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Introduction

Project Purpose

Thepurposeof the NationalResourceNetworkõsengagementwith the City of Dearbornis to help the City

activateits West Downtownneighborhoodinto a regionaldestinationin order to better supportthe existing

retail communityas well as improvethecityõseconomy. TheNationalResourceNetwork(theNetwork)is a

key componentof theWhiteHouseõsStrongCitiesStrongCommunities(SC2) Initiative. Launchedin 2011, the

SC2 Initiative facilitates partnershipsbetween the federal governmentand local communitiesthat have

faced long-termeconomicchallenges. TheNationalResourceNetworkprovidesdirect technicalassistanceto

eligible communities. Thetechnicalassistanceengagementfor downtownDearbornis being conductedby

HR&AAdvisors,Inc. (HR&A)and SmithGroupJJR. HR&Aisa corememberof theNetworkand a nationalreal

estate and economicdevelopmentconsultingfirm, and SmithGroupJJRis an integrated architecture,

engineering,and planningfirm.

Prior to the 2008 Recession,West DowntownDearborn was a regional restaurantand entertainment

destinationthat servedas a vibrant neighborhoodand supportedlocal merchants. Stakeholdersfeel that,

duringtheRecession,theneighborhoodlostitsstatusasa destination,at whichtimeretail vacancyincreased

sharplyand a numberof propertiesin West Downtownwent into default. However,in the past two years,

newrestaurantshaveopened,theownershipstatusof a numberof defaultedpropertieswasresolved, and

hasFordannounceda newinnovationfacility in the middleof West Downtown. Thesedevelopmentscreate

an opportunityfor theCity of Dearbornto useunderutilizedreal estateassetsin WestDowntownas further

catalyststo advancetherevitalization.
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Introduction

The National Resource Network Assessment Process

TheNetworkconductsan assessmentprocesswith eligible citiesto identify and developengagementsthat

respondto the corechallengesa city faces,and that strengthenthatcityõsability to grow economicallyor

to reducepoverty. TheCity of Dearbornsubmittedan application to the Network in February,2015.

Followingan intake call with seniorcity officials to better understandtheir requestfor assistance,the

Networkconducteda two-day assessmentvisit with three Networkstaff in April, 2015. Thisassessment

team met with a wide range of stakeholdersfrom city government,businesses,and institutionsto better

understandthe challengesand opportunitiesfacing Dearborn,as well as how the City may benefit from

outsidetechnicalconsulting.

Duringthisassessmentvisit, the team identified the municipalpriority of restoringWest Downtownas a

regional dining and entertainmentdestination. The Network and the City of Dearborn subsequently

collaboratedona scopeof work for theengagementthat wouldmeettheneedsof theCity in determining

how it coulduseexistingassetsto advancerevitalizationof the West Downtown. Theengagementwas

funded75% by NRNand 25% by theCity of Dearborn.

TheNetwork,as part of its technicalassistanceengagement,supportedthe City by evaluatingthe West

Downtownreal estatemarket,assessingthe urban design,recommendinga frameworkto create a more

connectedand attractivedestination,analyzingthe potential for developmentof four city-ownedparcels

(òKeySitesó)in WestDowntown,providingdetailed casestudiesof similarcitiesthat attracteddevelopment

to their downtown,and researchingmobilitysolutionsto increasethe connectionsbetweenWest Downtown

and surroundingactivitycenters.
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Henry Ford College

University of Michigan 

Dearborn

The Henry Ford

Ford Development 

Center

Ford 

Headquarters

West Downtown

WDDDA

The West Downtown is surrounded by significant anchors and activity generators, 

but there are physical barriers impeding close connections with these anchors.

Å For the purpose of this analysis, HR&A defined the study area as bounded by the Rouge River to the 

north, the railroad tracks to the south, the train station to the east, and Military Street to the west. This 

area exceeds the geographic zone of the West Downtown Development Authority. 

Å West Downtown is in close proximity to significant activity generators and employment centers such as 

Ford headquarters and the University of Michigan, Dearborn. However, physical barriers such as 

unattractive railroad under-crossings and large boulevards limit the access of pedestrians from these 

facilities to the retail offerings in West Downtown.
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Key Findings

Market Assessment Findings

Å WestDowntown is adjacent to multiple activity generatorsthat may support a more vibrant

retail districtwith betterconnectivity,as well as createdemandfor new housing. Theseanchor

siteswithin1.5 milesof WestDowntownincludetheFordMotorCompany,theHenryFordmuseum,

theUniversityof MichiganDearborn,and HenryFordCollege.

Å WestDowntownõspopulation density is low comparedto peercitiesstudied,limiting its ability

to support a more vibrant retail district. Significantportionsof West Downtownare devotedto

underutilizedsurfaceparking. More residentswithinwalkingdistancewouldbetter supportmore

retail offeringsthatare neededto be an appealingregionaldestination.

Å TheCity of Dearborncontrolsa numberof underutilizedparking lots. Theseassetsare currently

beingusedto provide free parkingand are underutilized,indicatingtheremay be better usesto

supporttheWestDowntownretailers.

Å Thereare indicatorsof market demandfor additional multifamily residentialoptions in West

Downtown, but market rents are too low to support the cost of new construction. Thefew

multifamily rental products in West Downtownare fully occupied,and rents appear to be

increasingmodestly. However,the currentrent level between$1.34 and $1.50 per squarefoot

per monthis insufficientto supportnewconstruction.

Å Attractingprivate-sectorinvestmentto demonstratethe potentialmarketwill requireincentives

from the City.
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Key Findings

Urban Design Analysis

Å Theexisting walkable urban grid and intact building stockis a solid foundation for creatinga

vibrant neighborhoodin WestDowntown. However,downtown streetsdo not currentlycreate

a welcomingpedestrianenvironment. HistoricbuildingssuchastheWagner Hoteland theareaõs

streetgrid set the stagefor an attractiveplace with a clear identity. However,narrowsidewalks,

vehicular-orientedcommercialdevelopmentalong segmentsof MichiganAvenue,and businesses

withrear doorsfacingMichiganAvenuemakefor an unwelcomingenvironment.

Å Theroad and rail network is focusedon moving people throughWestDowntown rather than

getting them into WestDowntown. Largehighwaysand roadwayscreatephysicalbarriersand

limit the relationshipbetweenWest Downtownand EastDowntown. Thetrain tracksare a barrier

betweenWestDowntownandconsumersfromresidentialneighborhoodsto thesouth.

Å Non-motorized routes are not well connectedto West Downtown. While the RougeRiver

riparian corridor is a key asset,bicycleinfrastructureis limited in downtownand there are few

pedestrianand bicyclefacilitiesfor crossingthehighwaysand train tracks.

Å New developments have pedestrian orientation, and parking resourcesare in place for

continuedredevelopmentactivities. TherecentlyconstructedHamptonInnand theproposedFord

InnovationCenterwill improvethe pedestrianexperiencedowntown. Availablestructuredparking

and the proximity to the DingellTransitCentermeansthat parking and transit resourcesare in

placeto supportredevelopmentof someof theunderutilizedsurfaceparkinglots.
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Key Findings

Key Site Assessment

Å High-level financial analysis of four key sitesin WestDowntown shows that the City will need

to utilize a variety of incentivesto attractconstructionof new multifamily product. Thecurrent

rent levelsfor multifamilyin West Downtowndo not supportnew construction. Incentives,suchas

providing land at no cost,municipaltax abatements,no-interestloans,and participationin the

ParkingOffset Program,couldmakedevelopmentmorefeasible.

Å Developmentof a hotel venue on a portion of Site 1 appears to be feasible, dependenton

sufficient demand following the opening of the Hampton Inn. While there are concernsfrom

City leadersaboutdemandfor morehotelspace,thefinancialanalysisindicatesthat currentroom

rates do supportnew construction. Thisfinding is dependentuponsufficientdemand,whichthis

marketassessmentwasunableto verify.

Å The high tax millage and the practice of basing assessmentvaluation on the cost of

construction/replacementis a major impediment to new construction. TheNRNestimatesthe

tax burdenona newlyconstructedapartmentbuildingin Dearbornat currentrent levelsis25% to

28% of grossrevenues,exceedingthe17% to 19% tax burdenin AnnArbor and Birminghamand

far higher than the 11% nationalaverage. Successfullyattracting widespreaddevelopmentto

West Downtownmay require reforming the municipaltax systemto bring taxes on newly

constructedpropertiescloserto levelsin peer citiessuchasAnnArbor and Birmingham.
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Key Findings

Case Studies

Å Place-making investments such as streetscapescan generate demand to support new

construction. Well-designedpublicspacescanchangetheperceptionof a neighborhoodand the

levelof pedestrianactivity.

Å Cities often need to createincentivesfor developmentin marketsthat have not experienced

growth in many years in order to demonstratethestrengthof themarketand catalyzeadditional

development.

Å West Downtown exhibits a number of conditions conducive for an effective joint shuttle

system, suchas activity generating sites in closeproximity to West Downtown,and multiple

institutionswith commontransit needs. However,implementationof a joint shuttlewould require

buy-in and commitmentof financialsupportfromall institutions.

Å TheFordMotor CompanyôGoRideõDynamicshuttle/micro-transit systemmay have potential

in Dearborn. Currentlytheserviceis in a non-commercialpilot stagelimitedtoFordõscampus,but

Michiganlegislationcreatesa frameworkfor pilotingthesystemcommerciallyaroundDearborn.

Å Theattractivenessof a bike-shareprogram for Dearbornis dependenton the City securinga

financial sponsor. Bike-share programs do not recover costsfrom users,requiring ongoing

operationalgrantsor subsidiesfromthemunicipality. Suchprogramsalsorequirea robustnetwork

of supportinginfrastructureðin the form of bike paths,bike lanesðto create a safe a useful

connectednetwork.
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Recommendations
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Based on the researchand analysisdetailed in this report, the National ResourceNetwork

developedthe followingrecommendationsto advancethe visionof West Downtownas a regional

destination. Theserecommendationsfocus on attracting developmentto increaseactivity and

vibrancyof WestDowntownaswell asto strengthenthedistrictõsurbandesignframework.

Releasea request-for-expressions-of-interest (RFEI)covering all underutilized City-

owned parking lots and propertiesin WestDowntown to explore the marketpotential

and generate developer interest. An RFEIis a cost-effective methodfor generating

marketinterestand exploringmarketpotentialfor real estateassets. Therequestsignals

to theprivate sectorthat theCity is interestedin developmentand opento newideas. For

developersthe RFEIis an efficientmeansof beginningcollaborationwith the City as this

initial stage does not require ideas be fully thoughtout or supportedwith detailed

financialanalysis. Thekey sitesevaluatedin thisreport and any additionalpublicparking

lotsshouldbe part of thisRFEI.

2
Work with Dearbornõsinstitutions to explore implementation of a joint shuttle.

Implementationshouldbegin with an agreementamongDearbornõsmajor institutionsand

theCity to sharethecostof a detailedstudyof thefeasibilityof a jointshuttle.
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4

Improve wayfinding and signageto betterbrand the WestDowntown area. TheWest

DowntownDevelopmentAuthority should develop vehicular-scaled signage at major

gateways to West Downtownto define the district and market West Downtownas a

destination. Additional signageshouldincludewayfinding from surroundinghighwaysto

WestDowntown.

Implementa form-basedcodeas well as policiesand zoning that prioritize mixed-use

in WestDowntown. Toprovide flexibility for developmentand ensurenewbuildingsare

consistentwith the urban characterof West Downtownand improvesthe pedestrian

experience,the City should implementa form-based zoning code. Thiscode should

prioritize mixed-use to increasethe populationdensity in West Downtownas well as

ensurean unbrokenretail streetfrontage.
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Recommendations

5

Implementpedestrianand traffic calming measureswhen repaving streets. Repaving

of WestDowntownõsstreetsoccursinfrequently. TheCity shouldtake advantageof these

rare and valuableopportunitiesto efficiently incorporatetraffic calmingand pedestrian

improvements. Improvementsincludepedestrianbumpouts,bike lanes,landscapebuffers,

and, wherepossible,road-diets. Theseplansshouldbe created in advanceof necessary

repaving.

6

Examine potential redesign of the tax structure to reduce the burden on new

constructionand improve the feasibility of new development. Thehighmillagerate and

currentreal estatetax basedon buildingreplacementcreatesa hightax burdenfor new

construction,thus making developmentchallenging. In order to make widespread

developmentand densificationof WestDowntownfeasiblewithouttheneedfor incentives

for eachproject,theCity of Dearbornshouldexplorereformingits tax structureto reduce

theburdenonnewconstruction.



NRN Dearborn 
13

13

Market Assessment



NRN Dearborn 
14

Market Assessment Summary

Opportunities

Despitesubstantialpopulationlossin Wayne County,thestablepopulationin Dearborndemonstrates

the strengthof economicfundamentalsin the city, a positive indicator for revitalizationof West

Downtown. WestDowntown is adjacent to multiple activity generatorsand anchorsites,suchas

Ford Motor Company,that would supply consumersand potential residentswithin a more vibrant

neighborhood. Theredevelopmentof FordMotorCompanyõsResearchand Innovation facility will

substantiallyincreasehigh-paid and high-skilled employmentnearWestDowntown.

Themoderaterentsand low vacancyrates of existingresidentialunitsin West Downtownindicates

market demand may support additional multifamily and mixed-use residential options.

Developersreport that existingmultifamilyrentalsin West Downtownare 100% occupiedand there

is a waiting list,but that the marketis very price sensitive. multifamilyrentshaveincreasedin recent

yearsand,if trendscontinue,mayreach$1.70 per squarefoot in severalyears.

Inaddition,WestDowntownhasa large numberof underutilizedparking lots that the City controls,

giving the City the ability to usetheseassetsto attract developmentthat increasesactivity in West

Downtownand furtherstherevitalizationof thedistrict.

14
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Market Assessment Summary

Challenges

WestDowntownõspopulation density is low, limiting its ability to support a more vibrant retail

district. Downtowndevelopersand property ownersnotethat retail is lessattractivethenmultifamily

due to high retail vacancy. Currentretail requiresnearby parking as there is a limited population

basewithinwalkingdistanceto supportshops. Thelack of parkingon MichiganAvenueis cited as a

challengefor retailers.

Despitepotential indicatorsof demand,the last multifamilybuilding delivered in 2006; it is not

readily apparentwhat rent levelsand demandmightbe for newproducts. Market rentsfor existing

productsare currently low and constructioncostsare high, makingit difficult to build new units.

Althoughincreasing,currentrentsare between$1.34 and $1.50 per squarefoot in multifamilyunitsin

WestDowntownða level that is insufficientto supportnewconstruction.

Attracting private-sectorinvestmentto demonstratethe potential market may require incentives

from the City. Potentialincentivesincludeprovidingpublic land for developmentas a public-private

partnershipor abatementof taxes. Developersnote that there is limited land available in West

Downtown,despiteinterestin multifamily,hotel,and entertainmentprojects. Provisionof City-owned

land for thesedevelopmentsmayhelpovercomethisobstacle.

15
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Market Assessment Summary

ÅDespite challenging macroeconomic conditions in Wayne County, the 
population of Dearborn is stable.

ÅThe population in West Downtown is small and dominated by senior 
citizens. Much of the housing stock is located in one senior living 
building.

ÅPopulation density in West Downtown, a hub for Dearborn, is lower 
than the overall population density of Dearborn.

Demographic

ÅUnemployment in Dearborn tracks the US national average, and is 
now below 5%. 

ÅAlmost 50,000 people work within 2.5 miles of West Downtown, 
down from 75,000 people in 2002.

ÅThe redevelopment of Ford Motor Companyõs research and 
innovation center will bring 12,500 new, high-paying jobs.

ÅThere is little employment within West Downtown itself, and the 
existing positions are predominantly in the food/accommodation and 
the retail sectors.

Economic

HR&A analyzed the demographicand economicconditionsof the Study Area and the

surroundingregionin order to predictfutureconditionsthatmayimpactdevelopment.

16
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Market Assessment Summary

ÅThe last multifamily building delivered in Dearborn in 2006.

ÅThere is little supply of multifamily residential options in West 
Downtown targeted at young professionals.

ÅVacancy is low, and rent levels indicate new multifamily residential 
construction may be feasible.

Residential

ÅLittle office space exists in West Downtown, and only two buildings 
exceed 20,000 square feet.

ÅNone of the office space in West Downtown is considered Class A, 
and 45% of supply is located in one building (835 Mason Street).

ÅOffice vacancy is high (30%); however, most of the vacant space is 
located in 835 Mason Street.

Office

ÅThere are only 30 hotel rooms in West Downtown, with 96 rooms 
under construction.

Hospitality

HR&Aõshigh-level findingsfor assetclassesare summarizedbelow, includingkey challengesor

opportunities,aswell asprimaryobjectivesfor futuredevelopments.

17
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A larger residential and worker population in West 

Downtown will support a more vibrant retail offerings 

and a more lively neighborhood.

Despite aging housing stock, vacancy rates for 

residential units in West Downtown are below 5%, and 

rental rates have climbed steadily in recent years.

The City should prioritize development of underutilized 

free public parking lots into new housing and office 

opportunities as parking is currently oversupplied.

There is a lack of supply of high-quality residential in 

West Downtown, indicating that new supply may be able 

to command a rent premium justifying private sector 

investment.

West Downtown has few housing options for young 

professionals and students who are employed or study 

in Dearborn. These residents could assist in driving 

additional demand for retail downtown.

The City should attract private-sector development of 

multifamily and mixed-use buildings targeted at these 

populations, who nationwide desire housing options near 

retail amenities like West Downtown.

The City may need to work with private-sector partners 

to ôprove the marketõ through an initial development 

structured to limit risks and up-front costs of the 

developer.

The limited amount of residential and office 

development in past years means the market does not 

have proof of demand that could profitably support 

development.
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Demographics
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Å The populations of West Downtown and Dearborn 

have remained essentially unchanged since 2000, 

while Wayne County, including the Wayne County 

suburbs, suffered substantial losses.

Å Maintaining population in a challenged region 

indicates underlying strengths and attractiveness of 

the community that could be leveraged to revitalize 

West Downtown.

Demographics

West Downtown Dearborn Wayne County

2000 

Population
872 97,775 2,061,162

2015

Population
867 97,629 1,751,579

Total Population

20

Despite large population loss regionally, the population of Dearborn 

and West Downtown is stable, reflecting underlying strengths.

Source: ESRI Business Analyst
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Demographics
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West Downtown Dearborn Wayne County

Å The median household income in West Downtown is 

lower than in Dearborn, but higher than in Wayne 

County.

Å A smaller proportion of West Downtown residents 

are middle-income compared to Dearborn and 

Wayne County, likely because few of the housing 

options target these income classes.

West Downtown Dearborn Wayne County

Median 

Household

Income

$43,300 $45,400 $41,000

Median Household Income

21

West Downtown has fewer residents in the middle-income bracket 

than Dearborn, although median income is comparable.

Source: ESRI Business Analyst



NRN Dearborn 
22

Demographics
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Households by Composition, 2015

West Downtown Dearborn Wayne County

Å West Downtown households are smaller on 

average than Dearborn and Wayne County 

households. 

Å Single-person households account for over 60% 

of households in West Downtown, likely due to 

the large community of senior citizens.

West Downtown Dearborn Wayne County

Average 

Household

Size

1.6 2.9 2.6

Average Household Size

22

Households in West Downtown are markedly smaller than in Dearborn 

and Wayne County.

Source: ESRI Business Analyst
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Demographics
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Households by Age of Householder, 2015

West Downtown Dearborn Wayne County

Å The median age of West Downtown residents, 55.8, 

is significantly older than the median age of City 

and County residents.

Å West Downtownõs high median age is due to 200 

units marketed to seniors and the limited number of 

multifamily units aimed at young professionals.

Å West Dearborn has few working age householders, 

despite proximity to major employers.

West Downtown Dearborn Wayne County

Median Age 55.8 33.3 38.4

Median Age

23

The median age of residents in West Downtown is far higher than 

Dearborn due to a large amount of dedicated senior housing.

Source: ESRI Business Analyst
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Å Historically, unemployment in Dearborn has roughly matched US unemployment. Unemployment 

increased sharply during the Recession similar to the US, but did not climb as high as Wayne County.

Å As of 2015, unemployment in Dearborn is below 5%, demonstrating a stronger recovery than both 

Wayne County and the United States and indicating the strength of Dearbornõs job market.

Economics
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24

Unemployment in Dearborn tracks the US National Average and is 

below 5%.

Source: ESRI Business Analyst
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Å Employment has been declining in West Downtown 

and surrounding areas for more than a decade. 

Dearborn leaders indicate this has negatively 

affected retailers in West Downtown.

Å However, Ford Motor Companyõs redevelopment of 

its headquarters and Research and Innovation

Economics
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Employment, 

All Jobs 

(2014)

1,300 25,600 48,700

Employment Within and Near West Downtown

25

Employment at major employers around West Downtown has declined 

notably over the past decade.

Source: US Census On-The-Map

campus is expected to increase employment by 12,500 professional jobs near West Downtown over the 

next decade.

Å Leveraging this growth and the surrounding employment centers will require addressing the access and 

connectivity issues that currently limit West Downtown from leveraging this nearby employment base.
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Å Major employers such as Ford Motor Company are not currently located in the neighborhood. Therefore, 

the West Downtown employment base is dominated by accommodation & food service and retail, 

reflecting the areaõs role as a small downtown that primarily services the communityõs retail needs.

Å The significant employment in professional, scientific & technical services likely represents the continued 

presence of some automotive suppliers.

Å The prominence of just a few sectors reflects a commercial area that does not benefit from a high 

residential population density or large worker population.

Economics
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West Downtown Employment by Industry, 2015

80% of all 

jobs in West 

Downtown 

are in these 

industries

26

Employment data in West Downtown reflects the dominance of 

restaurants and retail and the limited amount of office space.

Source: ESRI Business Analyst
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Development Density:

West Downtown & Comparable Neighborhoods
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Å Higher residential population density around traditional commercial centers such as West Downtown help 

support retail offerings that then attract visitors from the region. Increasing density is a key component to 

making West Downtown a regional attraction again.

Å West Downtown has lower population density than Dearbornõs overall population density, indicating that 

the area is underpopulated and, consequently, retail demand is limited.

Å West Downtown has lower population density than peer cities in the area and in similar college town 

settings that have more active downtowns closer to Dearbornõs vision for West Downtown.

Density

28

The residential population density in West Downtown is lower than 

comparable active downtowns, limiting local support for the retail sector.
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HR&A defined the geography of the comparison downtowns by analyzing built up areas in satellite photosSource: ESRI Business Analyst
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Density

29

Employment density in West Downtown is higher than the City of 

Dearborn, but lower than most comparable downtowns.
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Å A large employment base helps increase the market demand for retail offerings. Employment density, in 

tandem with population density, is a valuable indicator for the ability of districts such as West Downtown 

to sustain interesting retail offerings and attract consumers from around the region.

Å Employment density in West Downtown is lower than most comparable downtowns that have retail 

offerings and activity levels that match Dearbornõs vision for West Downtown as a regional attraction.

Å There are several large-scale employers proximate to downtown that could stimulate retail demand with 

the provision of improved access from their campuses to West Downtown.

Source: ESRI Business Analyst
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Density

30

West Downtown

Ann Arbor

Ferndale

Birmingham

The density of buildings in Ann Arbor and Birmingham is notably greater than 

in West Downtown and Ferndale, contributing to their more active downtowns
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Density

31

Å The building density graphics reveal that broad swaths of West Downtown and downtown Ferndale are 

given to automobile uses. These parking fields reduce the vibrancy of downtown as they detract from 

the pedestrian environment and reduce space for housing or office space that could produce regular 

customers for West Downtownõs retail offerings.

Å Parking patterns in West Downtown and Ferndale are dominated by large full-block parking fields and 

reduced building density. These lots are obstacles for potential regular customers and pedestrians that 

live in surrounding residential neighborhoods.

Å In contrast, Birmingham benefits from a parking pattern that features a series of parking garages 

located on side streets, leaving a dense and unbroken frontage in the retail core as well as few 

obstacles to pedestrians from surrounding residential neighborhoods.

Å While Ann Arbor has many small parking lots throughout downtown, these parking facilities are 

disbursed and are not located in the central retail core, creating a pedestrian environment and critical 

mass of retail that is an attractive destination.

Å It should be noted that building density is one metric for activity. The following building density graphics 

are two dimensional and do not demonstrate the height of buildings, another key component for activity 

levels. In addition, the interaction of a building with the surrounding street is another key element in the 

level of activity it generates. 

The density of buildings in Ann Arbor and Birmingham is notably greater than 

in West Downtown and Ferndale, contributing to their more active downtowns
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Density

32

Ann Arbor has a dense, active downtown with many small parking 

facilities dispersed throughout the commercial core

Surface parking

Parking Structure

Urban Form: The density of buildings in downtown Ann 

Arbor is high and the street frontage is unbroken 

within the heart of the commercial core along Liberty, 

Washington, and Huron Streets. To the west, along the 

railroad tracks, at the edge of downtown, the amount 

of space devoted to parking increases.

Key Lessons: 

Å Multiple blocks of the prime retail commercial core 

are unbroken by parking, concentrating 

pedestrian and retail activity along these streets.

Å The many small parking facilities disbursed 

through downtown provide convenient parking to 

the whole district while minimizing the impact to 

the street frontage.

Å Few of the parking facilities take up a full block 

and many are located to the rear of buildings or 

along a portion of a side street, further preserving 

the core retail street frontages.
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Birmingham has a dense, active downtown core unbroken by parking 

fields, with parking needs met in structures located on side streets

Surface parking

Parking Structure

Urban Form: Six parking structure supply much of the 

parking in downtown Birmingham, leaving the 

remainder of the land for dense development. There 

are few surface lots west of Highway 1 in the 

downtown core. As a result, the downtown benefits 

from uninterrupted commercial frontage along its two 

main streets.

Key Lessons: 

Å Structured parking located on side streets 

preserves the frontage in the core for active retail.

Å The surface parking facilities west of Highway are 

small and do not take up full blocks. Thus these 

facilities do not pose an obstacle to pedestrians 

from the residential neighborhoods south of the 

downtown.
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The downtown of Ferndale is surrounded by surface parking, resulting in a 

lower density, less active commercial core with opportunities for redevelopment

Surface parking

Urban Form: One block of unbroken retail along 9 

Mile Road anchors downtown Ferndale. Surface 

parking surrounds these buildings on all sides. Many of 

these surface parking lots are large and cover full city 

blocks, breaking the connection between the retail and 

the surrounding residential neighborhoods.

The Ferndale DDAõs 2012 TIF Plan Update proposes 

constructing a municipal parking structure to fulfill the 

districtõs parking needs. This would free the remaining 

public and private lots for dense redevelopment over 

the 20-year implementation period of the plan.

Key Lessons: 

Å Full block parking facilities present an obstacle to 

pedestrians from surrounding residential 

neighborhoods accessing the retail core.

Å Surface parking lots on 9 Mile Road interrupt the 

retail, limiting it to a block in length and reducing 

the vibrancy and activity of the downtown.


