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IBM recently announced 
plans to open a technol-
ogy service delivery center in 

Dubuque, Iowa. The facility will 
occupy the renovated Dubuque 
Building built downtown during 
the Great Depression. This mas-
sive structure formerly housed 
Roshek’s Department Store and 
will be rebuilt to the highest 
environmental and ergonomic 
standards.

It is expected to create 1,300 
jobs, but the IBM-Dubuque 

p a r t n e r s h i p 
goes much fur-
ther than jobs. 
More recently, 
IBM has asked 
Dubuque to be-
come a “Smart 
City” follow-
ing a Euro-
pean program 
developed by 
IBM. The pro-
gram allows 
IBM to use its 
massive array 
of technologi-
cal equipment 
and expertise 
to improve how 
local water, en-
ergy and trans-
portation sys-
tems operate. 
Dubuque will 
become the 
first U.S. Smart 

City and the plan suggests that 
Dubuque will become an inter-
national model for environmen-
tal sustainability.

While researching this project 
and economic development in 
our neighboring state for a Fu-
tureIowa.com Web site, I found 
a great deal of cooperation and 
coordination among all levels 
of government, the private sec-
tor and public education. I was 
impressed with the ability to put 
together TIF, state incentives, 
historical use permits, educa-
tional partners and other perks 
for a project of this magnitude 
in a very short time span. What 
I discovered at the heart of the 
proposal was a fairly compre-
hensive plan already in place 
well before IBM came knocking.

Madison has had similar op-
portunities; in fact, we were on 
the IBM radar screen as they 
were looking in the Midwest for 
a site for their center. I question 
how many state and local offi-
cials, developers, UW staff, re-
gional advocates, and press were 
even aware of their presence, 
much less working together to 
lay a package deal on the table.

We simply are not doing a 
good job of promoting our re-

gion and an even poorer job of 
courting companies that may 
be looking. Let’s look at the vari-
ables for just one corridor in the 
city, East Washington Avenue. 
Do we have a good understand-
ing of the existing inventory of 
brick and mortar and the avail-
ability of the buildings? What is 
the comfort level of the council 
for TIF and how quickly could 
we make a firm offer to a compa-

ny interested in the area?  What 
state participation is available 
and who are the contacts? Could 
UW play a role? How would ex-
isting businesses in the area be 
involved? 

In Iowa, when IBM announced 
they were interested, Dubuque 
already had many of the an-
swers in hand. They had done 
the homework before they knew 
IBM was even looking. Contrast 

that to Madison where we wait 
for a proposal before we even 
begin the process of approvals 
and participation — and we see 
vastly different approaches to at-
tracting business to the area.

We need to look at some of 
the obvious areas for develop-
ment and do a little pre-plan-
ning. In the case of East Wash-
ington Avenue, we have a new 
road, a proposed park, existing 

buildings and a plan suggesting 
what we might like to see.  This 
knowledge presents us with an 
opportunity to suggest what we 
may be willing to approve if the 
right company or project were 
to emerge. I am not suggesting 
a rubber stamp, but an opportu-
nity to work with a company or 
developer with the clear under-
standing that we want them here 
and we can get things done. n
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AS I SEE IT

Madison could learn a lot from IBM-Dubuque partnership


