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Former U.S. Surgeon General William H. Stewart said in 1978, “Calling noise a nuisance is like
calling smog an inconvenience. Noise must be considered a hazard to the health of people
everywhere.” (Stewart, 1978)

Introduction
Noise is unwanted sound. Any type of sound that is annoying, distracting or physically harmful
can be considered noise pollution.

Noise pollution is a serious environmental problem that can have an adverse affect on property
values especially in areas where commercial, industrial, construction, road traffic, air traffic and
recreational noise impinge on residential neighborhoods (Pearce, 1989). A decrease in property
values reduces property taxes which of course impacts the amount of taxes contributing to city
and county coffers.

Noise pollution also poses both an immediate and a cumulative public health threat that can
cause or potentiate stress, high blood pressure, and both hearing and sleep loss (Stansfeld,
2000). The etymology of our word noise comes originally from the Latin word nausea, meaning
seasickness. In French, the word noise —with the same spelling and the same Latin root—is a
noun that means quarrel or fight.

Much like second-hand cigarette smoke, noise experienced by people who did not produce it is
frequently referred to as “second-hand sound.”

In an effort to control and limit noise for the common good, most municipalities have some
type of noise ordinances limiting the level of noise and the time of day during which certain
types of noise are permitted. Some noise ordinances, particularly older ones maybe vague and
qualitative in describing what sounds are prohibited. An ordinance such as this may read “the
creation of any unreasonable, unnecessary or excessive noise which results in the disturbance of
the peace and welfare and complaints to local government agencies is hereby prohibited and
shall constitute disorderly conduct...” The ordinance may also include certain times of day and
night when loud noises are more restricted.

Many newer, more contemporary ordinances are very specific and quantitative, defining the
permissible volume which can be measured scientifically in decibels with sound meters. A
decibel —dB —is a logarithmic (dimension-less) unit of weighted sound pressure used to describe the
amplitude of sound. The decibel is named in honor of Alexander Graham Bell, thus deci for 10, and
belf or Bel | 'MssttypiaaByound ia measured with the A-weighted slow-response
measure, and this is then referred to as dBA.
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Statement of Problem

Residents who live on the west side of Des Moines, near the Des Moines-West Des Moines
municipal border, and between the Des Moines freeway (I-235) on the north and Grand Avenue
on the south have made numerous complaints to the West Des Moines Police Department
during the past three years about late night noise, particularly on weeknights after 10 p.m.
from the Val Air Ballroom, a music concert venue.

According to West Des Moines Police Lt. Jeff Miller a total of 202 complaints about loud, late
night noise at the Val Air have been received by the West Des Moines police department during
the past three years, a period of time which coincides with improvements and modernizations
to the facilities and to the sound system by new owner, DI Properties, LLC.. The new owners
acquired the 370,260 square foot property which sits on 8.5 acres for $1.1 million in 2003. The
property today is valued at $1,027,000 for both city and county tax purposes.

The sound ordinance in West Des Moines prohibits noise above 55dBA, between 10 p.m. and 7
a.m.; the sound ordinance in Des Moines is more restrictive, prohibiting noise above 50 dBA
during that same period of time. The Val Air is located at 301 Ashworth Rd, in West Des Moines,
.15 miles from the municipal border of the two communities.

The manager of the concert venue has been interviewed by several news outlets and has said
that lowering the West Des Moines noise ordinance would cause his business to suffer.
However, there are several music and entertainment venues that operate in Des Moines under
the more restrictive 50 dBA.

Sound Testing

After numerous compl aints fr omWestdes ManesCity s
Council directed the West Des Moines police department to have their mediation officer

contact residents in the affected area to request a meeting to explain the city ordinance and to
explain what the West Des Moines police could and could not do regarding complaints.

The West Des Moines police would investigate all sound complaints by taking a sound meter
reading with a state-of-the-art Quest Technologies Sound Level Meter capable of taking and
digitally recording a decibel sound reading so that the information can be used in a court of law.

The West Des Moines police were also asked to conduct some sound testing to determine
when the sound level did not exceed the West Des Moines noise ordinance if residents in the
affected area were bothered or not. On September 9, 2009, a group of neighbors participated
in a three hour sound test where the noise inside the Val Air Ballroom was first turned up (110
dBA) so that a meter outside registered the noise in excess of the city code limit (54 dBA), and
then the sound was lowered so it did not exceed the 55 dBA limit.
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A police officer was stationed inside the concert hall to monitor the sound meter inside which
read 94 dBA, and an officer was stationed in a parking lot adjacent to the Val Air property. His
meter monitored the sound outdoors which was just under the 55 dBA limit.

Neighbors were asked to assess whether they would likely contact the West Des Moines police
if they heard sound at the levels which were produced during the testing —levels that ranged
between 52 and 54 decibels —and the testing was conducted at six sites throughout the
affected area. Although the residents who participated in the testing did not all agree at all the
testing sites whether or not they would call the police to complain, the results of the testing
showed that neighbors were bothered by noise above 50 decibels and that depending on the
night of the week and the lateness of the hour, it was likely that the West Des Moines police
would hear continued complaints.

In terms of research methodology, the sound testing that was done would not meet the criteria
of an objective, reproducible experiment with reliable results. The sample size of participants, 6
neighbors, would not meet the criteria of a scientifically significant random sample. The results
of the testing conducted on the night of September 9, 2009 were useful in understanding some
aspects of the problems experienced by Des Moines residents living west and north of the Val

Air Ballroom, but the results cannot and should not be considered conclusive to informing the

West Des Moines Cithiymattteounci | ' s deci si on

During the course of the sound testing, ironically, there were two complaints logged into the
West Des Moines Police Department by neighbors who were unaware that the noise they were
hearing was related to sound testing rather than to a concert.

Additionally, sound testing under controlled conditions where the monitored noise level is
maintained at or under the city sound ordinance can be expected to vary from the sound of live
music residents experience during a concert where the sound level would not be as closely
monitored and could easily slip over and above the city limit.

Alternative Considerations

The decibel scale is not arithmetic but logarithmic, thus each 10-decibel increase represents a
tenfold increase in noise intensity. The human ear perceives sound accordingly; a 10-decibel
increase is experienced as a doubling of sound. Thirty decibels is 10 times more intense than 20
decibels to the human ear. The louder the noise is, the more intense the experience of sound to
the human ear. Forty decibels is 100 times more intense than 20 decibels and sounds four times
as loud; 80 decibels is 1 million times more intense than 20 and sounds 64 times as loud.
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The World Health Organization has published recommendations on noise levels for
communities for the common good. These recommended levels are designed to protect people
from unwanted noise and to prevent sleep disturbances.

According to the Noise Pollution Clearinghouse, a non-profit organization located in Vermont
that works with individuals and communities about noise problems, most people are not able
to sleep when noise is at or above 45 decibels.

The Worl d Health Or gani z apratcticenommsunity eocedeneime ndat i o

are based on many international laboratory and field research. Their recommendations are that
to protect members of a community from being moderately annoyed, the noise level should
not exceed 50 decibels; to protect people from being seriously annoyed during the daytime, the
level from steady continuous noise in outdoor living areas should not exceed 55, and at night,
the outdoor levels should not exceed 45 (World Health Organization, June 28, 1993). These
standards are in concert with those set by the United States (U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency, March 1974).

Although the manager of the Val Air Ballroom has publically stated in news interviews that any
attempt to lower the decibel level in West Des Moines would result in him not being able to
stay in business, the West Des Moines City Council need only look at the fact that many large
and small cities across the country and around the world have lower decibel limits after 10 p.m.
at night and entertainment venues manage to stay in business.

In addition, the West Des Moines City Council shouldexplorean addi ti on t o
ordinance which deals with low bass emissions which can be measured on the C-weighted

sound scale, dBC, as outlined in the attached paper, iE r
Regulation of Amplified Sound Sources, by Eric M.
Zwerling of the Rutgers Noise Technical Assistance
Center in New Jersey.
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Standard for Sound Level Meters (51.4-1983). While humans are relatively insensitive to low
frequency sounds of low intensity, they are much more sensitive to high intensity emissions of
the same frequencies, as demonstrated by the equal-loudness contours. The A-scale does not
compensate for the increasing linearity of human loudness perception with increasing sound

intensity.

“Various researchers refer to low frequency sound with an upper limit of between 100Hz and

250Hz. Popular musical notes played with an electric bass

guitar are the low B (B1 —61.74 Hz) on a five-string guitar and
the low E (E2 —82.41.Hz) on a four-string model. Thus, the A-
scale is often inadequate in measuring or regulating the
intrusiveness of the emissions of a sub-woofer reproducing
these popular notes, which can penetrate structures and result
in physical sensation. Human reaction to noise is magnified by
noise-induced vibrations within the human body and the
rattling of a residential t

Conclusion and Recommendation

By enacting a new sound ordinance in line with the WHO and
EPA guidelines, the City of West Des Moines could reduce the
number of citizen complaints from residents in both Des
Moines and West Des Moines.

Considering that West Des Moines police officers have had to
attend to more than 200 loud noise complaints after 10 p.m.
dealing with sound from the Val Air during the past three years,
West Des Moines is spending a great deal of city resources on
this matter. Police time should address important issues,
including property crime prevention, citizen safety and traffic
issues, including ticketing speeding motorists and catching
drivers who operate motor vehicles while under the influence
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of alcohol or drugs.

Frequent requests by residents in the neighboring metro community to attend to loud noise

| ate at night from a concert |voepneu’e otnh atth ei ss ohuan
barrier could be mitigated by lowering the city ordinance by 50dBA decibels to the 50dBA limit
between 10 p.m. and 7 a.m. in the short run and adding additional language to the city code to
address low bass c-weighted emissions.

Doing this may upset a well-known West Des Moines business which pays property taxes into
the West Des Moines city coffers. However, a good neighbor policy that respects the metro-
area neighbors, many of whom shop and work in West Des Moines, is the better path for the
West Des Moines City Council to take as a member of the metro-wide civic community.
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Resources for Sound Consultants

In making changes to the West Des Moines sound ordinance to address the low bass c-
weighted emission, the city may want to turn to an independent consultant for guidance on
what has worked in other municipalities that have added low bass limits to their city codes.

Eric Zwerling, M.S., INCE, ASA
Director, Rutgers Noise Technical Assistance Center
office (732)932-9800 x 6137; cell (732)266-1762

Karl Washburn

4767 Camelot Drive, Dubuque, IA 52002
washburnkarlb@johndeere.com

(563) 589-6477(B)

Lily Wang

Univ.Neb-Architectural Engineering
101A Peter Kiewit Institute

1100 S. 67th St, Omaha NE 68182-0681
Iwangd@unl.edu (402) 554-2065(B)

Christopher Menge

Vice President of Public Relations

Institute of Noise Control Engineering

9100 Purdue Road, Suite 200, Indianapolis, Indiana, 46268.
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