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2018 Planning Michigan Conference

MASTER PLANNING 101



• A comprehensive, long-range plan which provides a framework 
for growth, development, and the community vision

• A master plan describes…
• Where the community has been
• Where the community wants to go
• How the community plans to get there

• May also be known as…

What is a Master Plan?
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• Authorized by the Michigan Planning Enabling Act 
(PA 33 of 2008)

• May be adopted by cities, villages, townships, and counties
• The Act outlines the required content for a master plan and 

the process to prepare and adopt a plan

Authority to Plan
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• The Michigan Zoning Enabling Act (PA 110 of 2006) states that 
a “zoning ordinance shall be based upon a plan to promote the 
public health, safety, and general welfare”

• Zoning has to be based on a plan!
• Once adopted, the Planning Enabling Act (PA 33 of 2008) 

requires a review of the master plan every 5 years

Statutory Requirements for Planning
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• The master plan is a statement of policy. The zoning ordinance 
is a law.

• The master plan refers to future land use. The zoning ordinance 
affects current land use.

• The master plan shows the intended land use at the end of the 
planning period. The zoning ordinance shows land as it is intended 
to be used today.

• The master plan is a policy document that states the general 
principles on which development will be based and identifies 
specific issues affecting development.

Difference Between the Plan and Zoning Ordinance
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• Set the community’s vision for the future
• The vision guides all decisions! Especially the “day-to-day” and seemingly 

minor decisions

• Protect and enhance community character, the environment, and 
quality of life

• Envision placemaking
• Establish a blueprint for                                                                  

development and redevelopment 
• Promote collaboration within and                                                                   

between communities

Why Plan?
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• With competing and limited resources, communities must plan 
in order to determine the wisest use of their resources to reach 
established goals

• Provides support/increases likelihood of funding
• A word of warning…

• The value of the master plan is directly related to the community's 
willingness to follow it and its diligence in keeping the plan current by 
anticipating changing conditions

• A plan that is ignored has no value 

The Value of a Master Plan
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• Aesthetic
• Economic
• Political
• Social
• Physical

The Impact of a 
Master Plan
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• Responsible for making policy decisions, adopting ordinances, 
and laws

• Can assert its right to adopt the master plan (Section 43 of the 
Planning Enabling Act)

• Appoint members of the Planning                                
Commission 

• Provide direction for community needs                                       
that should be addressed (work plan)

• Approve/allocate resources for                                           
planning

Master Plan Responsibilities: Elected Body
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• Advise governing body on needs that should be addressed in 
the master plan (work plan)

• Oversee and participate in the plan development process
• May delegate responsibilities to subcommittees, steering committees, 

staff, consultants, etc.

• Conduct required public hearing
• Adopt the master plan

• Unless the governing body has asserted its right to adopt

Master Plan Responsibilities: Planning Commission
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• Oversee and participate in plan implementation activities
• May delegate responsibilities to subcommittees, steering committees, 

staff, consultants, etc...

• Report progress on the master plan                                        
annually to the governing body

• Review the master plan at least every 
5 years

• Participate in the capital improvements                                       
planning (CIP) process, ensuring                                          
consistency with the master plan

Master Plan Responsibilities: Planning Commission 
(cont.)
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• Per the Planning Enabling Act:
• A master plan shall address land use and infrastructure issues and 

may project 20 years or more into the future. A master plan shall 
include maps, plats, charts, and descriptive, explanatory, and other 
related matter and shall show the planning commission’s 
recommendations for the physical development of the planning 
jurisdiction.

• Although long-term oriented, specific short-term 
recommendations should be included in the plan

Plan Timeframe
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• Required content/subjects are outlined in the Planning Enabling Act
• Minimum elements include:

• Existing conditions (existing land use, environment, transportation, 
services)

• Socioeconomic analysis
• Goals and objectives
• Future land use plan
• Zoning plan
• Implementation recommendations

Required Plan Content
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• A plan should tell you what a place, a community, is all about.  It 
should focus on what elements of a community’s character are 
important and should be retained

• Because every community faces unique issues and challenges, 
the content of a plan will vary depending on the community and 
its needs

Plan Content – Going Beyond the Minimum
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• Sub-area plans (downtown, corridors, neighborhoods, historic 
districts)

• Design guidelines
• Housing studies
• Market studies
• Build-out/fiscal impact                                                          

analysis

Optional Plan Elements – Examples 
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• Greenway/open space plans
• Recreation plans
• Farmland preservation plan/rural character plan

Optional Plan Elements – Examples 
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• Community health 
assessments

• Resiliency/vulnerability 
assessments

Optional Plan Elements – Examples 
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• Connectivity/non-motorized plans
• Transportation/mobility studies
• Parking studies
• Community facilities                                                                  

plans (public services,                                                               
utilities, etc.)

Optional Plan Elements – Examples 
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• Plan comprehensively… all community elements
• Plan broadly… a general plan for public and private decisions
• Plan practically… reality based
• Plan with public support
• Plan with adequate funds

Principles for Effective Planning
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• Plan with community goals… not on ideals of any specific 
individual or group

• Plan a continual process
• Plan with implementation in mind
• Plan with government policies in mind

Principles for Effective Planning (cont.)
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Typical Master Plan Development Process
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• Questions to ask at the beginning of the process:
• What needs to be accomplished?
• What elements should be included (work plan)?
• Who should be involved in the process?
• What public involvement methods will be used?
• How much time and money can be committed?

• The Planning Enabling Act requires a “notice of intent to plan” to 
be sent to adjacent communities, county/regional planning 
commission, and utilities/transportation entities operating in 
the community

Master Plan Development Process
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• Use of media (including social media)
• Public visioning (“brainstorming sessions”)
• Focus groups
• Surveys
• Personal interviews
• Public workshops/town meetings
• Project website/web tools
• Design charrettes
• Presentation to civic groups
• Public hearing

Public Engagement Methods

25



• After a draft plan has been prepared, the Planning Commission 
must send it to the governing body for review and comment

• Adoption process cannot proceed until the governing body has 
approved the distribution of the draft plan

• Draft plan is sent to the same entities that were provided the 
original notice of intent letters

• These entities have 63 days to review and provide comments

Master Plan Adoption Process
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• After the required review period is complete, the Planning 
Commission notices and holds a public hearing

• After the public hearing, the Planning Commission may adopt the 
master plan

• If the governing body has asserted its right to adopt the plan, the 
Planning Commission will provide a recommendation to the 
governing body.

• After adoption, a notice/copy of the adopted plan is sent to the 
same entities that were provided the original notice of intent letters

Master Plan Adoption Process (cont.)
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CASE STUDY:
CITY OF STERLING HEIGHTS 
VISIONING, PLANNING AND 
IMPLEMENTATION



• Located in Macomb County in Southeast Michigan
• Michigan’s 4th largest City (pop. 132,631)

City of Sterling Heights
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• Strategic planning effort involving 
citizens, business leaders, City 
officials, and employees

• Established a vision statement and 
guiding principles for the City

2030 Visioning
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31

A vibrant, inclusive community for residents and businesses that is safe, 
active, progressive, and distinctive. Sterling Heights – a bold vision for an 
exceptional quality of life.

• Safe, well-maintained, and desirable neighborhoods enhanced by great schools

• Plentiful leisure and recreation opportunities featuring fully utilized parks

• Abundant pathways for biking and walking 

• Focal points that are both public and private to serve as destinations for residents 
and visitors

• Well-maintained and aesthetically pleasing roads and green spaces

• Successful, vibrant, and attractive commercial centers with unique offerings

• Destination for high-tech and emerging industries and entrepreneurs



• Key implementation recommendations for the Visioning 2030 
Plan included several long-range plan updates, including:

• Road plan
• Technology plan
• Master land use plan
• Parks and recreation plan
• Non-motorized plan

2030 Visioning (cont.)
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Master Planning for Sterling Heights
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• The vision statement and guiding principles of the Visioning 
2030 Plan served as the foundation for the City’s master 
planning effort

• City master planning effort included a Master Land Use Plan 
and a separate Parks, Recreation & Non-Motorized Plan

• Summary report was prepared as a concise statement of the City’s 
plan and recommendations

• Technical report documents were also prepared

Approach to the Master Plan
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• Vision 2030 guiding principles significantly impacted the key 
components of the plan

• Desirable neighborhoods – Housing profile/housing quality assessment
• Recreation opportunities – Parks & recreation plan
• Abundant pathways – Non-motorized plan
• Focal destinations – Placemaking assessment
• Roads and green spaces – Natural systems/infrastructure 

assessments
• Vibrant commercial centers – Placemaking assessment
• Destination for emerging industries – Market conditions analysis

Approach to the Master Plan
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• Vision, resources, and funds established/allocated by the City Council

• Plan development process led by the Planning Commission with assistance 
from the Planning Department

Collaboration Between Council, Planning 
Commission and Staff
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• Early stages of the project began with 
City officials/staff completing a 
master plan evaluation checklist

• Council & Planning Commission 
members commitment to attending 
public engagement activities

• Council & Planning Commission 
members taking on work assignments



• Reporting between bodies (PC/Council 
liaisons)

• Draft reports submitted by PC to Council
• Plan development and implementation 

greatly benefited from the activities of 
the City’s Community Relations 
Department

• Press releases, advertisements, brochures, 
videos, and social media posts

Collaboration Between Council, Planning 
Commission and Staff (cont.)
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• Community comment map
• Community surveys

• Parks & recreation questionnaire

• Vision fair
• Culmination of background studies 

analysis
• Beginning of plan development 

process

• Community workshops
• Held at key points in the plan 

development process

Public Engagement Methods
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• Sub-area planning meetings 
(Lakeside Mall)

• Formal master plan “status” 
presentations to Planning 
Commission and Council during 
public meetings

• Public hearing

Public Engagement Methods (cont.)
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• Regional context
• Existing land use analysis
• Natural systems assessment
• Infrastructure assessment
• Socioeconomic 

trends/projections
• Goals and objectives
• Future land use proposals
• Zoning plan

Master Plan Content – Required Elements
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• Non-conforming use analysis
• Identify locations for existing land use does not conform with existing zoning
• Goal to ensure compatible land use throughout the City

• Community tapestry profile
• A more detailed profile of the population                                                          

revealing unique preferences and needs
• Can be used to develop policies targeting                                                            

specific populations

• Housing profile
• Structural quality survey of the City’s                                                                   

neighborhoods
• Housing gap analysis

Content Customized for Sterling Heights
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• Market conditions analysis
• Used to reveal strategic 

opportunities related to retail, 
office and industrial development 
and redevelopment

Content Customized for Sterling Heights (cont.)
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• Placemaking assessment
• Rethinking suburban development 

from a placemaking perspective
• Identified 13 nodes with the 

potential for placemaking 
enhancements

• Specific concept                            
plans prepared                                   
for nodes

Content Customized for Sterling Heights (cont.)
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• Non-motorized plan
• City’s first non-motorized 

planning effort
• Established a hierarchy of 

planned non-motorized 
connections throughout City

• Parks and recreation plan
• Outlined an ambitious plan 

for recreation facility 
development in line with the 
City’s vision

Content Customized for Sterling Heights
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• Lakeside Mall sustainability 
assessment

• Driven by the City’s desire to 
ensure the continued success of 
this regional shopping center 
and major City landmark

• Outlines a long-term vision to 
transform the Lakeside Mall into 
a mixed-use town center district

Content Customized for Sterling Heights (cont.)
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• Numerous implementation steps have continued the 
momentum established by the Visioning 2030 and 
Master Plan efforts

• Zoning ordinance updates (i.e., non-residential landscaping standards)
• Entrance into the RRC program
• Recreating Recreation Initiative
• Setting the stage for redevelopment of Lakeside Mall

Plan Implementation
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• Sought to leverage the City’s existing natural resource assets to 
provide City residents with year-round recreation opportunities

• Led to the approval of a dedicated                                            
parks and recreation millage

• Funding source has led to an                                                     
ambitious construction program

Recreating Recreation

47



Recreating Recreation (cont.)
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• Continued planning efforts to refine the preferred character and 
potential for redevelopment

• Working collaboratively with City officials and property owner
• City Council, Planning Commission                                                 

members and staff participated in                                               
site visit to Belmar in Lakewood, CO

• Goal is to prepare/adopt zoning                                                   
regulations offering flexibility for                                            
redevelopment in line with City                                                       
vision 

Lakeside Mall
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PANEL DISCUSSION
AND Q&A



1. With limited budgets and resources, why should a community 
dedicate time and effort toward long-range planning?

2. Beyond the state law mandates (i.e., we have to), what type of 
factors drive the need for a long-range planning effort 
(visioning, strategic plan, land use plan, etc.)?

Panel Discussion and Q&A
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3. As a City Manager…
Council Member…

Planning Commissioner…
Planning Department…

…what elements of the master plan do you utilize most?
4. What common weaknesses or deficiencies do you find in 

master plans?

Panel Discussion and Q&A
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5. What “optional” or “non-traditional” elements should be 
considered as part of a master plan?

6. During the master plan preparation process, what methods 
have you found to be most beneficial to ensure engagement 
and collaboration between elected/appointed officials and 
citizens? 

7. What are some ideas or best practices for communication 
between the Council, Planning Commission and Staff?

Panel Discussion and Q&A
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