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Nearly one year after first earning ap-
proval to build a new hospital in North 
Liberty, University of Iowa Health Care 
won crucial approval by a 3-1 vote to 
raise the budget by 33.5% during a 
State Health Facilities Council meeting 
Aug. 30.

A $230 million budget was approved 
in 2021, with the new budget now set-
tling at $307 million after UI officials 
insisted a sizable increase was necessary 
to combat current economic conditions.

“We are pleased to continue mov-
ing forward with the construction 
of the University of Iowa Hospitals 
& Clinics facility in North Liberty to 
meet Iowa’s need for additional acces-
sible, high-quality, complex care,” said 
Kimberly Hunter, interim CEO for UI 
Health Care, in a statement. “Like any-
one who visits the gas station or grocery 
store, we’re all subject to increased costs 
right now due to inflation, increased la-
bor costs and supply chain issues. Both 
the State of Iowa Board of Regents and 
State Health Facilities Council approved 
the revised budget for construction, al-
lowing us to continue to anticipate and 
meet the future increased health needs 
of Iowans, even in this more challeng-
ing economic environment.”

During the presentation, Ms. Hunter 
cited shortages in local and skilled trades 
labor, unprecedented construction ma-
terial inflation and regulatory and safety 
factors as big financial hurdles.

“Building materials like steel, cop-
per and aluminum have experienced 
40% or greater increases in price due to 
worldwide shortages,” she said. “And 
there are shortages in the labor market 
locally and there are not enough con-
tractors to perform all of the work in 
the Iowa City area.”

The annual increase in construc-
tion costs was 14-18% in the last sev-
eral years, whereas from 2010-2020 the 
annual inflation increase was steady 

around 2-3%, according to Sam O’Con-
nor, vice president and preconstruction 
director for JE Dunn, the construction 
manager at risk for the project.

University of Iowa Health Care also 
requested a traffic study to study the im-
pacts a state-of-the-art hospital would 
have on the intersection in a growing 
North Liberty.

In July, the Board of Regents ap-

proved a 33% increase to the North 
Liberty development from $395 mil-
lion to $525 million, a figure thought 
to be only reached during a “worst 
case” scenario.

The most recent budget approval 
by the State Health Facilities Council 
focuses solely on a budget increase for 
elements voted on during the Certifi-
cate of Need process, meaning coun-
cil’s approval was not needed for high-
er costs for the second building on the 
469,000-square-foot space, said UI 
Health Care spokesperson Laura Shoe-
maker in an email. That building will 
house faculty offices and research, edu-
cation and clinic space.

OBJECTIONS RAISED
If the council deemed the request to al-
ter the scope and nature of the project, 
or if it was not seen as reasonable, the 
project would have been in danger of 
being halted until the university sub-
mitted an appeal.

While the council ultimately passed the 
request, several members were concerned 
about the university’s request  — includ-
ing chair Harold Miller, who voted no.

“I have a little bit of difficulty believ-
ing that suddenly that these problems 
were perceived at this point in time 
and in 2021 we were not perceiving 
any problems regarding construction 
costs,” he said. “I am troubled that we 
had no change in estimated cost. My 
second concern is we have massive cost 
overruns … and we haven’t dealt with 
the concerns regarding the deficiencies 
of the scope and scale of the project.”

“I’m a little bit disappointed they 
didn’t account for some of the inflation 
that was coming at us already a year ago,” 
said council member Brenda Perrin.

UI officials responded saying during 
the window between the second appli-
cation last year and when the contract 
was finalized, inflation rose out of con-
trol in a way “no one could have an-
ticipated.” They also said recent Bureau 
of Labor statistics data shows signs that 
inflation is on its way back down.

Last year, other local hospitals urged 
the council to vote no on a new UIHC 
hospital, viewing it as an expansion 
that would cut too deeply into primary 
care services already offered in the ar-
eas, putting long-term survival at risk.

UnityPoint Health–Cedar Rapids 
President and CEO Michelle Niermann 
once again expressed her disapproval of 
the plan Aug. 30, noting she was skep-
tical of the university’s true intentions.

“The university has signaled a strong 
interest in entering into the lane tradition-
ally occupied by community hospitals and 
health care systems, with its $605 million 
bid to acquire Mercy Iowa City and devel-
op a community health care division,” she 
said. “Profitable growth is not an unwor-
thy objective but it’s not necessarily equiv-
alent to need, particularly when those 
same services are already offered through-
out Eastern Iowa communities.”

The North Liberty campus is expected 
to be ready for use by June 2025.   CBJ

UIHC’s new hospital budget gets state approval

Construction is underway at the site of the University of Iowa Hospitals & Clinics' new 
North Liberty hospital. CREDIT ANGELA HOLMES
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A rezoning and establishment of a mas-
ter plan for a proposal called Gather 
Iowa, also known as Folsom’s Subdi-
vision, passed unanimously during a 
Coralville City Council meeting Aug. 23.

The mixed-use development plan, 
which was described as the “gateway 
into Coralville,” is managed by Rael 
Development Corporation and BKV 
Group. It will feature housing and retail 
space, as well as a welcome plaza, flexi-

ble performance stage, loggia hangout, 
social lounge pool, games lawn, out-
door kitchen, spa, entertainment zone 
and 905 parking stalls.

The city council was more receptive 
to the proposal after Mayor Meghann 
Foster and Councilor Hai Huynh voiced 
their objections to the plan Aug. 9, say-
ing the development would displace 
current residential occupants and mi-
nority-owned businesses and raise rent 
in the area.

The change of heart came once Rael-
Corp agreed to modify the plan to in-

clude more affordable housing elements.
“I do feel much better about where 

we are at now with this development,“ 
said Mayor Foster at the Aug. 23 meet-
ing. “We have received communication 
from the developer stating that they un-
derstand affordability is a priority for 
the area, and that they understand the 
next phases of the project are contingent 
on maintaining some of that affordable 
residential and commercial space.”

RaelCorp President and CEO Graeme 
Rael gave three options to better accom-
modate the wishes of city council, as re-
ported by the Press-Citizen: Collaborate 
with an organization like The Housing 
Fellowship, have an overall percentage 
of the area designated to affordable 
housing units or eliminate the townho-
mes in the plan. It’s possible a combina-

tion of these options could be utilized.
“I’m all for economic development…

but I cannot, in the same breath not ad-
vocate for true affordability,” said Ms. 
Huynh on Aug. 9, saying the develop-
ment would negatively affect longstand-
ing minority-owned businesses and mi-
nority residents of the community.”

Principal Civil Engineer for 
Shive-Hattery Nick Hatz responded say-
ing it would probably be at least “five to 
six months” until all aspects — includ-
ing future rounds of planning and zon-
ing and city council meetings for each 
lot’s development, architectural design 
elements, entitlements of land map use 
agreements and permitting — of the 
Gather Iowa plan is finalized. Therefore, 
businesses will not be forced to move 
imminently.   CBJ

‘Gather Iowa’ plan in Coralville 
passes after affordability pledge


