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Themes
The Master Plan

establishes the

type, character

and density of

development that

is appropriate in

different areas of the community, including

where new development might occur and

where resources should be directed to

revitalize or reuse already developed areas.

It also provides a framework for identifying

important natural and cultural resources

to be protected and for determining what

public investments in streets and other

infrastructure will be needed. Grand

Rapids’ Master Plan is based upon the

following themes:

Master Plan Great Neighborhoods
Great neighborhoods are the foundation
of a great city; they are the physical and
social expressions of community. Every

neighborhood can be a great neighborhood by build-
ing on its own assets and special character.

Vital Business Districts
Vital business districts are critical compo-
nents of a livable city and a strong economy.
Great neighborhoods and vital business dis-

tricts also go hand-in-hand; one cannot succeed with-
out the success of the other. The choices that are
made in locating and designing business districts are
also important factors in creating a walkable city and
supporting transit.

A Strong Economy
City government must help to foster a
strong economy so that Grand Rapids’ resi-
dents prosper, and revenues needed to pro-

vide important urban services and amenities are
available. The citizens of Grand Rapids recognize the
importance of continuing business and institutional
investment, but seek to balance economic growth
with priorities for neighborhoods, the environment
and the quality of development.

Balanced Transportation
Grand Rapids’ citizens support the coordi-
nation of transportation and land use deci-
sions to reduce dependence on the

automobile, provide choice in travel modes and to
balance the needs for automobile and truck access
with the objectives of improving transit, making streets
more walkable and creating a system of bike routes.

A City that
Enriches Our Lives

The quality of life in Grand Rapids plays
an important role in determining whether
people will choose to live, shop, work and

spend leisure time in the city. Many factors influ-
ence quality of life, including schools, environmen-
tal quality, open space and recreation and the
attractiveness of the built environment. The Master
Plan focuses on the Grand River, open space, the
city’s heritage and urban design as important qual-
ity of life considerations.

A City in
Balance with Nature

People in Grand Rapids support planning
approaches that protect natural resources,
capitalize on existing infrastructure and

honor the principles of Smart Growth. This chapter
highlights plan recommendations that provide an
alternative to sprawl, promote balanced transporta-
tion, protect valued natural resources and better man-
age stormwater runoff.

Partnerships
The planning policies that guide develop-
ment in the metropolitan region will sig-
nificantly influence Grand Rapids’ success

in achieving important planning objectives. In addi-
tion, collaboration among city departments, resi-
dents, property owners, businesses and institutions
will be essential in bringing the Master Plan’s rec-
ommendations to fruition. Both regional and com-
munity partnerships are needed.
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Future Land Use
The Future Land Use Plan presents the geographic
framework for realizing the development themes
described throughout the plan, and illustrates:

• generalized land use;
• residential density;
• mixed-use areas;
• traditional business areas; and
• neighborhood, village and sub-regional centers.

It is important to note that the Future Land Use
Plan illustrates general development patterns and is
not intended to define land use on a lot-by-lot basis.
These more detailed land use decisions will be made
as the City’s Zoning Ordinance is revised in response
to the Master Plan.

Many Grand Rapids neighborhoods are strength-
ened by the diversity of uses contained within them.
Smaller scale non-residential uses can co-exist com-
patibly with housing. For this reason, institutional
uses, like neighborhood schools and churches, have
only been identified if they occupy an area greater
than about three acres. Similarly, a number of mi-
nor commercial areas are not shown on the Future
Land Use Plan. Great care must be taken to insure
that the scale of development in these areas is com-
patible with the character of the traditional develop-
ment pattern in the neighborhood.

The Future Land Use Plan illustrates:

Residential Areas - Areas where the predominant
land use should be residential in character. These
areas are also mapped by density, as follows:

• Low Density ............... Less than 5 units per acre
• Medium Low Density ...... 5 to 9.9 units per acre
• Medium Density ........... 10 to 14.9 units per acre
• High Density ............. 15 units per acre or more.

Mixed-use Areas - Areas that are suited for a mixture
of uses rather than a single use. These areas are
mapped according to the following functional classi-
fications:

A. Near Downtown
B. Riverfront
C. Downtown & Near-Downtown Institutions
D.Corridor Residential and Traditional Business

Area (TBA) Connectors
E. Commercial Mixed-use Areas

Traditional Business Areas - Existing commercial
areas that can be organized as compact retail/mixed-
use cores linked by higher density residential/mixed-
use connectors and are designed at the neighborhood
scale.

Mixed-use Centers - Areas designed to encourage
the restructuring of existing commercial areas as com-
pact, walkable centers that include a mix of com-
mercial, civic and residential uses and serve as a focus
of a neighborhood or larger market area.

• Neighborhood Centers
• Village Centers
• Sub-regional Centers

Other Areas - Areas where the predominant land
use is either commercial, office, industrial or institu-
tional in character and which serve their respective
traditional functions.

The scale of the symbols used to depict traditional
business areas and mixed-use centers are intended
to indicate the classification and function of the area
and not the size of the area so designated. The text
of the Plan and additional area-specific plans should
determine the exact boundaries of these areas. En-
couraging a mix of uses in some parts of the city is a
critical plan recommendation that addresses many
of the seven themes.

Residential Density Categories

Low-Density Residential (LDR) 1–4.9 dwelling units/acre

Medium-Low-Density Residential (MLDR) 5–9.9 dwelling units/acre
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Future Land Use Map Residential Density Categories

Medium-Density Residential (MDR) 10–14.9 dwelling units/acre

High-Density Residential (HDR) 15 or more dwelling units/acre
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Residential
A Choice of
Neighborhood Types
One of Grand Rapids’ greatest assets is the choice of
neighborhood types the city offers. The existing char-
acters of these neighborhoods should be protected
by encouraging new development (and rehabilitation
of existing buildings) to maintain overall existing pat-
terns of density and sensitivity to the existing con-
text in site planning and architectural design. In
addition, Grand Rapids should encourage new
mixed-use development that distributes higher den-
sity housing in smaller increments throughout the
city and offers housing choices with special appeal
to non-traditional households of a range of incomes.

Residential Densities

Existing Densities - The predominant existing resi-
dential density in the city’s older (pre-World War II)
neighborhoods is medium-low (MLDR); however,
significant areas have also been developed at medium
(MDR) and high (HDR) residential densities. In con-
trast, the predominant existing residential density
in newer neighborhoods (post-World War II) is low
(LDR); but there are a substantial number of me-
dium-low (MLDR), medium (MDR) and high (HDR)
development areas in these neighborhoods, as well.
These finer grain patterns of existing residential den-
sities across the city are represented on the Residen-
tial Density Map.

Proposed Densities - The Future Land Use Map
generalizes the existing pattern of residential densi-
ties to make the map easier to read. This should not
be interpreted to mean that reductions in existing
residential densities in a particular neighborhood (or
on a particular site) are recommended. Instead, the

Master Plan proposes that overall existing patterns
of residential density be maintained and that all den-
sity transitions be incremental, rather than abrupt.

The Master Plan recommends that older (pre-
World War II) neighborhoods be protected and re-
vitalized, rather than encouraging wholesale
redevelopment at higher densities. Similarly, in newer
(post-World War II) neighborhoods, where develop-
ment pressure on vacant and agricultural land and
unassembled large parcels is likely to be felt in the
future, new residential development is recommended
at densities consistent with what exists today. This
residential development must be located and planned
to protect sensitive natural area. In proposed mixed-
use areas, medium-low (MLDR), medium (MDR) and
high (HDR) residential densities are anticipated, with
an average medium residential density overall. It is
important to note that, in almost all cases, the higher
density residential development in proposed mixed-
use areas will replace existing industrial and com-
mercial uses, rather than encroaching on existing
low-density housing.

Residential Densities
by Neighborhood Type

Neighborhood Type LDR MLDR MDR HDR
Pre-World War II XX X X
Post-World War II XX X X X
Mixed-Use X XX X

XX - predominant overall density
LDR - Low-Density Residential
MLDR - Medium-Low-Density Residential
MDR - Medium-Density Residential
HDR - High-Density Residential

Master Plan
Recommendations
Plan recommendations for creating
Great Neighborhoods include:

• making Grand Rapids a competitive
housing location;

• providing a choice of neighborhood types,
each with an expanded range of housing
opportunities;

• coordinating the location of higher
density residential development and
transit routes;

• encouraging continuous neighborhood
reinvestment; and

• improving walkability.
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Higher Quality Medium
and High-Density
Residential Design
The Future Land Use Map envisions many opportu-
nities for new medium- and high-density residential
development in Grand Rapids: as part of mixed-use
districts in and near the Downtown; anchoring new
mixed-use, village and sub-regional mixed-use cen-
ters; as an upper story use within older neighbor-
hood business districts; as redevelopment of
underutilized or obsolete commercial parcels; as infill
within existing neighborhoods; and as new develop-
ment on vacant land. The goal is to locate higher
residential densities on transit lines and to serve as a
transition between non-residential uses and lower
density housing areas, as illustrated in the Future Land
Use Map.

The underlying objective for improving the qual-
ity of higher density residential design is to provide
a variety of future housing choices within the city in
a more physically integrated way. Design that is sen-
sitive to its surrounding context and that responds
to the physical and architectural character of its set-
ting provides that integration. The neighborhood
patterns (page 17) provide an overview of the range
of physical form and architectural character in the
city. It is a general guide, however. Any new higher
density residential development or infill project
should be designed in response to the specific con-
ditions (both natural and architectural) of its site.

Connectivity

Coordinate the location of medium- and high-
density residential development more
effectively with Grand Rapids’ transportation
network to reduce the need for trips by car,
distribute traffic more evenly and encourage
transit use.

• Connect new and redeveloped housing areas
to the existing city street network.

- Extend and/or maintain the existing street network
into and through new developments.

- Avoid the use of cul-de-sacs.

• Connect to citywide pedestrian and bikeway
systems, by creating sidewalks and/or
bikeways in new development.

• Locate and design medium- and high-density
residential development to support transit use.

- Locate medium- and high-density
residential development on transit routes.

- Provide safe, well-lit pedestrian access to transit stops.

• Integrate medium- and high-density residential
development with retail and support services.

- Locate new higher density residential
development within, adjacent to and/or
within walking distance of existing and planned
retail areas (including transit-oriented
development centers).

- Encourage residential units above retail as part
of a mixed-use district.

- Allow small scale, resident-serving retail and
services as part of medium- and high-density
housing developments within mixed-use areas.

Good Example of Connectivity

Extending street grid connects new development.

Bad Example of Connectivity

Single access isolates new infill.
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Transitions and Edges

Blend medium- and high-density residential
development into the surrounding
neighborhood context.

• Provide a variety of densities within new
housing developments to allow incremental
transitions in density that maximize
compatibility with existing neighborhood
edges.

- Promote residential variety within larger
housing developments.

- Step down density where abutting
single-family neighborhoods.

- Locate higher density at the center of
new development, along major thoroughfares,
and/or abutting non-residential development.

• Blend the visual appearance of medium-  and
high-density residential development with
surrounding neighborhoods.

- Provide visual transitions along primary
street frontages and/or more visible edges of the
new development.

- Design residential infill to be compatible
with surrounding neighborhood character.

- Orient building front doors to the street.

Incremental change in density in older neighborhoods.

Residences oriented to parks as neighborhood focus.

Public Space
Incorporate parks and civic spaces into higher
density residential development.

• Include new neighborhood parks, squares or
other civic spaces in new residential
development.

- Provide open space for active and passive
recreation in new developments.

- Locate new parks and neighborhood recreational
features in highly visible areas, within easy walking
distance of units.

- Connect parks and civic spaces to the citywide
pedestrian system.

- Include civic spaces and squares (or greens) as part
of mixed-use residential development.

• Design residential infill and redevelopment
to reinforce existing parks, schools,
playgrounds and civic uses.

- Provide direct pedestrian and street connections
to existing parks, schools and civic uses.

Uses and Densities

Encourage greater housing variety and a mix of
retail and neighborhood services in medium
and high-density residential developments.

• Provide a range of housing densities, not to
exceed the overall density permitted.

- Encourage an integrated mix of housing densities,
types and costs to promote income and lifestyle choices
within larger developments.

- Provide a finer mix of housing types within
blocks, rather than large tracts of the same
housing type.

- Encourage a mix of owner-occupied and rental
units within developments, even on same lot
(ancillary units or granny flats).

• Integrate medium and high-density
residential development with compatible
retail, workplaces and neighborhood services.

- Encourage the development of higher density
housing in mixed-use centers.

- Encourage small scale, resident-serving ground
floor retail in medium  and high-density
residential redevelopment on major city streets.

Residential and retail mixed-use.



• Page 9 • Plan Grand Rapids • Key Concepts

Scale

Promote the compatibility of higher density
residential development with the character of
surrounding neighborhoods.

• The scale of new development should fit within
the context of the block and neighborhood.

- Allow higher density residential development
to establish incremental increases in the height,
mass and scale of adjacent structures.

- Step down the height of development adjacent
to single-family homes or other smaller structures.

- New development should maintain the predominant
height of existing buildings at the street, while allowing
the new building’s height to increase incrementally as
it steps back from the street.

- The overall massing and articulation of the primary
building frontage should be in proportion with existing
single-family homes or structures on the block.

• New higher density residential development
should be compatible with the architectural
character of existing neighborhoods.

- Use rooflines and roof pitches compatible
with adjacent structures and overall neighborhood
character. For example, use steeper pitched roofs
in pre-WWII areas, shallower roof pitches in ranch
style neighborhoods and flat roofs in traditional
business areas.

Incompatible massing, scale and roofline.

Lack of preservation in site design.

Placement
Building placement should be compatible with
the site’s natural character and the
surrounding neighborhood’s physical pattern.

• Place buildings on a site consistent with its
topography and natural features.

- Work with the topography of a site to minimize
site grading.

- Preserve natural features or landmark trees, as
much as possible.

• Preserve, as much as possible, a site’s natural
features and environmentally sensitive areas.

- Cluster development to preserve natural features
and open space.

- Maintain a natural vegetation buffer (minimum
15 foot depth) next to existing wetlands and
water bodies.

• Preserve a site’s natural features as an
interconnected system.

- Preserve natural features, to the greatest
extent possible, as continuous systems, rather than
in isolated pockets.

• Maintain the same setback from the street for
higher density residential development as the
majority of existing structures on that street
(or within that neighborhood).

- Maintain the existing street wall (distance from
the street or property line) for residential infill in
older neighborhoods or in neighborhood
business areas. A consistent streetwall gives
spatial definition to the public realm, creating
more pleasant, usable outdoor space.

- Maintain setbacks consistent with the
residential setbacks in single-family
neighborhoods.

A consistent streetwall defines outdoor space and the pedestrian realm.
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Orientation

Orient primary façades and front entrances to
reinforce the public realm.

• Orient the primary façade and main building
entrances to the street.

- Provide at least one primary front entrance on
street.

- Secondary entrances on side streets may also be
provided.

- Provide sidewalks from front entrances to the
fronting street, connecting to the city sidewalk
network.

• Architecturally define buildings’ primary
entrance(s) to the buildings from the street
consistent with the architectural character of
the surrounding structures or neighborhood.

• Place building mechanical and/or support
functions toward the rear of the site, away
from the primary frontage or street.

- Screen mechanical equipment, loading docks and
building service from the view of adjacent
properties and public rights-of-way.

Primary entrances facing the street.

Garages facing the street deaden the public realm.

Parking
Garages and parking lots should not dominate
the primary frontage of the development.

• Consider establishing maximum, rather than
minimum, parking requirements for higher
density residential development.

• Locate parking to the rear of the site or
building.

- No parking should be allowed in front yards.

- Rear yard parking (including parking under the
buildings) is encouraged, accessed from a rear alley
and/or side street.

- Internal parking courtyards, screened from the
street, are also encouraged.

- Where the above conditions cannot be met, parking
may be located at the side of buildings with
adequate screening.

• Utilize on-street parking to meet parking
needs, where possible.

- Encourage a street pattern in higher density
residential developments that allows for on-street
parking and reduces the number of spaces needed
in off-street lots.

- On-street parking may be used for visitor parking, or
as part of the resident parking requirement,
provided it does not co-opt on-street parking that
serves pre-existing homes.

- Provide off-street parking for visitors if on-street
parking is not sufficient.

• Screen parking lots from adjacent properties
and public rights-of-way.

- Screen all off-street parking from adjacent
properties with a 6-foot tall screenwall or dense
evergreen hedge.

- Screen all off-street parking from public rights-of-
way with a 4-foot tall screenwall or dense evergreen
hedge.

Positive orientation to the street.

Parking tucked under residences, accessed from rear.
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Materials

Architectural character, materials and finishes
of higher density residential development
should be compatible with surrounding
structures and the neighborhood.

• Use high quality, durable exterior materials
and finishes.

- High quality materials include wood siding, stone,
brick, metal and stucco, consistent with the
surrounding district.

- Residential infill development should incorporate
the predominant materials used on the block.

- Innovative or environmentally responsible exterior
materials may be included provided they are similar
in finish, dimension, texture and proportion to the
building materials characteristic of the
neighborhood or district.

- Quality trim and accent materials include wood or
vinyl-clad wood, ceramic tile and metal, compatible
with surrounding structures or neighborhood.

• Extend the primary façade materials to side
façades, particularly when visible from the
street.

Primary façade materials extend to the side.

• Simple finishes and detailing are preferred,
consistent with adjacent structures and
homes.

- Simplicity in materials is preferred, e.g. no more
than three primary materials per façade.

- Window and door trim should complement the
overall building design and use materials consistent
with the neighborhood.

• Encourage a coordinated variety of
architectural design within larger
developments.

High quality, durable materials.

Articulation

The design and articulation of building façades
should be compatible with surrounding
structures and the neighborhood.

• Primary façades should be in proportion with
existing structures on the block or in the
neighborhood.

- Divide long façades into smaller increments (bays)
in proportion to the rhythm and dimensions of
existing single-family homes or other structures of
the street.

- Shallow projections (bay windows, balconies,
porches, and building overhangs) or setbacks from
the primary façade are encouraged, compatible with
the architectural character of the surrounding
structures.

Façade articulation and proportion of doors and windows are compatible
with existing homes.

• Design window and door openings to be
compatible and in proportion with adjacent
structures.

- Use a solid to void (solid wall to window/door
opening) ratio on front façades of new buildings
similar to that of existing structures.

- Use window and door opening dimensions
compatible to adjacent structures. For example, use
narrow, more vertical proportions in pre-WWII
areas, wider more horizontal proportions for post-
WWII neighborhoods.

• Higher density residential development on a
corner should treat both façades as primary
façades.



Landscape
Incorporate high quality landscape design
(both plantings and plaza paving) to add shade,
color, texture and human scale.

• Landscape design and materials should
maintain visibility to entrances and façades
from the street.

- Front yard setback areas may be landscaped with a
combination of turf, ground cover, low shrubs, trees
and conifers.

- Simple plantings and bed layouts are preferred.

- Paved entrances and/or courtyards should be
constructed of durable materials such as concrete,
brick, stone or unit pavers.

• Street trees, lawn and/or low ground cover
should be planted near the street to establish
a consistent streetscape.

- The streetscape design should be compatible with
the block and surrounding neighborhood.

• Side and rear parking lots should incorporate
canopy trees and landscaped islands to reduce
heat and glare.

Traditional streetscape design with new infill.

Simple landscape within dooryard or town homes.

Site Details
Architectural detailing should be incorporated
to add visual interest and human scale to
higher density housing, compatible with the
character of the neighborhood.

• The character and amount of architectural
detailing should be compatible with the
block/neighborhood.
- Projections, bays, balconies, porches, stoops and

overhangs should be in proportion to the overall
design.

- All building details should be of high quality
materials and finishes consistent with the
architectural character of the development.

• Site lighting

- All building entrances and access walks should be
well lit.

- Pedestrian scale sidewalk lighting should be
provided, consistent with the block or
neighborhood.

- All parking lots should be well lit for safety, while
shielding glare from neighboring properties.

Incompatible architectural detailing, lower quality materials.
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Transportation
Framework: TransitBalanced

Transportation
Future Land Use
Land use decisions must be coordinated with efforts
to improve and expand transit service, and to create
a balanced transportation system that reduces de-
pendence on the automobile. The 1994 Grand Val-
ley Metro Council (GVMC) Blueprint Report and the
1996 Long-Range Public Transportation Plan for the
Grand Valley Region (Metro Mobile 2020 Task Force,
Grand Rapids Area Transit and GVMC) provide a
conceptual foundation for coordinating transporta-
tion and land use decisions to reduce dependence
on the automobile and provide choice in travel
modes. More compact development patterns and
higher development densities in some areas of the
city will concentrate travel origins and destinations
to support more efficient transit operation. Several
land use recommendations that reinforce efforts to
make transit a viable transportation choice  include:

• direct higher housing densities to locations on,
or within walking distance, of major transit routes;

• encourage the creation of compact, walkable
mixed-use centers located on existing high
ridership bus routes and proposed high
frequency service, express and fixed guideway
routes; and

• encourage the location of major job centers on
transit routes and the provision of incentives for
employees to choose the bus over commuting by
car.
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Mixed-Use Centers
The Master Plan recommends encouraging the re-
structuring of many of the city’s existing commercial
concentrations - in both pre- and post-war neighbor-
hoods - into compact, walkable, mixed-use centers,
particularly those located on transit routes. Many
proposed mixed-use centers are located in traditional
business areas in pre-war neighborhoods. Proposed
mixed-use centers are located in areas zoned for com-
mercial use that have been developed as more auto-
oriented shopping centers, strip malls or collections
of freestanding businesses in post-war neighbor-
hoods. In contrast to traditional business areas, these
commercial areas are typically located on larger,
deeper parcels and have been designed for automo-
bile, rather than pedestrian, access. In addition to
Downtown, the regional mixed-use center, three ad-
ditional types, or scales, of mixed-use centers are pro-
posed.

• Neighborhood centers that serve as the focus of
a neighborhood, or several neighborhoods, and
are located on a major transit route.

• Village centers that serve several neighborhoods
and are located on a proposed express and/or
high frequency service transit route.

• Sub-regional centers that serve several villages
(and may also serve areas outside the city) and
are located on a proposed express and/or high
frequency service transit route.

By incorporating housing, shopping, jobs and ser-
vices, and providing attractive alternatives to travel
by car, mixed-use centers will make it possible to re-
duce the amount of off-street parking (and land re-
quired to accommodate it) and support improved
transit service.

Hierarchy of Mixed-Use Centers

Neighborhood Mixed-Use Center

Serves as the focus of a neighborhood or several neighborhoods; located on a major transit route.

Approximate Retail Approximate Population
Core Retail Uses Other Core Uses Gross Square Feet Trade Area to Support

Convenience
shopping:

     • Small food market
     • Deli
     • Bakery
     • Local restaurant
     • Florist
     • Video store
     • Beauty/barber
     • Dry cleaning
     • Other local small
     • business

Non-retail uses within
the core might include:

     • Small upper-story offices
     • Day care
     • School
     • Police or fire substation
     • Multifamily housing
     • Live/work housing
     • Branch library

7,500 – 10,000 ¾ - 1 mile

¼mi primary area

Minimum
6,000 – 10,000

Neighborhood Center
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Neighborhood Mixed-Use Center

Hierarchy of Mixed-Use Centers



Village Mixed-Use Center

Serves several neighborhoods; located on a high frequency service transit route.

Approximate Retail Approximate Population
Core Uses Inner Ring Uses Gross Square Feet Trade Area to Support

Convenience shopping
with at least one anchor:

• Supermarket
• Drugstore
• Hardware

Other retail:
• Entertainment
• Specialty shops
• Gifts
• Clothing
• Bank
• Etc.

• Higher density housing
• Larger freestanding offices
• Other job generators with
• high employee to floor area
• ratio
• Cinema
• Branch Post Office
• Church
• Community recreation center

30,000 –
150,000 GSF

1 – 3 miles;

1/2 mile
primary area

See also Neighborhood Mixed-Use Center Core Uses.

Minimum
20,000 – 35,000

Village Center

General merchandise and
convenience shopping

with two anchors:

• Supermarket
• Drugstore
• Home improvement
• Department store
• Specialty/discount
• apparel
• Chain restaurant
• Other retail plus non-
• retail core uses

Sub-Regional Mixed-Use Center

Serves a specific area of the city (several villages) and may also serve areas outside the city; located on a high
frequency service transit route.

Approximate Retail Approximate Population
Core Uses Inner Ring Uses Gross Square Feet Trade Area to Support

See Village
Inner Ring Uses, plus:

• College/technical school
• Larger scale health care

150,000 –
275,000 GSF

3 – 5 miles;

1 mile
primary area

Minimum
55,000 – 115,000

Sub-Regional Center

Hierarchy of Mixed-Use Centers

See also Neighborhood and Village Mixed-Use Center Core Uses.
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Village Mixed-Use Center

Sub-Regional Mixed-Use Center



Illustration of
Neighborhood
Mixed-Use Center

Common Characteristics
The three categories of mixed-use centers will vary
significantly in size and in the type and amount of
business and residential development they include;
yet all will share certain characteristics:

• Mixed-use retail “core” with shops, services,
offices, civic and residential uses.

• Transit stop.

• Public space for shared activities.

• Connected street system defining small blocks,
designed for walkability and linking to
surrounding neighborhoods.

• Range of housing types (incomes and ages).

• “Edge” transition in residential density and
scale adjacent to existing single-family
neighborhoods.

The cores of all mixed-use centers should include
street level retail and services, with upper story resi-
dential and office use. Parking should be provided
both on-street and in off-street lots (or decks) that
are located on the interior of blocks, with buildings
located along the block’s edges to screen parking and
ensure that streets have a human scale. Building en-
tries and storefronts should be oriented to these
streets to provide a pedestrian orientation and an
active edge. When located on a regional or major
city street, traffic through the core (and/or mixed-
use center) may require calming.

Variable Characteristics

Core Uses - Although all mixed-use centers should
include a retail mixed-use core, the scale of the retail
uses, and the total retail square footage, will vary.
Preliminary ideas about the types of uses that might
be located in the core area of each type of mixed-use
center can be found on the preceding page.

Inner Ring - Proposed village and sub-regional mixed-
use centers are large enough to include an inner ring
in addition to core and edge zones. Uses in this in-
termediate zone can include medium and high-den-
sity residential development, larger footprint retail
uses (for example, a grocery store), larger freestand-
ing office buildings, other work places with a high
employee-to-floor ratio (including technology and
certain light industrial uses), medical clinics, schools
and churches. Each mixed-use center must be de-
signed to fit its specific context; nevertheless, the
greater the residential and employee population
within a ¼-mile walking distance of the retail core,
the greater the market support for the retail compo-
nent will be. Travel origins and destinations will also
be better concentrated to support improved transit.
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Neighborhood Patterns
Context and Compatibility
To protect and build on Grand Rapids’ assets, new
developments, as well as renovation of existing build-
ings, must be designed with reference to the sur-
rounding built context. Achieving compatibility with
the existing context requires an understanding of
the positive design elements that give each part of
the city its special character. These include broader
district patterns (i.e., the network of streets and
blocks); patterns that are repeated from one devel-
opment site to another (i.e., building scale, place-
ment and orientation) and the repeated use of similar
design details (i.e., choice and use of materials, pat-
terns of windows and doors). Promoting urban de-
sign compatibility improves the fit between new
investments and what already exists to enhance the
image and identity of each part of the city. The pro-
tection of historically and architecturally significant
buildings is also an important part of maintaining
visual character and a sense of continuity with the
city’s heritage.

As an initial step in promoting compatibility in
urban design, the Master Plan identified five neigh-
borhood types that seemed to be typical in Grand
Rapids. As part of implementation, further refine-
ment has occurred and four pattern types have
emerged. These are:

• Turn of the Century Neighborhood - 1
(1850-1900)

• Early 20th Century Neighborhood - 2
(1900-1945)

• Post War Neighborhood - 3
(1945-1970)

• Late 20th Century Neighborhood - 4
(1970-Present)
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Turn of the Century
Neighborhood

Development Era
Built between 1850 and 1900
in and around the central city.

Street Pattern and Block Size
• Straight connected streets, with

alleys and sidewalk predominant.

• Grid

• Smaller blocks (400 feet or less).

Late 20th Century
Neighborhood

Development Era
1970 to present.
mately 1945 to 1970.

Street Pattern and Block Size
• Curvilinear streets and cul-de-

sacs. Few sidewalks.

• Large blocks (600 feet or more)
and superblocks (½ - 1 mile).

Post War
Neighborhood

Development Era
Built after World War II,
approximately 1945 to 1970.

Street Pattern and Block Size
• Curvilinear streets, introduction

of cul-de-sacs. May or may not
have sidewalks.

• Medium (400-600 feet) to large
blocks (600 feet or more).

Early 20th Century
Neighborhood

Development Era
Approximately 1900 to 1945.
Developed around street car lines.

Street Pattern and Block Size
• Straight connected streets, with

sidewalks predominant.

• Grid, introduction of curvilinear

• Smaller and medium sized blocks
(400-600 feet).
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Turn of the Century
Neighborhood

Walkability
• High walkability, connected

street system. Walking distance
generally 15 minutes.

Land Use Patterns
Uses mixed within the neighborhood
and within selected blocks (apart-
ments/offices above stores). Commer-
cial mixed-use districts located on
streetcar routes within easy walking
distance of residential. Single- and
multifamily housing types integrated
with a range of multi-family types,
often located on major streets and at
intersections. Larger parks within and
on the “outer” edges of neighbor-
hoods.

Land Use Patterns
Substantially reduced integration of
residential and non-residential uses
within the neighborhood and/or on
selected blocks. Commercial clustered
in centers at major intersections and/
or in strip commercial format (28th

Street); large institutional sites/super
blocks. Some smaller scale multi-fam-
ily continues to be integrated into
single-family residential areas.

Land Use Patterns
Little to no mix of uses within a neigh-
borhood or on selected blocks. Larger
multi-family complexes are separated
from single-family residential areas.
Commercial development increas-
ingly segregated in larger strip centers
or major shopping centers. Institu-
tional and industrial uses are devel-
oped on larger tracts or campuses.
Large “natural areas” used as green
space.

Land Use Patterns
Uses mixed within the neighborhood
and within selected blocks. Housing,
commercial, institutional (churches;
schools) and factories well integrated
(e.g., apartments above stores; facto-
ries close to homes). Single- and multi-
family housing also integrated with a
broad range of multi-family types (du-
plexes; townhouses; small apartment
buildings), often located on major
streets and at intersections. Little
green space (or concentrated in small
parks or squares).

Early 20th Century
Neighborhood

Walkability
• High walkability, connected

street system. Walking distance
generally 15 minutes.

Post War
Neighborhood

Walkability
• Reduced walkability, discon-

nected street system. “Feeder”
streets go into larger arterials.

Late 20th Century
Neighborhood

Walkability
• Reduced walkability, discon-

nected street system. “Feeder”
streets go into larger arterials.
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Turn of the Century and
Early 20th Century
Neighborhood Patterns
Pre- World War II Neighborhoods
Characteristics - Older (pre-World War II) neighbor-
hoods offer pedestrian-scale, tree-lined streets; a fine-
grained mix of housing types and densities; appealing
architecture and the convenience of nearby shopping
districts, civic institutions and job centers. These
older neighborhoods generally have small blocks
defined by a grid pattern of streets. Most pre-war
neighborhoods include a range of residential densi-
ties. Medium- and high-density apartment buildings
are often located at intersections on major streets,
with medium-density duplexes providing a transition

to single-family homes on small lots. Many pre-war
neighborhoods also include a mix of uses, with shops
and other small businesses located on major streets.
This mix of uses works well, as long as non-residen-
tial uses are small in scale and maintain a clear pe-
destrian orientation.

A mix of densities, and of rental and owner-occu-
pied housing, can be a neighborhood asset; allowing
households to progress through life cycle stages
(single, young married, raising a family, empty nest
and retired) while remaining in the same part of the
city. The way density and housing tenure are man-
aged, however, makes a difference. For example, some
older neighborhoods have experienced the conver-
sion of single-family homes to multifamily occupancy.
Where parking is inadequate to support this in-
creased density and, especially, where landlords do
not provide adequate management and maintenance
of these rental properties, conversions often have a
destabilizing influence on property values. This can
be compounded by the limited financial ability of
nearby retired and/or low income home owners to
provide the maintenance needed to keep homes in
good condition.

Neighborhoods with alleys are common in some
pre-World War II neighborhoods of Grand Rapids.
Alleys are key to the functioning of older and redis-
covered new urban neighborhoods. The problem is
that many alleys have been neglected or have fallen
into relative disuse. The result is that alleys often
become unattractive, forgotten areas that accumu-
late junk, become attractive for crime or are
underutilized. Commerce and services that used to
occur in alleys now take place in the streets. This
puts an unusual burden on the streets in front of
houses or businesses and contributes to the prob-
lems of overuse and overcrowding on the streets.
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Recommendations - The Master Plan recommends
that overall existing densities in pre-war neighbor-
hoods be maintained and that rehabilitation of ex-
isting structures and new infill development be
encouraged. Instead of converting single-family
homes to multifamily use, higher residential densi-
ties should be incorporated in the pattern character-
istic of older neighborhoods by locating small
apartment (or condominium) buildings on major
streets. In some locations, where adequate parking
is available, accessory units (known as “granny flats”)
may also be created on single family parcels. To re-
lieve the pressure on and “de-clutter” existing streets
and the front yards of residential areas, reinforce al-
ley usage and promote alley improvement projects.
Finally, ample opportunities exist to add higher den-
sity housing in areas proposed for mixed-use in the
city’s older neighborhoods. These include traditional
business areas and mixed-use centers.

In addition to the City’s primarily residential Pre-
World War II neighborhoods, areas near Downtown
have a much broader range of uses including larger-
scale commercial, institutional and industrial build-
ings that are being adaptively reused for a mix of
housing, offices and retail.  The North Monroe and
Heartside areas are examples of a more intense mixed-
use neighborhood.

The potential for new housing as a key compo-
nent of mixed-use development extends far beyond
the adaptive reuse of older buildings. The Master
Plan recommends mixed-use development as the
future land use pattern in a number of areas to capi-
talize on opportunities to:

• Restructure existing commercial concentrations
located on transit lines in both pre- and post-war
neighborhoods as compact, walkable mixed-use
centers.

• Enhance the vitality of older strip commercial
areas.

• Transform near downtown and riverfront areas,
now dominated by industrial and heavy com-
mercial development.

• Plan for institutional expansion on Downtown’s
edges in a way that provides more compatible
transitions to existing neighborhoods in use
intensity and building scale.

This mixed-use neighborhood approach will encour-
age the distribution of higher density and rental hous-
ing for a range of incomes (including affordable
housing) in smaller concentrations throughout the
city. It will also allow more compatible transitions in
use and intensity to be established between commer-
cial uses and existing lower density single family de-
velopment. In addition, it will help to concentrate
travel origins and destinations within easy walking
distance of transit routes to support more effective
operation and improved service.

Encouraging mixed-use development is a critical
part of the equation for creating a human scale,
walkable and transit-supportive city. But it cannot –
and does not – mean that “anything goes anywhere.”
All mixed-use development areas (and especially
those that include existing or new residential devel-
opment) must be carefully planned to provide a qual-
ity environment that celebrates the diversity, vitality
and convenience of urban living. Creating a com-
patible mix of uses requires careful planning and
design to provide incremental transitions in use in-
tensity and building scale, coherence in architectural
design and a pedestrian-friendly public realm. Per-
formance standards that control, or prohibit, exter-
nal impacts that can reduce the quality of life, for
example, noise, odor, truck traffic and the location
and design of surface parking, are also needed.

Master Plan
Recommendations
• Discourage conversions of single-family homes to multi-

family use. RATHER locate medium- and high- density
residential developments on major streets.

• Allow “granny f lats” where adequate parking is
available.

• Encourage multi-family residential in Traditional
Business Areas, mixed use centers and mixed use areas
(see Future Land Use map).

• Distribute multi-family housing in smaller
concentrations.

• Allow for improved transitions between non-residential
and single family development.

• Concentrate travel origins and destinations.

• Build the resident base within walking distance to
support retail uses and mass transit.

• Restructure existing commercial areas as mixed-use
centers, including higher density housing, in a compact,
walkable area.

• Reinforce (and, in some cases, re-create) the original
mix of uses and pedestrian orientation of Traditional
Business Areas (TBAs).
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Development Objectives for All Mixed-Use Areas

Development Character

Balance of Old and New

• Determine where existing development character should be
protected and enhanced and where different land use patterns
should be permitted.

• Encourage the preservation and reuse of historically and
architecturally significant buildings, wherever possible.

Building Pattern (Density, Scale and Placement)

• Promote urban densities and a compact development pattern.

• Provide incremental transitions in use intensity and building
scale to promote a compatible land use mix.

• Locate buildings to frame the street and screen parking.

• Orient building entries, windows and/or storefronts to the
street.

Architecture

• Promote design excellence.

• Design new buildings to be compatible with valued
characteristics of the existing development context.

• Provide ground level storefronts for retail and service uses on
pedestrian priority streets in retail/mixed-use core areas.

Open Space and Streetscapes

• Provide open spaces that serve as activity focal points and
enhance area image.

• Create links from neighborhoods to the primary open space
system and the Grand River.

• Encourage streetscape improvements that create a walkable
environment.

Uses

Mix

• Encourage investment to enhance already developed industrial,
commercial and institutional areas.

• Provide a fine-grained mix of housing, shopping, jobs and
recreation opportunities.

Residential

• Provide a range of housing types and costs to accommodate a
variety of incomes, ages and lifestyle choices.

• Enhance market support for retail concentrations by increasing
the resident population within walking distance.

Auto-Oriented Commercial
Smaller scale auto-oriented uses (gas stations, drive-through busi-
nesses) may be acceptable as part of a mixed-use area when:

• a concentration/proliferation of auto-oriented use will not be
created;

• pedestrian orientation and safety are ensured within the core
of a mixed-use center or traditional business area;

• driveway curb cuts can be located and designed to minimize
the disruption of pedestrian movement; and

• appropriate architecture, signs, screening elements are used.

Large Footprint Uses
Large footprint non-residential uses may be acceptable as part of
a mixed-use area when:

• a human scale and continuity of activity can be created/
maintained on pedestrian priority streets; and

• pedestrian quality and neighborhood integrity can be preserved
in meeting parking needs.

Light Industry
Ensure compatibility with the intended character of the area by
requiring special approval for the development of new and ex-
panded light industry.

Performance Standards
Minimize the external impact of high intensity uses on one an-
other and the quality of residential environments (including
hours of operation, noise, odor, vibration, glare, truck traffic,
the location and design of surface parking and loading/trash
collection activity) by establishing performance standards.

Transportation and Parking

Street System

• Maintain or create a connected street system to define relatively
small blocks and to distribute traffic.

• Discourage street closures.

• Improve the visual quality and walkability of all area streets.

• Identify streets on which a quality pedestrian environment is
a top priority (pedestrian priority streets).

Balanced Transportation

• Reduce dependence on the automobile and the need for on-
site parking by encouraging the use of transportation
alternatives, including transit, cycling and walking.

• Include transit improvements (bus pull-out lanes, benches,
shelters) on transit corridors.

• Provide bike lanes and other cycling improvements, giving
priority to the primary open space framework.

• Design streets to be safe and attractive for pedestrians, giving
special attention to pedestrian priority streets.

• Reinforce the role and importance of alleys in providing
services to residential and commercial areas, e.g. garbage
collection, utilities and parking.

Parking

• Encourage the development of shared and/or district parking.

• Offer reductions in the required number of parking spaces as
a development incentive.

• Provide bonuses for deck parking, where appropriate.

• Locate parking to the rear of buildings and on the interior of
blocks, screened from the street, wherever possible.

• Design parking facilities to minimize impacts on the area’s
visual character and residential uses.

Transportation Demand Management

• Encourage job-generating uses to adopt transportation demand
management (TDM) programs that provide incentives for
employees to carpool, use transit, walk or cycle to work.

• Encourage employer-assisted housing programs to encourage/
enable employees to purchase homes within walking distance
of work.
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Traditional
Business Areas (TBAs)
Grand Rapids pre-World War II neighborhoods con-
tain fifteen proposed traditional business areas
(TBAs). Today, these older strip commercial areas
vary in length, appearance, land use mix and eco-
nomic vitality. The Master Plan recommends that
these TBAs be restored and revitalized by encourag-
ing the restructuring of land use patterns and the re-
creation of a pedestrian-friendly environment. This
restructuring should recognize that the city has a dis-
proportionate amount of commercial zoning along
its main thoroughfares as a result of changing devel-
opment trends. Commercial activity should be con-
centrated at strategic locations to increase economic
benefits to each business district.

The Model TBA - Typically located along street car
routes, TBAs were developed before lifestyles became
so dependent on the automobile. They included a
mix of civic and retail uses at street level, with apart-
ments and/or offices on the upper floors of multi-
story buildings. These buildings were located on the
front property line and shared sidewalls (or were built
with minimal side yard setbacks) to frame the street
with a continuous “street wall.” Buildings were typi-
cally 2 –3 stories in height and set on relatively nar-
row lots. Off-street parking was limited and located
to the rear of the building. As a result, TBAs created
a human-scale and pedestrian-friendly environment
where retail, jobs and services were available within
easy walking distance from many homes.

In some TBAs, the addition of auto-oriented uses
(for example, drive-through restaurants) and other
suburban-style re-development (where parking lots,
rather than buildings, are located adjacent to the side-
walk) have eroded some of the original pedestrian
orientation and traditional architecture that charac-
terized these areas. These changes have made people
in Grand Rapids increasingly interested in preserv-

ing and restoring the qualities that made TBAs at-
tractive, people-oriented places and focal points of
neighborhood activity.

Parking Issues - There are several difficult issues to
be addressed in re-establishing the development char-
acter and economic vitality of these older business
areas. Parking is one of them. Several strategies can
help to reduce the amount of off-street parking
needed within a TBA, however. These include, for
example:

• increasing the population living within easy
walking distance of the TBA’s retail core;

A human-scale and pedestrian friendly environment is desirable in a
traditional business area.

• improving pedestrian and bicycle connections to
nearby neighborhoods;

• maximizing on-street parking on the TBAs main
street;

• providing shared off-street parking to more
efficiently meet the needs of the district overall;

• capitalizing on transit service to TBA’s.
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Master Plan
Recommendations
Cores and Connectors
• Concentrate retail/commercial activities in strategic

locations to create “cores” that serve as corridor
destinations.

• Encourage higher density housing and residentially-
scaled office uses between the “cores” to increase the
population density (market base) within walking
distance.

Core Characteristics
• Buildings edge the sidewalk on relatively narrow lots,

with shared sidewalls or minimum side yard setbacks,
to create a continuous street wall.

• Typical 2- to 3-story building height.

• Mixed uses:  continuous retail storefronts at ground
level; residential or office and office uses on upper
floors.

• Off-street parking is limited and located to the rear of
the buildings.

• Pedestrian-friendly sidewalk environment.

• Located within easy walking distance of neighborhoods.

Retail Management - The restoration, revitalization
and continuing success of Grand Rapids’ TBAs will
require coordinated action on future land use pat-
terns and physical improvements (streetscapes, park-
ing, building rehab, signs). Just as important, business
retention/recruitment, retail management, mainte-
nance and promotion must be addressed. Like a suc-
cessfully managed shopping mall, TBAs made up of
many small, independent retailers need a coordi-
nated and pro-active plan and a full- or part-time
manager dedicated to making that plan work.

Retail Market Demand - A second important issue
in planning for the future of Grand Rapids’ TBAs is
the market demand for the types of retail commer-
cial space they offer. Many people believe that Grand
Rapids may have more land zoned for these kinds of
commercial uses than the market can support. Per-
sistent vacancies in some business districts (as well
as in some more recently constructed strip centers)
and the conversion of storefront space to non-retail
use suggest that this may be true.

It may not be possible to recruit desirable tenants
for every existing commercial building in every TBA.
As a result, plan strategies are needed that encour-
age the clustering of retail uses to create shopping
destinations in some portions of a TBA and redevel-
opment for supportive, non-retail uses in other ar-
eas. The cores and connectors concept, that proposes
the creation of more compact retail/mixed-use cen-
ters (cores) at certain locations, linked by higher den-
sity residential/mixed-use (connectors) is
recommended to address this need.

Cores and Connectors

Core: Retail shops and restaurants in the core cre-
ate a vital destination.

Connector: Higher density housing and residentially
scaled office (with possible ground floor retail) in-
crease the population density within walking distance
of the core.
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Traditional Business Area
in a Pre-World War II
Neighborhood Context
Connectivity

Provide transit, pedestrian and bicycle access
to reduce dependence on cars and minimize
traffic volumes and parking demands.

• Locate transit stops out of the flow of traffic.

• Use traffic calming measures to create a safe
and attractive pedestrian environment.

• Maintain the existing grid of sidewalks, small
blocks and connected streets.

• Connect to city bikeway systems and provide
convenient bicycle storage.

Encourage a mix of uses within a compact
business area to create a focus of community
activity and promote walking to and between
destinations.

Transitions and Edges
Incorporate smaller scale structures and less
intensive uses as a transition between primary
business frontage and adjacent single-family
neighborhoods.

• Encourage residential as part of mixed-use
development within the business district.

• Encourage the development of medium-
density housing along secondary streets
linking the business district to single-family
neighborhoods.

• Encourage the development of medium-
density housing along primary streets linking
compact clusters of businesses.

Public Space Organization

Maintain (and, where necessary, reestablish) a
pattern of small blocks and relatively narrow,
connected streets to enhance walkability.

Provide on-street parking as a convenience to
patrons, to buffer the sidewalk from moving
vehicles and to aid in calming traffic.

Encourage improvements to paving quality,
street lighting, landscaping and cleanliness
along primary and secondary business area
streets to provide a comfortable, human-scale
pedestrian environment.

Encourage the development of shared civic
spaces as area focal points.

Parking
Encourage the development of shared district
parking in strategic locations, rather than
attempting to provide needed parking on each
site or block.

Reduce off-street parking requirements
(establishing maximum, rather than minimum
standards) in areas that are served by transit
and bike routes and have strong pedestrian
links to nearby neighborhoods.

Count on-street parking capacity (that is not
required to meet the needs of existing homes)
in meeting parking requirements.

Encourage development patterns that use
buildings to screen off-street parking areas
from primary and secondary streets and
provide a compatible transition to existing
residential areas.
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Uses and Densities

Encourage a mix of retail, service,
entertainment, civic, office and residential
uses to enhance the vitality of traditional
business areas.

• Encourage the concentration of retail uses in
compact core areas. Require active ground
level shopping, service and entertainment
uses on business district frontages in core
areas to create an appealing pedestrian
environment.

• Prohibit (or permit only under stringent
urban design standards) auto-oriented uses
(e.g., drive-through, car wash, service station)
that detract from the walkability of a
traditional business area.

• Encourage the development of medium-
density housing and residentially scaled office
uses along primary streets linking compact
clusters of businesses.

Promote the development of medium-density
housing as a transition between the primary
business frontage and adjacent single-family
housing (along secondary street frontages,
screening district parking).

Scale
New construction on primary and secondary
business area street frontages should be
compatible in scale with existing structures on
the block and neighboring blocks.

• Maintain predominant existing building
heights on business area street frontages.

• Building heights may increase on the primary
business area street frontage as they step back
from the street.

New construction on secondary street
frontages should provide a transition in height
and scale from the business area to adjacent
single-family development.

The massing of all new structures should be
articulated to echo the proportions of nearby
structures as viewed from the street.

Placement

Locate new buildings on the primary business
area street at the front property line to
maintain the integrity of the streetwall and
screen parking.

• Provide active ground floor uses, display
windows and entries facing the sidewalk.

• Permit openings in the streetwall that provide
through-block pedestrian connections and/or
create public plazas/squares.

Locate buildings at the intersections of
primary and secondary streets to give
architectural definition to the corners.

• Public plazas/squares at the corner are
appropriate if they are spatially enclosed by
buildings.

Set back medium-density residential structures
on secondary streets to provide small front
yards that create a transition to the depth of
lawns fronting adjacent single-family
residences.

Cherry/Diamond Business Area contains a mix of uses within a
compact district.
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Orientation

Provide ground level storefronts and building
entries facing all streets, plazas/squares and
through-block walkways.

Parking
Locate parking to the rear of the buildings.

Locate vehicular access to parking and service
areas on secondary streets, immediately to the
rear of the buildings facing the primary
business area street.

• Discourage curb cuts for driveways on the
primary street frontage to avoid gaps in the
streetwall and conflicts with pedestrians.

Materials
The architectural character, materials and
finishes on new buildings should be
compatible with surrounding structures and
the larger neighborhood.

• The same materials used on the primary
façade should be used on all façades visible
from the street.

• The materials used on façades facing parking
areas may be lower in cost, but should be
coordinated with the character of primary
façade materials.

Articulation

The articulation of new building façades
should be compatible in proportions and
rhythm with surrounding structures.

• Divide long façades into smaller increments
(bays) to echo the proportions of existing
structures on the street.

• Use a solid to void (solid wall to window/
door opening) ratio and window and door
opening dimensions similar to those of other
buildings on the blockfront.

• Design entries (and porches on residential
structures) to echo the design elements/
treatments used on surrounding structures.

Landscape
Provide and maintain high quality plantings
and paving to add shade, color, texture and
human scale.

• Design parking areas to include islands
landscaped with shade trees to reduce their
apparent scale and negative visual impact.

• Landscaping should be provided in the front
yards of medium-density housing.

Site Details
Use site details (street lights, signs, awnings) in
a coordinated manner to add visual interest.

Use site details (street lights, signs, awnings) in a coordinated manner to
add visual interest.



Post War And Late 20th

Century Neighborhood
Patterns
Post-world War II Neighborhoods

Characteristics - The city’s newer (post-World War
II) neighborhoods present a more suburban lifestyle
choice where housing, commercial and institutional
uses are built at lower densities on larger lots with
deeper setbacks. Larger areas are devoted to a single
use or housing type and housing is more segregated
from commercial and institutional uses. In post-war
neighborhoods, blocks are generally larger, streets are
wider and the street network is less connected with
many cul-de-sacs; as a result, traffic tends to be con-
centrated on major streets rather than distributed
in smaller volumes throughout the area.

While the majority of residential development in
post-war neighborhoods is low-density, they also in-
clude large medium and high-density housing com-
plexes. These higher density developments can create
a stark contrast to surrounding single family neigh-
borhoods. They are most often treated as segregated
pods that are buffered by substantial building set-
backs and attached to a major street at a limited num-
ber of entrance points. For many people, the presence
of these large high-density concentrations in single
family areas has created a bias against higher density
development and rental housing.

Recommendations - The Master Plan recommends
an alternative approach to providing an expanded
range of housing choices and higher residential den-
sities in post-war neighborhoods, without encroach-
ing on existing single family areas. This approach
recommends restructuring existing commercial ar-
eas as mixed-use centers that include retail, services,
higher density housing and civic uses in a compact,
walkable area located on a transit line.

Master Plan
Recommendations
• Allow for a range of housing types and densities in all

neighborhoods.

• Restructure existing commercial areas as mixed-use
centers, including higher density housing, in a compact,
walkable area.

• Encourage multi-family housing on, or within walking
distance (1/4 mile) of, transit routes and within walking
distance of shopping and services.

• Encourage higher density housing on shallow
commercial parcels located on major commercial
corridors (e.g., 28th Street, South Division) that are
difficult to market for contemporary commercial
development and too narrow to allow appropriate
buffers/transitions to existing single-family areas.

• Restructure existing commercial areas as mixed-use
centers, including higher density housing, in a compact,
walkable area.

• Improve the visual quality and the environment for
pedestrians, cyclists and transit users in auto-oriented
commercial areas.
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Shopping Center at Breton Avenue and 44th Street.



Auto-Oriented Commercial
in a Post-World War II Context
Connectivity

Provide alternatives to the automobile in
accessing auto-oriented commercial
development.

• Provide improved bus stops along transit
routes serving auto-oriented commercial
development.

• Provide sidewalks along primary streets and
improve cross walks where needed.

• Provide sidewalk connections along
secondary streets to connect auto-oriented
commercial development to adjacent
residential neighborhoods.

• Provide links to citywide bike and greenway
systems.

Transitions and Edges

Require landscaping on site edges to screen
and buffer adjacent residential uses.

Placement
At important intersections, encourage infill
development that locates buildings to anchor
and define corners and screen parking lots.

Orientation
Locate building entries and storefronts to face
the primary street.

• For infill buildings located close to the street,
encourage store windows and entries along at
least fifty percent (50%) of the front façade.
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Parking
Consolidate driveway access for customers and
service vehicles in a single location on the
primary street frontage. Permit access from
secondary streets.

Provide and maintain landscaping (hedges and
shade trees) to screen parking lots from
primary and secondary streets; low masonry
walls and decorative fencing may be used in
combination with landscaping.

Provide attractive pedestrian connections
through parking lots to front doors from both
primary and secondary streets.

Project Concept - Parking: Auto Oriented Commercial, Recommended

Provide islands planted with shade trees within
parking lots to reduce their visual impact and
make them more hospitable to people on foot.

Locate and screen loading areas and dumpsters
to minimize their visibility from adjacent
residential property.

Landscape

Landscaping is essential to screen parking
areas, provide buffers to adjacent residential
uses and create a more hospitable pedestrian
environment along streets.



Special Studies
The following special studies were used to illustrate
how sample guidelines might be applied in prepar-
ing more detailed development plans.

Plainfield Avenue and Leonard Street - This spe-
cial study also illustrated how an auto-oriented com-
mercial area can be re-structured as a mixed-use,
transit-oriented development. This area connects new
mixed-use development in the North Monroe area
(south) to the Creston Business District (north). Im-
proved pedestrian/bicycle connections between the
Grand River, adjacent mixed-use areas and inland
neighborhoods were also illustrated.

South Division Avenue and 28th Street - This spe-
cial study illustrated how an auto-oriented commer-
cial intersection could be redeveloped as a mixed-use,
transit-oriented development (mixed-use center) at
a village scale. Two alternatives were developed to
illustrate future development potentials if the exist-
ing rail line was abandoned and if it was retained.

South Division Avenue and 28th Street Special Study (above) and
Plainfield Avenue and Leonard Street Special Study (left).
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Traditional Business Areas
Cores and Connectors

• Concentrate retail/commercial activities in
strategic locations to create “cores” that serve as
corridor destinations.

• Encourage higher density housing and
residentially-scaled office uses between the
“cores” to increase the population density
(market base) within walking distance.

Core Characteristics
• Buildings edge the sidewalk on relatively narrow

lots, with shared sidewalls or minimum side
yard setbacks, to create a continuous street wall.

• Typical 2- to 3-story building height.

• Mixed uses:  continuous retail storefronts at
ground level; residential or office and office uses
on upper floors.

• Off-street parking is limited and located to the
rear of the buildings.

• Pedestrian-friendly sidewalk environment.

• Located within easy walking distance of
neighborhoods.
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