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3. Your Case Studies

4. Future Work
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Project for 
Code Reform: 

Why 
Michigan?







Now:

Main Street

Downtown

Adjacent 
neighborhood

Later:

Suburban corridor 
(with potential to 
change)

PRIORITY PLACE TYPES



TACTICS TO MAKE THE GOOD STUFF EASIER



1.Background

2.Guide

3.Resources

THE GUIDE



BACKGROUND

Arc of Engagement Image



BACKGROUND



BACKGROUND

Lessons Learned

• Building Support

• Concept Definitions



PLACE TYPES

Main Streets Downtowns Adjacent Neighborhoods

scale, intensity, range of uses, and other physical characteristics



AREAS OF REFORM



STREETSCAPE



FORM



USE



FRONTAGE



PARKING



INCREMENTAL FIXES

FOR EACH AREA OF REFORM  &  EACH PLACE TYPE

Stage 1: Short Term

▪ Simple policy changes

▪ Text amendments

▪ Minimal cost

▪ Quick implementation

Stage 2: Mid-Term

▪ More political capital

▪ Physical changes

▪ [Some] Monetary investment

▪ Longer timeline



INCREMENTAL 
FIXES

Stage 1: Short -term fixe s

1. Maintain existing streets and alleys.

Small blocks with separate service access 
via alleys are integral to the success of 
downtowns and main streets. Abandoning 
streets and alleys reduces walkability and a 
district’s future potential for success. In most 
instances, abandonment is at the request of 
large users. In some rare cases alley or street 

abandonment may be justif able, but the process should not be 
easy or used frequently.

2. Permit encroachments into public rights-of-way.

Many downtown and main street businesses rely on awnings 
and signage that project into the public right-of-way and use of 

the sidewalk for seating. In some locations, 
encroachments have been disallowed or 
subject to a revocable permit. T e ability to 
encroach and the guarantee of a reasonable 
permit duration are important to the success 
of urban businesses.

3. Establish on-street parking.

On-street parking supports businesses and provides a layer 
of safety to pedestrians. On-street parking 
spaces represent signif cant revenue as well 
as cost savings for businesses. Rather than 
building of -street parking at additional cost, 
on-street spaces are public, easily accessed, 
and conveniently located. Existing on-street 
parking has historically been removed for 
additional travel lanes or to accommodate 

curb cuts. When the capacity is no longer needed and curb cuts 
have been abandoned, on-street parking is often not replaced. 
Wherever possible, on-street parking should be added.

Stage 2: Mid-term fixe s

1. Provide of -site stormwater options.

Stormwater is an outlier in the streetscape 
category, but streets play a signif cant 
role in stormwater management. When 
downtowns and main streets were f rst 
established, stormwater was not regulated. It 
is a reasonable expectation that buildings will 
cover the vast majority of these properties. As 

private investment attempts to revitalize these areas, stormwater 
management cannot easily be added on site, and where it can be 
added it comes at a signif cant cost, in the form of underground 
storage. To allow for revitalization, of -site stormwater options 
should be made available within downtowns and main streets. 
Ideally, stormwater is managed collectively over a larger area. 
Where this is not the case, fee in lieu options may be added, 
which may fund streetscape retrof ts to add storage and address 
water quality or fund area-wide facilities.

2. Develop public realm standards.

T e quality of sidewalks, lighting, furnishing, 
and plants in streets and open space impacts 
the success and vibrancy of downtowns 
and main streets. Districts should have a 
relatively unif ed look and feel, supporting a 
comfortable pedestrian environment. Where 
standards are missing, each new development 

might miss the mark or create a character that detracts from 
a cohesive environment. Careful attention should be paid to 
creating a pleasant environment, however excesses should be 
avoided. Keep standards minimal and reasonable. Business 
improvement districts and DDAs may assist with improvement 
standards. Policies should include minimum sidewalk width, 
on-street parking, street trees, pedestrian scaled lighting, 
furnishings, and use of the right-of-way for retail.

Streets provide the public space for any main street or downtown. Simple changes 
to the zoning code and street design standards can help transform streets from 
being primarily places for cars to being places for people. Some of the following 
recommendations require coordination with additional agencies and are likely dif cult 
to achieve if attempted on state funded roadways. Changes on locally controlled 
roadways are a good f rst step.



INCREMENTAL 
FIXES

Stage 1: Short -term fixe s

1. Permit mixed-use.

Main streets and downtowns include a mix 
of uses within the district and often within 
the same property or building. Mixed-use 
must be permitted within the district, and 
should be permitted within the property 
and building, but not required. T e building 
code addresses issues of use separation and 

compatibility; additional regulations concerning the mix of uses 
are not necessary, and could stif e development if the market 
shifts.

Ground f oor commercial requirements are a common pitfall 
when establishing mixed-use districts. Non-residential ground 
f oor uses may be required along the primary retail corridor, 
typically no longer than ¼  mile, but should not be required 
throughout the district. In the greater downtown area, 
permitting residential as a single use should be allowed, which 
provides population support for area businesses.

2. Simplify uses.

In main street and downtown areas, a very broad collection of 
uses is necessary to ensure a vibrant business and pedestrian 

environment. T ese uses change frequently 
over time. When businesses change tenants 
or ownership, they should not be subject to 
new zoing requirements. Ideally, uses are 
regulated by category, such as commercial, 
of ce, lodging, residential, civic, institutional, 
and industrial, and not specif cally, such as 

cof ee shop, ice cream parlor, and barber shop. Where there 
are specif c uses that need to be restricted, list only those uses 
specif cally disallowed or restricted rather than attempting to 
list all permitted uses.

Stage 2: Mid-term fixe s

1. Permit temporary uses.

Activating and maintaining a vibrant main 
street or downtown requires experimentation 
from time to time as public preferences 
change. Allowing temporary uses and 
structures lowers the barrier to business 
success in adaptation. Temporary uses permit 
short term, unplanned uses and does not 

trigger parking requirements and other use-specif c conditions. 
Temporary structures should permit small, non-permanent 
structures to test business ideas or activate underutilized spaces 
without the cost of site and building development. Temporary 
uses and structures should be permitted for at least 2 years with 
the option to renew.

2. Publicly accessible parking.

Surface parking lots and parking garages that 
are not lined with active uses are detrimental 
to the vibrancy of main street and downtown 
districts. However, in many cases parking 
demand necessitates parking as a primary use 
to service the district. To discourage under-
utilized parking facilities and provide parking 

for the district, require private parking lots and structures to 
provide publicly accessible parking. T is encourages shared 
parking and park-once function for the district.

3. Permit multi-family.

Housing within walking distance of 
downtowns and main streets is vital to 
success, especially outside of peak hours. 
However many commercial districts exclude 
residential, either in stand alone or mixed-
use formats. Multi-family housing should 
be permitted throughout the district, with 

the exception of ground f oor facades along the main street 
sidewalk. Note that downtown districts have main street 
corridors embedded within them - the primary shopping street 
- where ground f oor residential may be restricted. Elsewhere 
within downtown, this ground f oor restriction should not be 
used.

Use
Zoning’s purpose has historically been to separate incompatible uses. Regulations cleaning 
up industry and manufacturing in the last century this has become almost irrelevant, 
particularly in the main street or downtown context. To encourage economic development 
and a robust local economy, uses should be able to change within a single building without 
the barriers of a change of use permit. T e short-term f xes below can enable that to happen.



INCREMENTAL 
FIXES

Stage 1: Short -term fixe s

1. Make existing lots conforming.

In many cities, historic lots with existing 
buildings have been made non-conforming 
through zoning. In the mid-20th century, 
many communities adopted suburban 
standards that did not ref ect the existing 
platting. With this process, many existing lots 
became non-conforming. Adopt language to 

bring existing lots with structures into conformance with zoning.   
Example: Existing lots with dwellings made non-conforming by 
zoning standards specifying minimum lot size or dimension are 
hereby deemed to be conforming lots instead.  Existing dwellings 
made non-conforming by zoning standards specifying minimum 
setbacks are hereby deemed to be in conformance with setback 
requirements and may be modif ed in their present position.

2. Permit new buildings to align with 
existing buildings.

Broad adoption of suburban zoning 
standards has often resulted in front setback 
requirements that exceed the average 
front setback in existing neighborhoods. 

Setting new buildings back further than existing buildings is 
detrimental to neighborhood character. To address this, permit 
new buildings to either meet the minimum setback or align with 
neighboring buildings.

Stage 2: Mid-term fixe s

1. Modify minimum lot size and setback standards to match 
existing lots.

As discussed in Stage 1, historic lots with 
existing buildings made non-conforming 
through zoning should be made conforming. 
To fully protect the historic pattern that 
originally established the neighborhoods 
they are in, lot size and setback standards 
should be modif ed to ref ect existing lots and 

structures in the neighborhood.

2. Eliminate specif c design standards for townhouses and 
multi-family buildings.

Design standards that require vertical or 
horizontal alignment changes in townhouses 
and multi-family buildings, intended to 
avoid large or monotonous building facades, 
result in erratic design that is more visually 
distracting than monotonous buildings.

3. Eliminate density / FAR and unit size restrictions.

Per-property density or f oor area ratio 
restrictions are unnecessary in adjacent 
neighborhoods. Height,  setback, and 
building footprint requirements address 
issues of building bulk. T e building code 
and f re code address issues of residential 
unit size and life safety. Additionally, parking 

requirements often restrict development intensity.

Form
A primary concern in historic neighborhoods is how lot size and setback regulations 
applied in the mid-20th century and after have created non-conforming conditions 
for existing properties and structures. It should be a priority to match the zoning 
regulations to the existing context.



RESOURCES

Arc of Engagement



MODEL DISTRICTS



GETTING 
STARTED

Determine the intensity of the zoning area based on the descriptions of “Place 
Types” on page 14 and page 32.

Some communities may only need to update their Downtown zoning, while 
others want to provide sensitive transitions to the adjacent neighborhoods. 
T e scope of needed zoning reform determines the sections to use and how to 
combine them appropriately. See the procees described on page 33.

Applying the districts is the f nal step in the process and requires both 
observation and negotiation with landowners and neighbors. See the mapping 
examples that begin on page 52.

T ree sample zoning districts are provided that may be combined as described 
in the Scope section. T ey are designed for a range of Michigan cities and 
villages, but must be calibrated for the local context. T e sample zoning 
districts begin on page 34.

This section contains three model zoning districts that may be used alone, or combined into a code for 

urban areas. This is Step 3. of the Arc of Engagement on page 5 , and provides local government with 

a suggested model that they can tailor to their specific local context, with the guidance of the municipal 

attorney. It may follow on the quick fixes in the previous section or be used independently.



Who and Where are you?

DETERMINE THE PLACE TYPE



How much change?

DETERMINE SCOPE & SELECT DISTRICT[S]

[M] [D]

[A]



MODEL DISTRICT CONTENTS



Where will the districts apply?

MAP THE DISTRICT[S]



ADDITIONAL 
RESOURCES

Web l inks to 
other 

organizat ions 
and tools





 https://www.cnu.org/our-projects/project -code-reform

 http://placemaking.mml.org/

 https://www.miplace.org/resources/ -> search “RRC”

DOWNLOAD THE GUIDE

https://www.cnu.org/our-projects/project-code-reform
http://placemaking.mml.org/
https://www.miplace.org/resources/


(YOUR CASE STUDY HERE)



SUBURBAN PLACES?



SUBURBAN PLACES?



Scale: mall sites redevelopment vs 
incremental corridor infill?

Surrounding context: traditional grid vs 
arterials & cul-de-sacs?

Road jurisdiction: local vs state/county?

SUBURBAN PLACES?



 https://www.cnu.org/our-projects/project -code-reform

 http://placemaking.mml.org/

 https://www.miplace.org/resources/ -> search “RRC”

DOWNLOAD THE GUIDE

https://www.cnu.org/our-projects/project-code-reform
http://placemaking.mml.org/
https://www.miplace.org/resources/

