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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
BACKGROUND
The Downtown Traverse City Moving Downtown Forward process was initiated to engage community members and
Downtown stakeholders regarding their perspectives on what has worked well and what needs to change, as well as their
vision for Downtown, its needs, and the way it relates to the surrounding region. This plan identifies both the shared and
competing values and interests of stakeholders, as well as the potential approaches, structures, and resources available
to help the DDA effectively provide ‘clean, green, and safe’ programs, public infrastructure, and placemaking to move
Downtown forward.

About the Traverse City DDA: Like many downtowns in post-industrial
cities throughout the Midwest during the second half of the 20th century,
Downtown Traverse City suffered from a lack of private investment, job
loss, empty storefronts, crumbling infrastructure, polluted properties and
underutilized parcels. Looking to spark new investment and promote
additional opportunities for community and economic development, city
leaders established the Downtown Development Authority (DDA) in 1978.
Since then, the DDA serves as the lead agent working to enhance Downtown,
focused on placemaking, infrastructure, events, parking and business
procurement, promotion, and growth.
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In Downtown Traverse City, Tax
Increment Financing (TIF) dollars have
been used to support a number of
public infrastructure projects within
Downtown, including:
»

City streetscapes, including bumpouts and snow melt systems

»

Hardy and Old Town Parking
Garages

»

Farmer’s Market

The primary funding mechanism used by the DDA to finance public
infrastructure initiatives is Tax Increment Financing (TIF). TIF is a
commonly-applied, state-authorized financial tool used by DDAs throughout
Michigan and the nation to develop, construct, and maintain critical public
infrastructure that supports and promotes economic development within a
downtown and region. Infrastructure improvements within the Downtown
District are funded through two TIF Districts – “TIF 97” which was established
in 1997 for a period of 30 years and “Old Town TIF” which was created in 1985
and renewed in 2016 for an additional 25 years.

»

Downtown Wi-Fi

»

Placemaking elements

»

Pedestrian and vehicular
wayfinding signage

»

Garland Street

»

City Opera House Improvements

»

Maintenance and community
safety services

»

Clinch Park Improvements

The DDA also provides services that create a vibrant Downtown environment.
To fund services, the DDA is funded also through a 2-mill levy on property
owners within the Downtown District as well as management contracts for
services that include parking, community arts and events, and promotions.

»

Pine Street Pedestrian Bridge

»

Boardman Riverwalk

»

Public Restrooms

»

Bridge Repairs
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WHAT DOES THE DDA DO?
The DDA does:



Implement critical physical improvements,
including public infrastructure projects and
initiatives:
•

•



Issues bonds to help build capital projects, including
parking structures, streetscape beautification,
pedestrian bridges and trails, and other public
amenities.
Contribute to and offer leadership for the planning,
design, and construction of a wide variety of public
improvements.

WHAT DOESN’T THE DDA DO?
The DDA does not:



Maintain street and sidewalk
infrastructure



Provide direct funding to private
developers



Approve and reject private
development proposals



Take a cut of parking revenue

Provide services that create a vital Downtown
experience, including:
•

•

Work with, advocate for and promote Downtown
businesses.
» Manage the Downtown Traverse City Association
(DTCA), the Downtown merchant association,
and lead Downtown events, promotions, and gift
certificate programs
» Plan and implements way-finding program
» Operate and manage the Sara Hardy Farmers
Market
» Plan and facilitates Downtown cleaning
» Plan and facilitates holiday lights
» Plan and facilitates Downtown planting program
» Apply for grants
» Convene Downtown stakeholders
Work with partners to create a vital Downtown
experience.
» Manage Parking Services on behalf of the City
» Manage Arts Commission on behalf of the City

•

•

•

•

The physical maintenance of streets and
sidewalk infrastructure is managed by
the City, although the DDA is exploring
ways to provide enhanced cleaning and
snow removal.

The DDA can help fund infrastructure in
support of and associated with a private
development (e.g., streetscaping, heated
sidewalks).

The DDA can work only with private
developers to help identify possible
locations and additional resources for
existing building rehabilitation and
improvements.

The City pays an administrative fee to
the DDA to manage parking for the City.
All other revenue is allocated to the City.

PLANNING PROCESS
To assist in the Moving Downtown Forward planning process, the Traverse City DDA contracted with Progressive Urban
Management Associates (P.U.M.A.), a Denver-based national firm specializing in strategic planning for Downtown
management organizations, and Parallel Solutions, a Traverse City-based consultancy specializing in organizational
development and strategy, facilitation, and community engagement.
The consultant team and the DDA, along with a Project Working Group and Leadership Team, worked collaboratively to
chart and complete a planning process with the following major elements:
»

Review and build upon prior plans

»

Conduct community outreach – more than 1,300 Downtown and community stakeholders were engaged through
interviews, roundtables, open houses, and an online survey

»

Conduct a market assessment to identify market conditions and trends impacting Downtown and the greater
region

»

Identify comparable best practices to apply in Traverse City

»

Identify priority projects and services for the DDA moving forward

»

Provide implementation and funding strategies
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KEY TAKEAWAYS
Six key takeaways arose through both the community engagement process
and the Downtown market assessment.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
iv

Downtown Traverse City Has Emerged as a Strong Economic Engine and Gathering
Place for the Region.
Just 25 years ago Downtown Traverse City suffered from a lack of private investment, job loss, empty
storefronts, crumbling infrastructure, polluted properties, and underutilized parcels. The DDA’s leadership,
services, and strategic use of TIF has been instrumental in creating the Downtown that the region enjoys
today.

Despite its Vitality, Downtown Has Vulnerabilities.
Vulnerabilities facing Downtown include retaining and supporting small, independent, and distinctive
businesses, availability of housing affordable to the workforce, lower income, and younger populations,
determining how new infrastructure and investment in Downtown can support sustainability in all of its
dimensions (economic, environmental, and equity), and protecting and preserving a vital Downtown in the
uncertain times ahead.

Regional Prosperity is Tied to a Vital Downtown.
The market assessment reveals that the entire Traverse City region is challenged by shifting demographics
that are found in similar destination resort and amenity-rich communities around the nation. Aging
demographics and a shortage of affordable housing will make it increasingly difficult to attract service and
front-line workers and keep growing families that are essential to maintaining a healthy economy. Downtown
is a critical regional amenity that can appeal to younger demographics, foster innovation, and embrace the
values of sustainability that are critical to the next generations, including environmental stewardship and
societal inclusion.

Priorities for New Physical Improvements Are Clear.
Priorities for physical improvements from Downtown stakeholders and community members from both
the city and the region align with DDA Board priorities. The top priorities that were identified from the
community-wide online survey, in order, include:
•

Improve stormwater and wastewater management in Downtown

•

Increase parking supply by adding more parking structure(s)

•

Make Downtown more pedestrian-friendly and accessible

•

Increase Downtown housing options

Priorities for New Services Are Clear.
Top service and program priorities of Downtown stakeholders, the DDA Board, and City Commission also
mirror the top priorities for services from the online survey (in order):
•

Create opportunities for affordable and local workforce housing in Downtown

•

Help protect and promote local independent businesses in Downtown

•

Become a national leader for sustainability and climate resilience

The DDA’s Mission Continues.
Downtown Traverse City serves as the economic anchor not only for the City, but for the region. Downtown
isn’t ‘done’ and the community has clear priorities for Downtown moving forward. Downtown continues
to need a champion to implement and finance these shared priorities. If the DDA and TIF go away, City of
Traverse City taxpayers will bear 100% of the financial burden of implementing the region’s priority physical
improvements and services for Downtown.
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES
Like many civic issues in Traverse City, community members are passionate about Downtown and have a variety of ideas
for its future. With input from more than 1,300 community members, the Moving Downtown Forward process revealed
that Downtown stakeholders, City leaders, and community residents from throughout the region are in alignment around
priorities for the next generation of investment and improvements. These aligned priorities, coupled with findings from
the Moving Downtown Forward market assessment, create a set of five guiding principles for evaluating how the DDA will
allocate resources to invest in projects and services.

Design a Great Place All Ages and for Future Generations: Downtowns throughout the nation are
known for their appeal to younger generations, including Millennials and Gen Z’ers under the age of 40. The
market assessment revealed that the Traverse City region needs an infusion of younger people. With a regional
median age of 47, compared with other cities around the country, Traverse City is quickly becoming a national
outlier as an aging community. While being a retirement community is not necessarily undesirable, Traverse
City is a relatively remote community located in the snowbelt and dependent on a tourism-based economy
that requires a large number of service and front-line workers. Furthermore, any healthy economy needs
younger generations, including families with children, to sustain, innovate, and grow.

Advance Environmental Sustainability and Stewardship: The Moving Downtown Forward process
brought to light the themes of sustainability and climate resilience as core values of the entire community. For
the DDA, the guiding principle may be incorporated into the environmental sustainability practices in both the
public infrastructure improvements and services sides of it work program. For example, the number one capital
improvement priority from the community survey, improving stormwater and wastewater management, is a
capital responsibility shared by many agencies within the City and the region. The DDA can respond to this
priority by designing and constructing projects that relieve pressures on these systems within the Downtown.

Protect and Preserve Small Local Independent Businesses: Downtown Traverse City has achieved its
current success based on a unique storefront economy that features a high concentration of local independent
stores. The market assessment found that 94% of retail and restaurant tenants are either one-of-a-kind or
“chainlets,” regional tenants with a handful of other locations. This remarkable and cherished retail experience
is at risk as rents increase and pressures of displacement mount. Moving forward, the DDA will need to provide
a variety of promotions, investments, and incentives to protect Downtown’s small businesses. The Downtown
will also need to be actively programmed throughout the year with a series of promotions, events, and
marketing. Special considerations for the local and regional markets, particularly during shoulder and winter
seasons, should be pursued to help local businesses move beyond their reliance on the summer.

Champion the Development of Attainable and Workforce Housing: Perhaps the biggest challenge
facing the region, and by extension Downtown, is the evaporation of affordable and attainable housing. In the
Moving Downtown Forward process, creating opportunities for workforce housing was the top priority from an
online survey which received 1,172 responses from city and regional residents. Additional concern was voiced
by Downtown business owners who are finding it increasingly difficult to recruit workers, due, in part, to the
high cost of housing. Downtown cannot solve the region’s housing affordability challenge alone, but it can be
a significant contributor in the discussion. For the region, creative solutions and a strong political commitment
are needed, and the “fear of change” and accompanying litigious reflexes revealed in the Moving Forward
process need to be overcome.

Support Job Growth and Varied Career Opportunities: While Downtown Traverse City is perhaps
best known for the retail experience along Front Street, it is also a major employment center for the region.
An enormous strength is Downtown’s high concentration of knowledge-sector employment, including
nearly 2,000 jobs in the areas of professional and technology services, financing and insurance, real estate,
and information. Moving forward, Downtown can continue to attract businesses that build upon the strong
knowledge-sector core. Post-pandemic, Traverse City has an advantage as a lifestyle city, and companies are
more flexible on location choices than in the past.
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CAPITAL PROJECTS
Applying the preceding guiding principles to the DDA’s menu of prospective public infrastructure projects, a set of
physical improvements stand out as transformative for Downtown and the region at-large.

Lower Boardman (Ottaway) River Improvements:
The DDA recently engaged in a planning process to create the
Unified Plan for the Lower Boardman (Ottaway) River, which
provides a cohesive vision for the river corridor, as well as steps
to address land use, public access, infrastructure, culture, and
habitat. The Plan, completed in 2021, also identifies key capital
improvement projects related to the Boardman (Ottaway) River,
many of which work toward implementing priorities identified in this
planning process, including improving stormwater and wastewater
management, improving the land along the river by incorporating
green space and community amenities, and increasing public access
to the river.

West End Parking Structure:
While the DDA has already planned, financed, and built two parking structures within Downtown Traverse City, adding
additional parking remains a clear priority for Downtown stakeholders. The DDA has long planned a public parking
structure on the west-end of Downtown as a key step in addressing the community’s parking concerns. The proposed
structure would bring several hundred new parking spaces, and offers the DDA the opportunity to tie in community
benefits to address stakeholder challenges and concerns that were identified through this process. Those community
benefits could include dedicating a certain number of parking spaces for businesses on Front Street or current and
future office employers, or providing an incentive for the inclusion of affordable housing units in new housing projects
on the redevelopment site. The impact of this structure in this location will also make it more feasible to remove
surface lots and parking on riverbanks to create a more walkable and appealing pedestrian environment throughout
Downtown.

Civic Square:
Creating a Civic Square in Downtown Traverse City has been
a long-held priority for the DDA and Downtown stakeholders.
This central gathering place is envisioned to have year-round
programming and events that draws the community together. In
2021, a site at the southwest corner of State and Union Streets
was identified and purchased by the DDA. The next step in
implementing the Civic Square project is a community visioning
process that will be led by the DDA which will help determine how
this potential signature gathering space could look and function.

Other civic investments that help the DDA meet its
guiding principles:
Continuing to improve the public realm in Downtown to make the environment more comfortable for pedestrians is
a top priority. Improvements that contribute to this include adding a more comprehensive snowmelt system to make
sidewalks easily navigable year-round, widening sidewalks where possible, and improving alleys in Downtown to make
them usable and comfortable for pedestrians.
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SERVICES

In addition to physical improvements, the DDA delivers a suite of services that help make Downtown a reliably vital and
lively destination. Moving forward, the following service bundles, emphasized by participants during community outreach,
are priorities for Downtown.

Protect and promote local independent
businesses:
The challenge for the DDA when it was formed 45
years ago was to create business opportunities in
a largely vacant downtown. Today, the challenge is
different but no less daunting: preventing the loss
of small businesses amidst a successful real estate
market with rising rents, coupled with operational
challenges posed by a tight labor market, systemic
inflation, and a possible economic recession.
The DDA will need to act aggressively in the
future to support small businesses. This includes
continued support for the Downtown Traverse
City Association (DTCA), the Downtown merchant
association managed by the DDA, building upon
DTCA’s promotions and events, as well as “Buy
Local” programming and messaging. The DDA can
play a role in helping property owners understand
the value of supporting a unique, local business
mix. Flexible leases, equity participation, multiple
tenanting, incubators, maker spaces, and cooperatives
are all examples of how real estate profits can be
maximized for an owner, yet retain affordability for the
tenant. Lastly, the DDA can be a clearinghouse of market information, maintaining a variety of datapoints that include
properties, businesses, pedestrian counts, sales tax trends, and other key indicators.

Champion the development of affordable and attainable housing:
The Traverse City region is confronting a growing housing affordability crisis, and this issue was a top priority identified
by survey respondents and downtown stakeholders during outreach. Despite the urgency of the issue, Downtown alone
will not be able to significantly address the region’s housing challenge and the DDA has limitations in what it can do in
this realm. While it cannot regulate land uses, develop housing, or incentivize density directly, the DDA can support and
advocate on behalf of these efforts. Additionally, the Downtown business community offers knowledge and awareness
that can help City, Township, and County officials craft policy and incentives. Transit and mobility will also factor into
solutions, as affordable housing that is strategically developed along transit routes could make Downtown accessible to
more service and front-line workers.

Sustainability and climate resilience:
Moving forward, DDA services can be intentionally deployed to address goals of sustainability and climate resilience
that are top priorities for the community. These principles could be deployed in a variety of subtle ways, from
deploying a Downtown recycling program, a composting initiative for restaurants, or the use of environmentallyfriendly products for maintenance and cleaning.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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FUNDING OPTIONS
The following are funding recommendations to help bring the above capital projects and services to fruition in Downtown
Traverse City.

Capital Projects:
In the State of Michigan, there are limited options for raising funds for public infrastructure projects. Funding is limited
to Capital Improvement Project (CIP) budgets of local governments, competitive grants that are offered by the State
or federal government, or tax increment financing (TIF) through a DDA. TIF is the only mechanism in the State that
enables regional cost-sharing of localized improvements. In the case of a downtown, the logic follows that downtowns
typically provide economic benefits beyond the boundaries of a local government, and that downtowns are often utilized
by residents and visitors from outside of a local government boundary. Therefore, it is fair and reasonable to ask regional
beneficiaries to share in the cost of downtown improvements. There is the potential to extend the largest Downtown
TIF district, TIF 97, for another 30 years. This will allow TIF to continue to help finance needed public improvements,
namely the transformative projects discussed above. Given the absence of other financing tools and resources, it
is recommended that the smart, cost-efficient, and fair option to fund additional public infrastructure projects in
Downtown Traverse City is with a 30-year extension of TIF 97 through a revised tax increment financing plan.
To provide a framework for a new Downtown Tax Increment Financing Plan (“Moving Forward TIF Plan”), a series of targets were
developed for three cost bundles for future DDA TIF revenues. The following table provides general “targets” for allocating TIF
revenues into each of these bundles. The analysis will need to be updated in a more expansive Moving Forward TIF Plan, but the
following targets are offered to set expectations.

Moving Forward TIF Plan: Target Assumptions Beginning in 2028
Target Share of Total
Annual Revenue

First Year Revenue Projection
(2028 - $4M)

Bond Issue for Transformative Projects

70% to 80%

$2.8M to $3.2M

DDA Operations and Services

15% to 20%

$600,000 to $800,000

10%

$400,000

Cost Bundle

Revenue Share with Taxing Authorities

Services:
Unlike public infrastructure improvements for Downtown, services afford more latitude for diversifying DDA funding
sources. Services can be defined as efforts to maintain and market a vital downtown. Examples including enhanced
maintenance and landscaping, marketing and events to support retailers, public art and other ways to showcase local
culture, and installing cosmetic improvements, such as banners or accent lighting, that do not require a large capital
investment. Options that should be employed by the DDA to fund services include:
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»

DDA Mill Levy: The DDA mill levy, which by Michigan statute cannot exceed 2 mills, is the foundational source of
funding for services. This source currently raises about $250,000 each year.

»

Event Sponsorships: Events, ranging from festivals to more low-key activations, are prime for sponsorship from a
range of interests from private businesses to community-serving organizations.

»

Contracts for Service: Many downtown organizations receive contracts from local government to provide enhanced
services, most often for maintenance-related activities that range from supplemental trash collection to enhanced
cleaning in parks.

»

Charitable Contributions: Tax-deductible contributions are a common source of funding for downtown
organizations that create enhancements to public space. Examples include public art, celebrations of local culture
and diversity, and amenities such as water features and playgrounds. Donors can include corporations, foundations,
and individuals. In the next round of DDA projects, both the Lower Boardman (Ottaway) River and Civic Square
improvements could benefit from charitable contributions. The creation of a nonprofit 501(c)(3) affiliate under the
DDA would create the opportunity for charitable contributions, and help to leverage other funding for Downtown
services and improvements.
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SERVICES BEYOND DDA’S CORE MISSION
DDA also has responsibility for services beyond core services discussed above. There is opportunity to clarify these roles,
refresh the delineation between City and DDA responsibilities in Downtown, and lastly, expand DDA services beyond its
current borders.

Base Level of Service Agreement:
Over its long tenure, delineation of responsibilities between the City and the DDA have naturally blurred. In downtowns
with a DDA or similar management entity, it is common for both the City and the DDA to clearly spell out their
responsibilities for service delivery. Cities are charged with delivering a “base level of services” – perhaps best defined
as services that the City would deliver if there was no DDA. DDAs then provide “enhanced services” – services one
would not expect to get from a local government, such as graffiti removal, caring for landscaping, and installing flower
baskets. These responsibilities, parsed between City and DDA, can be delineated in a “base level of service agreement.”
It is recommended that this agreement be developed and finalized to provide a basis for Downtown moving forward,
establishing parameters for which services should be reasonably provided by the City, and which are enhanced
responsibilities of the DDA.

Parking Management:
Parking – often the first and last thing many visitors experience in a downtown – is critical to how people evaluate their
visit. The DDA manages Downtown’s public parking for the City of Traverse City. (Of note, parking revenue goes into
a City Enterprise Fund controlled by the City; the DDA is only reimbursed for employee costs directly associated with
managing parking.) There are several benefits to having downtown-based organizations like the DDA manage parking.
Doing so allows the parking system to be viewed holistically and from the business owner, downtown employee, and
downtown customer perspective, and treated as a key part of the larger downtown experience.
City leaders and community members have long envisioned a parking supply strategy that reduces the number of
surface parking lots Downtown while largely consolidating parking into three parking structures. The DDA through TIF
financing built the first two structures, and the planned West Front Street parking structure will bring this vision to
fruition. Renewal of TIF 97 is required to provide adequate funding for the development of the West Front structure. It
is recommended that TIF be renewed to make sure this parking strategy is realized. Continuing to manage parking on
behalf of the City, and ensuring that parking supports, not hinders, businesses and economic development in Downtown
are key service roles for the DDA moving forward.

Expansion of Services into Edge Districts:
Downtown has grown over the DDA’s years, and its edge districts have evolved. While TIF boundaries are firm, DDA
district boundaries are more flexible and adaptable. Therefore, there are opportunities to bridge the borders of
Downtown’s varied subdistricts moving forward, creating a more seamless experience throughout the greater Downtown
area.
Two important edge districts are West Front Street (locally branded as the West End) and East Eighth Street (locally
branded as North Boardman Lake District, or NOBO). Both districts have recently built out streetscape improvements
that create a more appealing pedestrian and multi-modal environment. There is a need to create a more seamless level
of service to maintain these improved spaces. There is an opportunity for the City to utilize the services of the DDA
(such as cleaning, planting and landscaping, events, etc.) along these corridors. There are several options for bringing
DDA services to these districts – including expansion of the DDA District, creating an opt-in to the existing mill levy, with
an overlay of a Downtown Improvement District. Having an overlay district creates the linkage and further establishes
a “core” of the City. The second option, would be establishing a separate Business Improvement District. Each of these
options should be further evaluated by the DDA, City, and district stakeholders.
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GOVERNANCE
The DDA’s organizational and governance structures have remained intact since its creation more than 40 years ago. The
DDA remains a quasi-governmental entity with its board of directors that is appointed by the City Commission. The City
Commission provides general oversight of the entity and must approve any debt or bonding actions by the DDA. DDA
employees work for the DDA, and not the City.
Since the DDA was formed, public/private partnership models have evolved for downtown management organizations
throughout the nation. In this scenario, the DDA is part of a broader organization, or “umbrella,” that might include
affiliates such as a nonprofit partner. This business model offers the benefits of leveraging more funding for downtown
improvements and services, plus provides more avenues of participation by both Downtown stakeholders and
community members that want to support downtown. In Michigan, the public/private partnership organizational
model is prevalent in many downtowns, with Ann Arbor and Grand Rapids highlighted as “best practices.” Another best
practice of a DDA as part of a broader partnership that can inform Traverse City is found in Colorado Springs, Colorado.
Moving forward, the Traverse City DDA can benefit from many of these organizational advantages by strengthening
and repurposing its existing 501(c)(3) affiliate, the Downtown Traverse City Association (DTCA). Recommended
organizational changes to explore include the following:

»

Repurposing the DTCA: Dating back to 1931, the Downtown Traverse City Association (DTCA) is a 501(c)(3)
nonprofit membership organization that serves as a Downtown business association. Currently, the DTCA brings
the Downtown business voice and energy into the mix. Moving forward, the DTCA bylaws could be amended
to broaden its ability to 1) create a conduit to diversify funding for Downtown projects; 2) offer board and
committee involvement options that are inclusive of a variety of Downtown stakeholders; and 3) be an advocate
for Downtown by providing education and analysis on issues impacting Downtown. Its activities would also
continue to deliver promotions and events, and build a sense of community to preserve and protect Downtown’s
high concentration of local independent businesses.

»

DDA Remains the Anchor: The Traverse City DDA remains the anchor of the two organizations, bringing
the advantages of TIF and mill levy financing and its connection to local government and regional taxing
authorities. The board of the DDA remains as it is, a 12-member group appointed by the City Commission. Moving
forward, stronger definition of board seats is recommended to ensure that Downtown stakeholders and directly
represented. Within the boundaries of the DDA, board members should include a mix of property and business
owners and use types. A seat for a downtown resident should also be considered.

Importantly, the DDA should also consider organizational options and opportunities that might not be able to be
envisioned today. Additional affiliates may be needed over time to accommodate a new improvement district (i.e.,
8th Street), management of a new public space (i.e., Civic Square), or perhaps a joint venture development and
management opportunity with a community and/or civic partner.
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IMPLEMENTATION
TO COME

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

xi

CONTENTS
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY .................................................................................ii
PROJECT OVERVIEW .....................................................................................1
PROJECT BACKGROUND............................................................................................................................................ 1
PLAN PROCESS .......................................................................................................................................................... 3

WHAT IS A DOWNTOWN DEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY? .................................5
WHAT HAS THE DDA ACCOMPLISHED WITH TIF? ..................................................................................................... 5

WHAT’S NEXT FOR DOWNTOWN – KEY TAKEAWAYS ....................................7
WHAT’S NEXT FOR DOWNTOWN – COMMUNITY PRIORITIES ........................8

THEMES FROM INTERVIEWS & ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSIONS ................................................................................... 8
ONLINE SURVEY SNAPSHOT .................................................................................................................................... 11
COMMUNITY OPEN HOUSES .................................................................................................................................. 13
COMMUNITY LEADER PRIORITIES........................................................................................................................... 13

WHAT’S NEXT FOR DOWNTOWN – MARKET ASSESSMENT .......................... 16

LIVE ......................................................................................................................................................................... 16
WORK ...................................................................................................................................................................... 17
SHOP AND DINE ...................................................................................................................................................... 17
VISIT AND STAY ....................................................................................................................................................... 18
KEY MARKET CONCLUSIONS ................................................................................................................................... 18

WHAT’S NEXT FOR THE DDA? .....................................................................19

GUIDING PRINCIPLES .............................................................................................................................................. 19
PRIORITIES FOR THE DDA MOVING FORWARD ...................................................................................................... 20
FUNDING OPTIONS MOVING FORWARD ................................................................................................................ 23
SERVICES BEYOND THE DDA’S CORE MISSION ....................................................................................................... 25
GOVERNANCE AND ACCOUNTABILITY .................................................................................................................... 28

IMPLEMENTATION .....................................................................................30
APPENDIX A: ONLINE SURVEY RESULTS
APPENDIX B: MARKET ASSESSMENT
APPENDIX C: BEST PRACTICE CASE STUDIES
APPENDIX D: PAST PLANNING DOCUMENT REVIEW

1

PROJECT OVERVIEW
PROJECT BACKGROUND
The Downtown Traverse City Moving Downtown Forward process was initiated to engage community members
and stakeholders regarding their perspectives on what has worked well and what needs to change, as well as their
vision for the Downtown and its needs and the way it relates to the surrounding region. This plan identifies both
the shared and competing values and interests of stakeholders, as well as the potential approaches,
organizational structures, and resources available to address the needs the DDA has identified to effectively
provide for ‘clean, green, and safe’ programs, public infrastructure, and placemaking.
To assist in the Moving Downtown Forward planning process, the Traverse City DDA contracted with Progressive
Urban Management Associates (P.U.M.A.), a Denver-based real estate economics and planning firm specializing in
Downtown and strategic planning for Downtown management organizations, and Parallel Solutions, a Traverse
City-based consultancy specializing in organizational development and strategy, facilitation, and community
engagement.
Like many downtowns in post-industrial
cities throughout the Midwest during the
second half of the 20th century,
Downtown Traverse City suffered from a
lack of private investment, job loss, empty
storefronts, crumbling infrastructure,
polluted properties, and underutilized
parcels. Looking to spark new investment
and promote additional opportunities for
community and economic development,
city leaders established the Downtown
Development Authority (DDA) in 1978.
The DDA serves as the lead agent working
to enhance Downtown, focused on
placemaking, infrastructure, events,
parking and business procurement,
promotion, and growth. The Traverse City
Downtown District can be seen in the map
to the right.

Moving Downtown Forward | Traverse City, MI

2
The primary funding mechanism used by the DDA to finance public infrastructure initiatives is Tax Increment
Financing (TIF). TIF is a commonly-applied, state-authorized financial tool utilized by DDAs throughout Michigan
and the nation to develop, construct, and maintain critical public infrastructure that supports and promotes
economic development within a downtown and region. Infrastructure improvements within the Downtown
District are funded through two TIF Districts – “TIF 97” which was established in 1997 for a period of 30 years and
“Old Town TIF” which was created in 1985 and renewed in 2016 for an additional 25 years. The two TIF districts in
Downtown Traverse City can be seen in the map below.

In addition to providing public infrastructure improvements, the DDA also provides services that create a vibrant
Downtown environment. In addition to TIF, the DDA is also funded through a 2-mill levy on property owners
within the Downtown District as well as management contracts for services that include parking, community arts
and events, and promotions. Additional services provided by the DDA include providing support to Downtown
businesses, cleaning of sidewalks and parks in Downtown, and place enhancements like holiday lighting,
wayfinding signs, and planters.
Over the last 40 years, the DDA has implemented a number of successful and transformative projects that have
contributed to the overwhelming success of Downtown Traverse City. Today, Downtown Traverse City serves as
the economic and cultural hub of Northwest Michigan. Its tree lined and pedestrian-friendly streets, boutique
shops, unique restaurants and microbreweries, signature celebrations, and position on Lake Michigan and the
Boardman/Ottaway River attract over 3 million visitors annually – helping to routinely place Traverse City on
several enviable “top-ten” lists every year. These amenities have recently spurred the creation of several new
start-up companies, an emerging tech presence and a growing spirit of entrepreneurship. Early 2020 Census
results revealed that the population of Traverse City grew by nearly 7% over the last ten years and Grand Traverse
County grew by nearly 10%, making it the second-fastest growing county by percentage in Michigan. As a result of
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this business and population growth, over the last 25-plus years, the value of property in the TIF 97 district has
increased nearly 300%. The value of property in the Old Town TIF district has increased 34% over the same period.
Despite its success, Downtown Traverse City and the Downtown Development Authority are at a critical juncture.
The City and DDA face significant obstacles to creating a thriving Downtown including issues and needs that
cannot be solved through the DDA’s current operating and financial models, including a shortage of affordable
housing close to the urban core, rising property values and increasing rents, a disjointed transportation network,
the attraction and retention of workers, and future development and maintenance costs for public infrastructure
projects.

PLAN PROCESS
The Moving Downtown Forward plan is intended to guide the evolution of the DDA over the next five years and
beyond. The planning process is aimed to meet the following objectives:
•
•
•
•

Work with DDA leadership to formally establish a refreshed organizational entity and financial structure to
manage and oversee Downtown development.
Develop a comprehensive market assessment to understand current and future market influences affecting
Downtown Traverse City, including a focus on how the district’s real estate sub-markets may evolve postpandemic.
Engage the organization’s leadership, business and civic leaders, the general public, and other Downtown
stakeholders in a participatory process to develop Moving Downtown Forward.
In concert with DDA staff and board leadership, develop recommendations to guide the organization’s
evolution and enhance its value proposition.

To provide input, direction, and an overall “sense of reality,” the DDA formed a Project Working Group and
Leadership Team to meet with the consultant team at strategic intervals during the planning process. The
Working Group included DDA board members as well as additional representatives from neighborhood
associations, businesses, and community-serving organizations. The Leadership Team was comprised of
representatives from the City of Traverse City and DDA Board leadership.
To accomplish the preceding objectives, the strategic planning process was comprised of four steps – preparation
and Community Engagement Plan, an external market and community priorities assessment, an internal
organizational and financial assessment, and synthesis into the Moving Downtown Forward plan.
1.

During Step 1 of the Moving Downtown Forward process, the P.U.M.A. team engaged in plan
preparation and created a Community Engagement Plan (CEP). Plan preparation involved compiling
background materials and data for the following two steps, reviewing and summarizing past planning
efforts relevant to Downtown, and creating a CEP for the overall planning process. The CEP defined
strategies and tactics to connect with property owners, businesses, neighborhoods, employees,
residents, local tax jurisdiction partners in TIF, local community and economic development
organizations, and civic constituents throughout the Moving Downtown Forward planning process.

2.

The External Community Priorities and Market Assessment informed the plan through a detailed
assessment of market trends and a discovery of stakeholder priorities for Downtown. The P.U.M.A.
Team engaged a variety of Downtown and community stakeholders during this step through
individual interviews and roundtable meetings to understand community priorities and aspirations, as
well as an online survey distributed throughout Traverse City and beyond. Over 1,300 Downtown and
community stakeholder inputs were collected through these means. Leadership meetings were also
conducted with members of both the City Commission and the DDA Board of Directors. Themes from
stakeholder outreach are described in the next section.
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The market assessment included a compilation of data on Downtown’s key economic indicators and
opportunities in a variety of segments through an analysis of secondary data from existing economic
agencies, real estate professionals, Census, and other widely accessed sources that can be easily
updated and monitored over time.
3.

The Internal Organizational and Financial Assessment reviewed the DDA’s ability to effectively
address challenges and capitalize on opportunities identified in the external assessment. This
assessment included a comprehensive review of the programs, financing tools, budgets, and
organizational structure of the DDA. This step considered organizational and programmatic “best
practices” from comparable downtown management organizations in Michigan. Work was also
advanced on a “base level of services agreement” with the City that identifies service obligations by
the City in Downtown versus enhanced and supplemental services that can be provided by the DDA.

4.

Following completion of the steps above, the consultant team prepared a Moving Downtown
Forward framework and draft plan report with findings from the external and internal assessments,
and recommendations for an updated organizational and financial structure for the DDA. The plan
was finalized through review and feedback from DDA staff and ultimately DDA Board of Directors
approval.
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WHAT IS A DOWNTOWN
DEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY?
Downtown Development Authorities (DDAs) are quasi-public agencies that provide both organization and
financing to support Downtown capital projects and enhanced services that focus on the city center’s vitality and
attractiveness. DDAs serve as the caretakers of Downtown, facilitating partnerships, joining businesses and
property owners with local government to create a self-sustaining organization designed to maintain a vibrant city
center that is economically healthy and champion downtown for the long term. Property owners, business
owners, residents and tenants within the proposed DDA area must vote on the DDA’s creation and funding. The
governing board is made up of these stakeholders as well as representatives from the City, appointed by the City
Commission. Downtown Development Authorities were enacted on August 13, 1975 under the Public Act 197 of
1975, otherwise knowns as the “DDA Act.” Public Act 197, and subsequently the Public Act 57 of 2018, authorize
the use of Tax Increment Finance (TIF) to correct and prevent the deterioration of downtown areas in the State of
Michigan. DDAs are common in downtown areas throughout the state, and are found in many states throughout
the nation.
DDA operations and projects are typically funded
through an operations tax of up to two mills within the
district, and TIF, both of which must be approved by
stakeholders in the district as well as by City
Commission. TIF allows a DDA to leverage increases in
property taxes over and above that of taxes collected
during the base year when the DDA is formed, to help
finance development and improvement projects. Other
financing tools that can be used by DDAs in Michigan in
addition to millage and TIF include special assessments,
revenue bonds, revenues from property owned or
leased by the DDA, donations and grants to the
authority, and contributions from the local unit of
government. 1

The Traverse City DDA is guided by the
following mission statement:
Collaborate with all stakeholders to provide a world
class downtown that is active, thriving, and
inclusive. Through investments in sound,
sustainable infrastructure and civic amenities, the
DDA corrects and prevents deterioration in the
Downtown District to encourage historic
preservation, to create and implement development
plans and to promote economic growth.

An overview of what the DDA can and cannot do can be found in the Executive Summary of this document.

WHAT HAS THE DDA ACCOMPLISHED WITH TIF?
Tax increment financing (TIF) is a commonly used, state-authorized tool utilized by DDAs throughout Michigan and
the nation to develop, construct, and maintain critical public infrastructure that supports and promotes economic
development within a downtown and region. These investments may be City-led investments such as utilities,
public art or plazas, lighting, streetscape improvements, etc., that occur independently from any particular

Information from: https://www.michiganbusiness.org/4a8170/globalassets/documents/reports/factsheets/downtowndevelopmentauthority.pdf
1
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development. DDAs, however, more typically partner on development activities in ways that advance community
vision. This is due in part to the way that TIF financing is generated.
TIF is generated over time as a range of activities and infrastructure investments improve property values
incrementally within a designated district. In Michigan, TIF districts have an initial lifespan of 30 years and can be
extended for up to another 30 years. Under TIF, the DDA “captures” property tax revenue on the incremental
increases on assessed property values within the Downtown district over time. These captured tax revenues are
then used to fund public infrastructure improvements within the Downtown district. Downtown Traverse City has
two TIF Districts – “TIF 97” was established in 1997 and covers the majority of Downtown. “Old Town TIF” was
established in 1985 (and renewed in 2016) and covers the Old Town area.
TIF 97, the largest source of funding revenue for critical infrastructure within the Downtown, is scheduled to
expire in 2028. There are a number of projects identified within the existing TIF 97 Plan that are currently in the
planning and/or development phase and will require several years to fully mature and ultimately be realized. In
addition, there are a handful of projects that have not yet started, but have been identified by the DDA Board,
property owners, business owners, City Commissioners, and other community members as critical to the future
development and growth of Downtown. In Downtown Traverse City, TIF dollars have been used to support several
public infrastructure projects with Downtown, which include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

City streetscapes, e.g., sidewalks, bump-outs, and snow melt systems
Hardy and Old Town Parking Garages
Farmer’s Market
Downtown Wi-Fi
Placemaking elements
Pedestrian and vehicular wayfinding signage
Garland Street
City Opera House Improvements
Maintenance
Clinch Park Improvements
Pine Street Pedestrian Bridge
Boardman Riverwalk
Public Restrooms
Community safety services
Bridge Repairs

Regional Cost Sharing for Regional Benefit
For every dollar of TIF revenue, 53% comes from the City and 47% comes from other jurisdictions and regional
authorities. While Traverse City’s population hovers around 15,000 people, roughly 50,000 people from
throughout the region come into or pass through the city each day (not to mention the millions of tourists each
year). This influx of people places tremendous stress on the city’s infrastructure. TIF is the only regional municipal
revenue-sharing tool that uses dollars from regional taxing jurisdictions to fund and maintain critical public
infrastructure in the city. Quite simply, the City’s general fund would not be able to support or maintain
Downtown infrastructure without TIF. Studies continue to show that investing in Downtown and utilizing tools
such as TIF has consistently proven to increase economic development, jobs, and the tax base for the entire
region.
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WHAT’S NEXT FOR DOWNTOWN
– KEY TAKEAWAYS
Key takeaways from the discovery phase of this planning process are summarized below, and are based on input
received from more than 1,300 Downtown Traverse City stakeholders, community members and leaders, and an
assessment of market conditions in Downtown and the region. Additional detail on community outreach and the
market assessment are provided in the chapters that follow, and in Appendices A, B, and C.
1. Downtown Traverse City Has Emerged as a Strong Economic Engine and Gathering Place for the Region. Just
25 years ago Downtown Traverse City suffered from a lack of private investment, job loss, empty storefronts,
crumbling infrastructure, polluted properties, and underutilized parcels. The DDA’s leadership, services, and
strategic use of TIF has been instrumental in creating the Downtown that the region enjoys today.
2. Despite its Vitality, Downtown Has Vulnerabilities. Vulnerabilities facing Downtown include retaining and
supporting small, independent, and distinctive businesses, availability of housing affordable to the workforce,
lower income, and younger populations, determining how new infrastructure and investment in Downtown
can support sustainability in all of its dimensions (economic, environmental, and equity), and protecting and
preserving a vital Downtown in the uncertain times ahead.
3. Regional Prosperity is Tied to a Vital Downtown. The market assessment reveals that the entire Traverse
City region is challenged by shifting demographics that are found in similar destination resort and amenityrich communities around the nation. Aging demographics and a shortage of affordable housing will make it
increasingly difficult to attract service and front-line workers and keep growing families that are essential to
maintaining a healthy economy. Downtown is a critical regional amenity that can appeal to younger
demographics, foster innovation, and embrace the values of sustainability that are critical to the next
generations, including environmental stewardship and societal inclusion.
4. Priorities for New Physical Improvements Are Clear. Priorities for physical improvements from Downtown
stakeholders and community members from both the city and the region align with DDA Board priorities. The
top priorities that were identified from the community-wide online survey, in order, include:
• Improve stormwater and wastewater management in Downtown
• Increase parking supply by adding more parking structure(s)
• Make Downtown more pedestrian-friendly and accessible
• Increase Downtown housing options
5. Priorities for New Services Are Clear. Top service and program priorities of Downtown stakeholders, the DDA
Board, and City Commission also mirror the top priorities for services from the online survey (in order):
• Create opportunities for affordable and local workforce housing in Downtown
• Help protect and promote local independent businesses in Downtown
• Become a national leader for sustainability and climate resilience
6. The DDA’s Mission Continues. Downtown Traverse City serves as the economic anchor not only for the City,
but for the region. Downtown isn’t ‘done’ and the community has clear priorities for Downtown moving
forward. Downtown continues to need a champion to implement and finance these shared priorities. If the
DDA and TIF go away, City of Traverse City taxpayers will bear 100% of the financial burden of implementing
the region’s priority physical improvements and services for Downtown.
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WHAT’S NEXT FOR DOWNTOWN
– COMMUNITY PRIORITIES
An essential component of the Moving Downtown Forward process was to engage a variety of stakeholders to
understand the current strengths, challenges, and future opportunities for Downtown Traverse City. Community
priorities for Downtown revealed by the outreach were used to inform the DDA’s priorities and recommended
governance adjustments moving forward.
Community input was gathered in a number of different formats and included meeting with nearly 100
Downtown stakeholders through virtual and in-person interviews, small group discussions, and roundtable
meetings. Stakeholder groups included property owners (commercial and residential), business owners, residents,
representatives from the various Downtown and adjacent neighborhoods, employers, local taxing jurisdictions,
City leadership, DDA Board members, and other key partners. The broader Traverse City community was also
invited to participate through an online survey that collected 1,172 responses plus through two in-person
community open houses that attracted about 50 additional participants.

THEMES FROM INTERVIEWS & ROUNDTABLE
DISCUSSIONS
Interviews and roundtable discussions in the first phase of the Moving Downtown Forward process were intended
to gain an understanding of strengths and challenges of Downtown Traverse City, and to gather input on two key
questions – What is next for Downtown Traverse City?, and What’s next for the Traverse City DDA? The following
are themes commonly expressed during interviews and roundtable discussions with nearly 100 Downtown
stakeholders, including business owners, property owners, residents, employers, and employees.

DOWNTOWN TRAVERSE CITY STRENGTHS
•

•

•

•

Storefront economy: Downtown Traverse City has a unique mix of retail and restaurants, many of which
are locally owned and operated. Furthermore, Downtown has retained a low commercial vacancy rate,
showcasing resiliency in the storefront economy even through the Covid-19 pandemic, which was also
bolstered by the closure of Front Street to vehicular traffic for outdoor dining and shopping.
Character and authenticity: The character of Downtown is distinct and authentic to Traverse City, as a
number of historic buildings have been retained and adaptively reused throughout Downtown,
particularly along Front Street. There is also a strong sense of community amongst Downtown
stakeholders, and in several instances, there is a multigenerational legacy of business and property
owners.
Natural amenities: Downtown has several natural and open space amenities both within the Downtown
district and adjacent to it. Amenities include the Lower Boardman River, Grand Traverse Bay, the Tart
Trail, and Clinch Park.
Reasons to come Downtown: There are no shortage of reasons to come to Downtown Traverse City, as it
serves as a regional economic and cultural hub and a destination for local, regional, and national tourists.
Regular events and activation of public spaces and place enhancements like public art create an inviting
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•

•

atmosphere for locals and visitors alike. In addition to large-scale events that draw people from elsewhere
in Michigan and beyond, there are also a number of locally-serving entertainment venues, including the
State Theatre, City Opera House, and Bijou by the Bay, and locally-serving events like Shop Community
Day and Restaurant Week.
Multi-modal options: Downtown is accessible by multiple modes of transportation beyond just vehicles.
Downtown is largely pedestrian-friendly, has comfortable bike infrastructure and amenities, and is
accessible by the Bay Area Transportation Authority (BATA) transit system.
DDA stewardship of Downtown: As a champion for Downtown and financing entity for key Downtown
improvements, the Traverse City DDA has been instrumental in the revitalization of Downtown that has
occurred over the last 30 years.

DOWNTOWN TRAVERSE CITY CHALLENGES
•

•

•

•

•

Affordability: Affordability has become a major challenge to Downtown Traverse City in recent years.
Increasing housing costs and the cost of living have become prohibitive for service employees hoping to
live near Downtown retail and restaurant jobs. Housing affordability challenges have been further
exasperated by an increase in short-term rentals in Downtown. Additionally, the storefront economy is
challenged by increasing commercial lease rates, particularly along Front Street. The higher-end, boutique
nature of many Downtown stores and restaurants can also be exclusionary for lower income community
members.
Lack of consensus around the future of Traverse City and growth: There is not one unifying vision for the
future of Downtown and Traverse City as a whole, as community members have competing ideas around
what the future should look like. Some community members have concerns about rising residential and
commercial costs as the population grows and development continues, while other citizens are concerned
about losing Traverse City’s small-town charm, while other stakeholders are worried about the impact of
development on the environment. Additionally, among some community members, there is a fear of
change and growth that has manifested in the form of aversion to higher density development and the
resulting restrictions on building heights in Downtown. Traverse City also has a uniquely litigious
environment, and the combination of these conditions has restricted the community’s ability to adapt and
address many of the challenges facing Downtown.
Parking: There are several challenges around the parking experience in Downtown Traverse City,
including the lack of availability of parking in key locations, particularly in the winter months, the price of
on-street and structured parking, the ease of use of the technology, fines for businesses feeding meters
for their patrons, the location of existing parking decks and the decks’ proximity to businesses on Front
Street, and surface parking that creates gaps in the Downtown environment.
Seasonal nature of tourism: While tourism is a key economic driver in Traverse City, the seasonal nature
of tourism presents several challenges. Congestion during peak tourism season creates a difficult
environment for locals hoping to enjoy Downtown’s amenities. Additionally, while summertime tourism
fuels the Downtown economy, Downtown business patronage significantly slows during the offseason.
Small business challenges: Small, locally-owned businesses are a big part of what makes Downtown
Traverse City unique, and yet those businesses face some significant threats. Service workers are
increasingly unable to afford housing near Downtown, and those challenges have resulted in reduced staff
capacity and business operation hours as a result. Increasing commercial lease rates threaten to displace
small businesses on Front Street, and businesses off Front Street face challenges with visibility to potential
patrons.
Moving Downtown Forward | Traverse City, MI

10
•

Traffic patterns: One-way streets and the speed of traffic along Front Street and State Street are
challenging for people navigating streets and sidewalks using other modes like walking, using mobility aid
equipment, or bicycling.

IMPROVEMENTS FOR DOWNTOWN TRAVERSE CITY OVER THE
NEXT 5-10 YEARS
Physical Improvements for Downtown Traverse City
•

•

•

•

•

•

Enhance connections to the natural environment, including implementing the Lower Boardman/Ottaway
River improvements identified in the Unified Plan, bringing the river into Downtown and vice versa,
activating and improving the alleyways along the river, improving stormwater and wastewater
management, and improving physical connections to the Grand Traverse Bay.
Improve the non-vehicular Downtown experience, including expanding the snowmelt system for
Downtown sidewalks and consider leveraging a snow melt system, strengthening non-vehicular
connectivity and wayfinding between Downtown districts, continuing to make Downtown streets multimodal and improve bicycle and pedestrian amenities, and considering the closure of 100 and 200 block of
Front Street during certain days of the week.
Improve the parking experience, including increasing the parking supply by adding the proposed West
Front Street parking structure, embracing infill development of surface parking lots to improve the
pedestrian experience and encourage additional housing, and improving advertising of existing parking
garages.
Enhance the public realm, including ensuring the proposed Civic Square project moves forward,
enhancing existing and creating new public spaces along the Lower Boardman River, adding more
greenery and landscaping into the Downtown environment, adding more outdoor dining options,
constructing gateways in and out of Downtown, improving lighting, improving the cleanliness and
maintenance of streetscape amenities like crosswalks, streets, and trash receptacles, building more public
restrooms in Downtown, and adding more public art.
Cater to locals as well as tourists, including encouraging programming and events that are relevant to
Traverse City residents, employees, and businesses and considering incentives for locals to spend dollars
Downtown like Downtown gift certificates, or credits for 30 minutes of meter parking.
Spread energy throughout Downtown beyond Front Street, including implementing the Eighth Street
vision plan, improving connections between that corridor and Downtown, and improving the storefront
economy and pedestrian experience along State Street.

Service Improvements for Downtown Traverse City
•

•

•

Make Downtown more inclusive and welcoming, including enriching the cultural diversity in retail and
restaurant offerings, increasing the visibility and history of indigenous cultures in the region, improving
engagement with the next generation of leadership representing Downtown businesses, property owners,
residents, civic partners, and the DDA board, and providing additional services for the unhoused
population.
Ensure transit is convenient and accessible, including increasing advertising of existing BATA system
services to residents and Downtown employees, such as Destination Downtown services, satellite parking
lots connected to Downtown via the BATA services, and availability of on-demand BATA ride requests.
Support affordable housing in Downtown, including increasing housing density in Downtown by revisiting
60’ height restrictions in exchange for community benefits like affordable housing and considering tax
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•

•
•

•

abatements or similar incentives to allow property owners to make improvements to facades or develop
second floors into long-term rentals.
Support businesses and storefronts in Downtown, including continuing to encourage active ground floor
uses like restaurants and retail, working to ensure Downtown storefronts remain predominately local,
independent businesses, recruiting office users to Downtown second floor vacancies, ensuring business
offerings cater to locals as well as tourists, identifying affordable spaces for businesses to relocate to
within Downtown, supporting job creation and job creators, encouraging creative and affordable retail
formats like cooperatives, incubators, and a year-round farmers or makers market, and creating design
standards for Downtown buildings.
Improve communication and marketing of Downtown, including streamlining communication with and
improving marketing to Downtown businesses, property owners, and the general public on events and
other happenings occurring in Downtown.
Increase year-round events and programming in Downtown public spaces, including events and
activities in outdoor public spaces for year-round events, creating wintertime activation such as adding
fireplaces or speakers for holiday music, and creating an interactive, experiential wayfinding system by
utilizing apps and technology.
Become a precedent for sustainability and environmental resilience, including appealing to younger
demographics by prioritizing sustainability in all Downtown investments and improvements.

TRAVERSE CITY DDA PRIORITIES MOVING FORWARD
•
•
•

•

Focus on implementation of priorities, including charting a course for implementing what the DDA can
accomplish from the priorities laid out in recent planning efforts for Downtown.
Continue championing Downtown, including creating a compelling vision and course for Downtown
moving forward and becoming the leading advocate for that vision.
Improve intentional communication of what the DDA does, including clarifying and communicating the
roles and responsibilities of the DDA, versus the City, County, or other jurisdictions, continuing to tell
Downtown’s story, and improving communication of existing services provided by the DDA.
Reevaluate and diversify organizational structure, including reevaluating the DDA’s role as an advisory
body to the City Commission, diversifying the DDA board to maximize representation from Downtown
stakeholders, and encourage the next generation of leadership to engage in the civic environment. Other
organizational suggestions included diversifying DDA revenue streams, such as leveraging state and
federal dollars to fund improvements, and considering options for extending the DDA’s purview to the 8th
Street Corridor and West Front Street.

ONLINE SURVEY SNAPSHOT
An online survey was prepared as part of the Moving Downtown Forward process for the Traverse City DDA. This
survey was open to the public from June 6th to July 5th, 2022 and had the goal of gathering information from a
broad audience about their experience and desires for Downtown Traverse City for the future. The survey
collected 1,172 responses. Full online survey results can be found in Appendix B: Online Survey Results.
Demographics: Survey respondents represented a cross-section of Downtown Traverse City stakeholders.
Respondents were typically 35-64 years old (61%), white (96%), female (66%), and representing a range of
household incomes. 83% of respondents identified as local residents, with 58% living in Traverse City and 25%
elsewhere in Grand Traverse County.
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Downtown Traverse City Today
•
•

•

A majority of respondents come Downtown once a week (38%), or daily due to living or working
Downtown (33%).
The top three amenities that bring respondents to Downtown were:
o Restaurants and bars (73%)
o Shopping/markets (55%)
o Recreational opportunities (36%)
When it came to respondents’ perceptions of whether certain Downtown characteristics have gotten
better or worse over the past five years, there was strong consensus.
o Better: general appearance (61%), mix of restaurants and nightlife (54%), and pedestrian &
bicycle friendliness (47%) were the top three characteristics respondents rated as slightly or
much better.
o No Change: public safety (51%), cleanliness (47%), arts and cultural activities (47%), parks and
open space (46%), mix of retail and shopping options (43%), and businesses and jobs (43%) were
the characteristics that respondents heavily rated as no change.
o Worse: housing options and affordability (86%), unhoused population (63%), and parking
options (58%) were the top three characteristics respondents rated as slightly or much worse.

Downtown Traverse City in the Future
•

•

•

•

The top five words that
capture respondents’
vision for Downtown
Traverse City in 2030 were:
o Walkable (16%),
o Parking
[more/easier/free]
(15%)
o Affordable (12%)
o Clean (10%)
o Safe (9%)
The physical improvements
respondents considered to
be the most important (i.e.,
those given the most ratings of important or very important) to implement in order to achieve their vision
for Downtown Traverse City were:
o Improve stormwater and wastewater management in Downtown (89%)
o Implement proposed Lower Boardman River improvements (79%)
o Make Downtown more pedestrian-friendly and accessible (77%)
When asked to select the most important of those physical improvements listed, respondents’ top
choices were:
o Improve stormwater and wastewater management in Downtown (22%)
o Increase parking supply by adding more parking structure(s) (15%)
o Make Downtown more pedestrian-friendly and accessible (12%)
o Increase Downtown housing options (12%)
The programs and services respondents considered to be the most important (i.e., those given the most
ratings of important or very important) to implement in order to achieve their vision for Downtown were:
o Help protect and promote local independent businesses in Downtown (85%)
o Ensure transit (BATA system) is convenient and accessible (75%)
o Attract new employers and jobs, including working to fill office vacancies (69%)
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•

o Create opportunities for affordable and local workforce housing (68%)
When asked to select the most important of those programs and services listed, respondents’ top choices
were:
o Create opportunities for affordable and local workforce housing in Downtown (29%)
o Help protect and promote local independent businesses in Downtown (18%)
o Become a national leader for sustainability and climate resilience (12%)

COMMUNITY OPEN HOUSES
COMMUNITY OPEN HOUSE #1

On June 22, DDA staff and the consultant team hosted two Open House sessions at the City Opera House from
11:30am-1:30pm and 5:30-7:30pm. The purpose of the Open Houses was to share input received so far, and
encourage participants to offer their thoughts, hopes, and preferences for the future of Downtown via the online
community survey. The format for the session included a formal presentation and opportunity for participants to
ask questions and share thoughts and ideas, and informal opportunities for participants to have one-on-one
conversations with DDA staff and the consultant team.
The presentation at the Open House included the same information that was shared at the joint Commission and
DDA board session:
•
•
•

National data, trends, and perspectives.
Preliminary data and perspectives from the public survey about the future of downtown, and reviewed
themes and highlights shared by stakeholders at listening sessions held in May.
An overview of the current framework of the DDA, including reviewing its purpose and why it was
originally formed, what the DDA has done and what it does now, how the DDA is structured, where the
DDA provides services, and the sources and uses of funding.

COMMUNITY OPEN HOUSE #2
Forthcoming - description/summary of second community open house

COMMUNITY LEADER PRIORITIES
JOINT CITY COMMISSION AND DOWNTOWN DEVELOPMENT
AUTHORITY BOARD MEETING #1
City Commissions and DDA Board members met for a joint session on June 21, 2022. The purpose of the meeting
was to share information and identify additional questions and key issues to be addressed through the Moving
Downtown Forward process. At the meeting, the consultant team shared:
•
•
•

National data, trends, and perspectives
Preliminary data and perspectives from the public survey about the future of downtown, and reviewed
themes and highlights shared by stakeholders at listening sessions held in May
An overview of the current framework of the DDA, including reviewing its purpose and why it was
originally formed, what the DDA has done and what it does now, how the DDA is structured, where the
DDA provides services, and the sources and uses of funding
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The team guided and facilitated discussion and listened to and documented issues and questions shared by joint
session participants during discussion as well as in a pre-session survey.

Future of Downtown
The following unprioritized issues, needs, and ideas were identified in the pre-session survey and discussed at the
joint session:
•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Housing, including more affordable and workforce housing, housing and office mix based on market
needs, the potential conversion of vacant offices to housing, the availability and the potential for future
housing opportunities tied to the of use of existing parking lots and the potential development of West
End parking deck, and the need for partnerships to address housing solutions
Parking and the need to address the West End parking structure was also shared by several respondents.
This included: whether the structure is needed, whether there is the political will to build it, whether it
will be funded by extending TIF97 or by another funding source, and the need to understand the
community impacts of not building it
Getting rid of building height restrictions
Maintaining character and appeal while managing growth and change
Developing and articulating a bold and creative vision for the community we want to become, and then
working toward it
Finding a better compromise between the motorized and non-motorized communities so that we do what
is best for all citizens in the area
Clearly defining the roles of the DDA and City, including a communications plan for the public so they
know who is responsible for what
Seeking a more equitable distribution of TIF dollars
Addressing vacancies and decreased utilization of office space
Needing diversity of people and ideas
Attracting and retaining downtown employees
Riverwalk
Civic Square
Storm and sewer infrastructure
Enabling ample time and opportunities for the public to review and comment on downtown plans and
projects

Future of the Downtown Development Authority
The following unprioritized issues, needs, and ideas were discussed at the joint session and shared in the presession survey:
•

•

Rethinking and taking an innovative approach to the structures and management of downtown programs
and services including parking, the management of the Arts Commission, housing programs and services,
and the DTCA. Exploring models such as 501(c)(3), the roles of City Department(s), the potential for
privatized parking services, etc.
Clarifying the City and the DDA’s roles and responsibilities, including:
o A common vision, streamlined communication, a coordinated effort between the two groups, and
a true and deep partnership. Joint committee meetings on a regular basis
o Maintaining a group (however that looks) to remain focused on the core downtown area.
o Clarifying the level of autonomy the DDA would have to develop its own strategies for its future,
which may or may not be dependent on the City
o Integrating project management/software for internal (City and DDA) use, especially with large
scale, complicated projects, with long timelines
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Transparency for the public related to the West End Parking Deck, Riverwalk, and Civic Square.
Creating consistent communications, including a need for a communications plan as part of any
structural transition plan
Determining the funding sources and financing structure(s) for future downtown needs and developing
pro-formas for each proposed infrastructure project stating sources and uses of funds.
Taking a more regional approach to infrastructure improvements and looking at relationships with taxing
jurisdictions. Partnering on similar priorities by getting rid of “siloed” commissions and boards to address
issues
Exploring housing partnerships, including figuring out how to pay for housing, and the potential to use TIF
funding for housing
o
o

•
•
•

Commissioners and DDA board members also shared an openness to new concepts and the outcomes of the
effort, a focus on action (“this is not just another study”), and a desire for a more robust and deeper
understanding of where the increased property tax revenues (TIF dollars) are invested.

JOINT CITY COMMISSION AND DOWNTOWN DEVELOPMENT
AUTHORITY BOARD MEETING #2
Forthcoming – brief write-up
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WHAT’S NEXT FOR DOWNTOWN
– MARKET ASSESSMENT
A market assessment was completed during the summer of 2022 to help inform what is next for Downtown
Traverse City. The market assessment considered three main market areas – Downtown (DDA footprint), the City
of Traverse City, and the 5-county region, including Grand Traverse, Benzie, Leelanau, Antrim, and Kalkaska
counties. When applicable, Downtown Traverse City is also compared to the peer cities of Bozeman, Montana,
Rapid City, South Dakota, Burlington, Vermont, and Bend, Oregon to offer new perspective and considerations for
benchmarking. The following summary provides an overview of key findings from the market assessment by
sector (Live, Work, Shop and Dine, Visit and Stay). The full market assessment can be found in Appendix D.

LIVE
DEMOGRAPHICS
•

•

•

The region has experienced steady but modest population growth
Median Age (Region)
since 2000, growing 15% between 2000 and 2022. Traverse City,
2010
2022
after experiencing a shrinking population between 2000-2010,
Bozeman
32.6
35.0
rebounded nicely, and its growth rate has outpaced that of the
Rapid City
36.6
38.1
region over the last 12 years.
Burlington
37.3
39.6
The region, and in turn, Traverse City and Downtown, is made up of a
Bend
40.2
42.8
relatively older population. The regional median age is 47 years old.
This is the oldest – significantly so – amongst Traverse City’s peer
Traverse City
44.2
46.8
cities, as the table to the right shows. Furthermore, 40% of the
Source: Esri Community Profile
region’s residents are 55 and older, and this proportion is trending
upward
Compared to citywide and regional demographics, Downtown has much smaller households on average,
fewer households with children, a lower median household income, a more highly educated resident
body, and a larger proportion of individuals working in white collar fields. Household sizes are particularly
small in Downtown, with nearly half being one-person households. (Traverse City also has a high
proportion of one-person households, at 41%.)

HOUSING
•

•
•

Home Value Increase
Housing is Traverse City’s (and the region’s) strongest real estate sector.
(Jun 2020 – Jun 2022)
Housing prices have soared to record highs over the last several years,
Bend
59%
during the pandemic. In turn, the city and region are now grappling with
Traverse City
48%
supply-demand challenges and housing affordability issues at levels it
Rapid City
46%
hasn’t had to in the past.
Bozeman
43%
Traverse City’s median home value is $425,000, well above the statewide
Burlington
35%
average in Michigan of $237,000. Between June 2020 and June 2022,
Traverse City home values increased 48%.
Downtown’s ownership units carry a premium over citywide values. Over the last year-plus, the average
sale price of a Downtown housing property was $593,800, at a price per square foot of nearly $400/sf.
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WORK
•

•

•

•

The 5-county region is the economic hub of
Downtown Employment Density, 2022
Northern Michigan. It has a growing and
(with Total Employees in labels)
diversifying economy that is largely anchored
by the tourism industry.
10,351
58/acre
The largest employment sectors in the
region are: health care and social assistance,
5,477
5,689
retail, accommodation and food service,
41/acre
5,678
7,542
36/acre
and manufacturing. Together, these four
30/acre 29/acre
industries make up more than half of all jobs
in the region. Health care is the city and
region’s largest industry by far. In Traverse
City, nearly half of all jobs are in the health
care sector, and regionally, nearly a quarter.
Burlington Bozeman
Bend
Traverse Rapid City
Downtown’s economy is anchored by the
City
dining and retail service sector, finance and
insurance, public sector, and professional
services. Together, these sectors represent 60% of all Downtown jobs.
Compared to peer cities, Downtown has a below-average number of downtown workers and
employment density. This illustrates the lack of primary, private employers in Downtown (outside of
Hagerty), but also an opportunity for Downtown to evolve into a greater economic engine for the local
economy.

SHOP AND DINE
•

•

•

•

•

The retail, food and beverage sector is an economic
Storefronts by Ownership Type
engine for the regional economy, employing more
Chain
than 22,000 people in the 5-county area, nearly a
6%
quarter of all jobs.
Chainlet
This sector is bolstered greatly by the tourism
12%
economy, and the millions of people that visit
Traverse City annually.
Downtown Traverse City’s storefront economy is
critical to its success, attracting visitors, driving foot
traffic, and fueling the neighborhood’s vibrancy. In
total, there are 146 storefronts in Downtown.
Local
82%
Downtown has a strong, varied mix of storefronts
by category, in large part made possible by the
strength of the tourism market. Retail remains the
most common category Downtown, making up more than half of the storefront units. Dining and drinking
follow with a third of spaces, while various service-based businesses make up the remainder.
82% of Downtown’s storefront businesses are local independents, while 12% are classified as chainlets
and only 6% are chains. (Chainlets are defined as businesses with a dozen or fewer locations and/or ones
with locations scattered across Michigan.)
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VISIT AND STAY
•
•

•

•

Tourism is a key economic engine for the Traverse City local and regional economy.
Visitor spending in Grand Traverse County and the 5-county region has been on a steady uptick over the
course of the decade leading up to the pandemic. The region saw total visitor spending rise 28% between
2011-2019, rising to more than $900 million annually. (Visitor spending dipped 15% in 2020, due to the
pandemic, but not as much as many other places across the country.)
Within Traverse City limits, there are approximately 16 hotels/motels. While several of these are located
in Downtown, a majority are east of Downtown also along Munson. The pandemic brought volatility to
the hotel industry over the last two-plus
years in Grand Traverse County. The preActive Short-Term Rentals Per 1,000
pandemic year of 2019 showed a relatively
Residents
healthy, but very seasonally dependent
Source: AirDNA, Esri, P.U.M.A.
lodging market. After a disruptive 2020, 2021
30.9
exceeded pre-pandemic 2019 industry
metrics.
Short-term rental companies, led by Airbnb
15.0
and VRBO, have seen explosive growth in
11.8
the Traverse City region in recent years. As
8.3
7.7
of Q2 2022, there were 1,512 active rentals
listed on Airbnb and/or VRBO in greater
Traverse City. This was a 53% increase since
Traverse City
Bend
Bozeman Rapid City Burlington
2019. These are predominately concentrated
in and around Downtown. Traverse City’s
short-term rental market is one of the hottest, and most pervasive, in the country.

KEY MARKET CONCLUSIONS
•

Converging trends will be a challenge: An aging population, increasing housing costs, and a boom in short
term rentals are creating a lack of affordability and housing for service industry workers and working
families in general.

•

A strong mix of local, independent storefronts are key to Downtown’s identity: Increases in lease rates,
tourism, interest from chains, and staffing shortages will challenge this sector. Additionally, the
Downtown business mix may transition more toward food and beverage moving forward and
Downtown’s footprint and energy is expanding into adjacent neighborhoods, including the Warehouse,
West End, East Eighth Street areas.

•

Finding additional anchor employers in growth industries remains a priority: The Downtown office
employment remains heavily reliant on Hagerty, and the lack of a four-year university hinders private
sector growth. Recent initiatives with Michigan Tech and others are working to address this challenge.
Downtown Traverse City’s fundamentals and the differentiators it has in place are and will continue to be
appealing as a workplace location in today’s economy.
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WHAT’S NEXT FOR THE DDA?
GUIDING PRINCIPLES
Like many civic issues in Traverse City, community members are passionate about Downtown and have a variety of
ideas for its future. With input from more than 1,300 community members, the Moving Downtown Forward
process revealed that Downtown stakeholders, City leaders, and community residents from throughout the region
are in alignment around priorities for the next generation of investment and improvements. These aligned
priorities, coupled with findings from the Moving Downtown Forward market assessment, create a set of five
guiding principles for evaluating how the DDA will allocate resources to invest in projects and services.
•

Design a Great Place All Ages and for Future Generations: Downtowns throughout the nation are
known for their appeal to younger generations, including Millennials and Gen Z’ers under the age of 40.
The market assessment revealed that the Traverse City region needs an infusion of younger people. With
a regional median age of 47, compared with other cities around the country, Traverse City is quickly
becoming a national outlier as an aging community. While being a retirement community is not
necessarily undesirable, Traverse City is a relatively remote community located in the snowbelt and
dependent on a tourism-based economy that requires a large number of service and front-line workers.
Furthermore, any healthy economy needs younger generations, including families with children, to
sustain, innovate and grow. Downtown is and can continue to be the regional hub of art, culture, events,
entertainment, and innovation that attracts younger populations to the region.

•

Advance Environmental Sustainability and Stewardship: The Moving Forward process brought to light
the themes of sustainability and climate resilience as core values of the entire community. For the DDA,
the guiding principle may be incorporated into the environmental sustainability practices in both the
public infrastructure improvements and services sides of it work program. For example, the number one
capital improvement priority from the community survey, improving stormwater and wastewater
management, is a capital responsibility shared by many agencies within the City and the region. The DDA
can respond to this priority by designing and constructing projects that relieve pressures on these
systems within the Downtown.
The best near-term opportunity is the improvement package planned for the Lower Boardman River. By
replacing hardscape with greenspace, and incorporating forward-thinking drainage designs for mitigating
stormwater, the DDA can address a core community value while also constructing an amenity that
delivers on other key priorities that include improving Downtown’s walkability, economic vitality, and
intersections with nature. On the services side of the ledger, a more aggressive Downtown recycling
program is an example of a potential near-term win.

•

Protect and Preserve Small Local Independent Businesses: Downtown Traverse City has achieved its
current success based on a unique storefront economy that features a high concentration of local
independent stores. The market assessment found that 94% of retail and restaurant tenants are either
one-of-a-kind or “chainlets”, regional tenants with a handful of other locations. This remarkable and
cherished retail experience is at risk as rents increase and pressures of displacement mount. Moving
forward, the DDA will need to provide a variety of promotions, investments, and incentives to protect
Downtown’s small businesses.
The proposed west end parking structure will offer convenient parking for both customers and
employees, and, importantly, complete a balanced parking infrastructure strategy that can serve
Downtown for decades to come. The Downtown will also need to be actively programmed throughout
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the year with a series of promotions, events, and marketing. Special considerations for the local and
regional markets, particularly during shoulder and winter seasons, should be pursued to help local
businesses move beyond their reliance on the summer. The proposed Civic Square can be a critical
investment, providing a central gathering spot for year-round programming and activation.
•

Champion the Development of Attainable and Workforce Housing: Perhaps the biggest challenge
facing the region, and by extension Downtown, is the evaporation of affordable and attainable housing.
In the Moving Downtown Forward process, creating opportunities for workforce housing was the top
priority from an online survey which received 1,172 responses from city and regional residents.
Additional concern was voiced by Downtown business owners who are finding it increasingly difficult to
recruit workers, due, in part, to the high cost of housing. Downtown cannot solve the region’s housing
affordability challenge alone, but it can be a significant contributor in the discussion.
Within Downtown, financial and/or height incentives should be considered for housing developments
that offer a certain percentage of affordable units. For the region, creative solutions and a strong
political commitment are needed, and the “fear of change” and accompanying litigious reflexes revealed
in the Moving Forward process need to be overcome.

•

Support Job Growth and Varied Career Opportunities: While Downtown Traverse City is perhaps best
known for the retail experience along Front Street, it is also a major employment center for the region.
An enormous strength is Downtown’s high concentration of knowledge-sector employment, including
nearly 2,000 jobs in the areas of professional and technology services, financing and insurance, real
estate, and information. Moving forward, Downtown can continue to attract businesses that build upon
the strong knowledge-sector core. Opportunities could range from small businesses housed in incubators
and/or coworking environments, to larger employers that can bring dozens of (and more) jobs to the
city. Post-pandemic, Traverse City has an advantage as a lifestyle city, and companies are more flexible
on location choices than in the past. To help with job recruitment, investments by the DDA include the
new parking structure to alleviate parking as a barrier to recruiting new businesses and continued efforts
to protect and preserve the storefront economy.

PRIORITIES FOR THE DDA MOVING FORWARD
TRANSFORMATIVE PUBLIC INFRASTRUCTURE PROJECTS
Applying the preceding guiding principles to the menu of prospective public infrastructure projects that are on the
DDA’s priority list, four potential investments stand out as truly transformative for Downtown and the region atlarge. Three potential investments stand out as inter-related improvements that collectively strengthen the
guiding principles for Downtown identified above and maximize the potential return-on-investment (ROI) for the
region’s long-term economic vitality and sustainability.

Lower Boardman (Ottaway) River Improvements
For many years, Downtown Traverse City turned its back to the Boardman (Ottaway) River. However, over the last
15 years, the City of Traverse City and DDA have installed several public access projects (e.g., new boardwalks,
fishing landings, pedestrian bridges) along the Lower Boardman (Ottaway) River. Unfortunately, many of these
amenities were not connected, leaving a disjointed system of pedestrian paths, landing areas, and dead-ends. At
the same time, there have been a number of new infill developments along the river, sparking debate about the
appropriate use of land along the river. In response, the DDA engaged in a planning process to create the Unified
Plan for the Lower Boardman (Ottaway) River, which provides a cohesive vision for the river corridor, as well as
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steps to address land use, public access, infrastructure, culture, and habitat. The Plan, completed in 2021, also
identifies key capital improvement projects related to the Boardman (Ottaway) River, many of which work toward
implementing priorities identified in this planning process, including improving stormwater and wastewater
management, improving the land along the river by incorporating green space and community amenities, and
increasing public access to the river. One of these key capital improvement projects involves creating a riverwalk
and pedestrian plaza behind the 100 and 200 blocks of Front Street, and is currently undergoing a process to
develop a conceptual design.

West End Parking Structure
While the DDA has already planned, financed, and built two parking structures within Downtown Traverse City,
adding additional parking remains a clear priority for Downtown stakeholders. The DDA has long planned a public
parking structure on the west-end of Downtown as a key step in addressing the community’s parking concerns.
The proposed structure would bring several hundred new parking spaces, and offers the DDA the opportunity to
tie in community benefits to address stakeholder challenges and concerns that were identified through this
process. Those community benefits could include dedicating a certain number of parking spaces for businesses on
Front Street or current and future office employers, or providing an incentive for the inclusion of affordable
housing units in new housing projects on the redevelopment site. The impact of this structure in this location will
also make it more feasible to remove surface lots and parking on riverbanks to create a more walkable and
appealing pedestrian environment throughout Downtown.

Civic Square
Creating a Civic Square in Downtown Traverse City has been a long-held priority for the DDA and Downtown
stakeholders. This central gathering place is envisioned to have year-round programming and events that draws
the community together. In 2021, a site at the southwest corner of State and Union Streets was identified and
purchased by the DDA. The next step in implementing the Civic Square project is a community visioning process
that will be led by the DDA which will help determine how this potential signature gathering space could look and
function.

Other Civic Investments that address DDA Guiding Principles
Continuing to improve the public realm in Downtown to make the environment more comfortable for pedestrians
is a top improvement identified by Downtown stakeholders, and a key priority for the Traverse City DDA.
Improvements that could contribute to pedestrian-friendliness in Downtown include adding a more
comprehensive snowmelt system to make sidewalks easily navigable year-round, widening sidewalks where
possible, and improving alleys in Downtown to make them usable and comfortable for pedestrians.

SERVICES
In addition to physical improvements, the DDA delivers a suite of services that help make Downtown a reliably
vital and lively destination. These services are supported by the added 2 mill property tax levy that is paid
exclusively by properties located within the boundary of the DDA. These funds are effectively leveraged with
other sources of revenue, including sponsorships and earned income. Moving forward, the following service
bundles, emphasized by participants during community outreach are priorities for Downtown.
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Protect/Promote Local Independent Businesses
Downtown’s concentration of local independent businesses is critical to its success, and creates an appealing
destination for locals and visitors alike. The challenge for the DDA when it was formed 45 years ago was to create
business opportunities in a largely vacant downtown. Today, the challenge is different but no less daunting –
preventing the loss of small businesses amidst a successful real estate market that is putting upward pressure on
rents coupled with operational challenges posed by a tight labor market, systemic inflation, and in the near-term,
a likely economic recession.
The DDA will need to act aggressively in the future to support small businesses. Continued support for the
Downtown Traverse City Association (DTCA), the Downtown merchant association managed by the DDA, will be
critical. Building upon the DTCA’s promotions and events, additional opportunities to broaden programming that
attracts local and regional residents will be increasingly important. “Buy local” programming and messaging that
builds pride in supporting local ownership (perhaps by showcasing local business owners) are suggested. When
feasible, tenants should also be encouraged to purchase their buildings (or spaces through condominiums),
providing long-term economic sustainability.
The DDA can also play a role in helping property owners understand the long-term collective value of supporting a
unique local independent business mix. Flexible leases, equity participation, multiple tenanting, incubators,
maker spaces, and cooperatives are all examples of how real estate profits can be maximized for an owner, yet
retain affordability for the tenant.
Finally, the DDA should deepen its understanding of the market dynamics affecting today’s Downtown and likely
trends into the future. The DDA can be a clearinghouse of market information, warehousing and updating a
variety of datapoints that include properties, businesses, pedestrian counts, sales tax trends, and other key
indicators. The market assessment prepared for the Moving Forward process can provide a foundation for
compiling data in the future, with periodic updates and market reports to the community at-large.

Champion the Development of Affordable/Attainable Housing
The Traverse City region is confronting a growing housing affordability crisis, and this issue was a top priority
identified by survey respondents and Downtown stakeholders in the Moving Forward process. Despite the
urgency of the issue, Downtown alone will not be able to significantly address the region’s housing challenge.
Downtown has limited land, and in most cases, the most expensive land in the region. There is the opportunity to
incent new affordable housing in Downtown through techniques that include density bonuses, parking waivers or
incentives, but the number of units will likely be dozens, as opposed to thousands needed in the region.
Despite these limitations, the DDA can be an active participant in finding regional solutions to housing
affordability. While the DDA cannot regulate land uses, develop housing, or incentivize density directly, the DDA
can support and advocate on behalf of these efforts. Additionally, the Downtown business community offers
knowledge and awareness that can help City, Township, and County officials craft policy and incentives. Transit
and mobility will also factor into solutions, as affordable housing that is strategically developed along transit
routes could make Downtown accessible to more service and front-line workers.

Sustainability and Climate Resilience
Moving forward, DDA services can be intentionally deployed to address goals of sustainability and climate
resilience that are top priorities for current Traverse City residents, plus are core values that will appeal to
attracting younger demographics to the City and region. These principles could be deployed in a variety of subtle
ways, from deploying a Downtown recycling program, a composting initiative for restaurants, or the use of
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environmentally-friendly products for maintenance and cleaning. More visible improvements, including plans for
the Lower Boardman River and a Civic Square, could directly employ sustainability principles in project design.
Even the new parking garage should consider climate resilience practices, offering EV charging stations, secured
bicycle parking, and perhaps solar panels or a green roof on the top.

FUNDING OPTIONS MOVING FORWARD
TRANSFORMATIVE PUBLIC INFRASTRUCTURE PROJECTS
In the State of Michigan, there are limited options for raising funds for public infrastructure projects. The State
does not provide for special districts that are common in other parts of the country designed to amortize the cost
of infrastructure. Funding for capital projects is limited to Capital Improvement Project (CIP) budgets of local
governments, competitive grants that are offered by the State or federal government, or tax increment financing
(TIF) through a DDA. Furthermore, TIF is the only mechanism in the State that enables regional cost-sharing of
localized improvements. In the case of a downtown, the logic follows that downtowns typically provide economic
benefits beyond the boundaries of a local government, and that downtowns are often utilized by residents and
visitors from outside of a local government boundary. Therefore, it is fair and reasonable to ask regional
beneficiaries to share in the cost of downtown improvements. The philosophy is shared by dozens of DDAs in the
State of Michigan, and hundreds of TIF authorities found in towns and cities throughout the country.

Current Myths About Extending TIF
In Traverse City, there is the potential to extend the largest Downtown TIF district, TIF 97, for another 30 years. In
this way, TIF can continue to help finance needed public improvements, including the preceding transformative
projects. Despite the potential to extend TIF, the notion has met some resistance in Traverse City. Current
arguments against extending TIF that are circulating in Traverse City are listed below, followed by counter
arguments:
1. The variety of regional agencies that contribute toward TIF need the revenue more than the downtown –
Beyond the City of Traverse City, the amount of funds captured by the Downtown TIF is a very small fraction
of funds raised by the regional partners involved. The counter-argument is simply that the regional benefits
from a vital downtown serving as the economic engine of the region outweigh the marginal cost. The value
proposition is particularly high to a region that houses the vast majority of residents that actually work, visit
and enjoy Downtown. Furthermore, Downtown remains essential to the future of the regional economy,
particularly as the region struggles to attract younger demographics, primary employers and achieve
environmental sustainability goals.
2. TIF 97 was originally provided with a commitment to end after 30 years – While it is true that some policy
makers made a finite 30-year commitment for TIF 97 back in 1997, we are now living amidst new economic
realities, and Downtown, while certainly more viable, is not “done.” The recent Covid-19 pandemic revealed
how fragile economic vitality can be, and how important a vital downtown is to long-term economic
resiliency. Regional economic challenges for the future – lack of affordable housing, workforce and business
recruitment challenges, aging demographics, climate change and resilience – could not have been envisioned
30 years ago. This is precisely why the Michigan statute allows DDA’s to be extended, allowing regions to
reassess current and future needs and continue to utilize TIF to steer regional prosperity. Furthermore, in
Traverse City, the Moving Downtown Forward process revealed that the community does not see Downtown
as a finished product. Based on community perspectives shared through this process, there is widespread
support for a new series of investments that will meet the guiding principles stated in this report.
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3. The City of Traverse City needs to capture TIF funds to fund basic services – Some community voices have
lobbied for the dissolution of TIF to help fund basic services within the City of Traverse City; however, the
Downtown TIF is highly leveraged by regional funding sources. The City contributes 53 cents on the dollar for
TIF, with the remaining 47 cents coming from a variety of regional authorities that directly benefit from a vital
downtown. If the City walks away from this arrangement, it will keep only 53 cents on the dollar while
assuming 100% of the obligation for downtown improvements. Traverse City residents need to understand
that ending TIF is a dramatic civic investment decision, walking away from regional funding leverage and
placing tens of millions of future public projects solely in the hands of Traverse City’s 16,000 residents. For
example, a $43 million bond issuance is recommended to be supported by the next generation of Downtown
TIF. Without TIF, this amounts to nearly $2,700 per resident of Traverse City, or nearly $11,000 for a family of
four. With the extension of TIF, the cost is zero.
This report recommends that the smart, cost-efficient, and fair option to fund additional capital projects in
Downtown Traverse City is with the extension of TIF 97 for another 30 years through a revised tax increment
financing plan.

Moving Forward Tax Increment Financing Plan for Downtown
As part of the Moving Downtown Forward process, the consultant team worked with the Traverse City DDA staff
to develop scenarios for delivering the guiding principles, transformative projects and ongoing services outlined in
this plan. Financial scenarios were developed, with the understanding that economic conditions are dynamic and
change month-to-month, if not daily. Also considered is how the DDA and City are and will be working together
to deliver services and complete the identified needs for a healthy, thriving downtown for the next generation.
We looked at how best practices from other communities with DDAs can inform Downtown Traverse City. To
provide a framework for a new Downtown Tax Increment Financing Plan (“Moving Forward TIF Plan”), a series of
targets were developed for three cost bundles for future DDA TIF revenues. These cost bundles include the
following:
•

Bond Issue for Transformative Projects: Similar to the use of TIF in the past, the Moving Forward TIF
Plan anticipates that TIF revenue will be bonded to support the design and development of three
transformative projects – the Lower Boardman (Ottaway) River Improvements, the West End Parking
Structure, and the Civic Square. Full funding for the parking structure is assumed through TIF, while
partial funding is proposed for the Lower Boardman/Ottaway and Civic Square projects anticipating that
additional resources can be leveraged for those civic investments. This cost bundle would be a fixed
amount for the next 30-year term of the Moving Forward TIF Plan.

•

DDA Operations and Services: Similar to the use of TIF in the past, the Moving Forward TIF Plan
anticipates that DDA operations, maintenance and safety enhancements, marketing and other services
will be partially financed through TIF revenue. Moving forward, these services will be increasingly
important to protect and preserve small local independent businesses, promote environmentally
sustainable practices, and champion policies and issues where Downtown can provide expertise, such as
the growing regional affordable housing shortage. This cost bundle could increase along with the
increase of property values in Downtown over time.

•

Revenue Share with Taxing Partners: The Moving Forward TIF Plan introduces the notion sharing TIF
revenue with the taxing jurisdictions that contribute toward TIF. The revenue share acknowledges that
all taxing partners can financially benefit from Downtown’s success, and offers upside for sharing in its
future prosperity. This cost bundle could increase along with the increase of property values in
Downtown over time. The revenue share option would be memorialized in a multi-year contract
developed with and for each of the DDA’s taxing partners.
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The following chart provides general “targets” for allocating TIF revenues into the preceding expense bundles. Its
assumptions are based upon expectations beginning in the year 2028, after the expiration of TIF 97. All of these
assumptions will need to be updated and analyzed in a more expansive Moving Forward TIF Plan for Downtown,
but the following targets are offered to set expectations.
Moving Forward TIF Plan: Target Assumptions Beginning in 2028
Target Share of Total
Annual Revenue

First Year Revenue Projection
(2028 - $4M)

Bond Issue for Transformative Projects

70% to 80%

$ 2.8M to $ 3.2M

DDA Operations and Services

15% to 20%

$ 600,000 to $ 800,000

10%

$ 400,000

Cost Bundle

Revenue Share with Taxing Authorities

ADDITIONAL FUNDING FOR SERVICES
Unlike public infrastructure improvements for Downtown, services afford more latitude for diversifying DDA
funding sources. Services can be defined as efforts to maintain and market a vital downtown. Examples including
enhanced maintenance and landscaping, marketing and events to support retailers, public art and other ways to
showcase local culture, and installing cosmetic improvements, such as banners or accent lighting, that do not
require a large capital investment. Options to fund services include the following:
•

DDA Mill Levy: The DDA mill levy, which by Michigan statute cannot exceed 2 mills, is the foundational
source of funding for services. This source currently raises about $250,000 each year.

•

Event Sponsorships: Events, ranging from festivals to more low-key activations, are prime for
sponsorship from a range of interests that range from private businesses to community-serving
organizations.

•

Contracts for Service: Many downtown organizations receive contracts from local government to provide
enhanced services, most often for maintenance-related activities that range from supplemental trash
collection to enhanced cleaning of parks.

•

Charitable Contributions: Tax-deductible contributions are a common source of funding for downtown
organizations that create enhancements to public space. Examples include public art, celebrations of local
culture and diversity, and amenities such as water features and playgrounds. Donors can include
corporations, foundations and individuals. In the next round of DDA projects, both the Lower Boardman
(Ottaway) River and Civic Square improvements could benefit from charitable contribution. The creation
of a nonprofit 501(c)(3) affiliate under the DDA would create the opportunity for charitable contributions,
and help to leverage other funding for Downtown services and improvements.

SERVICES BEYOND THE DDA’S CORE MISSION
Beyond the core DDA services of enhanced maintenance and marketing, the organization is also responsible for
managing Downtown’s parking system. The process helped to daylight the way, over time, the roles and
responsibilities between the City and the DDA have started to blur in Downtown. While not uncommon, this drift,
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or “mission creep,” is not desirable for either the DDA or the City, and could violate the intent of Michigan DDA
law. Both issues are discussed below.

BASE LEVEL OF SERVICES AGREEMENT
In downtowns with a DDA or similar management entity, it is common for both the City and the DDA to clearly
spell out their responsibilities for service delivery. Cities are charged with delivering a “base level of services” –
perhaps best defined as services that the City would deliver if there was no DDA. Typically, these services include
the maintenance of roadways, trash collection from receptacles, repair of sidewalks, and vertical elements such as
street lights. DDAs then provide “enhanced services” – services one would not expect to get from a local
government. These could include added frequencies of trash collection, graffiti removal, caring for landscaping,
installing flower baskets, and other cosmetic improvements.
These responsibilities, parsed between City and DDA, can be delineated in a “base level of service agreement”.
The agreement essentially creates a ledger of service responsibility – on one side are the responsibilities of the
City, on the other the DDA. As part of the Moving Forward process, a draft base level of service agreement is in
the process of being created. It is recommended that this agreement be finalized to provide a basis for Downtown
moving forward, establishing parameters for which services should be reasonably provided by the City, and which
are enhanced responsibilities of the DDA. Furthermore, the agreement should be reviewed and updated
frequently, perhaps every two years.

PARKING MANAGEMENT
Parking – often the first and last thing many visitors experience in a downtown – is critical to how people evaluate
their visit. This was reflected in stakeholder engagement. “Improve the parking experience” was a predominate
priority improvement identified in interview and roundtable discussions; and “increase parking supply by adding
more parking structure(s)” was the second-most important physical improvement amongst online survey
participants.
The DDA manages Downtown’s public parking for the City of Traverse City. Parking revenue goes into a City
Enterprise Fund which is managed and controlled by the City. The primary purpose of the Enterprise Fund is to
ensure that parking facilities are maintained. The DDA, through their contract with the City, is only reimbursed for
employee costs directly associated with managing parking.
There are several benefits to having downtown-based organizations like the DDA manage parking. Indeed, there
are a number of best practice examples around the country of downtown management organizations that
successfully manage parking as part of their work program. Doing so allows the parking system to be viewed
holistically and from the business owner, downtown employee, and downtown customer perspective, managed in
a coordinated way, and treated as a key part of the larger downtown experience. In short, it allows parking to be
viewed through an economic development lens.
Besides the current model in place that’s described above, the City has three options when looking at servicing
parking – contracting with a private operator, a hybrid model, or having the City itself manage and operate
parking in-house. There are drawbacks with each of these three models as noted below:
•

Turning it over to a private operator creates a more fragmented model, where the parking management is
severed from the entity that owns the parking areas (the surface lots, the on-street spaces, and the
parking structures). It also means that parking is run as a business, separate from its larger role that’s tied
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•

•

to ensuring Downtown’s vitality. A private operator also would not be as responsive to the needs of the
Downtown business community. This model would be a step backwards for Downtown Traverse City.
A hybrid approach would require a private parking operator to work in collaboration with the current
operation. This would ensure that the current facilities have oversight and are properly maintained by the
City. However, this model adds another layer and complicates Downtown’s parking management, and it is
unclear if there are benefits that would be realized that justify this change.
Having the City take over the parking operation is always an opportunity, but needs a complete review
and understanding of costs. Previous studies completed by the City show an increase in administrative
oversight that would be required (along with costs). Additionally, as identified above, the largest needs
are within the Downtown district, and having the Downtown-based entity responding to challenges and
recommending improvements to the City is the most effective model.

The DDA should also view parking through the lens of its new guiding principles, as laid out earlier in the plan.
Namely:
•
•

•

To advance environmental sustainability and stewardship, the DDA should view parking from the wider
perspective of mobility and access to downtown, via all modes.
To protect and preserve local independent businesses, parking is a critical tool in the DDA toolkit to make
it easier on businesses to operate in a challenging downtown economic environment – making sure
parking isn’t a deterrent for customers, and finding ways to ease the burden of downtown employees
commuting daily for work.
To support the growth of primary jobs, the DDA should seek to ensure parking isn’t a deterrent in
attracting new businesses to downtown’s commercial real estate. As the market assessment points out,
often times a lack of dedicated parking is what frequently prevents office space from being filled in the
downtown market.

It is also important to think about parking as one piece of the larger transportation and mobility puzzle. The DDA
and City have done this over the years by utilizing a Transportation Demand Management (TDM) Plan to guide
parking-related initiatives and improvements. An initial TDM Plan was created in 2017, and the Plan was recently
updated in 2022 with several new recommendations. City leaders and community members have long envisioned
a parking supply strategy that reduces the number of surface parking lots Downtown while largely consolidating
parking into three parking structures. The DDA through TIF financing built the first two structures, and the
planned West Front Street parking structure will bring this vision to fruition. However, renewal of TIF 97 is
required to provide adequate funding for the development of the West Front structure, that earlier in the plan
was identified as a priority capital project for moving downtown forward.
It is recommended that (1) Tax Increment Financing be renewed, in part to bring the full vision of a downtown
parking system to fruition by building the West Front structure, and (2) that DDA continue to manage parking on
behalf of the City, focusing on implementing its TDM Plan, and ensuring that parking supports, not hinders,
businesses and economic development in Downtown.

EXPANSION OF SERVICES INTO EDGE DISTRICTS
Both TIF 97 and Old Town TIF were created decades ago when the Downtown landscape and footprint looked
very different. Downtown has grown over the DDA’s years, and its edge districts have evolved. While TIF
boundaries are firm, DDA district boundaries are more flexible and adaptable. Therefore, there are opportunities
to bridge the borders of Downtown’s varied subdistricts moving forward, creating a more seamless experience
throughout the greater Downtown area.
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As the market assessment pointed out, two important emerging edge districts are West Front Street (locally
branded as the West End), and East Eight Street (locally branded as North Boardman Lake District, or NOBO).
There are many indications that as Downtown property values continue to rise and consumer demand grows,
these two emerging districts will be the frontier for new development and will be the most pronounced expansion
areas of the greater Downtown footprint over the next 5-10 years. Both of these districts have recently built out
streetscape improvements that create a more appealing pedestrian and multi-modal environment for locals and
visitors alike. These projects have created a more seamless physical environment between these edges and areas
within DDA boundaries. Now there is a need to create a more seamless level of service to maintain these
improved spaces.
There is an opportunity for the City to utilize the services of the DDA along these two key corridors. Appropriate
stakeholders should further evaluate the feasibility of expansion of DDA services – primarily cleaning and
planting/landscaping, but also other DDA services such as merchant promotions, holiday lighting, wayfinding, etc.
– into these edge districts. The DDA can facilitate these discussions, but efforts need to be led in the most part by
property and business owners within each district.
There are several options to consider to more formally bring DDA services to these edge districts – including
expansion of the DDA District, creating an opt-in to the existing mill levy, with an overlay of a Downtown
Improvement District. Having an overlay district creates the linkage and further establishes the “core” of the city
which includes these two edge districts. The second option would be establishing separate Business Improvement
Districts (BIDs) in the edge districts. BIDs are a common tool nationally, including in Michigan, that allows for
property owners to voluntary levy a special assessment on properties within the district to fund enhanced
services like those offered by the DDA. Although a separate entity, the BID would have the ability to contract for
services with the DDA.
In any case, efficiencies and cost savings via economies of scale could be realized if the DDA provides its services
in these edge districts. Further conversations with district stakeholders and financial analysis are needed, and the
DDA should provide their expertise to this evaluation – but timing of these efforts should be driven by appetite
within each district for added services.

GOVERNANCE AND ACCOUNTABILITY
The DDA’s organizational and governance structures have remained intact since its creation more than 40 years
ago. The DDA remains a quasi-governmental entity with its board of directors that is appointed by the City
Commission. The City Commission provides general oversight of the entity and must approve any debt or bonding
actions by the DDA. DDA employees work for the DDA, and not the City.
Since the DDA was formed, public/private partnership models have evolved for downtown management
organizations throughout the nation. In this scenario, the DDA is part of a broader organization, or “umbrella,”
that might include affiliates such as a nonprofit partner. This business model offers the benefits of leveraging
more funding for downtown improvements and services, plus provides more avenues of participation by both
Downtown stakeholders and community members that want to support downtown. In Michigan, the
public/private partnership organizational model is prevalent in many downtowns, with Ann Arbor and Grand
Rapids highlighted as “best practices.” Another best practice of a DDA as part of a broader partnership that can
inform Traverse City is found in Colorado Springs, Colorado.
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Moving forward, the Traverse City DDA can benefit from many of these organizational advantages by
strengthening and repurposing its existing 501(c)(3) affiliate, the Downtown Traverse City Association (DTCA).
Recommended organizational changes to explore include the following:
•

Repurposing the DTCA: Dating back to 1931, the Downtown Traverse City Association (DTCA) is a
501(c)(3) nonprofit membership organization that serves as a Downtown business association. Currently,
the DTCA brings the Downtown business voice and energy into the mix. Moving forward, the DTCA bylaws
could be amended to broaden its ability to 1) create a conduit to diversify funding for Downtown projects;
2) offer board and committee involvement options that are inclusive of a variety of Downtown
stakeholders; and 3) be an advocate for Downtown by providing education and analysis on issues
impacting Downtown. Its activities would also continue to deliver promotions and events, and build a
sense of community to preserve and protect Downtown’s high concentration of local independent
businesses.

•

DDA Remains the Anchor: The Traverse City DDA remains the anchor of the two organizations, bringing
the advantages of TIF and mill levy financing and its connection to local government and regional taxing
authorities. The board of the DDA remains as it is, a 12-member group appointed by the City Commission.
Moving forward, stronger definition of board seats is recommended to ensure that Downtown
stakeholders and directly represented. Within the boundaries of the DDA, board members should include
a mix of property and business owners and use types. A seat for a downtown resident should also be
considered.

Importantly, the DDA should also consider organizational options and opportunities that might not be able to be
envisioned today. Additional affiliates may be needed over time to accommodate a new improvement district
(i.e., 8th Street), management of a new public space (i.e., Civic Square), or perhaps a joint venture development
and management opportunity with a community and/or civic partner.
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