs of the Upper Iowa River, covers 105 
acres. The park includes a picnic area with restrooms, hiking trails, a cross-country 
ski trail, and a scenic overlook. 

 Phelps Park, including 56 acres, is located along the bluffs of the Upper Iowa River 
in the west part of Decorah. The park includes a variety of recreational facilities.  A 
playground, picnic area with shelter and restrooms, a park cabin, and a band shell 
are provided in the park. Other facilities include hiking trails, playground diamond, 
volleyball court, a scenic overlook, brick kiln, decorative fountain and a historical 
marker. 

 Pulpit Rock Campground, located in the southwest part of the City, includes a picnic 
area with restrooms, a playground, a canoe landing area, and a camping area. 

 Swimming Pool Park is located in northwest part of the City adjoining Luther 
College. In addition to the pool, the park includes a playground, picnic area, 
volleyball court, and a historical marker. 

 Trout Run Access Area is located in the southeast part of Decorah along the Trout 
Run, which meanders through the park and discharges into the Upper Iowa River 
north of Highway 9. The park provides a large park area, access to the Trout Run for 
trout fishing and access to the Trout Run Trail, which runs through the park. A 
scenic bridge is located north of Highway 9. 

 Twin Springs Park, a nature area with a creek meandering through it to the Upper 
Iowa River, includes a picnic area and hiking and cross-country ski trails. The creek 
is also used for fishing. 

 Vennehjem Park is located near Vennehjem Trail and Vennehjem (Aase Haugen 
Senior Services’ Continuing Care Retirement Community), the park offers a picnic 
shelter, table and grill for users.  
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 Will Baker Park, Canoe Landing and Athletic Fields is located in the Southwest part 
of the City, adjoining the Decorah Campground to the south. This park, 
encompassing 11 acres of bluffs area, includes a scenic overlook and historical 
marker, hiking trails, a canoe landing and a sledding hill. Other facilities provided 
are playground equipment and a picnic area with shelters and restrooms. 

 Wold Park, a 3-acre park, is located along Sumner Street in the northeast part of the 
City. The park includes a picnic area, a volleyball court, and a historical marker. 

 
Recreation 

In addition to the recreational opportunities provided by the City, there are other 
opportunities available to the residents of Decorah. First, the Upper Iowa River itself is a 
recreational asset to the residents of Decorah. Currently, the river provides fishing, canoeing 
and kayaking opportunities. Other recreational facilities provided in Decorah and the 
planning area include two privately-owned golf courses and one public course. Silvercrest 
Golf and Country Club, a 9-hole course, is located north of Decorah and the Oneota Golf 
and Country Club, an 18-hole course, is located just north of Freeport. 
 
County Parks 

Winneshiek County manages about 650 acres between 18 parks and wildlife areas, not 
including acreages along the various trails. County parks located in Decorah and the planning 
area include Chattahoochie Park, Freeport Park and the Highway 52 Surplus area. 

 
 Chattahoochie Park is located along the bluffs overlooking the Upper Iowa River just 

west of Highway 52. The park includes a canoe access and a picnic area. 
 Freeport Park is a 2-acre park located in Freeport that also serves as a trailhead for 

the Freeport Trail. It has a picnic shelter, playground, and bike fixit station.  
 Highway 52 Surplus is located along Hwy 52 and serves as a small 10-acre wildlife 

refuge area. 
 

State Parks 

Siewers Spring State Park, located south of Decorah, is the only state park located within 
the planning area. The principal facility in the park is the Siewers Spring Trout Hatchery 
which produces more than 100,000 trout used to stock northern and western parts of Iowa 
streams. The site where the hatchery now stands had been in the past a 50-acre farm, a 
furniture factory, a woolen textile mill, and a grain mill. 
 
East of the two-mile planning area, there are several state-owned access points to the Upper 
Iowa River. 
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Education 

Decorah Community School District  

Decorah is served by the Decorah Community School District. The district covers an area 
covering approximately 184 square miles of the northeast and central part of Winneshiek 
County.  The district operates a high school, a middle school, two elementary schools and 
an early childhood center. Most of the students enrolled in the district’s schools are from 
Decorah. A parochial school, St. Benedict School, is also located in Decorah. Figure 48 
shows the current enrollment by school building. During the 2017-2018 school year, there 
were 1,681 students enrolled in pre-kindergarten through 12th grade in the Decorah 
Community School District. 
 
Figure 48:  Decorah Community School District and St. Benedict School Current Enrollment by Building 

 Grades 
Enrollment 
2015-2016 

Enrollment 
2016-2017 

Enrollment 
2017-2018 

Homeschooling K-12 31 35 39 
St. Benedict School PK-8 164 156 143 
West Side Early 
Childhood Center 

ECSE-PK 58 56 60 

John Cline Elementary K-2 329 294 301 
Carrie Lee Elementary 3-4 216 228 234 
Decorah Middle School 5-8 517 509 517 
Decorah High School 9-12 571 550 569 

Source:  (Iowa Department of Education, 2018) 
 
The high school (Thomas Roberts High School) is located in the northeast part of the City 
on the north side of Claiborne Drive. This building houses grades 9-12. The current 
enrollment as of the 2017-2018 school year was 569 students.   
  
The middle school is located at 405 Winnebago Street near the center of Decorah. The 
middle school includes grades 5 through 8, with a total enrollment in 2017-2018 school year 
of 517 students.   
 
The lower elementary school (John Cline Elementary School) is located south of Claiborne 
Street across from the high school. This building houses kindergarten through 2nd grade. 
During the 2017-2018 school year there were 301 students enrolled. Discussions are 
currently taking place between the school board and City regarding the eventual 
construction of a new school building to replace John Cline Elementary. 
 
The second elementary school (Carrie Lee Elementary School) is located at 210 Vernon 
Street and is connected to the Middle School. to the This school houses 3rd and 4th grades.  
Enrollment for the 2017-2018 school year at the school was 234 students.   
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West Side Early Childhood Center is located on Center Street on Decorah’s west side and 
teaches early childhood special education and pre-kindergarten classes. Enrollment for the 
2017-2018 school year was 60 students. 
 
St. Benedict’s School is a Roman Catholic school located on Rural Avenue near the center 
of Decorah. The school includes grades kindergarten through eighth grade along with a 
preschool. Enrollment at St. Benedicts School for the 2017-2018 school year was 143 
students. 
 
There are several options for preschool in Decorah including:  Northeast Iowa Montessori 
School, Nisse Preschool, Sunflower Preschool, Kinderhaus, West Side Early Childhood 
Center, Head Start located within West Side Early Childhood Center and Little Farmers, 
LLC located north of Decorah. 
 
North Winneshiek Community School District, located north of Decorah in rural 
Winneshiek County, will be consolidating with the Decorah Community School District by 
July 1, 2019. The two districts have had a long-time sharing agreement, and without this 
consolidation, North Winneshiek would eventually be closed or dissolved.  
 
Higher Education 

Luther College, a four-year, coeducational, liberal arts college, is located in the northwest 
part of Decorah. The college was established in a vacant parsonage near La Crosse, 
Wisconsin in 1861 and transferred to Decorah in 1862. The first main building was 
constructed on the campus in 1865. 
 
The college campus consists of approximately 945 acres, of which 195 acres comprise the 
main campus. The main campus includes several classroom buildings, a library, 
administrative offices, student housing, and athletic facilities.  
 
Luther College is primarily a residential college and houses students in a variety of settings 
including apartments, townhouses, residence halls and residential houses in neighborhoods 
surrounding the college.  
 
During 2017, Luther College reported 2,053 students enrolled for the Fall Semester. The 
student enrollment at Luther College has been declining the last several years. See Figure 49 
for a detailed breakdown of enrollment over the last five years. 
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Figure 49:  Luther College Student Enrollment Trends for a Five-Year Period 

Year 1st Year 2nd Year 3rd Year 4th Year 
Non-degree 
seeking 

Total 

Fall 2013 616 572 588 612 78 2,466 
Fall 2014 543 565 565 653 59 2,385 
Fall 2015 590 511 539 646 51 2,337 
Fall 2016 499 538 504 580 48 2,169 

Fall 2017 490 446 482 590 45 2,053 
Source:  (Luther College, 2018) 
 
Decorah’s location is also within reasonable commuting distance to Northeast Iowa 
Community College (NICC) located 12 miles south in Calmar, Iowa. NICC is a two-year 
community college offering over 85 academic programs of study, in addition to online and 
blended learning, customized business and industry training, short-term certification options 
and adult education and literacy. Over 6,500 students were enrolled at NICC in 2017, with 
nearly half being represented by area high school students taking concurrent college courses.  
 
Upper Iowa University (UIU), a four-year private college, is located approximately 36 miles 
south of Decorah in Fayette, Iowa. UIU offers both undergraduate and graduate degrees in 
an array of program areas. It serves nearly 750 students at its Fayette campus, but also has 
satellite locations throughout the US as well as in Hong Kong and Malaysia.  

 
Winneshiek County Fairgrounds 

The Winneshiek County Fairgrounds, encompassing approximately 9.5 acres, is located in 
the northeast of part of east Decorah, just east of Montgomery Street. The fairgrounds 
include 23 buildings and a one-quarter-mile dirt track. The buildings consist of a grandstand, 
a community building, exhibit halls, and cattle, sheep and swine barns. 
 
The County fair was originally established in 1878 and is held annually during the summer.  
The annual attendance for the four-day event is over 17,000. 
 
During the rest of the year, the buildings are used for storage. The community building is 
used year-round for sales, meetings, auctions, reunions, and other community activities.  
The dirt track, known as the Upper Iowa Speedway, is used for races during the summer 
months. 
 
Winneshiek County Courthouse 

Winneshiek County was organized after the state legislature passed an enabling legislation 
in 1847. The county was named in honor of a Winnebago chief. The original courthouse 
was built in 1858, and a jail in 1878. The existing courthouse was built in 1903-1904.  The 
courthouse, built of buff Bedford stone, includes three stories. The courthouse houses 
administrative offices for the various county departments including the assessor, auditor, 
treasurer, recorder, county engineer, and county supervisor as well as other county facilities. 
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City Hall 

City Hall is located north of the central business district, along Claiborne Street. City Hall, 
built in 1961, houses the offices of the city manager, mayor, Parks and Recreation 
Department, the council chambers, the police department, and the fire department. A new 
addition of approximately 8,000 square feet was built in 1991 to house the police 
department. City Hall was remodeled in 1993, and with those improvements has met the 
City’s needs since that time. 
 
Army Reserve Center 
The United States Army has deep roots in Decorah. The 775th Quartermaster Company 
goes back before 1965. On May 1, 1968, 1st Platoon, Company A in Decorah was relocated 
to 5th and Iowa Street in Dubuque and Company B 389th Engineer Battalion was relocated 
to Tatro Airport in Decorah. On August 15th, 1968, Company B relocated from the Tatro 
Airport to 421 Water Street in Decorah. 
 
On November 15th, 1971, Company B and the rest of the 389th Engineer Battalion was 
assigned to the 416th Engineer Command in Chicago, Illinois. On April 1st, 1979, Company 
B relocated to its new facilities at 404 West Heivly Street. 
 
Community Recreation Center Interest  
For the past several years, there has been increasing community interest in constructing a 
community recreation center for the community. A feasibility study led by a cross-section of 
community members studied the options for a community recreation center in Decorah. 
 
4.9 Utilities and Community Facilities Summary 
The City of Decorah enjoys outstanding public facilities that add to the quality of life of its 
residents. Together with the Decorah community and Luther College, the City offers a 
variety of recreational, artistic and cultural opportunities to the public. In addition, the 
City’s police, fire rescue and medical services are first rate. It should be noted that the 
community should strive to maintain and improve these services through the dedication of 
resources. Decorah’s utility infrastructure meets the City’s needs at this time, and plans are 
continually made for expansion, repair and upgrades as needed. 
 

4.10 Utilities & Community Facilities Policies 
 
Utilities  

 Coordination of the immediate and long-range plans of the wastewater treatment 
and sanitary sewer system with the land-use plan and policies will be encouraged and 
implemented. 

 
 A detailed water system plan addressing current and projected needs for production, 

storage, treatment, transmission and distribution should be developed. The plan 
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should address both domestic and fire flows and should be developed in conjunction 
with the land use plan. 

 
 The water supply wells should be protected from extraneous surface contamination.  

 
 City standard specifications for street and utility improvements should be developed 

to provide uniform design of utilities and streets. The City adopted, and will 
implement Iowa SUDAS statewide design guidelines, which can be located here:  
www.iowasudas.org 

 
 Storm drainage system design criteria should be developed in accordance with the 

land use policies and plan to serve as a guide for developers and the city to improve 
storm drainage systems. The storm sewers in areas subject to future development by 
sub dividers should be designed to accommodate runoff from storm events of a 10-
year recurrence. 

 
 Consider stormwater management alternatives including detention/retention, run-off 

reduction alternatives and improvements to the Dry Run Creek corridor. 
 

 Recycling of solid waste and safe methods for disposal of toxic waste should be 
promoted. 

 
Parks 

 A detailed written plan should be established that will reflect development, 
maintenance, and orderly growth of area trails, parks, recreation activities and 
community facilities.  
 

 A system of neighborhood parks that serve existing and future residential areas 
should be developed in accordance with the parks and recreation plan.  
 

 The system of bikeways and trails that links parks, recreation areas and schools with 
residential areas should be further developed in the Decorah area.  
 

 The local trail system should be expanded and integrated with county and regional 
trail systems to enhance connectivity and multi-modal use. 

 
 Cooperative efforts with all public entities, governmental agencies and surrounding 

municipalities; including schools, college, and counties including Winneshiek, 
regarding planning and development of recreational facilities and programs and joint 
use of facilities should be encouraged and continued. 
 

 Public park dedication standards for developers should be established.  
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Schools 

 Future needs of area school districts and colleges will be coordinated and 
incorporated into this plan. 

 
Community Facilities 

 Future needs of the Decorah Fire Department will be coordinated in accordance 
with the standards of the Insurance Service Office (ISO) and this plan.  

 
 Relocation and potential consolidation of city facilities should be considered during 

the planning period.  
 

 The library should be recognized as a vital part of this community and overall 
maintenance and operations should be supported.  

 
 Development of a community center should be encouraged.  

 
 The Vesterheim Museum should be recognized as a vital part of this community and 

the City should participate in a cooperative and coordinated planning process in 
support of the Museum’s integration and development in its existing downtown area.  

  


