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CHAPTER 7:  ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

 

       
First two photos by Randy Uhl 

 

7.1 Introduction 

 
Several characteristics of the population, the labor force, and the economic base of the City 
of Decorah play a major role in its economic development and will be discussed in this 

element.   
 

7.2 Education 

 
One factor that may influence income and employment is education. The following table 

compares the levels of education for Decorah and Winneshiek residents for 2010. As one 
might expect for a college community, residents of Decorah reported higher attained levels 

of education, by percentage, than the overall profile for Winneshiek County.  
 

Table 28:  Educational Attainment for Persons 25 Years of Age and Older in 2010 

Category 
Decorah Winneshiek County 

Number Percent Number Percent 

Less than 9th Grade 261 6.5 700 5.4 

9th to 12th Grade, No 

Diploma 

131 3.2 490 3.8 

High School Graduate, 

Includes GED 

1,270 31.5 4,758 36.7 

Some College, No 

Degree 

746 18.5 2,224 17.1 

Associate Degree 229 5.7 1,330 10.2 

Bachelor’s Degree 895 22.2 2,320 17.9 

Graduate or 

Professional Degree 

503 12.5 1,158 8.9 

Total 4,035 100.0 12,980 100.0 
Source: American Community Survey (sample data) 

 

 

 

 

http://www.thinkdecorah.com/images/sized/images/uploads/downtown_decorah-500x334.jpg
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7.3 Labor Force 

 

Table 29:  Unemployment Rate Trends by Year (Annual Rate) 

Community 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Winneshiek 

County 
2.7% 2.9% 3.6% 4.2% 4.4% 4.2% 3.6% 3.7% 4.5% 5.8% 5.6% 

State of Iowa 2.8% 3.3% 3.9% 4.4% 4.6% 4.3% 3.7% 3.7% 4.4% 6% 6.1% 

Source: Iowa Workforce Development  

 

Employment by Industry 

Table 30:  Top Employers of Decorah 

Employer Name Industry Product or Service Employed 

Luther College Higher Education 640 

Infastech 

Engineering and 
manufacturing of drill screws 

and fasteners 
460 

Winneshiek Medical Center Health Care 430 

Bruening Rock Products Construction 375 

Wal-Mart Retail Sales 350 

Rockwell Collins 
communication and aviation 

electronics 
220 

Decorah Community Schools K-12 Education 250 

Pinnacle Financial Debt Collection Services 220 

Northeast Iowa Community 

Action 
Non-Profit Social Services 190 

Aase Haugen Homes Elderly Care 190 

 

7.4 Economic Base 

 
According to the figures shown in Table 31, Decorah’s leading industries are: Educational, 

Health, and Social Services; Art, Entertainment, and Recreation; and Retail Trade.  The 

three largest industries for all of Winneshiek County are the same with the exception of Art, 

Entertainment, and Recreation which is replaced with Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and 
Mining.  Specifically, the Educational, Health and Social Services statistics reflect that the 

Decorah Community school system, Luther College, Winneshiek Medical Center, and 
Winneshiek County social services are large employers in Decorah.  Manufacturing 
employment is comprised of workers in the city’s industrial park, the Kerr Drive area, as 

well as other manufacturers located in neighboring communities.   
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Table 31:  Economic Base of Decorah and Winneshiek County in 2010 

Category 
Decorah Winneshiek County 

Number Percent Number Percent 

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing, Mining 70 1.7 1,170 10.1 

Construction 163 3.9 841 7.3 

Manufacturing 406 9.8 1,608 13.9 

Wholesale Trade 83 2.0 270 2.3 

Retail Trade 434 10.5 1,175 10.1 

Transportation, Warehousing, and 

Utilities 

71 1.7 401 3.5 

Information 44 1.1 81 0.7 

Finance, Insurance, Real Estate, Rental 

& Leasing 

125 3.0 441 3.8 

Professional and Scientific 170 4.1 453 3.9 

Educational, Health, and Social Services 1,885 45.4 3,605 31.1 

Art, Entertainment, and Recreation 500 12.0 883 7.6 

Other Services 150 3.6 420 3.6 

Public Administration 52 1.3 242 2.1 

Total Employed Persons 4,153 100.1 15,209 100.0 
Source: American Community Survey (sample data) 

 

 

Table 32 classifies employees into general employment categories.  The largest categories in 
the city, as well as Winneshiek County as a whole, are: Management, Professional, and 

Related Occupations; Service Occupation is second for Decorah while Sales and Office 
Occupation is the county’s second largest category. The third occupation for the city is Sales 
and Office Occupations, while the county has service occupations ranked third.  Of note is 

that from 2000 to 2010 Decorah had significant changes in Management, Professional & 
Related which decreased from 39% in 2000 to 31.6% in 2010.    During that same tenure; 

Service Occupation increased from 20.5% in 2000 to 29% in 2010. 
 

 

Table 32:  Occupation Classification of Persons Employed in 2010 

Industrial 

Description 

Decorah Winneshiek County 

Number Percent Number Percent 
Management, Professional & 

Related Occupations 

1,312 31.6 3,867 33.4 

Service Occupations 1,206 29.0 2,147 18.5 

Sales and Office Occupations 861 20.7 2,369 20.4 

Farm, Fishing, and Forestry 16 .4 334 2.9 

Construction, Extractions, and 

Maintenance 

157 3.8 903 7.8 

Production, Transportation, and 

Material Moving 

601 14.5 1,970 17.0 

Total Employed Persons 4,153 100.0 11,590 100.0 
Source: American Community Survey (sample data)  
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Chart 10:  Employed Classification 

 
 

Median household and per capita income levels for selected jurisdictions are provided in 
Table 33.  Decorah statistics, according to the Census Bureau, are near the top of the 
communities shown.  In comparison to the County and State in 2010, the city had a lower 

per capita income and median income. 
 

 

Table 33:  Per Capita and Median Household Income for Selected Communities 

Community 
Per Capita Income Median Household Income 

2000 2010 2000 *2010 

Calmar 17,958 19,489 36,250 38,378 

Castalia 17,228 20,465 30,417 33,125 

Decorah 16,351 19,551 37,485 43,099 

Fort Atkinson 14,702 23,650 34,205 41,042 

Jackson 

Junction 

15,824 26,249 31,875 44,167 

Ossian 16,490 23,291 38,214 51,813 

Ridgeway 15,206 19,317 33,750 36,667 

Spillville 15,674 37,392 32,500 53,125 

Winneshiek 

County 

17,047 24,161 38,908 49,645 

State of Iowa 19,674 25,060 39,469 48,052 
Source: U.S. Iowa Data Center and *American Community Survey (sample data) 

 

31.6% 

29% 

20.7% 

0.40% 
3.8% 

14.5% 

Employed Classification 

Management, Professional & 
Related Occupations 

Service Occupations 

Sales and Office Occupations 

Farm, Fishing, and Forestry 

Construction, Extractions, and 
Maintenance 

Production, Transportation, and 
Material Moving 
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Chart 11:  Household Income Comparison 

 

 

 

 

The Economic Census, which provides additional economic data, is taken every five years 
in years ending in “2” and “7”.  The reason we review this information is because the 

Economic Census provides more detailed economic statistics for both the city and the 
county.  

 
Table 34 shows retail trade statistics for Decorah and Winneshiek County for the last two 

Economic Censuses.  It is important to point out that the number of establishments, 

receipts, annual payroll, and the number of paid employees all increased for the City of 
Decorah between 2002 and 2007.  However, Winneshiek County as a whole has not had the 

same results.  The County increased its receipts and annual payroll, while declining in 
number of establishments and paid employees during this five-year time period.  

 
 

 
 

 

While all communities experienced income growth over the decade, Decorah had the 
fifth highest increase out of all 8 incorporated communities. 
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Table 34:  Retail Trade for Selected Communities 

2002 

Geographic 

Area 

Number of 

Establishments 

Receipts 

($1,000) 

Annual 

Payroll 

($1,000) 

Paid Employees 

Decorah 85 107,179 11,233 800 

Winneshiek 

County 
133 211,273 22,612 1,288 

2007 

Geographic 

Area 

Number of 

Establishments 

Receipts 

($1,000) 

Annual 

Payroll 

($1,000) 

Paid Employees 

Decorah 88 211,831 19,174 978 

Winneshiek 

County 

129 289,636 24,739 1,221 
Source: Census of Retail Trade and Economic Census  

 

Manufacturing industry statistics for Decorah and Winneshiek County are illustrated in 

Table 35.  As is shown in Tables 31 and 32, these industries play an important role in the 
economies of each jurisdiction.  According to the table, the city and county statistics follow 
the same trends from 2002 to 2007.  Specifically, the number of establishments, annual 

payroll, and number of paid employees rose for this time period.  (Receipts for the City of 
Decorah were not provided for 2007)  

 

Table 35:  Manufacturing Industries for Selected Communities 

2002 

Geographic 

Area 

Number of 

Establishments 

Receipts 

($1,000) 

Annual 

Payroll 

($1,000) 

Paid Employees 

Decorah 12 185,310 32,602 1,117 

Winneshiek 

County 

28 237,461 51,004 1,693 

2007 

Geographic Area 
Number of 

Establishments 

Receipts 

($1,000) 

Annual Payroll 

($1,000) 
Paid Employees 

Decorah 17 - 41,239 1,290 

Winneshiek 
County 

31 288,679 58,049 1,721 

Source: Census of Manufacturing and Economic Census  

 

Table 36 provides more detailed information regarding wholesale trade activities in Decorah 

and Winneshiek County. Wholesale trade, by Census definition, includes businesses such 
as: furniture and home furnishing suppliers; lumber and other construction material 

suppliers; electrical goods and supplies; hardware, plumbing, and heating equipment; farm 
grown products; chemical and petroleum products; and paper product suppliers. As is 

shown in this table, both the City of Decorah and the county experienced a decline in the 
number of establishments between 2002 and 2007.  Wholesale trade sales reported in the 
county increased, while the City of Decorah experienced an overall slight decline in sales.  

Finally, the city reported decreases in annual payroll and employees, while the county 
reported a rise in annual payroll and number of employees during the same period of time.  
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Table 36:  Wholesale Trade for Selected Communities 

2002 

Geographic Area 
Number of 

Establishments 
Sales ($1,000) 

Annual Payroll 

($1,000) 

Number of 

Employees 

Decorah 15 27,744 4,203 124 

Winneshiek 
County 

34 109,018 8,418 276 

2007 
Geographic Area Number of 

Establishments 

Sales ($1,000) Annual Payroll 

($1,000) 

Number of 

Employees 

Decorah 13 27,680 3,706 86 

Winneshiek 
County 

30 167,268 9,586 259 

Source: Census of Wholesale Trade and Economic Census  
 

 

Chart 12: Per Capita Average Retail Sales in Neighboring Communities 

 

Fiscal Year 2009 per capita sales values for the 10 nearest communities of 500 or more in population from ISU 

http://www.recap.iastate.edu/retail/files/retail_1919405.pdf  
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Source: Iowa Workforce Development 
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7.5 Decorah Financials 

 

Table 37 shows the expenditures and fund balance for Decorah for six years.  Expenditures 
appear to fluctuate slightly over the years, most likely due to special projects.  In terms of 
overall financial picture, it is important to note that revenue exceeded expenditures in 2010. 

 
 

Table 37: Expenditure and Fund Balance Trends:  Annual Financial Reports 

Expense 

Category 

Fiscal 

Year 

2005 

Fiscal 

Year 

2006 

Fiscal 

Year 2007 

Fiscal 

Year 2008 

Fiscal 

Year 

2009 

Fiscal 

Year 

2010 

Fiscal  Year 

2011 

Public Safety 1,344,337 1,520,696 1,740,259 1,629,989 2,125,159 2,006,817 1,774,008 

Public Works  902,888 1,024,826 1,511,453 1,129,185 1,624,645 1,338,937 2,005,301 

Health & 

Social 

Services 

10,450 35,450 58,129 17,129 21,129 66,129 30,364 

Cultural& 

Recreational 
1,166,582 1,344,336 1,524,002 1,460,900 1,470,421 1,510,890 1,691,172 

Comm.& 

Econ 

Development 

231,172 700,127 217,523 527,711 548,858 520,341 521,912 

General Govt. 307,528 361,078 423,002 399,515 404,611 458,324 820,762 

Debt Services 796,624 859,651 589,345 199,815 199,813 221,283 199,815 

Capital 

Projects 
703,766 1,928,195 1,894,600 2,986,116 1,657,137 1,306,728 1,426,795 

Business Type 

Enterprises 
2,302,311 1,610,204 2,197,589 1,757,737 1,754,596 1,924,049 1,504,693 

Subtotal 7,765,658 9,384,563 10,155,902 10,108,097 9,806,369 9,353,498 9,974,822 

Transfers 

out/other 
102,655 199,408 201,886 30,000 89,531 170,806 190,422 

Total 7,868,313 9,583,971 10,357,788 10,138,097 9,895,900 9,524,304 10,165,244 

Revenues 

Over (Under) 

Expenditures 

382,312 
-

1,472,069 
568,681 -996,082 294,995 -589,936 394,044 

Beginning 

Fund Balance 

July 1st of the 

previous Year 

5,821,112 6,203,423 4,731,354 5,300,035 4,303,953 4,598,951 4,791,403 
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Ending Fund 

Balance June 

30th of that 

year 

6,203,424 4,731,354 10,936,469 4,303,953 4,598,951 4,791,403 4,397,359 

Source: City of Decorah Annual Reports 
 

 

Table 38:  Revenue Trends in the City’s Annual Financial Reports 

Source 

Fiscal 

Year 

2005 

Fiscal 

Year 

2006 

Fiscal Year 

2007 

Fiscal 

Year 2008 

Fiscal Year 

2009 

Fiscal 

Year 

2010 

Fiscal  

Year 2011 

Property Tax 2,556,954 2,606,399 2,724,908 2,714,709 2,899,406 2,943,629 3,322,518 

Tax Increment 

Financing 
238,260 211,567 122,968 412,756 359,342 587,060 309,909 

Other City 

Taxes 
1,027,055 997,290 1,154,453 1,092,355 1,163,545 1,107,732 1,186,261 

Use of Money 

and Property 
129,106 168,282 218,846 169,812 99,716 89,581 56,583 

Licenses and 

Permits 
25,287 24,350 30,759 30,370 27,451 25,825 31,256 

Intergovernme

ntal 
1,706,837 2,008,239 1,905,775 1,989,983 1,913,765 2,061,147 2,112,544 

Charges for 

Services 
1,617,126 1,610,740 1,638,620 1,678,864 1,883,272 1,814,306 1,859,485 

Miscellaneous

/Spec. Assess. 
342,714 293,598 789,342 1,012,325 926,809 916,670 689,615 

Other 

Financing 

Sources 

504,631 191,437 2,138,912 10,841 831,058 - 12,607 

Subtotal 8,147,970 8,111,902 10,724,583 9,112,015 10,101,364 9,716,756 9,500,778 

Transfers In 102,655 
 

201,866 30,000 89,531 170,806 190,422 

Total 8,250,625 8,111,902 10,926,469 9,142,015 10,190,895 9,716,756 9,771,200 

Source: City of Decorah Annual Reports  
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Table 39: General Obligation Bond Indebtedness Repayment Schedule (Includes TIF) 

Fiscal Year Annual Principal 

(Bond) Payment 

Annual Interest 

Payment 

Total Annual 

Payment 2010 492,562 151,495 644,057 

2011 513,214 130,926 644,140 

2012 534,324 103,101 637,425 

2013 448,900 80,564 529,464 

2014 358,000 64,516 422,516 

2015 and Beyond 1,466,000 116,080 1,582,080 

Total 3,813,000 646,682 4,459,682 
Source: City of Decorah 

 

Table 40: General Obligation Bond Debt Analysis 

Actual Assessed Valuation, Including Agricultural Land (January 2010) 456,428,197 

Bonding Capacity (5% of Actual Assessed Valuation) 22,821,410 

Outstanding Debt (General Obligation and TIF Debt) as of June 2010 2,805,997 

Unused Bonding Capacity 20,015,413 

Percent Bonding Capacity Used 12.29 

Percent Bonding Capacity Unused 87.71 

 

Table 41: Decorah Property Tax Rate Trends for the Last Ten Fiscal Years 

Fiscal Year 

City of 

Decorah 

Levies 

School 

District 

Levies 

Winneshiek 

County Levies 

Northeast 

Iowa 

Community 

College Levies 

Total Tax 

Levy 

2000 11.94677 13.15674 4.77349 .56995 32.15346 

2001 11.77868 13.00120 6.92011 .57072 33.54356 

2002 11.80528 13.16969 6.52857 .57507 33.27837 

2003 11.74032 12.99554 6.37992 .57791 33.00115 

2004 12.42092 14.93752 6.26276 .59804 35.59876 

2005 12.42896 15.29597 6.56222 .60517 36.12785 

2006 12.42744 15.62743 6.54306 .61127 36.41512 

2007 12.42477 15.47141 6.53266 .61270 36.20613 

2008 12.42144 15.39369 6.60676 .55714 36.17020 

2009 12.42986 15.83816 7.44968 .99471 37.86942 

2010 12.54483 15.82718 7.18782 1.03532 37.68107 

Note: Amounts shown above represent the tax rate per $1,000 of taxable valuation. 

Source: City of Decorah 
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Economic Resources 

There are many programs at the federal, state, and regional level that can help Decorah and 

its residents in supporting new business growth and expansion.  Below is a list of programs 
available to all residents of Winneshiek County.  Any interest should be directed to the 
Winneshiek County Economic Development. 
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7.6 Tourism Impact to the Local Economy 

 
Tourism has a great impact on the local economy; the Iowa Tourism Office estimated the 

economic impact of tourism for Winneshiek County in 2002 at over $17 million. People 
from all over the country travel to Decorah and the surrounding area for visits and 

vacations. 
 

7.7 Economic Development Programs and Organizations 

 

Tax Incentives in Decorah 

Decorah offers Tax Increment Financing (TIF) and tax abatement incentives, there have 
been 16 Urban Revitalization or Urban Renewal Districts created in Decorah.  Some, such 

as the Urban Revitalization district for the C-3 area, have been renewed after their 
expiration. The city has established criteria as well as an application process for projects that 
may be assisted by one of these economic development tools. Some examples include 

infrastructure improvements at the Decorah Business Park; Fareway Store relocation 
assistance; and Residential (Riverwalk Subdivisions) assistance for public infrastructure 

through a rebateable TIF).  Examples of projects assisted by tax abatement include: 
Westside Dental Clinic; Steyer Opera House (Hotel Winneshiek); Lensing Motors; Latham 

Furniture; Northeast Iowa Community Action for the Woolen Mill and Washington Ct 
Apts; and A&J Petersburg Office Building.  
  

Tax Incentives in Winneshiek County 

Both the City of Decorah and Winneshiek County offer tax abatement in select situations to 
assist a new or expanding business in making improvements to their property. When taxes 

are abated, the property owner continues to pay taxes on the property at the rate before 
improvements are made to that property. The increased amount of taxes is abated for a set 

period of time. 
 

IowaMicroLoan 

IowaMicroLoan is a program created to help Iowans realize their goal of achieving business 
success when there is a solid idea, team, and commitment to make it work. IowaMicroLoan 

was created for those microbusinesses that are considered on the fringe of risk-bearing 
capacity for most traditional financial institutions. 

 

Revolving Loan Funds 

Funding is offered to new or expanding businesses via the Revolving Loan Fund (RLF) and 
the Intermediary Relending Program (IRP) offered through Upper Explorerland Regional 

Planning Commission in Postville. These loans are available to businesses for which credit 
is not otherwise available on terms and conditions that permit completion of proposed 

business activities. 
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New Business Start-up Packets 

Winneshiek County Development Inc. (WCDI) can assist retail and service start-up 

businesses with packets that include the following: 

 Local, regional and state contact information 
 Possible incentives 

 Ways to organize your business (sole proprietorship, partnership, C Corporation, S 
Corporation, Limited Liability Company) 

 Business License Information Center – a clearinghouse for Iowa business 

requirements 
 Websites of interest to businesses 

Community Economic Betterment Account (CEBA) 

The CEBA program provides financial assistance to companies that create new employment 

opportunities and/or retain existing jobs, and make new capital investment in Iowa. The 
amount of funding is based, in part, on the number of jobs to be created/retained. Funds are 

provided in the form of loans and forgivable loans. 
 

Economic Development Set-Aside Program (EDSA) 

The EDSA program provides financial assistance to companies that create new employment 
opportunities and/or retain existing jobs, and make new capital investment in Iowa. The 

amount of funding is based, in part, on the number of jobs to be created/retained. Funds are 
provided in the form of loans and forgivable loans. At least 51 percent of the 
created/retained employment opportunities must be made available to individuals presently 

earning wages defined as low-and-moderate income. 
 

Value-Added Products and Processes Financial Assistance Program (VAAPFAP) 

The Value-Added Agricultural Products and Processes Financial Assistance Program seeks 
to increase the innovative utilization of Iowa's agricultural commodities. It accomplishes 

this by investing in the development of new agri-products and new processing technologies. 
Financial assistance is provided in the form of loans and forgivable loans. 

 

New Jobs and Income Program (NJIP) 

The Iowa New Jobs and Income Program provides a package of tax credits and 

exemptions to businesses making a capital investment of at least $11.4 million and creating 
50 or more jobs meeting wage and benefit targets. Qualifying businesses participating in 

NJIP receive substantial benefits. 

 

Iowa Industrial New Jobs Training Program (260E) 

The Iowa Industrial New Jobs Training Program provides customized classroom 

instruction, on-the-job training and other training activities for employees in newly created 
jobs. An employer may be reimbursed up to 50 percent of new employees' wages for on-the-

job training. All training is customized to the company's special needs. Community colleges 
finance the program by the sale of tax-exempt bonds that are repaid by the tax revenue 
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generated by the salaries and capital invested to support the new jobs. As a result company 
profits are not used to repay the bonds. 

 

Revitalize Iowa’s Sound Economy (RISE) 

RISE is an Iowa Department of Transportation program designed to promote economic 

development through construction of roads and streets. Money comes from a 1.55-cent gas 
tax. 

 
There are two elements: competitive, which provides up to 50 percent funding; and 

immediate opportunity, which provides up to 80 percent funding. Decorah Jobs received a 
$377,265 RISE grant in 2000 to pay for half of the construction costs of Sweet Parkway 
Road. 

 

Rural Economic Development Loan and Grant Program (REDLG) 

The REDLG program provides no interest loans up to $450,000 to promote economic 

development projects. The money is provided to rural electric cooperatives that in turn 
relend funds for local projects. Decorah Jobs received $262,000 in REDLG loans in 2001 

($240,000) and 2002 ($22,000.) 
 

Iowa Targeted Small Business Program 

This program is designed to help women, minorities and the disabled overcome some of the 
major hurdles of starting or growing a small business in Iowa. 

 

7.8 Economic Development Summary 

In general, the City of Decorah enjoys a measure of success in regard to economic 

development.  Like all communities in this period of economic struggle, there are 
challenges, but Decorah’s economic outlook is better than many other comparable 
communities.  One of Decorah’s challenges is finding a balance between attracting a 

diversity of industry and manufacturing while also protecting sensitive environmental areas.  
Revitalization of abandoned or underutilized properties within the city limits is an area for 

improvement. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.thinkdecorah.com/assets/uploads/documents/Iowa_Targeted_Small_Business_Program_Info.pdf
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7.9 Economic Development Policies 

 
 Continued efforts to maintain and improve the central business district and 

contiguous business districts as the principal retail center of the city will be 
encouraged and supported.  

 
 Consider the extension of the C3 design standard to other business districts, 

continued revitalization, development, and expansion of the central business district, 

including building front improvement programs, provisions for off-street parking, 
and improvements to the appearances of buildings, traffic circulation, and 

landscaping. 
 

 Programs that require flexibility and innovation, regarding renewal and 
redevelopment of existing poorly developed commercial areas in the central business 
district and other areas in the city, will receive favorable consideration and support 

through establishment of urban renewal districts, tax increment financing (TIF), and 
other development programs and standards.  

 
 Preservation of historically significant buildings and structures in all commercial areas of 

the city will be encouraged and supported. 

a. The committee should encourage the definition and identification for criteria of 
historically significant (as stated in residential) areas and consider community’s 

input. 

 

  


