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Longtime mayor Leo Rooff dies today

By PAT KINNEY, Assistant City Editor

WATERLOO - Former Waterloo Mayor Leo Rooff, one of the longest serving and most respected mayors in the city's history, died this morning at Covenant Medical Center of natural causes. He was 81.

Rooff, mayor from 1974 to 1984, had been in failing health in recent years but still remained active in many community endeavors. As mayor he guided several projects of lasting benefit to completion for the entire metropolitan area; most notable was the $350 million interstate highway substitution plan under which the entire metro transportation system was reconstructed in the 1980s.

Rooff's administration also presided over the construction of ConWay Civic Center, now the Five Sullivan Brothers Convention Center, and secured private commitments for the construction of the adjacent convention center hotel now operated by Ramada Inn. His administration also completed the bulk of Waterloo's existing flood control system initiated by his predecessor, Mayor Lloyd Turner.

He was also instrumental in working with John Deere on the construction of many of its present-day facilities built in the '70s and early '80s.

But Rooff, a straight-talking, tough-minded son of Bulgarian immigrants, also was known for the smaller projects, too, like going out in neighborhoods with a local sewer problem, and meeting with a group of disgruntled African-American youth at Sullivan Brothers Memorial Park in the late '70s and securing funds for recreational equipment there.

"I've always called him 'Mr. Mayor,' even after he was out of office," said former longtime City Council member Harold Getty, who served under Rooff.

"I didn't always agree with him. We knocked heads several times. But he's the one who taught me you can be in an argument and disagree with a colleague and come out of any meeting still as friends. And he and I have been friends for 30 years.

US Bank President Dan Watters said Rooff continued to lend his support and guidance on several noteworthy community projects in recent years, including efforts to pass a school bond referendum, raise money for Waterloo Memorial Stadium and the campaign for the Riverfront Renaissance vote in August 2002, which he chaired

While the Riverfront Renaissance option tax vote stirred controversy, divided the electorate and eventually failed, Watters said Rooff didn't hesitate to bring his voice into the fray.

"The one thing that Leo provided that's always at a premium is leadership," Watters said. "He wasn't afraid of the criticism because he was always doing what was in the best interest of the city. He wasn't self-serving.

"In a city that pines for leadership, Leo always filled that void," he added.

John Rooff remembers his uncle

Rooffs' nephew, former Mayor John Rooff, said his uncle's passing is a family and a community loss.

"He was the patriarch of the family," the younger Rooff said of his uncle. "And when you lose someone in that position it's very difficult. It creates a terrible void. I think that the community loses one of its greatest supporters, and someone who always believed in the community and what it could do.

"You just never think this day is going to come. Certain people are always there," he said. "He was probably one of the strongest-willed and toughest-minded guys when it came to what he believed in, and I believe people respected him for that. He was the 'go-to' guy when you really had to get an opinion on an issue."

John Rooff said a Bulgarian satellite television station had been planning to come to Waterloo do a program on himself, Leo and the fact that an ancestor also had been a mayor in Bulgaria. "Now they'll have to do it differently," he said.

"Leo's going to be a major loss to this community," said former council member Tom Penaluna, who also served under him. "He's one of the pillars of this community; one of the founding fathers, almost. His history goes way back and all the administrations since have all felt his influence. What we see today is a result of a lot of the foresight Leo had, when he was elected way back when."

Local community leader Frank Dowie ran as a council member on Rooff's ticket and served with him for eight years in City Hall.

"He asked me to run with him because he wanted a younger perspective on the council at the time," Dowie said. "He gave me an opportunity. He was a wonderful friend and a great mentor."

Dowie said he was often impressed with Rooff's calm demeanor when a number of very tumultuous issues hit the council table.

"Citizens for Community Improvement were forming at the time and they were very, very combative," Dowie said. "I just admired the restraint and leadership he showed through all of that."

While many will remember Rooff for the highway system, Dowie added, he was also instrumental in crafting the city's first cable television system.

"We had four companies that were vying for the franchise in Waterloo and those were extremely difficult negotiations," he said. "Leo ushered in cablevision here through very difficult and delicate negotiations."

Rooff's influenced reached all sectors of the community, according to Jimmie Porter, an African-American community leader and founder of radio station KBBG.

Many positive changes occurred during Rooff's administration, Porter said. "Leo was the kind of man that if he told you something, you could take it to the bank," Porter said.

Highway work

A critical point in Rooff's administration, he recalled in a 1999 interview, was when he conceived the interstate highway substitution program. He gave back or "substituted" a proposed single inter-city freeway project in Waterloo-Cedar Falls. The money saved was spread throughout the entire metro area, in an improved network of highways and arterial streets, replacing and repairing an aging, deteriorating road system in the largest community.

Rooff recalled longtime community leader Harry Slife's reaction when Rooff proposed the plan to the Iowa Transportation Commission.

"Mayor, do you know what you've done?" Slife asked.

"Well --- yeah, Harry," Rooff said.

"You know, If it works, you'll be a hero," Slife said. "If it doesn't work, you're the goat."

"That's right," Rooff said. "But I didn't come here to make love. I came here to try to do something for this city."

Years later, U.S. Highway 218 though Waterloo was renamed the Leo P. Rooff Expressway. The present-day growth of the Cedar Falls Industrial Park is also attributed to Rooff's interstate highway substitution plan.

Bob Rigler, a former state senator from New Hampton, said Rooff played a key role in the metro area's road system.

"The DOT poured a lot of money into the road system in the Waterloo/Cedar Falls area when Leo was mayor," said Rigler, who chaired the Iowa Department of Transportation Commission when the interstate substitution program funds were awarded. "It made all kinds of sense for Waterloo.

"Leo was a great mayor and certainly was good to work with at the DOT," Rigler added. "He's certainly going to be missed and he was a good friend."

Cedar Falls Mayor John Crews said the local highway system created through that interstate substitution program will be Rooff's longest-lasting legacy.

"It helped the whole area," Crews said. "The infrastructure was upgraded throughout the metro area. We got so many good internal roads in Waterloo and Cedar Falls, but we also got the bike trails started in a really big way and the lakes."

Crews also remembers Rooff for his frank demeanor.

"He told you what he thought and was a man who never minced words," said Crews, recalling a time Rooff said he was "going to take me behind the woodshed and tell me how it is" when both served as mayors in their respective city. "I don't even remember what the issue was now," he added.

Rooff continued to have a stake in the city's road system well after leaving the mayor's office. He served on the 1-cent local option tax oversight committee since its inception in 1991, and continued to attend meetings through the past year.

The oversight committee was charged with ensuring money raised by the sales tax went to its intended purpose --- street construction and resurfacing. At recent meetings, Rooff had been raising questions about how interest income on those funds was distributed. Several years ago, he took Mayor John Rooff to task for other changes being proposed in the option tax program.

"He was a good watchdog for the funds," said committee chairman Larry Moser. "He wasn't going to let anything get by that committee."

Rooff was a champion of intergovernmental cooperation and played a key role in the foundation and continuation of the Iowa Northland Regional Council of Governments. "He certainly was a leader and respected by all the other mayors and supervisors and almost single-handedly kept INRCOG going," executive director Sharon Juon said.

Part of Leo Rooff's toughness, John Rooff said, came from upbringing in the tough Riverview area of southeast Waterloo, where he and his brothers Pat, Hap and Buss --- John's father --- were raised. At family gatherings, "I'd just sit back and wonder when they all told stories on each other how the heck those people came through it," he said with a chuckle.

"He'll be missed. I'll miss him," John Rooff said. "They don't build them like that any more."

Services for Leo Rooff are pending at Locke Funeral Home. He is survived by his wife, Lois, and three grown daughters.

