
CANDIDATE INFORMATION  
 
o Name: Marlu Abarca 
o Office sought: Des Moines City Council At-Large 
o Campaign Phone: 515-718-4473 
o Campaign Email: marluforcitycouncil@gmail.com 
o Website: marlufordsm.com 
o Facebook page: @wechoosemarlu  
o Twitter handle: @wechoosemarlu 
 
MULTIPLE CHOICE / RANKED CHOICE  
 
1. When the City plans to reconfigure a street’s space, the proposed reconfiguration 
should: (choose one)  
o Be subject to a vote of the City Council if the proposed action conflicts with an established 
plan or policy (MoveDSM, Complete Streets Policy, Bicycle and Trail Master Plan, etc.).  
o Be subject to a vote of the City Council even if the proposed action accords with an 
established plan or policy.  
o Be subject to a vote of a neighborhood association or a group of local business owners, but 
not the City Council. o Not be subject to any vote—just administrative approval by City staff.  
o Follow another process as described here:  
 
Be subject to a vote of the City Council even if the proposed action accords with an established 
plan or policy, given that the plans to reconfigure Des Moines’ streets has been under the 
leadership of upper-middle class/upper class, whitem cis-gendered, straight folks. What we 
need to include in our decision -making processes moving forward is to include a 
recommendation and vote for consideration by a neighborhood association and nonprofits that 
serve the residents in that area. We must include a diverse group of stakeholders in the 
development of our street configuration and strategic plan moving forward (I would implement a 
revision of the MoveDSM, Complete Streets Policy, Bicycle and Trail Master Plan, etc.). 
 
6. Budget – do you support, did you support, or would you have supported funds in the 
Capital Improvements Project (CIP) Budget (between 2018 and 2025) for:  
 
o Adding sidewalks on school and priority routes ($18,769,912)  
o E. Douglas widening between E. 42nd and E. 56th ($8,600,000)  
o Ingersoll Ave. Streetscape ($13,125,000)  
o Merle Hay Road and Hickman Road intersection: widen and add turn lanes ($700,000)  
o Connect Downtown recommendations: one-way to two-way conversions, lane 
reductions, more on-street car parking, and a more extensive bike lane network 
($4,850,000)  
o SE Connector between SE 30th St. and US Hwy. 65 ($60,238,038)  
o 6th Ave. Streetscape ($10,423,000)  



o Indianola Ave widening between E. Army Post Rd. and Hwy. 69 ($5,000,000)  
 
Other comments (optional):  
 
Adding sidewalks on school and priority routes (in alignment with popular DART commuting 
routes) should be on the top of our proposed spending initiatives; we need to make our city 
safer for students walking to class and disabled residents that rely on sidewalks for mobility and 
accessibility. Second, we need to invest in making our roads safer. When I think of roads with a 
high probability of an accident, I think of intersections like 6th avenue and College, and E 14th 
and Cleveland. These two intersections are extremely dangerous during commuting hours for 
folks that intend to make left turns without an actual turning lane in place. Thirdly, while I support 
more public parking ramps to on-street parking for flooding and more green alternative transport 
reasons, I am in support of converting streets downtown from one-way to two-way streets, in 
order to increase traffic efficiency, decrease driver confusion (and therefore prevent accidents), 
as well as promote driver’s attention to downtown businesses. Lastly, what leaders and 
planners fail to understand, is that 6th avenue corridor is not in need in need of a $10,423,000 
streetscape. Rather, it needs residents that aren’t trying to survive on minimum wages, in dense 
neighborhoods which studies show lead to faster resident turnover, and therefore less individual 
resident investment in their dwellings, local businesses, and neighborhoods (ultimately 
increasing crime). What if we invested a tenth of that budget to lobbying our legislators and 
even Polk County Supervisors for a $15/hr minimum wage? What if we spent another 1/5th on 
improving/increasing the sidewalks along the DART routes, as well as increasing the frequency 
of DART routes? Imagine being able to facilitate job-search and job-training programs offered 
by Evelyn K Davis Center that would subsequently lead to a better-qualified workforce with high 
earning potential. That’s the type of investment I want to see in Des Moines. 
 
7. Ordinances/Non-Budgetary – do you support, did you support, or would you have 
supported:  
 
o A substantial reduction or elimination of minimum car parking requirements outside 
downtown  
o A requirement to provide safe, temporary sidewalks next to construction sites 
downtown to minimize pedestrian detours, even if it means temporarily reducing car lane 
widths.  
o A zoning code that maximizes mixed use zones, allows duplexes and triplexes in most or all 
residential neighborhoods, and allows greater density along major corridors  
o NACTO standards as enacted by the City in April 2016  
o A Vision Zero approach to reduce injuries and eliminate deaths among people who are 
driving, walking, or bicycling  
o A change in signal timing to give pedestrians a head start at crosswalks  
 
Other comments (optional):  



1) The elimination of minimum car parking requirements could help us mitigate some of the 
effects of increased rainfall, and help prevent flooding, by making more green spaces 
with a higher capacity to absorb rainwater. 

2) Temporary sidewalks at the cost of temporary lane reduction should absolutely be a 
priority if we say that we care about pedestrian safety. 

3) I DO NOT support increasing the density of our neighborhoods. Studies show that crime 
increases with density, and we’ve seen this in areas along 6th Avenue corridor, for 
example, where people are constantly moving, not creating relationships with neighbors, 
competing for resources, and not able to invest in their own homes (beautification). What 
we need instead, is zoning that does not encourage developers to displace homeowners 
and destabilize (and even gentrify) neighborhoods; the least amount of parking lots that 
reduce tree existence, the better for our flood-prone Des Moines (without trees and more 
greenery to absorb water and sun, we will only contribute to global warming). As we’ve 
seen, this has encouraged developers to create mix-use buildings, and discouraging 
investments in older, existing buildings. 

 
 
8. Enforcement – to improve safety, will you commit to taking action so that the City of 
Des Moines, including the Des Moines Police Department, improves its enforcement of:  
 
o Speeding on city streets  
o Careless, distracted, or reckless driving, including texting while driving  
o Blocked bike lanes (cars/trucks parked in or drifting into the lane)  
o Failure to yield to pedestrians at crosswalks, including mid-block crossings  
o Failure to clear sidewalks soon after a snowfall or ice storm  
o Other:  
 
I commit to taking action so that the City can improve the enforcement of careless, reckless, and 
distracted driving. This is of personal importance to me, as I primarily relied on sidewalks, 
biking, and public transportation as my means of mobility for the first 23 years of my life. In fact, 
last November, I had a close encounter with a distracted driver that almost ended my life; 
leading up to--but especially after-- this near-death experience, I have personally advocated 
with my friends to eliminate distracted driving.  
 
https://www.weareiowa.com/news/local-news/close-call-downtown-almost-cost-a-des-moines-w
oman-her-life/ 
 
 
OPEN-ENDED City-wide  
 
9. Budget (Transit) - would you support DART if it increased the DART property tax levy? 
DART could do this by changing its formula for calculating the levy for all member 
governments, creating an exception to the formula so that the levy increases just for 

https://www.weareiowa.com/news/local-news/close-call-downtown-almost-cost-a-des-moines-woman-her-life/
https://www.weareiowa.com/news/local-news/close-call-downtown-almost-cost-a-des-moines-woman-her-life/


properties in the City of Des Moines, and/or lobbying the state legislature to increase the 
levy cap. If not, what do you recommend for improving DART?  
 
I want to acknowledge that many residents in Des Moines are concerned about the increased 
property taxes--and rightfully so; we are relying on taxes as a way for the City to increase 
revenue to fund projects and initiatives (such as expanding DART), but we aren’t discussing 
resident’s lack of resources at the City level, and we need to be. This means discussing the fact 
that we could leverage increased salaries and expand DART through an increased levy cap, IF 
Des Moines residents are making a livable wage. 
 
 
Your Ward  
 
10. In your ward, on which streets and intersections would you like to see (a) sidewalk 
and streetscape improvements, (b) bike lanes and other bike infrastructure, and (c) 
improved bus shelters and more frequent transit service?  
 
In my ward (3) I would like to see more sidewalks along Fleur DR, in general, we need more 
tactile paving across Des Moines in general, but especially along commuting routes and tourist 
attractions, if we truly value pedestrian safety and full participation for all residents in our city.  
 
Moreover, if we want to create a culture where Des Moines residents choose to take public 
transportation more often than they take their car, then we must make bus stops more 
accessible and comfortable. Currently in Des Moines, there are stretches of road without bus 
stops. Just being able to get to the Airport by bus is difficult. If I wanted to catch a flight at noon, 
I would have to take a bus ride for over an hour, as early as 7 am, otherwise, I would not have 
another opportunity to catch another bus headed that way until about a quarter to 3pm; again, 
this is a 1hr+ trip that would only take me 11 minutes to get to by car (from 527 35th street). And 
if I wanted to walk a large stretch of Fleur so I can bypass the extremely long round-about route 
to the airport? Well, I’d have to trek through mud and grass (and snow during the winter), 
because Fluer is not fully paved. We need buses that run north and south on Fluer more 
frequently, enough that people could park their cars downtown and take ONE bus, for 25 mins 
to the airport, trusting that they can stop at a coffee shop along the way, or a restaurant, or 
pharmacy, because they can catch another bus under a nice, comfortable shelter, 20 mins later.  
 
Right now, it costs the City a little over 10k to build a shelter for a busa stop. I would leverage 
my position on the City Council to create (and possibly mend) relationships with businesses and 
corporations, so that they may support residents--their patrons--in having access to bus stop 
with shade and seating. Furthermore, my vision for Des Moines is to have grid-connected solar 
panel system at every new bus stop shelter. This would help us meet our climate action goals, 
and build a friendlier public transit system.  
 
 



 
11. What are the most unsafe streets and intersections in your ward, and what should the 
City do about them?  
 
 
The most unsafe streets are like those along 6th Avenue corridor, where intersections are 
extremely dangerous during commuting hours for folks that intend to make left turns without an 
actual turning lane in place. There is also a need to increase pedestrian crossings along long 
stretches of superblocks, where city planners neglected the fact that people still rely on walking 
and cycling as a form of transportation. Well, if we’re talking about my neighborhood, North of 
Grand, maybe this isn’t as mysterious as we initially think: why would there be superblocks in 
this part of grand, compared to Grand downtown? Well, because the assumption was made that 
if you lived in this area, then you had a car to get around; you wouldn’t have use for the *new* 
crosswalk connecting the north and south sides of Grand Avenue, which Des Moines University 
students rely on; it makes sense why suburbs follow this design, too. Wealthier people can 
afford cars and don’t need to ride their bike, or walk, unless it’s for leisure. 
 
12. A 2018 study showed the City of Des Moines has as many car parking spaces as the 
City of Seattle, Washington, despite Des Moines having less than one-third the 
population. Most of Des Moines has a set of minimum off-street parking regulations that 
apply to a property based on its use. What is the impact of the land dedicated to car 
parking and the minimum parking requirements on how walkable, bikeable, and 
transit-friendly your ward is?  
 
As mentioned in a previous question (#7), we MUST eliminate these parking requirements in 
order to improve our ability to cope with increased rain, and prevent rapid global warming;l we 
need more trees and green spaces to absorb water and sunlight. We also protected bike lanes, 
more accessible parking ramps for those that are unable to use cycling as a form of 
transportation, and sidewalks, in order to allow for the broadest participation from the most 
number of Des Moines residents. This can have even greater repercussions: if people feel 
connected to their city, they are more likely to stay, invest in their own homes, and lower crime 
overall. https://tinyurl.com/importance-of-belonging 
 
 
13. People in Des Moines do not walk, bike, or take transit as much as people in other 
cities. Private car use is the dominant mode of transportation. Why is that, and is that a 
problem?  
 

1) We have a general lack of awareness of how public transit works, and for whom it’s 
accessible. I was buying my own bus passes until I learned that my employer could 
provide a year-long pass, at no extra cost to me...this was almost a year and a half into 
my job for the Des Moines Public Library.  



2) We need to continue to support generous programs like ones through the Des Moines 
Police Department, that create a culture of bike-riding in our youth, that’s where we start. 
Furthermore, we need to design streets that will accommodate this *hopefully* growing 
number of cyclists; it’s like that saying, “ To teach is to foster curiosity for knowledge, 
only to satisfy it later.” 

3) Similarly, we need to build a culture that relies on public transportation. This summer, I 
was elated to see how many young people rode DART to get to 80/35. In fact, it was my 
partner’s first time riding, since they live in Urbandale and don’t have access to a bus 
stop, whether for pleasure, or to commute to work (they’d have to walk for an hour and 
twenty-three minutes--approximately 4.1 miles--before arriving at the closest DART stop, 
on 86th and Douglas. 

 
 
You Personally:  
 
14. Describe any past work or accomplishments for transit, walking, or bicycling in your 
community.  
 
Since moving to Des Moines, I’ve been incredibly involved in our community. From serving on 
committees to address poverty through United Way; Al Exito, a mentorship program for Latinx 
youth; to being involved on the Board of the New Leaders Council, a leadership institute that 
trains young Progressive Leaders to run for office (I’m an alumna!). I've relied on DART and 
walking to get me to my meetings, and people know it. I unabashedly have been an informal 
ambassador for DART since moving to Des Moines 5 years ago. In fact, when I was sharing this 
fact one day, a DART employee overheard, and asked if I would like to be a part of their 2019 
campaign to raise awareness of the accessibility and affordability of DART! And, once the Des 
Moines Public Library hired a new marketing and outreach director, I made sure to ask them to 
include DART advertising as a way to inform folks of the benefits of having a library card; I am 
so happy to report that we have a partnership that allows DMPL card holder to ride DART for 
free for a week (through Sept 28th) by scanning their library card! I’m extremely proud of my 
work (all unpaid) to raise awareness in Des Moines of public transit options, and the benefits of 
taking advantage up free and/or accessible and affordable City amenities (like the library! Go 
get your card TODAY!). I’ve attended City Council meeting and called City Council members to 
advocate for more sidewalks. And sure, I didn’t create a biking collective, but I have tried my 
best to inform members of these types of coalitions of the importance of making our streets and 
attractions more accessible for everyone, not just the avid leisure biker. My advocacy did not 
start with my campaign for office; this is work that I have been doing all my life, and will continue 
once I am in office, I may become the first City Council woman to have relied on DART as their 
main form of transportation, AND had a library card before it became kool! 
 
 
 



15. In the last month, how many times have you walked, biked, or taken transit to work or 
to run errands?  
 
Before running for election, which means that before I had to cram every second of my free time 
with forums and canvassing, I was riding the bus 1-2 days per week, in order to get to work 
(Central Library!), and lower my carbon footprint. I walk to the Walgreens and Caribou down the 
street from me on a regular basis (once per week). I honestly haven’t biked since fall of 2017, 
before my bike got rusty (planning to donate it and purchase a refurbished one this Fall!). I feel 
so privileged to live just one block away from a bus line, and within walking distance of my 
pharmacy, a grocery store, once of my favorite coffee places, and one of my best friends (42nd 
and Ingersoll). I want everyone in Des Moines to enjoy these types of privileges. I want to 
eliminate food deserts, expand bus routes and frequency, and make our streets more walkable 
and bikeable. 
 
 
16. Have you ever been car-free or car-light (relying on walking, bicycling, and transit for 
most trips) as an adult in Des Moines or somewhere else? 
 
For the first 3 years living in Des Moines (till I was 24), I relied solely on DART, my old bike, and 
walking to get to work, trivia at Red Monk downtown with my friends, and even concerts at the 
Wells Fargo Arena. I know what it’s like to wait at a bus stop without a shelter in rain, and snow. 
I know what it’s like to walk through this city where there are no sidewalks. And I know what it’s 
like to try to save up for a car while living in poverty and relying on food assistance to get by. I’m 
the only candidate that is qualified to represent all of Des Moines, because of these 
experiences. Not to mention my educational and professional work to help eradicate poverty 
and address social inequity throughout Iowa, and our awesome City. 


