
 

Medical SSMID Commission Meeting Minutes 

March 11, 2020, 8:00 a.m. – 9:30 a.m., First Avenue Executive Suites 

 

Present: John Albert, Tim Charles, Gordon Epping, Michelle Jensen, Suzy McGrane-Hop, Mary Meisterling, Michelle Niermann, 

Okpara Rice, Karen Smith, Julie Sterling, Sarah Wickenkamp 

 

Absent: Mike Sundall 

 

Guests: Kendra Herdliska 

 

Staff: Jesse Thoeming, Phil Wasta, Audrey Wheeler 

 

Welcome & Call to Order 
Smith welcomed everybody and called the meeting to order at 7:59 a.m. 
 
Consent Agenda 
Rice moved approval of the January minutes, January and February financials and October-December 2019 investment reports with 
Albert seconding. The minutes, financials and reports were unanimously approved. 
 
Wasta inquired about removing the printed financial handouts in the future and the commission was in support of this. The agenda 
is the only item that will be printed for the meeting going forward. 
 
Epping noted that the March financials won’t be in as good of shape as January and February given what is happening in the market. 
 
Reappointment 
Wickenkamp moved to reappoint Jensen, McGrane-Hop and Meisterling to the Commission with Charles seconding. The 
reappointments were unanimously approved. Wasta noted that Epping, Niermann, Smith, Sterling, Sundall and Wickenkamp will 
have terms expiring in June 2021.  
 
2020 Executive Director Goals 
Smith noted that results of the executive director’s survey were shared with the executive committee and with Phil. Wasta thanked 
the council for their feedback 
 
Wasta shared his 2020 goals which were reviewed by the chairs and weighted to identify areas of focus. Synchronist surveys will be 
continued in 2020 but eventually all businesses will be covered. The heaviest weighted goal at 40% is to continue pursuit of the 
development of a childcare center. Driving district awareness and increasing engagement will continue through the social media 
strategy. Support for the efforts of the Faith & Medicine Task Force are also a part of the marketing initiative. A meeting is scheduled 
for April to set timelines and tasks. They will engage in the Make It OK campaign that is part of Iowa’s Healthiest State initiative and 
has been picked up by NAMI and other organizations. The remaining goals focus on construction initiatives with the 1st Avenue 
project and identifying the priority construction project for 2021 given what the budget will allow. 
 
Epping suggested leaving an open goal in future years with a weight of 10% to allow for newly emerging needs. 
 
Meisterling moved to approve the 2020 goals with Epping seconding. The 2020 goals were unanimously approved. 
 
Master Parkway Improvement Plan  
Wasta was pleased to inform the commission that the right of way and lighting issues had been resolved and the drawings for the 
1st Avenue E project were submitted by March 3rd to the City. The project is posted to the City website for bids. The City made some 
adjustments to the lighting plan to accommodate a consistent lighting experience among districts. These changes will save dollars 
because there are less lights/poles.  
 



Wasta reviewed the drawings and noted that most areas include redoing sidewalks, curbs and gutters. Many mature trees on both 
sides of 1st Avenue will be removed and he anticipates receiving community feedback about this. As compared to the 10th Street 
design, the parkway along 1st Avenue will contain more grass which will be less expensive to install and easier to maintain over time. 
The area in front of Riley’s Café and Grey’s Pub is the only zero lot line area with dining/retail in the project. It will be reconfigured to 
include bike racks, benches, ash urns and trash cans. Although the corners of 10th Street and 1st Avenue were the ones most recently 
installed, they are out of compliance with ADA regulations and will be redone as part of the project.  
 
Bids are due March 25th. A public hearing will be held on March 24th. The report of bids received will be ready on April 14. Bids could 
be awarded that day or April 28. Work will start as soon as the chosen contractor provides bond of insurance. It is anticipated to be a 
one season project. Engineer cost estimates are $1.1M for the City and $900k for the SSMID. 
 
Epping inquired about any monument sign locations that may be needed in the future and Wasta noted that the only spot in this 
project is the NE corner of 1st Avenue & 6th Street and that it will still accommodate a monument sign.  
 
MedQ Synchronist Main Street Survey Data 
Wasta noted that he had completed 29 surveys through January and one additional one last week. Those 30 businesses represented 
433 full-time employees and 111 part-time across nine sectors that are preset within Synchronist. Wasta reminded commission 
members that the survey was not given to hospitals or interstate commerce businesses as the focus is on small businesses. 
 
40% of these businesses are considering expansion or renovation which Wasta felt was an opportunity to engage and provide value. 
He will conduct outreach to those to see if and how he can assist. 
 
When asked about community strengths, some highlighted responses included great healthcare, central location, strong work ethic 
and strong community. Some community weaknesses included the tight labor force, parking, homelessness and traffic. Wasta felt 
that the one-way to two-way conversions and bike lanes were causing confusion. 
  
55% felt that there are barriers to growth that included low unemployment and retention challenges, especially in the service 
industry. Respondents were asked to rate workforce availability, quality, productivity and stability on a scale of 1 to 7 and these 
results were broken down in Wasta’s report by sector. Wasta referenced the latest Economic Alliance report article where he notes 
that the results sync with statewide results. Challenges continue to be the productivity and stability of the workforce and more 
specifically related to retention. Wasta shared that he recently interviewed the Masonic Temple, History Center and Grant Wood Art 
Studio with all indicating that the quality of workforce was high, but availability was rated low because of the specialized nature of 
the jobs. 
 
Over 50% of respondents had moderate to high awareness of district activities and 67% said their company derived direct benefit 
from the district’s efforts. Wasta expressed that this is a direct reflection of the Commission’s efforts having a positive impact. When 
asked about issues that have gotten worse over the last year, 14% mentioned parking and 7% indicated road conditions. The final 
information presented was a rating of 1 to 7 on quality of the MedQ and all sectors reported six or above which is very positive 
results.  
 
Wasta committed to sharing more detail with any who are interested. Jensen asked about frequency of the survey and Wasta 
responded that he felt every other year was sufficient with the smaller businesses. 
 
Digital Marketing Campaign 
Jensen and Wasta noted that the MedQ digital campaign was nearing the end with one new ad recently released and a final 
scheduled to be released in April. They are happy with the results of the campaign which featured patients, nurses, doctors, 
abstractors, new business owners and interns. Wasta shared that a click through rate above .5 is impressive and several ads had click 
through rates above .8 %.  
 
Charles inquired about business feedback and Wasta indicated they’ve been pleased. Charles noted this is another way we are 
demonstrating value. It is an investment but it’s an awareness campaign of the quality of medical care and other resources in the 
district.  
 
Jensen indicated the next iteration would focus on places in the MedQ and would be determined before the May meeting. 
 
Core District Summit 
Charles, Smith and Albert met with other core district members recently at a core district summit. They updated the participants on 
the childcare center project and 1st Avenue construction plans. Downtown SSMID presented on their WOW project which is a 



projection project on the south side of Armstrong Centre. They are also conducting a Race for the Space program that will provide 
free rent for one year to a small business.  
 
Smith shared that the most discussion was around a core district bicycle loop which will serve to connect all three districts. Epping 
inquired about the affiliation with the ConnectCR project and Jesse Thoeming shared that the ConnectCR elements would be within 
the district loop. The loop is projected to be approximately five miles among the districts on both sides of the river. The hope is that 
it gets implemented this year.  
 
Committee Updates 
Wasta referred commission members to the agenda packet for committee updates.  
 
Charles expressed interest in moving economic development discussions to business development discussions. He noted that 
economic development is important, but infrastructure projects will come to an end and we’ll need to demonstrate continued value. 
The concept of value was incorporated in the goals set for Wasta this year.  
 
Wickenkamp inquired if that included more housing and Wasta responded that was one component. Charles thought important 
questions we should ask are how we create infill and how we do things that create value for all businesses. Wasta noted that 
housing would be an element if there is market demand, it’s affordable and we can put a partnership together. He also noted that 
the residential development discussion about 4th Avenue is alive again.  
 
Meisterling suggested reviewing the Synchronist data around expansion and renovation and consider how we facilitate those 
efforts. Wasta noted that our greatest asset is the medical experience and we can’t lose focus on that. When we get them here, we 
then need to meet their needs and consider how we use our assets to do that. 
 
Executive Director’s Update 
Wasta updated the commission on the childcare project noting that the feasibility study was completed and presented to the 
commission and economic development subcommittee. That committee met and determined that there are resources already 
acting on this work and directed Wasta to build a team to discuss efforts, focus discussion and avoid duplication. That team includes 
Becky White, Child Care Resource and Referral Director for Linn County; Mary Janssen, Child Care Resource & Referral Director for 
Black Hawk County Child Care Coalition; Dan Levi from Levi Architecture and Chris Kivett-Berry, Linn County Early Childhood Iowa 
Director. Wasta also has a meeting with new superintendent of Cedar Rapids Community School District, Noreen Bush, on April 7. He 
wants to discuss the Collins Academy and the possibility of state funding for decommission elementary sites that would be turned 
into daycares.  
 
Charles noted that the danger in getting consensus can be slow progress and suggested milestones with deadlines be established. 
Charles and Wasta will discuss.   
 
Wasta shared about an unintended way we are adding value. Upon recent review of website analytics, clicks over time showed there 
are a lot of hits to our site when people are looking for small businesses in the district who don’t have their own website. He is in 
discussion with Amperage on how to best move forward and use that information. 
 
Wasta meets monthly with Sandi Fowler and Jennifer Pratt from the City and he recently asked them how the SSMID adds value for 
them. They indicated that value comes from: 
- Development of shared vision and priorities with business and property owners in the neighborhood 
- Focusing resources on highest priorities 
- Enhancing the standard level of service provided by the City 
- Boosting communication by getting key communication from the City in an effective and timely manner 
- Creating a distinct sense of space through branding, signage and streetscapes 

 
Adjourn 
Epping moved to adjourn the meeting with Albert seconding. The meeting was adjourned at 9:08 a.m. 


