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Introduction

Overview

This plan represents the collaborative efforts of all the local units of government in Gratiot
County. This is a rare document in the state of Michigan. Seldom, if ever, in Michigan’s history
have this many jurisdictions joined together to develop a shared master plan that has been
individually adopted by each local unit of government. However, Gratiot County leaders realize
that the future of the community is in their hands and that multi-jurisdictional cooperation is
essential to sustain the county as a whole. For instance, traffic doesn't stop at political
boundaries and shoppers and commuters cross township, city and village lines every day. Air,
water and wildlife also flow continuously past these dividing lines. From farmlands to
downtown districts, shared cultural and natural resources need to be addressed from the
perspective of the larger community. To accomplish this, the townships, cities, and villages of
Gratiot County have teamed with each other and with Partnerships for Change - Sustainable
Communities to develop this plan, the Gratiot Regional Excellence and Transformation (GREAT)
Plan.

Partnerships for Change - Sustainable Communities is a program that provides grants of
professional planning support and technical assistance to townships, cities and villages for
cooperative efforts that contribute to the preservation of cultural and natural resources. The
Partnerships for Change - Sustainable Communities program is managed by LIAA and sponsored
by the Michigan Townships Association, Michigan Municipal League, Michigan Association of
Planning, and Michigan State University Extension.

The local units of government of Gratiot County received a Partnerships for Change —
Sustainable Communities grant because of their collaborative spirit and interest in creating a
county-wide master plan from “the ground up” rather than from the “top down.” This helps
ensure the master plan’s usefulness and compatibility between jurisdictions.

Setting

Gratiot County is located near the center of Michigan’s Lower Peninsula. The County is
comprised of 23 local units of government, including sixteen townships, three villages and three
cities. As a whole, Gratiot County is primarily rural with a very active agricultural community.
However, the cities and villages serve as commercial, industrial and residential hubs. For
example, the City of Ithaca serves as the county seat and is recognized for its historic
courthouse while the City of Alma is home to Alma College, one of the state’s premier private
colleges, and the Highland Festival, a nationally known annual celebration of Scottish arts,
games, and food. People who live and visit Gratiot County know the place as a friendly and
welcoming community. As stated in the 2002 County Strategic plan,
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People are drawn to Gratiot County because its small-town charm and rural

ambiance make it a great place to raise a family. Each year there are a number of

heartwarming stories about people helping people. Many times a group of

farmers will band together to plant or harvest the crops of a neighbor who is ill or

injured and can’t do the job hi-mise!| f. Then
campaigns to help pay the medical bills for a child or adult stricken with a life-

threatening disease. Many of these good deeds occur without much publicity but

they don’t go unnoticed or wunappreciated.
all about.

Project Process

The project was lead by a Steering Committee comprised of representatives from the local
jurisdictions and Greater Gratiot Economic Development Corporation. The Steering Committee
held regular meetings on the third Thursday of each month. In addition, the Steering
Committee engaged in a number of special outreach efforts to help gather input from local
residents and share information. These special efforts included:

1. A project website
Project partners developed a website that served as the community's resource for the
Master Plan development process. Through this website, residents, business owners,
local officials, and all interested citizens had direct access to project news and the
meeting calendar. The website is found at:
http://www.partnershipsforchange.cc/great/

2. Five public meetings

The public meetings were designed to solicit opinions about the plan’s overarching goals
and how to implement the goals. The meetings were held throughout the month of
December in 2008 and were located at Alma Middle School, Sumner Township
Community Center, Breckenridge High School, Fulton Township Community Center, and
Ashley Community School. In total, about 130 community members participated in the
meetings. Each participant was invited to help edit the goals, rank the goals, offer
opinion on the community’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats, and vote
on ideas that would help implement the goals. The results of these meetings are
discussed in Chapter X found in Appendix A.

3. Acommunity survey
A survey was developed to help verify the results of the five public meetings. The
survey was available as a hard copy and online at the project’s website. The hard copy
surveys were distributed and retrieved at various businesses and community centers
throughout the county. In total, about 120 residents responded to the survey. The
survey results are discussed in Chapter X and found in Appendix B.



http://www.partnershipsforchange.cc/great/

Gratiot Regional Excellence & Transformation Plan
Draft 03.18.10

A youth survey
Project partners felt that it was important to hear from Gratiot County youth to gain a

perspective on their wishes for the community and what would inspire them to stay or return to
Gratiot County. In addition, project partners wanted to help educate youth about planning
processes and how they can become involved with shaping the future of the community. With
this in mind, the group conducted a special youth survey that was administered at local high
schools. The results of this survey are discussed in Chapter X and found in Appendix C.

An informational session featuring the Bob Dixson, Mayor of Greensburg Kansas
Bob Dixson, Mayor of Greensburg, Kansas, was invited to share his community’s
innovation and experiences with rebuilding the city. In 2007 Greensburg was hit by a
devastating tornado that destroyed the city. However, Greensburg turned the situation
into an opportunity by passing a resolution stating that all city buildings would be built
to Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) — Platinum standards.
Greensburg is the first city in the nation to pass such a resolution and has therefore
gained the attention of developers, planners, and community leaders across the nation.
Greensburg provides an example of a city that can overcome disaster and successfully
adjust to our changing economy. The visit from Bob Dixson was sponsored by and held
at Alma College on March 18, 2009.

Committee Working Session

At this meeting, committee members were invited to enjoy a chili dinner (prepared by
Gratiot’s own “Dave the Chili Guy”) while gathering and discussing community-wide
data. Topics included historical context, physical characteristics, housing,
demographics, roadway and transportation, education, economy, and community
collaboration. This meeting was held April 16, 2009 at the Ithaca Community Center.

Objectives and StrategReview

Local officials, planning commission members, and the public were invited to review and
provide comment on a draft set of objectives and strategies. All of the objectives and
strategies were printed on poster size boards and meeting participants used sticky notes
to post their comments and questions on the boards. The comments and questions
were reviewed by the Steering Committee and then used to refine the plan’s objectives
and strategies. This meeting was held on June 18, 2009 at the Ithaca Community
Center.

Future Land Use Mapping Meeting

This was a local Townships Association meeting where representatives focused on
developing a draft of the plan’s future land use map. Each participating jurisdiction
colored a map of their municipality based on the future land use categories developed
by the Steering Committee for this plan. This meeting was held on September 17, 2009.
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History
Beginnings

Gratiot County, Michigan, with several other counties, was formed by the state legislature in
1831. It was named for General Charles Gratiot, a hero of the War of 1812. In the mid-1830s
surveyors tramped into the wilderness and laid out the county in square miles. The earliest
white settlement occurred in the 1840s in the southern tier of townships adjoining Clinton
County. Although located in Clinton County, the frontier settlement of Maple Rapids served as
the supply post and portal into Gratiot County for the earliest settlers. Mass settlement in other
townships did not occur until the government began selling land at $1.25 per acre or less in
1854. A flood of settlers arrived in the mid-1850s as land-hungry pioneers infiltrated the
heavily-forested county and bought acreage. Settlement of Gratiot County had begun.

As they cleared and explored land, early settlers found evidence that ancient peoples had once
lived in the county. Artifacts and burial mounds spoke of prehistoric habitation. By the 1850s
the indigenous Indians had ceded away their land through treaties. Still, during the years of
pioneer settlement two camps of Chippewa Indians were noted—one at the south side of the
county on the Maple River and one at the north side of the county on the Pine River. By 1860
most of these native Chippewas had left the county to live on the reservation near Mt.
Pleasant.

In 1856 unfortunate and unforeseen circumstances plunged the several hundred pioneering
families into the “Starving Time,” which lasted for three years. Many settlers were ill-prepared
for the demands of the pioneering life, and without needed skills, money, or food—and with
unfavorable weather for farming—they suddenly found themselves destitute and on the verge
of starvation. Charitable contributions from Detroit and other cities staved off disaster in
“Starving Gratiot.”

Townships were organized as soon as their populations grew to meet state requirements. The
southern townships, until they held enough settlers to organize, were under the jurisdiction of
Clinton County townships. The same held true for eastern townships, which were controlled by
neighboring townships in Saginaw County. By 1861 all of the county’s sixteen townships had
been organized and named.

Locating the county seat was a contentious process, as the villages of St. Louis, AlIma, and Ithaca
all jockeyed for position to win the coveted designation which would guarantee a degree of
prosperity. Finally, after much political maneuvering, Ithaca, advantageously located at the
county’s center, was chosen in 1856.

Following the Starving Time, the optimism prompted by good harvests in 1859 and 1860 was
dampened when the Civil War erupted and two companies of men and youths went off to fight
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for the Union in 1861 and 1862, bringing pioneering progress in the county to a halt. Upon the
end of the war, the returning men took up their work with enthusiasm, and the county
experienced a time of great development during the 1870s. Farms expanded, settlements grew,
and industry began. Gratiot County took on a personality of its own.

In the earliest days several settlements requested to be incorporated as villages: St. Louis in
1853, Ithaca in 1855, and Alma in 1856. ElIm Hall was one of the first settlements in the county,
dating from the 1850s. Breckenridge was started on the Saginaw Valley and St. Louis Railroad in
1872. Wheeler had been started before the arrival of the railroad, but, upon the railroad’s
arrival, clustered its buildings near the railroad station. Elwell and Riverdale formed with arrival
of the Chicago, Saginaw, and Canada Railroad in 1874. Bannister Ashley, and North Star were
established when the Ann Arbor Railroad arrived in the mid-1880s. Pompeii, Perrinton, and
Middleton came into being because of the Toledo, Saginaw, and Muskegon Railroad in the late
1880s. Forest Hill, while located on the Ann Arbor Railroad, had been established before those
rails arrived. Located on the Pine River, Sumner, known variously as Belltown, Stoverville, and
Estella, was a center of lumbering activity. Many other small settlements with general stores,
blacksmith shops, churches, and post offices were scattered throughout the county, and most
have vanished.

Lumbering and Agriculture

The earliest settlers were greeted by a goldmine of timber of many varieties. There were beech,
maple, birch, several types of oaks and ash trees and stands of cedar in the swamps and
matchless pines on the sand hills. Lumbering by outside interests occurred mainly in the 1870s,
for the timber was needed by a growing nation for homes and other buildings, mine shaft
supports, railroad ties, and multitude of other uses. The settlers themselves used the lumber
for homes, furniture, fences, heating and cooking, and plank roads. Sawmills were established
across the county, and factories that specialized in items such as barrel staves, shingles, and
oars later came into being. Once the timber was harvested, the pioneers rejoiced in the rich soil
which would become the basis of the agricultural community that was emerging.

By 1880, agriculture had replaced lumbering as the major occupation of the pioneers. They
cleared the land and changed the landscape from forests to fields. The early farmers plowed
and planted around stumps, but later removed the stumps by hard labor, utilizing digging,
stump pullers, and dynamite. Trenches and tile were used to drain the wet areas and make
them tillable, and horses began working larger areas of farmland.

Horses pulling one-bottom plows would eventually give way to various kinds of tractors pulling
two or three-bottom plows which in turn would be replaced by huge tractors pulling eight or
ten-bottom plows. The 40 or 80-acre family homestead farmed by one man evolved into 800 to
1,000 acres or more farmed by one man using large equipment. Neighborhoods changed from a
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situation where everyone had a small farm and shared the work, to a dynamic where most
people who live “in the country” do not farm.

Corn, beans of various kinds, and sugar beets remain among the chief crops of the county. The
elevators that handle the crops have also become more centralized and much larger than in the
past when many small villages had their own grain elevators. The title of largest cooperative
elevator east of the Mississippi was held by the B&W elevator in Breckenridge and Wheeler
until it was sold. The present MAC elevator is one of the largest in the state. Implement dealers,
likewise, have grown and consolidated. Gratiot County is home to two of the larger implement
dealers in the state. Bader and Sons, selling the John Deere brand, is located near St. Louis.
Janson Equipment at Breckenridge is one of the largest Case IH dealers in Michigan.

Agriculture attracted the pioneers to the county, and it remains the central focus of the
county’s economic base.

Manufacturing

Sawmills, blacksmith shops, gristmills, and foundries were among the earliest manufacturers in
the county. Buggies, sleighs, and a variety of wood products were needed by Gratiot citizens.
Flour and corn meal, ground locally, were staples in the kitchen. Once local markets were
satisfied, some surplus products, such as flour, were shipped and sold beyond the county. Once
rail transportation became available, such shipments became commonplace.

Before 1900 manufacturing was not a major part of the county’s economy. That changed with
the development of the Republic Truck Company in Alma. From 1913 to 1920 the company
mushroomed into the largest exclusive manufacturer of motor trucks in the nation and
employed more than 2,000 workers. It fulfilled government contracts for thousands of “Liberty
Trucks” during World War |. Because of competition and poor business practices, the company
went into a long, slow decline during the ‘20s, and through consolidations ceased to exist in the
‘30s.

The Central Michigan Produce Company of Alma provided a market for cream from area farms
as it became a major producer of butter—churning thousands of pounds each week. Later, as
Swift and Company, it raised and marketed thousands of ducklings annually.

To encourage farmers to grow sugar beets, investors built the Alma Sugar Company in 1899. It
ran each fall for more than 50 years, producing beet sugar and providing seasonal employment
to area men. St. Louis also built and ran a sugar plant. Today, many Gratiot County farmers are
members of the Michigan Sugar Company Coop, which processes beet sugar and operates
piling grounds in Wheeler and Ithaca.
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The Lobdell-Emery Company came to Alma in 1926 manufacturing bicycle rims and wooden
steering wheels. It functioned for 70 years turning out a variety of wood products and metal
stampings for the auto industry.

The discovery of oil in the Porter and Crystal fields in the ‘30s was a stroke of good fortune for
Alma and St. Louis. Because of advantageous rail and highway connections, the two cities saw
the development of several oil refineries. The McClanahan Refinery in St. Louis, and the
Midwest and Leonard Refineries in Alma produced a variety of petroleum products which were
shipped by tanker trucks or rail tank cars. McClanahan and Midwest were consolidated with the
Leonard Refinery which was bought by Total Petroleum. This refinery was closed in 1999 and
dismantled.

Alma Piston Company was started in 1943 manufacturing service parts for the Ford Motor
Company. Changing its name to Alma Products Company, it continues to produce a variety of
manufactured and remanufactured parts for the auto industry.

House trailers made their appearance in the early ‘30s when the Redman Brothers and Alan
Hathaway began building small trailers in AlIma. The Silver Moon Trailer was very successful. A
change in management resulted in the Redmans moving to a new location to build the New
Moon trailer. Both companies flourished. The U.S. government purchased large numbers of
mobile homes to meet housing needs at military installations during World War Il. After the
war, mobile homes proved to be useful as long-term living quarters for many baby-boomers.
Detroiter Coach of Wayne, Michigan, relocated to St. Louis and began manufacturing mobile
homes. The mobile home industry in the area peaked in the late ‘50s as the companies began
moving their operations into areas of the nation closer to the major markets.

Smaller businesses and manufacturers dot the county today. Some produce small parts. Some
work with plastics. Some build pontoon boats. Active industrial parks in Alma, St. Louis, and
Ithaca show that the entrepreneurial spirit is alive in Gratiot County.

Transportation

The early settlers traveled on narrow Indian trails, enlarged to accommodate ox-drawn wagons.
As settlers bought more land, circuitous trails were moved to section lines to become roads.
Most were muddy and very rough for travel. Even in the villages the streets were often full of
ruts.

Rivers offered transportation, especially the Pine in the northern part of the county. Simple
barges and various dug-out canoes moved up and down the river carrying settlers and supplies.
Villages sprang up along the Pine: St. Louis, Alma, Sumner, and EIm Hall.
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State-financed roads were established offering better roadbeds and bridges. These encouraged
travel and trade. Stagecoaches traveled into Gratiot County from St. Johns and Saginaw. When
railroads arrived in the 1870s and 1880s, commerce and travel to and from the county
increased. One east/west railroad traversed the north part of the county. A north/south
railroad allowed a greater choice of connections. Finally, in the southern part of the county, a
line ran from Ashley to Carson City enroute to Muskegon.

Trails became dirt roads, and some of these became plank or corduroy roads, a definite
improvement over the typical rough thoroughfares. Gravel roads gradually developed across
the county. With the advent of the gasoline-powered vehicle, there was a push for further
improvements, and several state highways were designated. Paving these roads proved to be a
milestone in convenient travel. U.S.27 was completed as a divided highway from St. Johns to
south of Ithaca in 1957. From Ithaca north it became a limited-access freeway in the early
1960s. M-46 and M-57 are major east-west highways that touch a number of villages.

The first airport in the county was Sharrar Field, located northeast of Alma. It developed into an
area airport in the 1930s, and was used for pleasure and business flights. When it outgrew its
location, a new county airport was established south of Alma. The Gratiot Community Airport
houses local planes and can handle small jet aircraft.

Transportation in its various forms has been essential to the growth of the county, and the road
network, rail network, and the airport all provide important transportation opportunities.

Education

From the days when the county was first settled, parents had a deep concern for the education
of their children. The Payne school near the southern edge of the county was the first “country”
school, and many of the students were from the Payne family. In both village and country
families established ways to educate their children. Most areas built one-room schools of logs
or framing until more than 100 rural schools were dotted across the county.

Looking beyond the typical “eighth-grade” education, provided by country schools, some
municipalities provided high schools. In 1886 Alma businessman Ammi Wright established the
Central Michigan Normal School. This teacher-training school transitioned into Alma College the
following year, giving the county a true four-year liberal arts college. In 1890 Charles Yerington
founded Yerington’s College in the old Disciples of Christ school building in St. Louis. He offered
courses in business, music, and foreign language until his death in 1932.

Northwood Institute had its beginnings in Alma in 1959 in the old Ammi Wright mansion.
Started by Art Turner and R. Gary Stauffer, it helped students prepare for the world of business.
Later it became Northwood University and moved its campus to Midland, Michigan.
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Most rural school districts consolidated with municipal schools in the 1950s and 1960s. The era
of the one-room school was over. Today the county has six school districts within the county or
shared with neighboring counties. Together with G-Tech and vocational programs, they provide
employers with a skilled and motivated work force. Graduation rates in Gratiot County stand at
96 per cent.

Religion

In 1848 German Lutheran missionaries from Frankenmuth, Michigan, began the Bethany
Lutheran Mission at the Chippewa settlement on the Pine River in the northern part of the
county. This mission was truly a pioneering effort to bring Christianity to the Native Americans.
Once the Indians moved to the reservation, the mission was closed officially in 1869. Several
Lutheran churches resulted from this mission.

The white settlers brought their religious beliefs with them. The earliest congregations were
Baptist and Methodist, and they met in homes. The first church buildings were not built until
the 1870s because the parishioners were so poor. The Seventh-Day Adventists were another
early denomination in the county as were the Disciples of Christ.

Congregationalists and Presbyterians established congregations in the 1870s and 1880s. The
founding of Alma College, a Presbyterian school, sparked growth in that denomination in Alma.
Episcopalian churches were built in Alma and St. Louis. The Catholic Church had a late start in
the county primarily because few early settlers were of that faith.

Many of the earliest clergymen were self-trained, and most had other regular employment such
as Rev. Lafayette Church, who was a farmer and a Baptist minister, and Elias Sowers, whose
dual occupations included being a physician and Methodist pastor. Some early ministers
traveled the circuit, caring for several small flocks of followers.

Sunday Schools were often the foundation in establishing a church. Sunday School picnics,
revivals, and camp meetings provided opportunities for religious involvement beyond the
regular services, and these meetings offered social events attracting neighbors from various
religious persuasions.

Presently there are more than 100 churches in the county that include nearly every facet of
Christian belief in all its associated interpretations.

Health Care
The pioneers were a fairly healthy lot when families lived in isolation in the forest. As more

people arrived, so did more diseases. Some early settlers were also physicians and traveled
through the woods ministering to the ill. Little could be done to treat most diseases, and
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epidemics of measles or diphtheria in a community could result in numerous fatalities,
especially among children.

Establishment of the County Poor Farm, a facility for the ill and indigent, was a major concern
of the County Supervisors from the earliest days of settlement. Funding it and seeing that it
provided needed services occupied a great deal of the supervisors’ time. Development of a
more generous welfare system eventually eliminated need for the County Poor Farm.

Discovery of the Magnetic Mineral Springs in St. Louis in 1869 opened a new chapter in health
care as hundreds of sick folks descended upon the village to seek help from the waters that
supposedly cured many diseases. A spa developed, and in a few years, a competing spa, the
Alma Springs Sanitarium, was established in Alma. It also promoted the “mineral water” cure.
By 1900 newly discovered treatments diminished the claims of the mineral water. The Alma
spa was donated to the Masonic Lodge in 1911 and became the Michigan Masonic Home for
the elderly. In its present facility it is now a sprawling health-care institution serving around 450
residents. The McLachlan Sanitarium in Elwell flourished for a number of years serving the rural
community. Nearly every small town or settlement had its own physician who often visited
patients at home because at that time there were few doctors’ offices and no hospitals.

The first true hospital in the county was built over many years by Dr. Ira Brainerd in Alma. He
did much of the framing and brick-laying himself. He was despised by other Alma physicians for
his scientific rather than traditional approach to medicine. Carney-Wilcox Hospital and R. B.
Smith Memorial Hospital, located in Alma, provided health care from the 1930s to the 1950s.
Their successor, Gratiot Community Hospital, opened in 1956. It has become a major health
provider in the area and is known as Gratiot Medical Center, an affiliate of Mid-Michigan Health
of Midland. The Carson City Hospital in Carson City, near the southwest area of the county, has
provided health care in that region of Gratiot County for many years. For specialized treatment,
Gratiot people generally are referred to larger hospitals in Midland, Lansing, Saginaw, Grand
Rapids, or Ann Arbor.

Besides the Michigan Masonic Home, the elderly are served by a large number of assisted living
facilities and convalescent homes. The Commission on Aging provides many services for seniors
throughout the county.

Public Safetyt Law Enforcement & Fire Protection

The earliest crimes in the county were handled by the sheriff, the justices of the peace, and the
county prosecutor. The court house was located in Ithaca, first in a log building, then in a two-
story frame building. The current splendid court house was opened in 1902. Early judges usually
handled several jurisdictions and traveled the circuit. Thievery was one of the most common
early crimes. For more serious crimes, Gratiot criminals were sent to the Detroit House of
Correction or the state penitentiary in Jackson. When the need finally arose, villages built jails

10
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to house criminals until their court dates. Eventually, the county jail housed criminals serving
shorter sentences.

Villages appointed officers or constables to deal with criminal acts, and these were supplanted
by policemen who may have walked a beat or watchmen who checked doors at night. Villages
added policemen until full departments resulted. As needed, the sheriff’s department through
the years added numbers of deputies, and finally the Michigan State Police post was
established, first in Alma and presently near Ithaca, and this added to law enforcement in the
county.

Currently St. Louis is the location of three state prisons, two level | facilities and a level 3-4
maximum security prison. These are under the jurisdiction of the State Department of
Corrections.

Fire protection was non-existent in pioneer times. If a building caught fire, whether private
home or business house, it usually was completely destroyed. Ithaca, St. Louis, and Alma all
suffered major downtown fires that burned several businesses or entire areas of the village.
Volunteer fire fighters, with their primitive fire engines could do little but try to save
neighboring buildings. These “fire companies” were virtual brotherhoods, and the firemen
enthusiastically did their best with the equipment they had. Once water systems were installed
in towns, fire protection improved. Horse-drawn fire engines were replaced by fire trucks, and
after telephones allowed help to be summoned, the townships made agreements with the
cities to provide fire protection. These agreements remain today. Volunteer rescue or first
responder units also aid residents in health and safety areas, providing emergency care
alongside fire departments.

Media

When scattered pioneer families gathered at someone’s log cabin, their thirst for news was
evident. Any word from the outside world was demanded and shared. This desire for news
prompted the establishment of newspapers from the earliest days of the county. The Gratiot
News, the first newspaper in the county was established in Ithaca in 1858, only four years after
the first influx of settlers. Over the years, there have been a multitude of local newspapers with
a multitude of names in each small town reporting on births, deaths, tragedies, and mundane
news such as who visited who on such and such a day, or who was starring in the local school
play. Today the Gratiot County Herald located in Ithaca is a weekly newspaper that serves the
county as it has for more than 150 years. The Morning Sun is a daily newspaper with Alma
offices and headquarters in Mt. Pleasant. The Saginaw Valley Shopper has served Gratiot
Community with a weekly publication for the past 62 years.

The first county radio station was WFYC opened in Alma in the late 1940s. It was an AM station
broadcasting during daytime hours only. Local entertainers were brought in to perform live
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when the station first opened. When FM was developed, WFYC added an FM band with the
new call letters WQBX. Later another FM station, WMLM, came into being in St. Louis. Offices
and towers for both stations now are located on State Road between St. Louis and Ithaca.

A local TV cable station, Channel 3, tapes and telecasts local events. Charter Communications is
the main cable company, and viewers also have the alternative of satellite TV.

Leisure/Recreation

Getting together for games and conversation was a reward for the pioneers of Gratiot County.
The Fourth of July was the banner holiday of the year and everyone from country and village
alike gathered in the villages to celebrate. The Fourth of July is still a major celebration in St.
Louis and Breckenridge, who provide the firework shows for the county. The St. Louis Blues
Festival, which is becoming a regional event, is also held on that weekend.

The County Fair, which was started in 1866 in Ithaca, was an annual major event in the social
lives of many county residents. Besides the first County Fair, another was started in St. Louis in
1875. Horse racing was a staple of both fairs, with a well-attended track in St. Louis drawing
horses from neighboring counties. Even today, Gratiot County has two fairs, the Gratiot
Agriculture Expo at the Ithaca fairgrounds, and the Gratiot County Fair for Youth Alma.

Playing baseball, rollerskating at the rink, enjoying picnics in pleasant groves, and taking an
occasional excursion by train to parks in Wenona (Bay City) or Petoskey, as well as trips to
Detroit to attend ball games were among the choices Gratiot folks had for fun. Sometimes they
went to Bass Lake, a few miles west of Gratiot County, for a pleasant day’s excursion. The train
dropped them off right at the lake. Sometimes they took excursions by horse and buggy to
Crystal Lake, regarded from the start as a very beautiful place to spend a day or two.

Village and area parks provided opportunities for eating, socializing, playing ball, and
participating in contests. Presently the county maintains Reed Park and Hubscher Park, both
providing picnicking and swimming areas. Ball fields encourage Little League play, and school
sporting events bring out many spectators. Lumberjack Park in western Gratiot County, is the
scene of many family reunions and other activities. It was founded in the 1930s by former
lumberjacks who built a replica lumber camp in a grove of old pines.

The W. T. Morris swimming pool in St. Louis and the Alma College and Alma High School
swimming pools offer opportunities for swimming, competitive and otherwise. Numerous golf
courses provide challenges for every level of golfer.

For those who enjoy volunteerism and brotherhood, fraternal organizations and service clubs

function in the county. Many fraternal orders have existed through the history of the county.
The Masonic Lodge has been active in the county from the early days. Other fraternal orders
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such as the Moose, the Elks, and the Gleaners are occupied with charitable activities. Service
clubs such as the Lions, Rotary, Kiwanis, and Optimist also offer opportunities for fellowship
and charitable activities. For years, chapters of the Grange, the farmers’ organization,
advocated politically and socially for farmers. Gratiot County had several Grange Halls where
farmers met for fellowship and instruction. Three historical societies with museums are located
in Breckenridge, Ithaca, and St. Louis.

A Final Word

Gratiot County’s general history differs little from that of neighboring counties. With many
acres of rich soil, it has been primarily an agricultural county exporting a large amount of grain
and dairy products. It also has been blessed with a variety of industries, small and large. From
the county’s early days its citizens have enjoyed a variety of cultural and recreational
opportunities, and they have always had a vital interest in the education of their children. The
Gratiot County we enjoy today is the result of much hard work and determination from the
days of the pioneers who arrived in the forested wilderness to the current residents that
benefit from the results of 150 years of progress.
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Current Conditions

Statewide Context

Land Use Trends & Concerns

In 2003, the Michigan Land Use Leadership Council published a report titted Mi c hi gan’ s L a
Mi ¢ hi g a nthasexpRibstsome of the consequences of unmanaged growth occurring in
rural areas. The report asserted that the conversion of agricultural land, forestland and open
space to urban uses can decrease both the visual appeal and the land-based economy of
communities. These qualities are often associated with “rural character.” At the same time,
this pattern of development may result in a decline in urban populations as people move out to
suburban and rural residences. The loss of population can decrease the tax base and property
values in cities and villages, leaving the existing infrastructure without adequate funding for
proper maintenance. The outcome can be a diminished “rural character” and suffering urban
centers. Meanwhile, the infrastructure that is needed to support new growth along the urban
fringe adds costs that strain local government resources.

The paving, maintenance, expansion, or construction of roads is an example of infrastructure
costs that increase as low-density suburban and rural development continues. As the road
network expands, fewer funds would be available to address maintenance and improvement of
existing roads. Likewise, the extension of water and sewer services can become costly if it were
to continue alongside new developments in the townships and the taxes that pay for these
services would be stretched to maintain the expanded infrastructure.

In connection with the impact that unmanaged growth can have on the costs of infrastructure
are the negative impacts that it could have on the natural resources of the community. For
instance, if more intense urban development occurs in rural areas and does not have access to
water and sewer services, the impact on ground water could be deleterious. This is particularly
a problem in areas that have high soil permeability. The expansion of the road network would
also affect water quality by creating more impervious surfaces, which prevent natural filtration
processes from occurring and allow oils, fertilizers and other contaminants to flow directly into
the area’s valued rivers and lakes. Anglers, boaters, swimmers, and wildlife, would all be
affected by pollutants entering the area’s waterways.

Agriculture is a major component of Michigan’s identity, character and economy.
Unfortunately, the ability to keep farms going is not an easy task. Farmers face a difficult
dilemma when it comes to retirement. The financial assets that would allow a farmer to retire
are typically tied up in the land that is being farmed. Often, the only option is to sell the land.
Many farmers would like to see the land continued in agricultural use. However, there are few
younger farmers to take their place and to whom they can sell the farm. In addition, usually the
most lucrative land sale is to a developer. Yet, once agricultural land is developed, it is unlikely
that it will ever be farmed again. The finality to this type of land conversion could mean
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diminishing the rural aspect from the community’s town and country atmosphere.
Furthermore, as rising transportation costs become a growing concern for the state and nation,
communities may need to rely more heavily on local food sources in the future. As local farms
decrease, so does the opportunity to access local food sources.

Economic Trends & Concerns

The 2009 Land Policy Institute (LPI) report, Chasing the Past or Investing in Our Future
characterizes current economic conditions as “dark economic times.” Communities across the
nation are facing a difficult transition from what is known as the “old economy” to the “new
economy.” This is especially true for communities in Michigan, one of states hit hardest by the
recession.

As explained in the report, the old economy is based on industrial activity that emerged in the
mid-1800’s. At one time, this economic model produced a great amount of wealth for
communities. For example, in the automobile industry’s heyday, Detroit was one of the
country’s wealthiest cities and this wealth was reflected in city’s population growth and
extensive development of infrastructure, such as roads, museums, and hospitals.

In contrast, the “new economy refers to a global, entrepreneurial and knowledge-based
economy where business success comes increasingly from the ability to incorporate knowledge,
technology, creativity and innovation into their products and services.” This departs from old
economic principles, such as “economies of scale” and instead relies on creativity and
knowledge. This means that the job market is now geared towards people with increased
technological skills, higher education, and vast social connections rather than skilled laborers.

The shift from the old economy to the new economy has implications for all aspects of
Michigan communities. In relation to planning, the new economy requires communities to
examine their “placemaking” attributes, which will attract, retain, inspire, and educate new
economy workers, otherwise known as “knowledge workers”:

Knowledge workers, the talented and entrepreneurs are said to be attracted to quality
of life features, which include green infrastructure assets, leisure amenities, cultural
amenities and other amenities (Benedict and McMahon, 2002). Venture capital and
private equity are expected to follow knowledge workers to these quality places.
Therefore, the natural, environmental and social assets of a place may well be
important levers for economic developers to pull to position their communities for
prosperity in the New Economy.

Population

In 2000, Gratiot County had a population of 42,285 and ranked 40 out of Michigan’s 83 counties
for population size. Historically, population growth within the county has been modest, with
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about a 4.5% increase per decade. The greatest population spike was between 1910 and 1920,
which was an increase of 5,094 people, or 17.7%.

Among Gratiot County jurisdictions, the City of Alma has the highest number of people in the
county, followed by the City of St. Louis, Bethany Township, and the City of Ithaca. Conversely,
the Village of Perrinton has the fewest number of people in the county, followed by Hamilton
Township, the Village of Ashley, and Lafayette Township.

According to the population projection based on 2000 Census that was developed by the East
Central Michigan Planning and Development Region, the county will have 52,099 people by
2030. Bethany Township, Pine River Township, the City of St. Louis, and Fulton Township are
expected to grow at the fastest rate while Washington Township, North Shade Township, North
Star Township, and Wheeler Township are expected to grow at the slowest rate.

Age

The median age within Gratiot County is 35.6, which is similar to the state’s median age of 35.5.
Like the rest of the nation, Gratiot County is experiencing an aging population, meaning that
there are fewer residents within the lower age brackets (under 24) and more within the higher
age brackets (25 years and older).

Household

The average household size within the county is 2.57 people per dwelling unit and the average
family size is 3.02.

Education

In 2000, 83.5% of Gratiot County residents 25 years and over had a high school diploma or
higher, comparable to the states figure of 83.4%. The rate for Gratiot County residents 25 years
and over who have attained a bachelor’s degree is 12.9%, which is lower than the state’s figure
of 21.8%.

Currently, there are six school districts serving Gratiot County. These include Alma Public
School, Ashley Community Schools, Breckenridge Community Schools, Ithaca Public Schools,
Fulton Schools, and St. Louis Public Schools.

Employment

Gratiot County’s annual average unemployment rate is relatively sensitive to fluctuation in the
number of employed or in the labor force, due to its relatively small size. In 2008, only 200
people accounted for a full percentage point of employment in Gratiot County. Unemployment
has risen since the late 1990’s/early 2000’s when Gratiot fell below both the Michigan and U.S.
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unemployment rate for a short time. Historically, Gratiot County’s unemployment rate is above
both the Michigan and U.S. rates in recessions, due to its significant, but lessened connection to
the U.S. automotive industry. However, diversification across employment sectors and within
the manufacturing sector in Gratiot County has helped absorb negative shocks to the local
economy. The current national recession is directly and indirectly impacting almost every
employment sector negatively, yet the impact is less severe due to successful diversification.
Both the agricultural and health care sectors have seen significant employment growth
recently.

The highest percentage of in-county employees is “salaried and private-wage workers.”
Occupations of this group include; management, professional, service, sales and office
occupations, farming, construction and maintenance occupations, and production,
transportation, and material moving occupations.

In 1990, approximately 26.7% of the 15,975 work force worked outside the county. In 2006,
approximately 30.5% of the 19,294 work force worked outside the county.

Housing

In 2005, the total number of housing units in Gratiot County was 15,900. Housing vacancy runs
about 6.5% of all available housing. Of that, the major vacancy occurs in the rental units. The
average household size of owner-occupied units is 2.63 persons and the average household size
of renter-occupied units is 2.37 persons.

Transportation

Gratiot County has several significant corridors. US-127 moves north/south automobile traffic
through the center of the county while M-46 serves east/west traffic in the north and M-57
serves east/west traffic in the south. The county’s urban hubs are situated along these
corridors.

There is one bus line and twenty-eight truck lines. The Mid-Michigan Railroad and the Tuscola
and Saginaw Bay are the two rail lines, while the Gratiot Community Airport maintains charter
and freight runways.

Recreation

Gratiot County has many opportunities for youth in the densely populated areas of the county.
There are two county owned parks supported by county millage. There are organized sports
groups such as soccer, football and softball leagues, as well as specialized groups such as 4-H,
sponsored by Michigan State University, and Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts. Playgrounds, winter
sled hills and ice skating rinks are natural playgrounds for youth activities. There are adult
organized sports clubs as well, with golf courses catering to all levels of golfing skills. Adult
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groups meet for biking and hiking with endless parks to choose from. Alma College hosts many
cultural events, and County fairs and festivals run from May through September.

Climate

Gratiot County experiences some lake effect weather, especially in western sections of the
county as a result of the prevailing westerly winds. However, seasonal snowfall attributed to
lake effect is typically light and impacts are mostly limited to increased cloudiness during the
late fall and early winter. The average seasonal snowfall is 40.5 inches. Summers have
moderately warm temperatures with an average of 15 days exceeding the 902F mark. The
average date of the last freeze is May 6, while the average date of the first freeze is October 6.
The freeze-free period, or growing season, averages 153 days annually.

Existing Land Use

The most recent land use update occurred in 1997 and is presented in the 1998 County Master
Plan. Language in following paragraphs is excerpted from that plan. However, while Gratiot
County has not experience a drastic change in the landscape since that time, the existing land
use information from the 1998 plan has been summarized and edited for this plan to help
better reflect current conditions:

Background

During the summer of 1997, a field inventory of existing land use was conducted by Langworthy
LeBlanc, inc. throughout the unincorporated areas of Gratiot County. This survey provided an
up-to-date snap shot of uses, development patterns, and relationships.

Residential
Single family homes within Gratiot County were scattered through the rural, agricultural areas
of the county. The placement of more than one residence on a lot was not uncommon,
particularly if one, both, or more residences placed on one lot were a trailer or mobile home.
Farm residences were usually associated with lots where more than one residence was
identified.

Concentrations of single family homes were found within and around the cities and villages of
Gratiot County. As would be expected, the greatest concentration of high density development
was in the cities of Alma, Ithaca, and St. Louis. However, a considerable amount of residential
development was also present in Breckenridge, Wheeler, Middleton, Perrinton, Sumner and
Ashley. Multiple family units were only present within the cities and several villages, with the
exception being to migrant housing developments for farm workers, one located in Newark
Township and other in Lafayette Township.

Agricultural
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The use of land for agricultural purposes was by far the largest land use (80%) in Gratiot
County. More farmland was identified than land with not use at all, i.e. land that was
determined to be vacant. Crop production was the most frequently encountered agricultural
activity in the county, with farmers raising crops such as beans, corns, sugar beets, and wheat.
The raising of cattle for beef and dairy production was identified as another wide-spread
agricultural use.

Commercial

Commercial development within Gratiot County was essentially limited to the following areas:
the cities of Alma, Ithaca, and St. Louis and major transportation routes of UU-27 and M-46.
State route M-57 has experiences some commercial development; however, it has been on a
much smaller scale.

Downtown Alma, Ithaca, and St. Louis remain the commercial centers of Gratiot County,
although recent strip development North of Alma between and city and the US-127 interchange
has provides additional shopping opportunities. Large retail developments, such as national
chain stores, are along this five lane route.

Existing U.S. 27, prior to turning into a limited access freeway north of Roggy Road, has
experienced limited development. Commercial uses which have access from U.S. 27 or
connecting streets have taken advantage of the visibility the highway offers. Such uses include
antique stores, an auto repair shop, golf course, horse auction, house, bridal store, and propane
sales.

Industrial

There are three certified industrial parks in Gratiot County; Alma Industrial Park, Ithaca
Industrial Park, and the Woodside Industrial Centre in St. Louis. Together, 188 acres are
dedicated to these parks. Approximately 1,000 acres were added to the industrial land
inventory in 1997 through the creation of several Renaissance Zones throughout the county.

Nearly the entire industrial base of Gratiot County is located within Alma, Ithaca and St. Louis,
although not necessarily within any of the industrial parks. Industrial uses outside of the cities
of Alma, Ithaca, and St. Louis are associated with the agricultural and natural resource base of
the county.

Gratiot County is also home to large grain handling and merchandising operations of Michigan
Agricultural Commodities in the Breckenridge/Wheeler and Middleton Areas and JBT Grain in
Middleton. In addition, there are a number of agriculture support businesses in the
Breckenridge/Wheeler are that supply chemicals, fertilizers, bulk fuels, and other agriculture
related input.

Public/Quasi Public Uses
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State-owned public lands were primarily located in Gratiot County’s southeast corner.
Hamilton, Elba, Washington and Fulton Townships contained the largest amount of public lands
in the county, with the greatest concentration located in Hamilton Township. These lands have
been dedicated for public us primarily as areas for hunting and fishing. On several state-owned
parcels, particularly in Hamilton Township, agricultural activities were occurring. Part of the
Gratiot-Saginaw State Game Area is located in Hamilton and Elba Townships, while a portion of
the Maple River State Game Area can be found in southern Fulton Township.

Other public/quasi-public uses included community parks, public water and sewer areas,
schools, churches, semi-public meeting places (such as VFW halls) and private utilities. There
were several different types of private stations, brine monitoring wells, and natural gas and
petroleum valve at the time of the land use survey were identified as industrial uses, such as
gravel extraction activities in north New Haven Township along Washington Road, or the
processing and storage of fuel at the Total Petroleum site outside of Alma.

The Gratiot Community Airport, located between Ely Highway and Alger Road in Arcada

Township and a race track located in the south west side of Ithaca, near the Newark Township
boundary, are other facilities in Gratiot County that were identified for public use.
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Goals, Objectives, & Strategies

The goals, objectives, and strategies were originally developed by compiling individual master
plans, the county master plan, contemporary planning principles, and feedback from the
project’s first set of public meetings and community surveys. The Steering Committee then
refined the goals, objectives, and strategies through a review process and public and further
public feedback.
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Objective 1.1: Direct residential growth in a way that minimizes the negative impact on
the County’s rural character and natural resources.

Strategies

1. Adopt planned unit development and cluster housing provisions to
permit harmonious development with important natural features

2. Through zoning, discourage strip frontage residential development along
major roads and encourage medium to high density housing
development in areas where it will fit with the existing residential
character, and where infrastructure exists to support these uses

3. Require that suitable and adequate transition areas or buffers be
established between high intensity and low intensity development areas
to maintain property values and physical attractiveness

Objective 1.2: Preserve lands that are best suited to productive agriculture and protect
the ability of farmers to continue to actively engage in farming

Strategies

1. Revise zoning ordinances to discourage new residential and other non-
farm related development in prime farmland areas

2. Develop a water and sewer expansion plan that will limit the expansion
of these services into productive agriculture areas

3. Explore the feasibility of farmland protection programs, such as Purchase
of Development Rights (PDR), and the potential for implementing such
programs in the County

4. Create and continue farmers’ markets throughout the County to provide
a venue for local agricultural product sales

5. Develop a shelter for the Farmers’ Market and Arts and Crafts display
area in the Alma downtown area.

6. Coordinate market efforts among community farmers’ markets
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7.

Coordinate with farming groups and agencies to promote an
understanding and appreciation of the importance of farming to the
State’s population and the Gratiot County economy

Work with farming groups to recruit agribusinesses and encourage them
to locate in the County.

Develop a program that encourages business to carry locally produced
farm products

Objective 1.3: Protect features that comprise the natural character of Gratiot County,
including: woods, wetlands, open space, views, and wildlife habitats

Strategies

1. Identify key and unique natural areas that should be preserved

2. Adopt regulations to uniformly provide preservation guidelines for future
use of land throughout the County

3. Create buffer zones around sensitive features to minimize negative
impacts of future development

4. Discourage development within the 100 year flood plain of the Pine,
Maple and Bad Rivers

5. Seek ways to have new or expanded businesses contribute to the cost of
mitigating impacts created by those businesses

6. Work with local conservation organizations and/or Michigan Department
of Natural Resources and Environment to preserve and enhance those
resources for public observation or use

7. Provide and encourage input to state’s Right to Farm Committee to

Objective 1.4:
surface water

modify high intensity farming regulations

Protect the quality and quantity of the County’s ground water and

Strategies

1.

b

Work with the County Health Department to determine appropriate
locations for on-site sewage disposal systems and minimum acceptable
lot sizes to reduce the potential impact on ground water supplies

Do not permit uses and activities which might contribute pollution to
rivers, to locate nearby, or require developers to take measures to
prevent point or non-point source pollution from entering the river

Seek opportunities to improve the water quality of the community rivers
and reclaim it as a recreational resource and natural amenity

Continue special efforts to clean the Pine River

Develop a regional approach to storm water management.

Develop a wellhead protection plan.
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Objective 1.5: Remove existing blighted conditions and prevent the creation of new

ones

Strategies

1.

2.

Adopt a uniform blight ordinance to address the aesthetic, health, and
safety considerations associated with such conditions
Develop a multi-jurisdictional blight ordinance enforcement program

Objective 1.6: Increase energy conservation practices among government, businesses

and residents

Strategies

1.

Institute, evaluate and upgrade any necessary, energy conservation
measures with government facilities and equipment

Promote energy conservation among commercial and industrial
businesses

Goal 2: Strengthen the existing cities, villages and hamlets to serve as quality community
centers for living, working, and recreating.

Objective 2.1: Improve the physical appearance of the Gratiot County downtowns and
business districts to enhance community image.

Strategies

1.

Establish gateway districts at all major entrances to the cities and
shopping districts to improve the visitor’s first visual impression of the
cities, especially the east and north entrances to Alma

Update municipal signage to be aesthetically pleasing, uniform, and in
character of each city

Enhance the waterfront and central business districts, including the
Riverfront Brownfield redevelopment project

Commission an updated market analysis for the riverfront project

Pursue additional funding and tax programs to encourage Brownfield
mitigation along riverfront

Develop or revise local downtown plans to address specific
improvements (e.g. streetscaping, landscaping, facade enhancement,
etc.) and follow the plan’s recommendations

Develop ideas to preserve and enhance the historic character of the
downtown buildings

Through the zoning ordinance and incentive programs, encourage the
creation of second floor loft apartments in the downtown
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9.

10.

11.

12.

Objective 2.2:

Work with Greater Gratiot Development, Inc., local DDA’s, and Chambers
of Commerce to market and promote County-wide downtowns to
shoppers and potential developers/new businesses

Work with Greater Gratiot Development, Inc., local DDA’s, and Chambers
of Commerce to recruit of small businesses into the County’s downtowns
Work with Greater Gratiot Development, Inc., local DDA’s, Chambers of
Commerce, and volunteer professional to develop and implement a a
professional design assistance program to downtown property
owners/retailers that helps identify specific cost-effective building
improvements that fit within the community’s character

Clean and redevelop former Velsicol plant site for reuse

Maintain and enhance existing neighborhoods

Strategies

1.

10.

11.

Provide adequate areas in the vicinity of the Alma College campus for
multiple family and student housing while minimizing the encroachment
of multiple-family and student housing units into established one and
two-family neighborhoods

Prohibit the encroachment of large commercial and industrial
development into establish one and two-family neighborhoods through
the zoning ordinance and the requirement of adequate buffers

Install sidewalks, street trees, parks and other amenities in
neighborhoods, as needed, with a sidewalk on at least one side of every
street

Identify historic structures in the community and consider the
establishment of historic districts

Identify redevelopment areas within neighborhoods and take appropriate
actions to remove and replace dilapidated housing

Work with local housing agencies to identify and implement appropriate
housing programs for rehabilitation of single-family homes

Through zoning and incentive programs, encourage infill development of
vacant lots within neighborhoods that fit well with the existing character
Ensure that infrastructure to support existing neighborhoods is
maintained and improved, especially by paving residential streets and
continuing the sidewalk replacement program

Continue and enhance local tree planting and landscaping programs
Continue MDOT Enhancement Grant program to connect key areas of
cities, including downtown, parks, Historical Society, library, etc.

Develop additional residential areas to provide a mix of housing types
that addresses the housing needs of all residents, with respect to size,
expense and location.
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12.

13.

14.

15.
16.

17.

18.

Objective 2.3:

Employ neo-traditional neighborhood design concepts in new housing
development, emphasizing pedestrian circulation, public open spaces,
quality architectural design, etc.

Develop new housing only where it can be adequately served by schools,
parks and open space, streets, emergency services, storm drainage and
utilities.

Work with neighboring townships to annex or enter into P.A. 425
Agreements for additional residential areas.

Coordinate new senior housing with Masonic Pathways.

Consider riverfront locations for new residential development, as
available.

Develop former airport on Bridge Avenue in Alma into residential sites
with full city services.

Develop parcel on M-46 in St. Louis south of Hidden Oaks Golf Course
with mixed uses.

Provide more recreation options and places of interest within cities

Strategies

1.

Encourage further development and construction of the Fred Meijer
Heartland Trail and develop a trail head for the trail in downtown Alma
Include the Pine River in recreational plans

Explore opportunities to partner with other groups, such as libraries,
schools, and local recreation groups to find ways to program activities
and entertainment for residents of all ages

Create pedestrian and non-motorized linkages from the neighborhoods
to recreational facilities

Develop a teen recreation park featuring a skate park.

Objective 2.4: Encourage the development of a variety of housing types

Strategies

1.

2.

Objective 2.5:

Through zoning and incentive programs, promote residential
development that includes a mix of new homes that are affordable to all
income levels and household types

Through zoning and incentive programs, encourage the development of
suitable housing for the elderly population near the downtowns

Concentrate intense development such as residential subdivisions,

commerce, and industry in and around urban centers where similar activities are
available and/or the infrastructure (public water and sewer, roads, and other services) is
already in place or can be expanded cost effectively
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Strategies

1.

Do not establish commercial, industrial, and intense residential zoning
districts in areas where public water and sanitary sewer are unavailable
or cannot be reasonably extended from an existing source

Goal 3: Provide quality public services, such as water, sewer, public safety, and
transportation network, in the most cost effective manner.

Objective 3.1: Provide utilities adequate to service existing and future development

Strategies

1. Develop a plan to begin replacing or repairing aging sewer infrastructure

2. Develop a plan that outlines if, when, and where water and sewer
infrastructure will be extended and how the ongoing costs of these
services will be covered (e.eg. tax sharing agreement)

3. Encourage developers to place all power, telephone, cable, and
broadband lines underground where physically and financially feasible

4. Survey residents and businesses about existing local public facilities and
services and develop a capital improvements program that reflects the
most desired facilities and public’s willingness to pay for them

5. Reduce infiltration and inflow into the sanitary sewer system

6. Improve water systems in the city of Alma and the City of St. Louis with

potential for a combined Water Authority

Objective 3.2: Maintain and expand the road network for safe and effective vehicular

circulation
Strategies

1. Work with the County Road Commission to prevent through traffic on
local roads with designated truck routes

2. Encourage developers to employ access management techniques,
wherever possible, to improve vehicular circulation

3. Expand DART services, with emphasis on DART vehicular needs in new
commercial, office and medical developments

4. Cooperate with the Gratiot County Road Commission and the Michigan

Department of Transportation to ensure that a proper relationship exists
between planned road improvements and the jurisdiction’s desired
future land use pattern
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5. Provide a transportation system that recognizes the need for both auto
and truck traffic and eliminates as many points of conflict between the
two as possible

6. Increase safety by providing opportunities for non-motorized circulation
along existing and planned road systems

7. Encourage the development of service drives along significant
commercial corridors such as Alger Road in order to facilitate safe and
efficient vehicular turning movements

8. Require that privates road be built to public road standards

9. Work with MDOT to complete US-127

Objective 3.3: Provide high quality public safety services throughout Gratiot County

Strategies

1. Maintain the current mutual aid agreements for firefighting and police
while researching ways to improve current mutual aid agreements

2. Maintain the current private emergency medical service

3. Continuously upgrade emergency medical services within a cost-effective
framework that focuses on local needs

4. Encourage, through local health care providers, preventative health
programs (dietary education, exercise) to local residents

Objective 3.4: Provide public transit services within and connecting to the County

Strategies

1. Seek opportunities to improve transportation access to those sectors of
the population in need, such as the elderly and handicapped, as
technology advances and funding becomes available

2. Support opportunities to improve rail transportation service as technology
advances and funding becomes available

3. Work with bus companies to increase bus service that connects Gratiot
County to Lansing, Grand Rapids, Saginaw, and other significant hubs

Objective 3.5: Ensure that adequate land is reserved for public facilities such as fire
stations and other facilities

Strategies
1. Plan for possible relocation of Police Department in cooperation with the
needs of Fire Department
2. Zone all sites appropriately
3. Reevaluate needs on a regular basis
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4. Plan for a new fire station for Mid-Michigan Community Fire Department

in St. Louis

Objective 3.7: Provide non-motorized facilities to increase transportation opportunities

Strategies

1. Install sidewalks on at least one side of all city streets

2. Establish a sidewalk replacement/repair policy that is cost-effective to both
the cities and residents

3. Develop non-motorized paths to connect the communities in Gratiot County.

Objective 3.8: Develop a county-wide recycling program

Objective 3.9: Work with high-speed internet carriers to provide service throughout the

County

Objective 3.10: Improve and maintain the Gratiot Community Airport

Strategies

1.
2.

Expand membership of the airport authority.
Develop a stable funding source for the airport.

Goal 4: Provide and sustain economic opportunities by retaining, attracting and growing
quality employers, including those within the agriculture, industrial and commercial sectors

Objective 4.1:

Promote the well-planned development and redevelopment of vacant

commercial property with high-quality uses that expand the commercial options

Strategies

1.

Collaborate with Greater Gratiot Development, Inc., DDAs and the
Gratiot Area Chamber of Commerce to assists in the marketing of vacant
commercial properties

Develop electronic marketing brochure to entice retail and professional
services to the downtown area

Through zoning and the site plan review process institute measures that
promote effective circulation in commercial areas, such as: minimizing
the number and spacing of access points, maximizing curb radii, parallel
access drives, landscaping, control of sign size and number, pedestrian
facilities, and careful placement of traffic control devices

Encourage the establishment of additional restaurants, with an emphasis
on providing more upscale dining opportunities

Promote the development an energy park on the former oil refinery site
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N

Install new planting system for the Alma downtown and north town area.
Develop common zoning district terminology within Gratiot County.
Work with Greater Gratiot Development, Inc. to promote the
Renaissance Zone as an ideal place for additional commercial
development

Objective 4.2: Retain and enhance existing commercial development

Strategies

1. Improve the image of key commercial corridors through signage controls,
landscaping, and streetscaping

2. Work with the Michigan Department of Labor and Economic Growth to
access any incentive programs that can strengthen local commercial and
industrial operations and help retain local jobs

3. Review zoning parking requirements for commercial and industrial
districts.

4. Review height restrictions in zoning ordinance with an eye towards
permitting more intensive development in select areas.

5. Develop a more secure and stable funding source the economic

development efforts in Gratiot County.

Objective 4.3: Preserve and enhance the vitality of the County’s downtowns

Strategies

1. Limit commercial zoning outside of the downtowns while allowing for
some home-based business incubator opportunities

2. Encourage the development of additional residential units in the
downtowns, such as second-story loft apartments

3. Encourage the establishment of additional restaurants in the downtowns

4. Complete a market study to determine what businesses can be
supported in the downtown areas

5. Work with Greater Gratiot Development, Inc. to recruit business that will
be supported and fit into the downtown areas

6. Identify and establish a mechanism for financing recruitment efforts

7. Establish community-wide and downtown events and promotional
campaigns

8. Institute a close working relationship between DDAs, merchants and
Police Departments to establish a long-range comprehensive program to
deter crime within the DDA district

9. Develop advertising and promotional campaigns that emphasize the

downtown sas a safe, comfortable and leisurely place to shop

10. Add bicycle racks to more locations in the downtown.
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11.

12

13.

Make better interconnections between the downtown, the Fred Meijer
Heartland Trail, and the Riverwalk through paths and signage.

. Seek funding through federal grant programs for transportation and

streetscape improvements
Install landscaping, street furniture, way finding signage, and other
amenities where necessary to enhance the downtown streetscape

Objective 4.4: Retain and promote the expansion of the industrial tax base with a
variety of small, clean, high-tech industries

Strategies

1.

10.

11.

12.

Continue efforts to work with eligible businesses and industries to take
advantage of available tax abatement programs

Maintain and consider additional incentives to desired industrial firms
wishing to locate with the community, such as tax abatements for clean
high-tech industry

Provide the technological infrastructure necessary for modern, high-tech
industry, such as broadband and wireless connectivity. To further this
effort, continue participation in the multi-county Link Michigan
Telecommunications Planning Effort.

Utilize state and federal grants to assist in the development of
infrastructure needed for new or expanded businesses in industrial parks
Investigate and utilize available grant programs aimed at industry
retention and attraction

Identify optimal locations and assemble land for future industrial
development and establish additional industrial parks

Solicit high-tech/medical research users to establish a technology park or
“smart park”

Redevelop existing Brownfield sites, such as Alma Iron & Metal site and
the former Midwest Refinery site on Bridge Avenue

Redevelop the former Total/UDS refinery property north of Superior for
industrial uses. Market the community’s industrial properties with the
assistance of the Greater Gratiot Development

Encourage the development of new types of industries, especially those
that are economically associated with the existing industrial base and
compatible with the environment and existing land use pattern

Provide industry at locations which can be readily serviced by public
utilities and which are easily accessible to the existing transportation
network

Preserve and rehabilitate appropriate industrial areas by removing
incompatible uses, consolidating land, and removing vacant and
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substandard buildings, as well as giving particular attention to
landscaping, buffer strips, off-street parking, and other design matters

13. Seek a means of attracting and assisting existing industries to expand

their operations to enhance the community

Objective 4.5: Minimize and/or mitigate the impact of existing and future industrial
land uses on the environment and non-compatible uses

Strategies

1.

Consider the development of new industrial parks in designated areas
away from the waterfront and other incompatible uses, but with access
to highways, adequate utilities, and technological infrastructure. Support
the relocation of any remaining industries away from the waterfront to
industrially-zoned properties

Continue mitigation efforts on existing Brownfield areas

Tailor zoning regulations to promote clean industrial uses, and discourage
large, heavy industrial uses in inappropriate locations such as adjacent to
residential uses, schools, the downtown, and the waterfront

Revise or improve regulation when necessary to help lessen the impact of
industrial nuisances such as noise, odor, dust, vibration, outdoor storage,
and intensive truck operations.

Separate industrial development from residential uses by open space and
landscaped buffers and/or other transitional land use

Promote well-designed and landscaped industrial buildings with
adequate environmental performance standards

Objective 4.6: Establish visitor and recreation-oriented businesses where appropriate

Strategies

1.

Encourage and promote agri-tourism type businesses, such as the
development of a Historic Farmstead

Encourage businesses that help people enjoy and connect to area-wide
natural resources, such as rivers

Goal 5: Provide high quality of life opportunities, such as premier cultural and recreational
resources, for the enjoyment of people of all generations.

Objective 5.1: Provide public access to the waterfront

Strategies

31



Gratiot Regional Excellence & Transformation Plan
Draft 03.18.10

1.

Acquire additional land to expand the Riverwalk, including potential
extensions westward into Arcada Township and eastward into Pine River
Township and the City of St. Louis

Preserve an area for public access to the river in future riverfront
developments

Objective 5.2: Provide a system of parks and recreational opportunities that meets the
needs of all segments of the population

Strategies

1.

10.

Develop a community recreational center to offer recreation activities for
all ages

Consider the development of an art center for youth and adult art
activities

Consider the creation of a Gratiot Area Recreational Authority to
coordinate and improve county-wide recreational assets and
programming

Work with existing groups or the proposed Gratiot Area Recreational
Authority to provide more recreational activities for youth and teens,
especially after school

Continue to expand the technology available at library facilities

Develop recreational opportunities and programming on the Pine and
Maple rivers

Coordinate parks and recreation facilities and programming with Alma
College and public schools, and possibly through the proposed Gratiot
Area Recreation Authority

Maintain a current Parks and Recreation Plan, with approval from the
MDNR to qualify the Gratiot County communities for recreation grant
funding

Apply for public and private grants to purchase open space and
recreational land along rivers and within cities

Cooperate with the State of Michigan and adjoining communities in the
development of recreation and community facilities

Objective 5.3: Enhance the walkability of the cities

Strategies

1.

Provide pedestrian and non-motorized transportation facilities
throughout the county and cities to link homes, schools, recreation
areas, and downtown and other shopping areas

Strengthen pedestrian access to the riverfront
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3. Maintain sidewalks to provide a safe and convenient pedestrian and non-
motorized transportation

4. Within the cities, provide sidewalks on both sides of the street in all new
developments

Objective 5.4: Ensure that adequate land is reserved for parks, open space and connecting
trails

Strategies

1. Work with existing recreation plans and implement the plans

2. Include the development or improvement of specific recreational sites,
such as the W.T. Morris Memorial Swimming Pool, the proposed St. Louis
Historic Park, and a Michigan Avenue boat launch, in local recreation
plans

3. Create a specific plan for the trail system, including connections to cities
and other community hubs

4. Encourage developers to include parks in the overall development plan

5. Progress with replacing and adding trees and improving landscaping in all
park areas

Goal 6: Provide quality educational opportunities and experiences for all residents of Gratiot
County from birth through adulthood.

Objective 6.1: Maintain and enhance the quality of the Public Schools for the continued
success of the community

Strategies

1. Hold semi-annual meetings with the School Board to discuss community
issues of mutual interest

2. Investigate educational opportunities that jurisdictions and community
organizations could offer to supplement school curriculum

3. Keep the school district abreast of development plans that may impact
school enrollment

4. Recognize increasing age of existing school facilities and plan for
replacement

Objective 6.2: Ensure that adequate land is reserved for public facilities such as schools,
libraries, fire stations, community centers and other facilities

Strategies

1. Work closely with the schools and the Department Heads of
municipalities to determine future public space requirements

33



Gratiot Regional Excellence & Transformation Plan
Draft 03.18.10

2.
3.

Acquire land needed for public facilities
Work with schools to identify school sites

Objective 6.3: Develop the skills and knowledge area residents need for employment
opportunities that include retraining for cutting edge industries.

Objective 6.4:

Provide a world class education for children to develop into lifelong

contributing adults.

Strategies
1. Develop and implement rich curricular opportunities to meet the needs
of all learners.
2. Support early childhood initiatives to build literacy and math skills in
preparation for entering kindergarten.
3. Identify students early in their school experience at-risk of dropping out
and organize and implement an advocate program.
Strategies
1. Form a coalition among local industries, educational institutions and to a
limited extent the Jobs Commission or other state agency to provide
state-of-the-art technical training for existing and potential employees
2. Develop a community college in Gratiot County
3. Increase vocational educational opportunities
4. Promote the involvement of citizens in continuous education programs
5. Develop a program that helps support and mentor new entrepreneurs

Goal 7: Continue and strengthen quality community collaboration to promote sustainable
planning practices and elevate Gratiot County as a whole.

Objective 7.1: Develop and nurture community involvement, community pride and
community awareness

Strategies

1. Continue to celebrate the Annual Highland Festival and Games

2. In coordination with Alma College and the Public Schools, organize and
publicize cultural, civic, and educational events open to the public

3. Encourage quality local attractions and community events that will
promote citizen and business participation

4. Work with service groups to fix-up and clean-up residential, commercial
and industrial areas to increase community pride

5. Encourage coordinated community and nonprofit volunteer programs
and ensure volunteers are rewarded and/or appreciated

6. Redesign and promote the community calendar
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Objective 7.2: Enhance the relationship with educational systems to maximize the
quality and efficiency of recreational facilities and services provided

Strategies

1. Coordinate parks and recreation facilities and programming through the
proposed Gratiot Area Recreation Authority

2. Hold quarterly meetings strictly to monitor recreational activities and
goals from both parties concerned

3. Include in quarterly newsletter information about recreational objectives
and goals

4. Design and send out a follow-up community survey on the recreational
status of the area

Objective 7.3: Coordinate facilities, services, and land use decisions with adjacent
governmental units and on a county-wide basis

Strategies

1. Participate in environmental initiatives at the watershed level

2. Establish an Urban Growth Area in coordination with adjacent
jurisdictions to determine the most appropriate locations for future
development and potential P.A. 425 agreements along common borders
Coordinate provision of emergency services with adjacent communities
4. Coordinate planning and zoning between adjacent communities and on a

county-wide basis

w

Objective 7.4: Foster a positive relationship with local institutions and businesses for
the economic and social benefit of all

Strategies
1. Coordinate cultural and civic events with Alma College and local
businesses
2. Collaborate with local business on commercial and industrial marketing
efforts

3. Collaborate with the hospital, Masonic Pathways, and Alma College to
develop a regional medical center

4. Capitalize on off-season conferences and meetings held at AlIma College,
for the benefit of area businesses

5. Establish community improvement programs that facilitate and utilize
public and private sector partnerships
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Future Land Use

The future land use categories for this plan were originally developed from compiling language
from individual master plans. The Steering Committee then refined the language through a
review process.

Agriculture

The Agriculture category includes farming, livestock, farming related business, wind farms, and
related farmsteads. Residential development within this category will be limited to preserve
the overall rural character and prevent the fragmentation of farmland.

Rural Residential

The Rural Residential category is an intermediate land use between agricultural and urban
areas. In general, Rural Residential units are low-density residential developments. However,
cluster design is encouraged as a design option in this category for the creation of common
open space that helps preserve natural areas and agricultural lands. For example, a clustered
residential development with committed open space for recreation, trails, or a unique
environmental feature would be compatible with this category. In addition, cluster design is
encouraged to allow for the most cost effective expansion of urban services if these services are
deemed necessary within a Rural Residential area.

NeighborhoodResidential

The Neighborhood Residential category includes primarily single-family residential
developments that generally have the characteristics of traditional urban neighborhoods, such
as a grid street system, sidewalks, small lots, and shallow setbacks. In-fill housing and
integrated expansion at the edges is encouraged in existing Neighborhood Residential areas. In
addition, a modest mix of non-residential uses is allowed in these areas to address the needs of
neighborhood residents.

Multi-Family Residential

The Multi-Family Residential category provides for existing and future duplexes, attached
single-family townhomes, and multi-family apartments. In addition, a modest mix of non-
residential uses is allowed in these areas to address the needs of neighborhood residents.

Manufactured Housing Community

The Manufactured Housing Community land use category provides for existing and future
manufactured housing communities.
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Public/QuasiPublic

Public and quasi-public land uses include facilities that are designed to serve the public interest,
such as education (with the exception of Alma College, which is under the campus category),
cultural, government, religious, health, correction, military, cemeteries, airports, senior care
centers, utilities, and public safety.

Campus

The Campus land use category includes campus style facilities, such as Alma College, the
Masonic Home, and the Sisters of Mercy. Residential and commercial uses associated with the
facility are permitted in the Campus land use area..

Downtown /Mixed Use

The Downtown/Mixed Use category provides for areas where combinations of employment,
housing, shopping, and services are integrated in a compact, pedestrian oriented, urban form,
which encourages community interaction. Small shops, offices, restaurants, entertainment
establishments, second story apartments and condominiums, and public areas are
characteristic uses of this land use category.

General Mixed Use

The General Mixed Use category provides for areas outside of the downtowns where
combinations of employment, housing, shopping, and services are integrated. In some cases,
these areas may serve as the basis of a hamlet-style hub. In these instances, compact,
pedestrian oriented development is desired.

GeneralCommercial

The General Commercial land use designation includes large-scale businesses that provide
shopping and services at a regional level. New and renovated buildings within this district will
be subject to standards that support current access management techniques, environmentally
sensitive landscaping, and quality design standards.

Waterfront Development

The Waterfront Development category provides for redevelopment opportunities along the
Pine River. This category allows for a mix of residential, commercial, and recreational land uses
and emphasizes pedestrian circulation, environmental protection, and both private and public
waterfront access.
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Office/Research/Technical

The Office/Research/Technical category provides for industrial uses oriented toward research,
design, prototype development, and technical training. Ideally, these areas will be of a campus-
style character, with pedestrian amenities, attention to landscaping, and environmental
protection.

Office Park

The Professional Office Park provides for office clusters that solely offer professional services,
including, but not limited to, executive, administrative, clerical, accounting, engineering,
architecture and medical functions.

Light Industrial

The Light Industrial category provides for industrial activities that pose minimal environmental
impacts upon surrounding areas and uses, such as warehousing and storage; wholesale
establishments; tool, die and machine shops; manufacturing; and limited processing of
materials. Screening of outside storage in these areas is encouraged.

Heavy Industrial

The Heavy Industrial category provides for general or heavy industrial activities such as those
which involve the use of heavy machinery, regular traffic by larger trucks, extensive amounts of
contiguous land, service by railroad lines or major thoroughfares, processing of chemical or raw
materials, assembly, generation of industrial waste, noise, odor, or traffic problems. Given
their potential environmental impacts, screening and buffering of heavy industrial uses is
encouraged.

Excavation
The excavation category provides for lands that are or will be commercially excavated

Natural & Open Space

Forested — This category includes lands that serve as wildlife habitat or that are used for timber
harvesting. Other uses may include forest related recreational activities, such as hunting,
fishing, skiing and hiking.

Open Space/Conservation Area — This category includes undeveloped land that contributes
ecological, scenic or recreational value. Due to potential problems associated with flooding and
water quality, lands adjacent to existing watercourses are particularly important. This category
may also include open space buffers between various land uses.
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Recreational

Neighborhood Park — This category includes lands that provide recreational opportunities at the
neighborhood level, as opposed to large, more specialized parks meant for community-wide
use

Community-Wide Park — This category includes lands that provide large-scale or specialized
recreational opportunities designed for use by the broader community. These facilities may
either be public or private.

Urban Growth Area

The Urban Growth Area land use category represents lands adjacent to existing urban areas
where more intense development is directed (opposed to rural areas) and where the potential
extension of services, such as water and sewer, would be the most cost effective. Urban
Growth Areas are determined by the affected jurisdictions and often involve a written
agreement to appropriately manage the expansion of services.

39



