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Most Iowa school districts are losing students. This causes Iowa school 
districts to receive reduced state aid since the amount of state aid is 
tied directly to the number of students. The Okoboji School District is 
one of a few districts whose class sizes are holding steady to slightly 
increasing. Okoboji class sizes have been increasing in the elementary 
grades (K-4) with those additional students soon heading into Middle 
School (5-8) in the next few years. The Okoboji School District feels 
they must expand the Arnolds Park Middle School to meet the increas-
ing number of students.

This fall the school district evaluated several options that included 
whether to remodel the existing Arnolds Park Middle School building 
or build a new Middle School on the Milford High School campus. At a 
January 26th School Board meeting it was decided to pursue the op-
tion to build a new Middle School building in Milford. That is the option 
favored by the school administration, school board, and some parents. 

Unfortunately, the estimated cost for a new Middle School was $19M. 
The simplest, most direct, and least expensive way to gain voter ap-
proval would be to have one general obligation bond election - that 
would require a 60% voter approval. The Okoboji School Board has 
chosen to split the project into two phases by removing the athletic 
area (gym) from Phase I and use two Physical Plant and Equipment 
Levy (PPEL)[pronounced “pebble”] elections. This PPEL approach also 
limits Phase I to $14M over a ten year period. The maximum PPEL levy 
is $1.34 per one thousand dollars of assessed valuation. Given the 
district’s assessed property valuation, $14M is the maximum amount 
that could be generated from a single PPEL election. The motivation for 
the PPEL approach is that it only requires a 50% voter approval, but of 
course it requires two elections.

On April 7th voters in the Okoboji School District will be asked to ap-
prove the first PPEL bond issue for $14M for a ten year period. Then 
on September 8th there will be a second PPEL bond election to cover 
the remaining $5M for an additional period of up to five years. Unless 
both PPEL elections achieve 50% voter approval the school district will 
probably not proceed with any Middle School construction.

To calculate the amount of residential property tax increase for each 
$100,000 of assessed value – multiply the assessed value in thou-
sands times the 56% rollback factor times the $1.34 tax levy rate. 

New Okoboji Middle School



So for each $100K of assessed residential value there would be an increase of $75.04 of 
annual property taxes. (Commercial and agricultural properties each have a different roll-
back factor.)

If both PPEL elections are voter approved the design would be finalized this fall with bids to 
received in early 2016. Construction would take place in 2016 and early 2017. Occupancy 
of the new Middle School could occur in the fall of 2017.

Do we need it?
A key question is do we really need a new $19M Middle School? Can the additional stu-
dents be accommodated without saddling the taxpayers with a fifteen year PPEL tax levy? 
Have all of the possible creative ideas been fully explored?  Is this large Kindergarten class 
to be followed by ever increasing class sizes or will class size fluctuate year to year as they 
have in the past? 

One idea was to reduce the Okoboji School District geographical size. Those opposed say 
with “Open Enrollment” students can still attend a school outside their district. The school 
administration is adamantly opposed to any school district boundary change.

Those pressing for a new school cite the increased employment at Polaris in Milford. Oth-
ers point to the lack of affordable housing in the central part of Dickinson County as a rea-
son parents will choose to live outside the Okoboji School District.

One idea is that is that if building a new Middle School takes three years and the large 
Kindergarten class will not reach Middle School for four years; we could wait an additional 
year to see if the next Kindergarten class brings forth another large class. We would still 
have three years to build a new Middle School before this larger Kindergarten class arrives 
at Middle School grades.

Existing Arnolds Park Middle School
If both PPEL elections are successful an open question is what happens to the existing Ar-
nolds Park Middle School building? Will it remain a school building with attendant building 
maintenance costs? Will it be sold to a private entity for a tidy sum to offset construction 
costs and go back on the Arnolds Park property tax rolls? Will it be sold to a religious group 
that will be tax exempt? Will it be abandoned to become an eyesore to the community? The 
Okoboji School District feels they have three years after the successful bond elections to 
answer the question of what happens to the existing Arnolds Park School.

Absentee Ballot Request & Submission
You must be in the Okoboji School District and a registered voter in Dickinson County to 
vote in this election. You can request the Iowa Absentee Ballot Request Form be mailed to 
you by telephone (712/ 336-3356) or you can print the request form electronically at http://
sos.iowa.gov/elections/pdf/absenteeballotapp.pdf  The completed ballot request form can 
be mailed or FAX’d (712/ 336-2677) back to the Auditor and they will mail you the Absentee 
Ballot package.   The last day to request a ballot package by mail is April 3, 2015. 

The ballot request form, with an original signature, must be delivered or mailed in a sepa-
rate envelope to the Dickinson County Auditor, 1802 Hill Avenue, Suite 1400, Spirit Lake, 
IA 51360. Then the completed ballot - in its special envelope - must be postmarked no later 
than the day before the election and received in the Auditor’s office before the canvass 
process is completed - about a week after the election.

To probe further: check out the Okoboji Schools website about “Building For Our Future”   
http://okobojischools.wix.com/buildingforokoboji

New Okoboji Middle School ..... continued from page 1
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Some Dickinson County water users have had significant increases in their water rates in the last few 
years. How do the new water rates compare with surrounding communities? It is hard to compare water 
rates since the amount paid depends on how much water is used. Our water suppliers include a mix of 
municipalities and rural water companies. 

Most water rates are based on gallons used while one city (Estherville) bases their water rates on cubic 
feet. The easiest way to make a water rates comparison is base all of the rates on the use of 10,000 gallons 
during a quarter. If you use more or less than 10,000 gallons per quarter your water bill can be different. A 
key consideration in the lakes area is the capacity of the water plant that must be sized for the summer wa-
ter usage, while many users do not use any water during other parts of the year. In order to compensate for 
cost of building extra capacity many water suppliers have a minimum usage fee. For a quick comparison 
see the basic chart below. A more detailed comparison can be found on our website at www.dctaxpayers.
org/financialinformation

For Arnolds Park, Okoboji, Milford, Wahpeton, and West Okoboji the source of water is Lake West Okoboji.  
Central Water District supplies water to Arnolds Park and Okoboji from a pumping station behind The Inn 
and a water intake pipe in front of The Inn. The Central District water plant was built 34 years ago and 
needed additional capacity and water quality improvements to keep pace with government requirements. 
The new plant was finished in May of 2013.  There were major upgrades as well as the installation of new 
water intakes from the lake. 

Water qualities are being improved to keep pace with DNR and EPA requirements to reduce organic carbon 
that could interact with chlorine in the water as well as preparing for the potential damaging effects of newly 
arrived invasive species to our lakes.

For Milford and West Okoboji the pumping station is in Maywood with the intake pipe just off shore. In 2013 
the confirmation of the invasive species zebra mussels required Milford Municipal Utilities to proceed with 
extensive upgrades to their water intakes and other systems.

The intake pipe and pumping station for Wahpeton is located near Manhattan Point.  The City of Spirit Lake 
and Orleans use a pumping station on the South Shore of Big Spirit Lake and a pumping station in the 
Northern section of Spirit Lake.  To date Big Spirit Lake remains free of zebra mussel infestation.

The rural water districts use a combination of lake water from the purchased from the cities and well wa-
ter. Osceola Rural Water Area 1 is the North end of West Lake Okoboji. Area 2 is rural areas of Dickinson 
County. 

Water Rates 2012-2015

City Water Supplier

Quarterly Rate per 
10,000 Gallons 
March 2012

Quarterly Rate per 
10,000 Gallons 
March 2015

Arnolds Park $66.87 $90.63
Estherville $73.44 $73.44
Milford $59.90 $117.95
Lake Park $98.50 $98.50
Okoboji $94.00 $94.00
Orleans $120.48 $130.38
Spirit Lake $99.60 $107.04
Superior $105.00 $120.00
Spencer $60.00 $70.00
Terril $105.00 $105.00
Wahpeton $99.20 $139.35
West Okoboji $119.00 $119.00

Rural Water Suppliers
Osceola Rural Water Area 1 $134.33 $154.82
Osceola Rural Water Area 2 $124.00 $136.40
Iowa Lakes Regional Water $144.74
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Local Government Budgeting
The Dickinson 

County  Taxpayers   
Association 
(DCTA) is a 
non-profit, 

non partisan 
coalition of 
taxpaying 

individuals and 
businesses in 

Dickinson County.    

DCTA WATCHDOG 
newsletter is a benefit of 
membership in DCTA.  
To learn more about 

supporting DCTA, visit:                     
www.DCtaxpayers.org

Iowa law requires that each government taxing authority estab-
lish an annual budget that must be filed with the county auditor. 
March 15, 2015 is the due date for cities and counties, while 
school districts have until April 15, 2015 to complete their bud-
get.

On March 10th Dickinson County held their Public Hearing to 
approve their FY16 budget that begins on July 1, 2015. Fortu-
nately, the increase in property valuations has more than offset 
the county increase in costs. The result is the County Gener-
al Fund and the Rural Services levy rates remain virtually un-
changed. Dickinson County has the lowest tax levy rate in Iowa 
due to our large amount of high value residential real estate.
A 52 page explanation of the FY16 county revenue and expense 
budget overview can be found at the Taxpayer Association web-
site   www.dctaxpayers.org/financialinformation.htm    Most of 
our property tax goes to the school districts 38%, cities 26%, 
and county 20 percent. A more detailed article about local gov-
ernment budgeting was provided in the March 2014 edition of 
the Watchdog newsletter. 


