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this and we oughta do that.’ But it wasn’t until we started the 
Hometown Pride program here that we had the spark to get any-
thing going.”  —Bill Kemp, Letts City Councilman

 “I think we all agree Hometown Pride has made a big differ-
ence here in Louisa County.” 
 —Sherry Humphreys, Chair of County Steering Committee

 “The hands-on projects like planting an ‘outdoor classroom’ 
and butterfly garden were keys to getting kids engaged in the 
town’s future.”  —Adam Crews, Muscatine FFA

 “For too long, we citizens of Fremont County spent too much 
time and effort competing against each other instead of work-
ing together. Hometown Pride brought us a new, workable 
approach.”  —Earl Hendrickson, Fremont County Supervisor

 “Hometown Pride has produced numerous projects in each of 
our communities, encouraged community involvement and pride, 
brought in hundreds of thousands in grant monies. It’s already 
made a huge impact on our small towns.” 
 —Tom Grau, Pocahontas Development Director

 “Hometown Pride has been the answer to our town’s prayers!” 
 —Sally Lewis, Cotter

 Worth Looking Into?
 If you feel connecting with Keep Iowa Beautiful would be 
worth looking into for your town, ask one of your local leaders 
to call 515/323-6507. Or learn more details from its Web site: 
www.keepiowabeautiful.com.
 Small towns are the fabric of Iowa. An organized effort to 
save and improve them can have a huge effect on the quality of 
life for those who live there, and our state’s image as well.

By Jay Owens, Ames

THERE are 864 small towns in Iowa. Some are withering with 
no plan for improvement. Residents see it happening but don’t 
know how to stop it.
 Fortunately, a growing number of these bitty burgs with a can-
do spirit are bucking the trend—and seeing results. They’re not 
only making their town a better place to live, they’re attracting 
visitors to help local businesses. Examples: 
 • Mingo (pop. 269) is working on new park and railhead 
facilities to attract bicyclists from the Des Moines metro area.  
 • Residents of Bartlett (18), Imogene (69), Percival (77), 
and Randolph (188) plus seven other small towns in Fremont 
County now meet monthly to discuss possibilities—such as mak-
ing 17,000 acres open to public access for hunting, fishing, etc.
 • In Pocahontas County, nine rural communities—Fonda, 
Gilmore City, Havelock, Laurens, Palmer, Plover, Pocahontas, 
Rolfe and Varina—have added new park equipment, planted 
trees, painted downtown buildings, created new community sig-
nage and cleared community trails. 
 • Auburn (294), Lytton (305) and a cluster of other small 
towns in Sac County have a host of projects going that have the 
locals excited. 
 These things are currently happening in nine rural counties 
where key people from each town are meeting monthly to plan 
their future. In each case, the key words are “Hometown Pride”.

What’s Behind This Movement?
 It doesn’t get as much exposure or credit as it deserves, but 
the catalyst behind all this is an organization called “Keep Iowa 
Beautiful”. Based in Des Moines, this charitable organiza-
tion was created in 2000 by former Gov. Robert Ray and Don 
Lamberti, founder of Casey’s General Stores. Their vision is now 
changing the face and future of rural Iowa. 
 Led by Executive Director Gerald Schnepf, this group under-
stands most small towns can’t do this on their own. So when 
leaders of a small community show an interest, representatives 
of KIB meet with them and show how the program works.
 They explain what’s involved…how the program is funded…
how area committee members are selected. And they emphasize 
that as part of a 5-year agreement, a professional “coach” will 
be assigned to direct the program. 
 “Our Hometown Pride program offers something no other 
program has dared to do,” says Schnepf. “Every decision is made 
locally, including the selection of their Community Coach.
 “The key to success is the skills of these experienced coaches. 
They provide leadership training for local volunteers, and help 
the group pursue improvements that are feasible and affordable.”

The Locals Love It
 Here’s feedback from a few of the communities involved:
 “For years we walked around Letts saying, ‘We oughta do 

Big Things Are Happening  
In Iowa’s Small Towns

Public buildings freshly painted…tree planting projects…new park equipment… 
leaders meeting monthly…committees planning promotions… 

new town signs framed in flower beds. What’s happening in your town?

“HOMETOWN PRIDE.” That’s the motivation behind colorful 
touches and improvements being seen in small towns across the state.
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