
  

Notice:   Due to Building Security, public entrance during non-business hours is through the Police Department—Pierce St. Entrance only.  
Individuals with disabilities requiring assistance to enter the building should request aid via the intercom system at the parking lot entrance gate on Henrietta St. 
 
Persons with disabilities that may require assistance for effective participation in this public meeting should contact the City Clerk’s Office at the number (248) 530-1880, or (248) 644-5115 (for the 
hearing impaired) at least one day before the meeting to request help in mobility, visual, hearing, or other assistance.  
 
Las personas con incapacidad que requieren algún tipo de ayuda para la participación en esta sesión pública deben ponerse en contacto con la oficina del escribano de la ciudad en el número 
(248) 530-1800 o al (248) 644-5115 (para las personas con incapacidad auditiva) por lo menos un dia antes de la reunión para solicitar ayuda a la movilidad, visual, auditiva, o de otras asistencias. 
(Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964). 

  REGULAR MEETING OF THE PLANNING BOARD 
WEDNESDAY, MARCH 11, 2020 

7:30 PM 
151 MARTIN STREET, CITY COMMISSION ROOM, BIRMINGHAM, MI 

 
 

 
A. Roll Call 
B. Review and Approval of the Minutes of the regular meeting of February 27, 2020 
C. Chairpersons’ Comments   
D. Review of the Agenda  

 
E. Study Session Items 

Rules of Procedure for Study Sessions: Site Plan and Design Review, Special Land Use Permit Review and other review 
decisions will not be made during study sessions; Each person (member of the public) will be allowed to speak at the end of 
the study session; Each person will be allowed to speak only once; The length of time for each person to speak will be 
decided by the Chairman at the beginning of the meeting; Board members may seek information from the public at any time 
during the meeting. 
 

1. Review of Draft Master Plan Document – Section B.1. Neighborhood 
Components (pages 85 – 139) 

 
F. Miscellaneous Business and Communications: 

a. Communications  
b. Administrative Approval Correspondence  
c. Draft Agenda for the next Regular Planning Board Meeting (March 25, 2020)  
d. Other Business  
e.  

G. Planning Division Action Items  
a. Staff Report on Previous Requests  
b. Additional Items from tonight's meeting 

 
H.   Adjournment 



 

 

CITY OF BIRMINGHAM 
SPECIAL MEETING OF THE PLANNING BOARD 

THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 27, 2020 
City Commission Room 

151 Martin Street, Birmingham, Michigan 
 
Minutes of the special meeting of the City of Birmingham Planning Board held on February 27, 
2020. Chairman Scott Clein convened the meeting at 7:30 p.m. 
 
A. ROLL CALL 
 
Present: Chairman Scott Clein; Board Members Stuart Jeffares, Daniel Share, Janelle  

Whipple-Boyce, Bryan Williams; Alternate Board Members Jason Emerine (arrived 
7:33 p.m.), Nasseem Ramin        
 

Absent: Board Members Robin Boyle, Bert Koseck 
  
Administration: Brooks Cowan, City Planner  

 Laura Eichenhorn, Transcriptionist 
      

02-26-20 
 

B. Approval Of The Minutes Of The Regular Planning Board Meeting of February 12,   
    2020 
 
Mr. Share requested that the premises discussed in the February 12, 2020 minutes be appended 
to the minutes for reference. 
 
Ms. Whipple-Boyce and Mr. Jeffares commented positively on the thoroughness of the minutes. 
 
Mr. Arpin, a member of the public, asked for permission to comment on the minutes. After being 
granted permission by Chairman Clein, Mr. Arpin said that the word ‘attendant’ in his final 
comments on page 11 should be changed to ‘proportional’ or ‘respective’.  
 
While the word ‘attendant’ was correctly used, Mr. Williams recommended ‘respective’. Mr. Share 
agreed. 
 
Mr. Share recommended to members of the public that in the future if they have concerns with 
meeting minutes, those concerns should be emailed to Planning Director Ecker so they can be 
submitted to the Board for review. 
 
Motion by Mr. Share 
Seconded by Mr. Williams to approve the minutes of the Regular Planning Board 
Meeting of February 12, 2020 as amended. 
 
Motion carried, 6-0. 
 
VOICE VOTE 



 
Birmingham Planning Board Proceedings  
February 27, 2020 

 

1 
 

Yeas: Share, Williams, Clein, Jeffares, Ramin, Whipple-Boyce 
Nays: None  
Abstain: Emerine 
 

02-27-20 
 

C. Chairperson’s Comments  
 
Chairman Clein noted that there would be two items postponed as noted on the agenda and a 
few reviews. He also welcomed the Board’s newest student member, Rachel Hester. 
 
He then said he wanted to comment on a report that was released the week prior. 
 
Chairman Clein explained that the report showed pedestrian deaths from vehicular crashes went 
up across Michigan for the first time in almost a decade. He stated that while he had been exiting 
a Birmingham parking garage that evening he had three close encounters with vehicles speeding 
around blind curves.  
 
Given both the report and his own experience, he said there was no better time to comment on 
the dangers of excessive driving speed and distracted driving. Chairman Clein stated distracted 
driving leads to an increase in serious and critical crashes, in addition to fatalities.  
 
Chairman Clein concluded by imploring drivers to both slow down and to pay attention while 
driving.  
 

02-28-20 
 
D. Review Of The Agenda  
 
City Planner Cowan noted that there may have been an issue with the plans for the orthodontic 
office being included in the agenda, and that he had the plans up on the projection screen as a 
result.  
 

02-29-20 
 
E. Old Business 

 
1. 35001 Woodward (Parking lots & Hunter House) – Revised Preliminary Site  
Plan & Community Impact Study Review to allow construction of a new 5 story mixed  
use building containing retail, office and residential uses (Continued from January 22,  
2020, request by applicant for postponement to March 25, 2020).  
 

Motion by Ms. Whipple-Boyce 
Seconded by Mr. Share to postpone the Revised Preliminary Site Plan & Community 
Impact Study Review for 35001 Woodward (Parking lots & Hunter House) until March 
25, 2020. 
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Motion carried, 7-0. 
 
VOICE VOTE 
Yeas: Whipple-Boyce, Share, Williams, Clein, Emerine, Jeffares, Ramin  
Nays: None  
 

02-30-20 
 

F. Rezoning Request 
 
1. 469 – 479 S. Old Woodward (Former Mountain King and Talmer Bank) – 
Request for rezoning from B3/D4 to B3/D5 to allow construction of a new 9 story mixed 
use building (Proposed to be rescheduled to March 25, 2020). 
 

Chairman Clein explained that the applicant did not have signs posted on their property regarding 
the rezoning request as required by ordinance so the hearing for the request had to be postponed 
as a result. 
 
Chairman Clein asked City Planner Cowan to make sure that an email received by the Board from 
Dr. Mickey Schwartz dated February 19, 2020 regarding the matter be inserted into the 
permanent record. He also confirmed that new noticing on the matter would be sent out to all 
required properties even though the Board proposed to postpone to a date certain. 

 
Motion by Mr. Williams 
Seconded by Ms. Ramin to postpone review of the request for rezoning for 469 – 479 
S. Old Woodward until March 25, 2020. 
 
Motion carried, 7-0. 
 
Chairman Clein clarified for Mr. Arpin that no site plan would be considered as part of this matter, 
and that only the potential recommendation for rezoning of this particular property would be 
considered. He said he would recommend the verbiage be updated to reflect that as part of the 
renoticing process. He also confirmed for Mr. Arpin that the agenda on March 25, 2020 would 
have all required documentation for consideration of the rezoning request. 
 
VOICE VOTE 
Yeas: Williams, Ramin, Share, Whipple-Boyce, Clein, Emerine, Jeffares  
Nays: None  

 
02-31-20 

 
G. Special Land Use Permit Reviews 

 
1. 160 W. Merrill (Dick O’Dows) - Amendment of Special Land Use Permit to 
temporarily provide outdoor dining at the rear of the restaurant during 2020 due to Maple 
Road reconstruction.  
 



 
Birmingham Planning Board Proceedings  
February 27, 2020 

 

3 
 

City Planner Cowan and Mitch Black, owner of Dick O’Dows, presented the item.  
 
Chairman Clein stated that the Willits Residential Association Community (WRAC) Director 
submitted an email stating the WRAC has been comfortable with the way Dick O’Dows has been 
running and that they only hope the restaurant will not impact vehicular movement in the alley. 
 
Mr. Black said they were doing their best, and that he hoped in the future the alley could be made 
pedestrian only with relocated truck traffic. He confirmed for Mr. Share that Dick O’Dows would 
keep its tables and planters within its private property and not in the public alley.  
 
Motion by Mr. Williams 
Seconded by Mr. Jeffares to recommend approval of the applicant’s request based on 
the plans submitted for a final site plan and design review for 160 W. Maple, Dick O’ 
Dows to allow outdoor dining at the rear of the building from April 1 through 
November 15, 2020 during construction on E. and W. Maple.  
 
Motion carried, 7-0. 
 
VOICE VOTE 
Yeas: Williams, Jeffares, Ramin, Share, Whipple-Boyce, Clein, Emerine  
Nays: None  

 
02-32-20 

 
H. Final Site Plan and Design Reviews 

 
1. 160 W. Merrill (Dick O’Dows) - Amendment of Special Land Use Permit to 
temporarily provide outdoor dining at the rear of the restaurant during 2020 due to Maple 
Road reconstruction.  
 

Motion by Mr. Williams 
Seconded by Mr. Share to recommend approval of the applicant’s request based on 
the plans submitted for a final site plan and design review for 160 W. Maple, Dick O’ 
Dows to allow outdoor dining at the rear of the building from April 1 through 
November 15, 2020 during construction on E. and W. Maple.  
 
Motion carried, 7-0. 
 
VOICE VOTE 
Yeas: Williams, Share, Whipple-Boyce, Clein, Emerine, Jeffares, Ramin  
Nays: None  

 
2. 2101 E. 14 Mile Road (vacant parking lot) - Final Site Plan & Design Review for 
construction of new one story medical office building.  
 

City Planner Cowan, Robert Cliff, architect, and John Kelly, developer and owner, presented the 
item. 
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In reply to Mr. Emerine, Mr. Kelly stated the screening wall along Mansfield would be built to 
whatever height the ordinance requires. Mr. Kelly also explained that there would be no cross-
traffic between the neighboring parking lot, and that they would be installing curbs or whatever 
else the City recommends to prevent that from occurring.  
 
Mr. Jeffares stated that with its 14 Mile-facing facade as proposed, this building would still have 
more glass than any other building along that stretch of 14 Mile. He said that in his experience 
of visiting another orthodontist’s office, no matter how much glass the Board gets this office to 
install, there will still be blinds or some other way of obscuring the window to block out sun and 
maintain patient privacy. Mr. Jeffares argued that this is a good opportunity for the Board to use 
its discretion on window glazing requirements. 
 
Ms. Whipple-Boyce said she would much rather see a brick wall than the proposed six foot 
stamped concrete wall. 
 
Mr. Kelly said they would be happy to change the wall to brick. 
 
Chairman Clein asked if they would consider widening their walkway from three feet to four feet 
to better accommodate visitors. 
 
Mr. Cliff said they would widen the walkway to four feet. 
 
In reply to Ms. Whipple-Boyce, Mr. Cliff said the brick of the screen walls could be visually 
compatible with the brick of the building. He explained the brick of the building is expensive, and 
so they would like to do a more cost-effective option for the walls. 
 
Ms. Whipple-Boyce stated that the brick for the walls should be administratively approved in that 
case. Other Board members concurred. 
 
Motion by Mr. Share 
Seconded by Mr. Williams that the Planning Board approves of the Final Site Plan and 
Design Review for 2101 E. 14 Mile based on a review of the site plan submitted and 
the Planning Division’s finding that the proposed site plan meets the requirements of 
Article 7, section 7.27 of the Zoning Ordinance with the following conditions:  

1. The sidewalk on the north facade by the landscaping be increased to four 
feet; 
2. The masonry wall along the north property line be constructed of brick that 
is visually compatible with the building and is administratively approved by the 
Planning Department; 
3. The standards of Section 4.90(E)(b), 4.90(E)(c), 4.90(E)(d), and 4.90(E)(e) 
of the Zoning Ordinance are satisfied such that if the City, through consultation 
with the City Attorney, determines that the subject property is in a zoning 
district that allows mixed use that the Board will waive the 70% glazing 
requirement. If the City, through consultation with the City Attorney, 
determines that the zoning district of the subject property does not allow 
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mixed uses, then the applicant will obtain a variance from the Board of Zoning 
Appeals; and, 
4. Compliance with all department requests. 

 
Motion carried, 7-0. 
 
VOICE VOTE 
Yeas: Share, Williams, Clein, Emerine, Jeffares, Ramin, Whipple-Boyce  
Nays: None  
 

02-33-20 
 
I. Miscellaneous Business and Communications:  

 
a. Communications  
 
b. Administrative Approval Correspondence  
 
c. Draft Agenda for the next Regular Planning Board Meeting (March 11,  
2020)  

● Next discussion of the draft master plan 
 

d. Other Business  
 

Mr. Jeffares said that the signs that were around the City regarding the master plan discussions 
came down in the snow, and asked that the City put them back up. 
 
Chairman Clein said he also wanted to express his thanks to whomever put up the signs in the 
first place because he said they helped effectively spread the word about the master plan 
discussions. 
 

02-34-20 
 
J. Planning Division Action Items  

 
a. Staff Report on Previous Requests 
b. Additional Items from tonight's meeting 
 

Chairman Clein said that the Planning Department was seeking comment from the Board 
regarding the current Planning Board Action list.  
 
Mr. Williams recommended Board members email comments to Planning Director Ecker. 
 
Chairman Clein said that would be fine if no one had comments this evening. He asked City 
Planner Cowan to be sure that glazing and rooftop solar panels either remain or are added to the 
list. 
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02-35-20 
 

K. Adjournment 
 
No further business being evident, the Chairman adjourned the meeting at 8:41 p.m. 
             
             
             
 Jana L. Ecker 
             
             
             
 Planning Director 
 

 
 

          
 



MEMORANDUM 
Planning Department 

 
DATE:   March 5, 2020 
 
TO:   Planning Board  
 
FROM:  Jana L. Ecker, Planning Director 
    
SUBJECT: Review of Draft Master Plan  
 Section B.1. Neighborhood Components 
 
 
Residents of Birmingham have recognized the value of planning since 1929, when Birmingham 
was still a village.  In 2020, as we continue to engage in comprehensive planning for Birmingham, 
we are again asking for input from our residents on the concepts and recommendations develop 
during the City-wide master planning effort over the past year.   
 
As public input is essential to success, the City Commission and the Planning Board have 
scheduled a series of meetings on key aspects of the master plan draft.  Beginning this month 
with an overview of the City’s vision, five meetings will be held at the Planning Board meetings 
to solicit resident input as follows:   
 
Meeting Date Areas of Review 

February 12, 2020 Master Plan Premises 
The Future City (Vision) 

March 11, 2020 Neighborhood Components 
 

April 7, 2020 Neighborhood Plans 
 

May 13, 2020 
Mixed Use Districts 
Maple & Woodward 
Market North 

 
June 10, 2020 
 

Haynes Square 
South Woodward Gateway 
Rail District 

 
The first meeting was held on February 12, 2020 and sought input around the overall vision for 
Birmingham, its downtown and commercial centers and its neighborhoods.   
 
The upcoming meeting on March 11, 2020 will be focused on neighborhood components 
recommended in the draft master plan, and gathering public input on these.  
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SECTION B. NEIGHBORHOODS 
 
B.1. Neighborhood Components  
This first sub-section of the Neighborhoods section of the draft Birmingham Plan provides an 
overview of the research, analysis, findings and public feedback with regards to neighborhood 
structure over the past year during the City-wide master planning process.   
 
This section begins with a review of the components of a neighborhood unit as follows: 
 

1. Neighborhood Fabric: 
Overall backdrop of streets, blocks, 
and houses 

2. Neighborhood Seams: 
Where neighborhoods meet  

3. Neighborhood Destinations:  
Locations that bind social fabric  

4. Neighborhood Streets:  
Connect residents and destinations 

 
The draft plan then recommends that these terms be defined in the Zoning Ordinance 
and adopted into the residential zoning district language to assist in the decision–making 
process. 
 
Section B.1. also provides a review of the current neighborhood structure in the City, 
which is defined by the presence of neighborhood associations.  The draft master plan 
recommends that neighborhood boundaries should be redrawn to consider the traditional 
components of a neighborhood discussed above, to encourage similar structure, size and 
character within each neighborhood.  The draft plan provides a map with proposed new 
neighborhood boundaries, and suggests that the City should consider adding a 
neighborhood coordinator position at City Hall to ensure that communication and support 
is provided to all neighborhoods. 
 
Specific recommendations contained in the Neighborhood Components section revolve around 
the following topics: 
 

 New Residential Parking Regulations – The draft plan recommends a 
reassignment of residential parking restrictions Citywide, offering several options 
for regulating parking in residential areas, and allowing each neighborhood to 
discuss and select the appropriate regulations given their conditions and proximity 
to downtown, schools, etc.;  

 Improving the Neighborhood Fabric – The draft plan reviews the elements that 
make up the fabric of neighborhoods, including the block structure, streets 
(including road widths, sidewalks, street trees etc.), and lots upon which houses 
are built, and how these elements establish the character of each neighborhood.  
The draft plan recommends narrowing residential streets, completing sidewalk 
systems where necessary, providing bicycle connectors, reducing residential 
speed limits, continue the City’s street tree planting program, select large native 
canopy trees, and follow the recommendations of the Unimproved Streets 
Committee to improve the network of cape-sealed streets ; 

 Enhancing the Character and Diversity of Housing – Section B.1. of the draft 
master plans suggests implementing new regulations to control height, massing 
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and setbacks for new construction in residential areas, as well as a design review 
process to ensure that new homes are built consistent with the established 
character of the neighborhood.  This section also recommends developing 
incentives to promote the expansion of existing homes, to offset the desire to 
demolish existing homes and construct new.  This section of the draft master plan 
also recommends permitting a diversity of housing types, such as accessory 
dwelling units within the fabric of the neighborhoods, as well as other types of 
housing in the neighborhood seams to add some intensity and provide for the 
“missing middle” housing that Birmingham currently lacks.  This may include small 
multi-family buildings such as duplexes, townhomes, cottage court, triplexes etc. 
up to six packs in the higher intensity seams along the edge of neighborhoods.  
The draft plan further recommends design review for such proposals to ensure that 
the design, scale and massing remains consistent with the character of the 
neighborhood;  and 

 Allowing Neighborhood Destinations – The neighborhood components section 
of the draft master plan also recognizes the need for neighborhood commercial 
destinations, recreational and civic destinations, to provide gathering places for 
neighbors to meet and socialize and to strengthen neighborhood ties.  The draft 
master plans recommends allowing neighborhood commercial destinations in 
specified locations in each neighborhood.  The plan recommends creating a new 
zoning classification that would limit these sites to small scale uses, limit hours, 
and control the design and placement of buildings and associated parking to 
ensure compatibility with the neighborhood through Planning Board review. The 
draft master plan also recommends maintaining and supporting existing parks, and 
enhancing them to provide access to recreational activities for young children, 
teenagers, younger adults and older adults, and to make parks accessible to 
persons of all abilities.   The plan also recommends continuing to protect our civic 
destinations, and to continue to design new civic building and parks as iconic 
structures and landscapes to the highest standards and at a civic scale with high 
quality materials.    

 
Attachments 
Please find attached the following documents designed to highlight the particular findings and 
recommendations contained in Section B.1. – Neighborhood Components of the first draft of The 
Birmingham Plan: 
 

 Summary of review process; 
 Detailed list of all recommendations in Section B.1. – Neighborhood Components of the 

draft plan; 
 Key illustrations from Section B.1. – Neighborhood Components of the draft plan;  and 
 A copy of the entirety of Section B.1. – Neighborhood Components from the first draft of 

The Birmingham Plan. 
 

****As a reminder for any members of the public who are unable to attend in person, all Planning Board meetings are 
broadcast on the BCTV government access channel and posted to the City’s website, and full information on the plan 
and the planning process can be found on the project’s website at www.thebirminghamplan.com.  The site includes 
relevant data, surveys and documents and an email communication option that allows residents to send comments 
directly to the planning team. 



Birmingham Master Plan 
Text for Posting/Newsletters/Promotional Materials 
2.3.20 
 
INTRO 
 
Residents of Birmingham have recognized the value of planning since 1929, when Birmingham 
was still a village.  The very first master plan was primarily concerned with land use and zoning, 
but subsequent plans reflected the changing landscape of Birmingham as downtown 
development, growing neighborhoods, parks and mass transit drew increased focus from 
planners and residents.  In 2020, as we engage in comprehensive planning for Birmingham, 
input from our residents is essential to success. 
 
The Planning Board has scheduled a series of meetings on key aspects of the master plan draft.  
Beginning in February with an overview of the City’s vision, five meetings will be held to solicit 
resident input.  We invite you to join us for one or all of the meetings.  If you are unable to 
attend in person, all Planning Board meetings are broadcast on the BCTV government access 
channel and posted to the City’s website.  You can get full information on the plan and the 
planning process at www.thebirminghamplan.com.  The site includes relevant data, surveys and 
documents and an email communication option that allows residents to send comments 
directly to the planning team.      Please make sure your voice is heard. 
 
 
THE FUTURE CITY – February 12, 2020 
 
The first meeting seeks input around the overall vision for Birmingham, its downtown and 
commercial centers and its neighborhoods.  A key concept is the establishment of the 
“Neighborhood Unit” as a structural guide for the City.  Neighborhoods are defined and areas 
within are designated low‐, medium‐ and high‐density based on the fabric of the neighborhood, 
which includes an assessment of housing, residential and “collector” streets, and major arteries.  
Planning will use the designations to maintain and strengthen the character and appeal of each 
neighborhood. 
 
The proposal also calls for discussion around the establishment of three land‐use categories 
high‐intensity mixed‐use (Maple and Woodward), medium‐intensity mixed‐use (Haynes Square) 
and low‐intensity mixed use (Market North and the Rail District).   
 
Transit proposals include a Neighborhood Loop bicycle boulevard, a potential internal 
Birmingham bus circulator and a connector to the Troy Transit Center.  Automobile traffic 
proposals under discussion include: adjustments to the Woodward and Old Woodward 
intersection at Haynes Square, adjustments to both Adams and Elm, and traffic interventions at 
Maple and Woodward.   
 



There are several proposals around parks and public spaces concerning splash pads, public art 
and dog runs.  The plan proposed that all parks improvements would promote environmentally 
sustainable best practices, while engaging residents and neighborhood stakeholders in the 
design and selection of park elements.  The plan also recommends that Birmingham develop 
and implement a master plan for the Rouge River ecosystem in cooperation with Bloomfield 
and Beverly Hills. 
 
Finally, the overall program outlines a selection of environmental programs including: 
composting, increased availability of recycling bins, and potential programs to encourage 
businesses to reduce use of plastics and Styrofoam. 
 
FULL DETAILS ARE AVAILABLE ON OUR WEBSITE AT www.thebirminghamplan.com. 
 
 
 
NEIGHBORHOOD COMPONENTS – MARCH 11,2020 
 
The Neighborhood Components discussion will focus on establishing standards and processes 
to maintain the unique character of each Birmingham neighborhood.  Proposals include aligning 
zoning districts and regulations, incentives to encourage additions to existing homes rather 
than new builds, increased setbacks and other requirements to ensure new construction better 
matches existing homes and new requirements around accessory dwelling units (ADU), multi‐
family units and cottage courts.   
 
Also included under neighborhood components are consistent parking permitting, evaluating 
open spaces, potential zoning for Neighborhood Commercial destinations to ensure alignment 
with the character of each neighborhood and establishing a City position of Neighborhood 
Coordinator to assist and support neighborhood associations. 
 
FULL DETAILS ARE AVAILABLE ON OUR WEBSITE AT www.thebirminghamplan.com. 
 
 
NEIGHBORHOOD PLANS – APRIL 7, 2020 
 
The Master Plan envisions each Birmingham neighborhood as a community with park and civic 
spaces and transit options designed to encourage connectivity within the neighborhood and 
with adjacent neighborhoods.  This meeting will discuss the neighborhood components 
outlined in the March meeting as they apply to individual neighborhoods.  Neighborhood 
components include a variety of topics such as zoning, commercial centers, lighting, parking, 
green spaces and street improvements.   
 
 The Neighborhood Plans discussion will consider each Birmingham neighborhood in the 
following order:  1) Quarton  2) Holy Name  3) The Ravines  4) Poppleton  5) Derby  6)  



Pembroke  7) Torry  8) Kenning  9) Pierce  10) Barnum  11) Crestview  12) Birmingham Farms  
13) Lincoln Hills  14) Linden  15) Seaholm. 
 
 FULL DETAILS ARE AVAILABLE ON OUR WEBSITE AT www.thebirminghamplan.com. 
 
 
 
DOWNTOWN MIXED‐USE DISTRICTS, MAPLE & WOODWARD, MARKET NORTH – MAY 13,2020 
 
Birmingham is fortunate to have several, vibrant mixed‐use districts in the City.  These districts 
enhance our quality of life, but growth and utilization must be carefully managed to ensure the 
district functions for all users.  In May, discussion will involve the two Downtown mixed‐use 
districts Maple & Woodward and Market North. 
 
Issues for discussion include: branding, signage and streetscape elements to clearly define the 
districts, new retail frontage and dining deck requirements, park improvements, expanded 
downtown housing with functional parking solutions and additional public parking solutions.  
Proposed plans also call for numerous new amenities such as café service in Shain and Booth 
Parks, a Farmers Market pavilion, additional public art and pedestrian safety and traffic‐calming 
measures. 
 
FULL DETAILS ARE AVAILABLE ON OUR WEBSITE AT www.thebirminghahplan.com. 
 
 
HAYNES SQUARE, SOUTH WOODWARD GATEWAY, RAIL DISTRICT – JUNE 10, 2020 
 

The three additional mixed‐use districts in the City – Haynes Square, Woodward Gateway and 
the Rail District – are still emerging and will benefit from intelligent planning and development. 
Residents will be asked to review funding recommendations and siting for additional public 
parking, zoning standards to encourage development at Adams Square, shared‐use alleys, 
potential access to the Troy Transit Center and the activation of the lower Rail District as an 
incubator for new and innovative businesses.  A number of amenities are outlined in the plan 
including creating a public square at Haynes Square, enhanced streetscape and landscape 
improvements, and new pedestrian walkways to improve walkability and connectivity to other 
mixed‐use districts. 
 
FULL DETAILS ARE AVAILABLE ON OUR WEBSITE AT www.thebirminghamplan.com. 
 
 
CLOSE 
 
All Planning Board meetings are broadcast on the BCTV government access channel and are 
available on the City’s website.  Please visit www.thebirminghamplan.com for complete 
information on the plan and planning process, and an email option that allows residents to 



provide comments directly to the planning team.  The City will likely host additional round‐table 
discussions and a multi‐day drop‐in clinic in the months ahead.  We encourage residents to 
attend the meetings whenever possible and we welcome your comments at any and all points 
of the process.  Please sign up for email alerts through the City’s Enotify system at 
www.bhamgov.org/enotify/.  



Summary of The Birmingham Plan 2040 (Draft) Recommendations 

and Dates of Planning Board Review 

Neighborhood Components – March 11, 2020   
Retain the structure of neighborhood fabric, seams, and destinations as Future Land 
Use categories.  

B.1‐01 
B.1‐04 

Adopt the terms neighborhood fabric, neighborhood seam, and neighborhood 
destination in decision‐making processes, helping determine the appropriateness of 
uses, intensities, and lot divisions and combinations. 

B.1‐01 
B.1‐04 

Align zoning districts and regulations to differentiate neighborhood fabric, seams, and 
destinations. 

B.1‐01 
B.1‐04 

Revise neighborhood associations to align with the neighborhood map.   B.1‐05 
Add a City position of neighborhood coordinator that supports neighborhood 
associations. 

 

Re‐assign parking restrictions citywide, allowing each neighborhood to select one of 
the following options:  
a. No restriction 
b. 2‐hour parking from 9am to 4pm, except by permit (this addresses daytime parking 
issues from students and downtown workers)  
c. Parking by permit only, 5pm to 10am (this addresses nighttime parking issues from 
food service)  
d. Neighborhood Parking Benefit District, used in association with (b) or (c) above. 

B.1‐07 
B.1‐08 
 

 Establish a consistent residential permit system to service those neighborhoods that 
choose to use such a system which includes permit fees to cover costs, decals, and 
visitor rear‐view mirror tags purchased separately from the residential permit. The 
existing permit systems may suffice to operate more broadly. Adopt policy and 
establish the process for administering Neighborhood Parking Benefit Districts, 
ensuring that fees collected benefit neighborhood facilities and activities, after 
covering administrative costs. 

 

Complete sidewalks where gaps exist in the continuous pedestrian network.   
Along neighborhood seams, establish a minimum 6 foot sidewalk width within the 
Residential Street Standards. 

 

Adjust the Residential Street Standards to implement Future Land Use categories.    
Provide a bike facility on Lincoln per the Future Transportation Plan.    
Locate streetside areas where stormwater can be cleaned through bioswales prior to 
entering the Rouge River. 

 

Reduce residential speed limits to 20 mph.   
Continue the City’s street tree planning and maintenance policies.    
Infill missing street trees where needed in neighborhoods.   
Prevent existing, healthy trees from being removed due to new construction.    
Establish a streetscape improvement program for the Triangle District and Rail 
District.  

 

Select large canopy species native to the region, including Basswood, Elms (disease 
resistant), Horse Chestnuts, Maples, Oaks and Sycamores, along streets and within 
parks. 

 



Summary of The Birmingham Plan 2040 (Draft) Recommendations 

and Dates of Planning Board Review 

Minimize overly‐used or exotic species, such as Crab Apple, Honey Locust and Pear 
Trees. 

 

Follow the recommendations of the Unimproved Streets Committee  B.1‐20 
Review and update site, building, and design codes to prevent increased rainwater 
runoff and other negative impacts from new house construction.  

 

Expand the inspection process for new house construction to ensure that they are 
built per approved plans to minimize negative impacts on surrounding properties. 

 

Increase required residential setbacks for new construction to better match existing 
housing in each neighborhood. 

 

Reduce permitted residential building heights for new construction to better match 
existing housing in each neighborhood.  

 

Develop incentives, such as increasing allowable square footage, fast tracking, fee 
waivers, and tax incentives that promote the expansion of existing houses rather than 
the construction of new houses.  

 

Identify and implement preservation protection, such as a historic designation for 
landmark houses.  

 

Implement an approval process to review the exterior design and materials for single‐
family residential additions and for new house construction.  

 

Add minimum and maximum lot width standards for each zoning district. The current 
standard based on minimum lot size is not a sufficient measure. 

 

Revise the Zoning Code and zoning district boundaries to better align with the existing 
character and scale of houses and their lot size.  

 

Revise Articles 3 and 5 of Chapter 102 of the Subdivision ordinance to allow for lot 
combinations and splits as are necessary to implement Neighborhood Seams and Lot 
Enlargement Areas.  

 

Once the above recommended zoning changes are made, repeal Articles 3 and 5 of 
Chapter 102 of the Subdivision ordinance, the intent of the articles having been 
integrated into the Zoning Ordinance and Future Land Use Map.  

 

Establish lighting standards for R1A through R3, neighborhoods generally, including 
maximum intensity and color temperature, shielding and direction, and spillover. 
Consider the International Dark Sky Association model standards. Lighting intensity 
restrictions should be associated with the Future Land Use categories for 
Neighborhood Fabric intensity where High Intensity Fabric justifies higher lighting 
intensity and Low Intensity Fabric justifies lower lighting intensity. Dark Sky LZ1 may 
be appropriate in Low Intensity Fabric and Medium Intensity Fabric areas, LZ2 in High 
Intensity Fabric areas, and LZ3 in the City’s mixed‐use districts.  

B.1‐21 

Prevent healthy, mature trees from being removed due to new construction.   
Permit ADUs where the property owner lives on‐site, in the primary home or ADU.  B.1‐23 
Prohibit two‐rental structures on any single‐family property.    
Require ADUs to be designed and built to match or exceed the quality of the primary 
structure.  

 

Require adequate landscape screening between ADUs and adjacent properties   
Do not require parking for ADUs.   



Summary of The Birmingham Plan 2040 (Draft) Recommendations 

and Dates of Planning Board Review 

Increase accessory structure setback requirements when there is a dwelling within it 
to 5 feet in R2 and above, 10 feet in R1, and 15 feet in R1A. 

B.1‐23 

Increase the allowable height for accessory structures to allow 2 stories when there is 
a dwelling within it above a garage. 

 

Exempt the area of interior staircases from the maximum area of accessory structures 
when there is a dwelling within it.  

 

Allow accessory structures when there is a dwelling within it by right in MX, TZ1, TZ2, 
TZ3, and R4 through R8. 

 

Permit six packs in high intensity neighborhood seams.   B.1.‐30 
Permit quadplexes in high and medium intensity neighborhood seams.  B.1‐41 

B.1‐38 
Permit triplexes in high and medium intensity neighborhood seams.   
Permit duplexes in all neighborhood seams.  B.1‐42 
Permit cottage courts in all neighborhood seams, requiring a minimum site area per 
unit to ensure a gentle intensity.  

B.1‐46 
B.1‐49 

Permit townhouses in high and medium intensity neighborhood seams.  B.1‐42 
Require design review for new housing within neighborhood seams to ensure 
compatibility and diversity of character. 

 

Allow by‐right Neighborhood Commercial Destinations of up to 10,000 square feet 
where identified in the Future Land Use Map.  

 

Adopt a zoning district for Neighborhood Commercial Destinations, ensuring they are 
designed in a walkable manner, limited in scale, and of a character befitting their 
surroundings, including the following:  
a.  Limit uses to bakeries, banks, bicycle shops, cafés, carry‐out foods, coffee shops, 
exercise studios, florists, hardware, ice cream parlors, mail centers, personal care, 
medical offices, pharmacies, real estate offices, financial services, small groceries, 
specialty shops, and other small local service‐businesses. Housing should be 
permitted above the ground floor.  
     i.  Where located in parks, limit uses to bakeries, cafes, and coffee shops.  
b. Nationally branded chains should be permitted when designed to look local.  
c. Limit evening hours and prohibit excessive noise, including music in the late 
evenings, and early or late truck deliveries should be restricted. d. Larger restaurants 
and other potentially intensive commercial should be permitted as special uses, with 
appropriate design, management, and operational conditions geared to minimize 
their potential impact on surrounding properties. 
e. Drive‐thru windows should be prohibited.  
f. Loading docks should be minimal or not required.  
g. The neighborhood centers should be well‐landscaped and screened from adjacent 
properties where necessary. 
h. Height. These centers should be allowed to build three floors, provided they match 
the scale of a two and one‐half story structure.  
     i. For buildings with 3 stories, the upper floors must be residential.  
     ii. For buildings with 2 stories, the upper floor may be office or residential.  

B.1‐50 
B.1‐52 
B.1‐53 
B.1‐54 



Summary of The Birmingham Plan 2040 (Draft) Recommendations 

and Dates of Planning Board Review 

     iii. Where located in parks, limit height to one story.  
i. Parking. Parking for these centers should be as minimal as possible, or in some cases 
provided entirely by the surrounding on‐street spaces.  
      i. Parking provided, if any, should not exceed 3 cars per 1,000 square feet of non‐
residential uses and 1 car per bedroom of residential uses.  
Planning Board review should be required to ensure lighting, signage, trash 
containers, and all other necessary, but potentially disruptive elements are carefully 
designed and managed to minimize their impacts to the neighborhood 

 

Develop Worth Park as quickly as plausible to provide a portion of the needed open 
space access for Torry.  

 

Attempt to purchase part of the Adams Square parking lot for park space, and if 
unsuccessful  ensure that redevelopment would require that open space be provided 
at Adams and Bowers.  

 

Investigate the potential to replace the post office with a neighborhood park for 
Torry.  

 

Evaluate the current open space inventory and 2018 Parks Master Plan, and augment 
as needed to provide access and activities in or near each neighborhood for:  
a. Young children requiring play equipment;  
b. Teenagers requiring autonomy and places to gather;  
c. Younger adults requiring active uses like running and basketball;  
d. Older adults requiring active and passive uses like pickleball and places to rest in 
open spaces and along the way;  
e. People with disabilities requiring accessible paths and routes to open space, as well 
as specifically designed amenities;  
f. And dog owners requiring places for their dogs to run and socialize. 

B.1‐57 

Maintain and support existing civic uses throughout the community.  B.1‐60 
Require new civic uses to be planned and built as aspirational buildings and 
landscapes.  

 

Continue the tradition of designing and constructing Birmingham’s civic buildings and 
parks as iconic structures and landscapes to the highest standards and at a civic scale. 
This includes authentic durable materials, oversized windows, high ceilings, and Tudor 
design and detailing 

 

Develop Worth Park and other civic places in the Triangle District as quickly as 
plausible. 

 

Ensure the Community Foundation / Fund is established in a timely manner.    
Develop civic programming as part of the monthly neighborhood loop events.   
Develop additional regular civic events to continue engaging the community 
throughout the year 
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Neighborhood Definitions
FOUR IMPORTANT TERMS:

1. Neighborhood Fabric:
Overall backdrop of streets, 
blocks, and houses

2. Neighborhood Seams:
Where neighborhoods meet

The Birmingham Plan · Neighborhoods March 11, 2020   DPZ GIBBS MCKENNA

3. Neighborhood Destinations:
Locations that bind social fabric

4. Neighborhood Streets:
Connect residents and destinations



Components



1. Generally
Recommendations:

1. Adopt neighborhood fabric, seams, 
and destinations as Future Land Use 
categories

2. Employ three concepts in overall 
decision-making processes

3. Align zoning districts and standards to 
differentiate between:
a.  Fabric, seams, and destinations
b.  Each neighborhood’s unique

characteristics
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2. Boundaries + Associations
Recommendations:

1. Revise associations consistent with 
neighborhood map
a.  Proposed boundaries more consistent with 

structure and size of a neighborhood
b.  Current association boundaries based on 

when subdivisions were developed
2. Add Neighborhood Coordinator position to 

support associations
a.  Help connect new residents 
b.  Report on City activities
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Neighborhoods
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3. Parking
Recommendations:

1. Establish consistent residential and visitor 
permit system

2. Reassign parking restrictions with choice of:
a.  No restriction
b.  2-hour parking between 9am and 4pm, 

except by permit (addresses daytime 
employees and students)

c.  Permit parking only between 5PM and 
10am (addresses nighttime employees)

3.    Establish Neighborhood Parking Benefit 
Districts for highly impacted neighborhoods, 
funneling fees to neighborhood 
improvements
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4. Fabric
Recommendations to preserve existing fabric:

1. Complete gaps in sidewalk infrastructure
2. Establish 6-ft. min. sidewalk width along 

seams
3.   Adjust Residential Street Standards to 

implement Future Land Use categories
4. Provide bike facility on Lincoln per Future 

Transportation Plan
5. Clean stormwater prior to entering rivershed

by developing streetside bioswales 
6. Reduce speed limits on residential streets to 

20 MPH
7. Develop neighborhood loop with pedestrian

and bicycle improvements along
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5. Streets and Trees
Recommendations:

1. Continue City’s street tree planning and 
maintenance policies

2. Infill missing street trees
3.   Establish Triangle and Rail Districts 

streetscape improvement program
4. Select large canopy species native to the 

region for street and park trees
5. Minimize overly-used and/or exotic species
6. Ensure species diversity and climate

tolerance
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6. Housing
A. Character Recommendations:

1. Adjust zoning to better match existing 
conditions

2. Amend codes related to new home 
construction to:
a.  Prevent runoff onto adjacent sites
b.  Require greater setbacks
c.  Reduce maximum building height

3. Expand new home inspection process
4. Develop incentives to promote expansion of 

existing houses 
5. Identify and implement preservation 

protections 
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6. Housing
A.  Character, continued:

6. Implement exterior design and material 
review and approval process, consider 
review by Planning Board

7. Develop maximum lot width standards (in 
addition to currently-required minimums)

8. Establish residential lighting standards 
consistent with Future Land Use

9. Amend Subdivision ordinance to allow for 
combinations and splits to implement 
neighborhood seams and lot enlargement 
areas
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6. Housing
B.  Accessory Dwelling Unit Recommendations: 

1. Permit ADU when owner occupant on-site
2. Prohibit two-rental structures on any single-

family property
3.   Require ADU design to meet or exceed 

quality of principal structure
4. Require landscape screening between 

buildings and adjacent properties
5. Require no minimum parking for ADUs
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6. Housing
B.  ADUs, continued: 

6. Increase accessory structure setbacks for 
ADUs

7. Increase allowable height for accessory 
structures to two stories when ADU 2nd story

8. Exempt interior staircases from area 
calculations

9. Allow accessory structures with an ADU by-
right in MX, TZ1, TZ3, and R4 – R8
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6. Housing
C.  Neighborhood Seams Recommendations: 

1. Permit the following “missing middle” 
housing units in neighborhood seams:

# of Units / 
Type

Seam Category

Six High intensity

Four High and medium intensity

Three High and medium intensity

Townhouses High and medium intensity

Cottage 
Courts

High, medium, and low intensity 
seams, subject to minimum site area 
per unit

Two High, medium, and low intensity 
seams
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Neighborhood Destinations
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Neighborhood Commercial Destination
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7. Destinations
A.  Neighborhood Commercial: 

1. Adopt a zoning district for Neighborhood 
Commercial Destinations (NCDs) with specific 
and strict use and performance standards

2. Permit NCDs by right (zoning) where mapped 
in Master Plan if under 10,000 sq. ft.

3.   Require Planning Board review to minimize 
potentially disruptive impacts
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7. Destinations
B.  Recreational: 

1. Address Torry neighborhood open 
space deficiency thusly:
a.  Develop Worth Park (Triangle / 

Haynes Sq.) ASAP 
b.  Develop underutilized Adams Square 

parking for park space
c.  Investigate park feasibility at Post 

Office site
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7. Destinations
B.  Recreational, con’d.: 

1. Focus on following neighborhood parks / 
recreational destination improvements:
a.  Play equipment for young
b.  Teenager / young adult gathering and 

active uses
c.  Older adult active and passive uses
d.  Accommodations for people with all 

abilities
e.  Dog accommodations
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7. Destinations
C.  Civic: 

1. Maintain / support existing civic uses
2. Require new civic uses to be planned / built as 

aspirational buildings and landscapes
3. Continue tradition of civic buildings and parks 

as iconic structures and landscapes to the 
highest standards and at a civic scale

4. Prioritize development of Triangle District civic 
places 

5. Ensure Community Foundation / Fund 
established in timely manner

6. Develop civic programming for neighborhood 
loop

7. Develop additional regular civic events
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Engagement Snapshot
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B. Neighborhoods



B. Neighborhoods
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B.1. Neighborhood Components

Neighborhoods Components
Neighborhoods are one of two fundamental building blocks 
of a city, like cells in organisms. Just like cells, neighbor-
hoods are not themselves singular constructs, rather they 
are composed of a number of interrelated components. 
This section discusses neighborhood components overall, 
and the main structural hierarchies of fabric, seam, and 

destination, and details relating to those. Neighborhood 
fabric consists of the neighborhood’s overall backdrop 
of streets, blocks, and houses. Neighborhood seams are 
where neighborhoods meet, typically along higher-traf-
ficked streets. And neighborhood destinations are the 
parks, institutions, markets, and cafes that bind together 
the social fabric of the neighborhood.

Figure B.1-01. Multiple neighborhood units together forming a larger fabric of the city. 

  Neighborhood Destination

  Recreational Destination

  Neighborhood Fabric

  Neighborhood Seam



B.1. Neighborhood Components
B. Neighborhoods
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Neighborhoods in General
OBSERVATIONS

Birmingham’s neighborhoods are generally structured in the 
American town building tradition. Traditional neighborhood 
structure should frame decision-making concerning the 
appropriate allocation of use and intensity, parks, streets, 
and other physical elements that make up a neighborhood.

DISCUSSION  

As discussed in the first Chapter of this plan, neighbor-
hoods are composed of three primary parts: neighborhood 
fabric, neighborhood seams, and neighborhood destina-
tions. The 1920’s Neighborhood Unit provides the basic 
framework for analyzing neighborhoods. And the 1990’s 
Neighborhood Unit (See Fig. 2.1-02) applies many pres-
ent day considerations to that structure, especially in a 
society that has become heavily automobile-dependent. 
For instance, in the 1920’s the appropriate size and loca-
tion of roads was of a lesser concern, with little negative 
impact from traffic, noise, and pollutants.

Prior to World War II, the location of townhouses, duplexes, 
multi-family housing, and small neighborhood-serving busi-
nesses were market-driven. As cities grew, higher intensity 
land uses were built along larger roads that provided more 
convenient access to centers of employment and trolley 
lines. Neighborhood-serving businesses were located 
near to residents, typically at trolley stops on the edge 
of neighborhoods. The advent of zoning, as discussed in 
the 1929 Plan, locked the form of cities in place. A few 
decades later, national lending standards and planning 
standards manipulated the market in order to increase 
the production of single-family homes and civil works to 
remedy the great depression. Following World War II, a 
surge in new zoning and planning standards came about 
along with focused increases in housing production to 
help deal with the employment needs of the country as it 
came out of the war. Today, these forces of market manip-
ulation remain in place and are being slowly dismantled.

...neighborhoods are composed of three 
primary parts: neighborhood fabric, 
neighborhood seams, and neighborhood 
destinations.

Figures B.1-02 & B.1-03. Neighborhood Units - The Lexicon of New Urbanism by DPZ.

1920’s Neighborhood Unit TND Neighborhood Unit
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In this interim period, the traditional American Neighborhood 
Unit (See Fig. B.1-04) provides the most appropriate model 
for how cities can evolve in the face of growth pressure 
without dismantling the fabric that make neighborhoods 
great places to live. Since Birmingham was laid out in the 
era that the neighborhood unit was established, the City’s 
neighborhoods are generally structured according to it. 
Historically, neighborhood commercial destinations were 
common throughout the City, some still active today and 
the traces of others evident. Birmingham adopted zoning 
limits before most could develop clear seams, but they 
are evident in some places along Brown, Lincoln, North 
Old Woodward, and Maple.

RECOMMENDATIONS  

1. Retain the structure of neighborhood fabric, seams, 
and destinations as Future Land Use categories.

2. Adopt the terms neighborhood fabric, neighbor-
hood seam, and neighborhood destination in deci-
sion-making processes, helping determine the 
appropriateness of uses, intensities, and lot divi-
sions and combinations.

3. Align zoning districts and regulations to differentiate 
neighborhood fabric, seams, and destinations.

Figure B.1-04. Neighborhood structure.

  Commercial Destination 

  Recreational Destination

  Neighborhood Fabric

  Neighborhood Seam
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BIRMINGHAM NEIGHBORHOODS AND CENTERS
Figure B.1-05. 

Boundaries and Names
See Chapter A.2, Neighborhoods and Centers. The revised neighborhood boundary map is repeated here for 
reference.
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Associations and Representation
OBSERVATIONS

Not all neighborhood associations are active. Many neigh-
borhood associations cover very small areas. Association 
organization and leadership is a burden on volunteers, yet 
associations are of value to a well functioning city.

DISCUSSION  

Our experience finding, mapping, and contacting neigh-
borhood associations is discussed in Chapter A.2, 
Neighborhoods and Centers. In summary, associations 
are inconsistent in terms of level of activity and size, and 
do not cover all of Birmingham. Many new residents are 
unaware of associations. And most residents consider 
their neighborhoods to be defined by parks, schools, and 
major roads and not the established associations.

The facts discovered concerning neighborhood associa-
tions is not to suggest that associations are bad or that 
leadership needs to change. Quite the opposite. In order 
to strengthen neighborhood identity, pride, and sociability, 
associations should be better aligned with the physical 
structure of the City and supported by staff.

The structure of Birmingham’s neighborhoods has been 
discussed extensively in Chapter A. This structure aligns 
closely with those elements that residents responded (See 
Fig. B.1-06) define their neighborhood: parks, schools, 
and major roads. Revising associations to align with the 
updated neighborhood boundaries has been discussed 
with the Presidents’ Council of Neighborhood Associations, 
who agree in concept. In most cases, the result would 
be an association that combines two or three current 
associations. In rare instances, like Torry Estates, the 
result divides the association in two. And quite often, the 
revision expands associations to include areas currently 
lacking an association. While the process of combining 
or dividing associations has not been determined, giving 
the Commission’s preference for being apolitical, combi-
nations are relatively simple, provided the City support 
to be discussed. However for Torry Estates (existing) and 
Lincoln Hills (no association currently), this will require 
new leadership.

RANK ELEMENTS BASED ON HOW YOU FEEL THEY DEFINE YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD:

Parks

Downtown Proximity

Housing Character

Schools

Major Roads

Neighborhood Boundary
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Figure B.1-06. City of Birmingham survey results (May 2019). 

In order to strengthen neighborhood 
identity, pride, and sociability, associa-
tions should be better aligned with the 
physical structure of the City... 
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Initially, we proposed a process of establishing official 
representation and decision-making through neighborhood 
associations as a step in the System of Subsidiarity. In 
discussions that followed, the Presidents’ Council stated 
that their goal as associations is to inform, not to take 
political action. As a result, we have removed recom-
mendations for a system of official representation, relying 
instead on occasionally organized Neighborhood Councils 
which do not retain an active role. For the neighborhood 
associations, the chosen informative role retains merit, 
and provided staff support from the City, will still help 
improve communication between the City and residents, 
and improve other forms of official representation.

Assistance from the City is recommended to avoid the 
current situation, particularly associations that are inac-
tive, areas without associations, and a lack of new resident 
knowledge concerning their association. In an optimal 
condition, the neighborhood association is a means of 
regular and direct communication with residents where 
they are able to be informed, ask questions, and form 
independent opinions, outside of a political environment. 
To enable this, the City should establish a Neighborhood 
Liaison position in the City Manager’s office. This posi-
tion should be strictly apolitical, charged with: organizing 
meeting times and locations; providing notice of meet-
ings by email, online, and in City publications; maintain-
ing a membership directory; fielding neighborhood-based 
queries at the City; taking notes at association meet-
ings; and informing associations of the City’s current and 
planned projects and upcoming Board and Commission 
agendas.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Revise neighborhood associations to align with the 
neighborhood map.

2. Add a City position of neighborhood coordinator 
that supports neighborhood associations.
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Parking
OBSERVATIONS

Parking policies within Birmingham neighborhoods confuse 
visitors and residents and are difficult if not impossible 
to enforce.

DISCUSSION  

Current posted requirements differ substantially through-
out the City to such an extent that the Police Department 
can only enforce by complaint. Decades of block-by-block 
modifications has eroded the public nature of streets. The 
source of resident requests are real problems created by 
parking overflow in key areas of the City, but there is a 
mismatch between the conditions creating problems and 
the number and location of solutions.

The consultant team was alerted early to parking issues, 
particularly in areas adjacent to Downtown, the Rail District, 
and Seaholm. Issues were identified both by City staff and 
residents, representing two opposite sides of a complex 
issue. Residents are understandably concerned with park-
ing spill-over from nearby non-residential uses. City staff 
is concerned that removing parking exacerbates park-
ing spill-over, the complexity of regulations is difficult to 
enforce, and that street parking is a public good.

Observations in the Rail District corroborate all of these 
concerns (See Fig. B.1-07). Regulations have clearly been 
created to limit nighttime use of on-street parking to ensure 
residents have available parking. To solve this, the small 
area diagrammed below includes 8 different standards, 
some with very minor differences. This is difficult to enforce 
as this area is a microcosm of the City as a whole; the 
Police use a much more simplified set of rules to enforce 
yet enforces mainly through complaints. Some areas have 
entirely removed parking, which encourages speeding 
- another issue of concern to residents. And lastly the 
perception of insufficient parking in the Rail District is not 

in step with the actual availability of parking. However, the 
complexity of restrictions contributes to violations.

Observations around Seaholm corroborate all of these 
concerns (See Fig B.1-08). Regulations have clearly been 
created to limit student use of on-street parking. The issue 
at Seaholm is especially difficult because the City has no 
regulatory control over the School District. The obvious 
solution is to add parking on Seaholm’s campus, yet this 
cannot be enforced. As a result, parking restrictions along 
surrounding neighborhood streets are extremely complex, 
when they should be solving for a simple problem. This 
very small sample area includes 12 different conditions, the 
specifics of which are too complex to effectively enforce. 
Like the Rail District, enforcement is done by complaint. 
While the problem here is real, there is no solution available 
with the institution at fault. However, an anecdotal clue was 
offered: some residents have charged students a small fee 
to park in their driveways. At issue is mainly that parking 
spill-over provides no benefit to the neighborhood, only 
a negative impact. This leads to a consideration detailed 
on the following page, which is providing an option that 
results in benefit to the immediate surrounding community.

To reduce excessive complexity that leads to enforcement 
difficulties, and to solve for the real issues of spill-over 
parking, we recommend that the City simply begin anew. 
There is far too much variation in existing restrictions to 
adjust them one-by-one. Each neighborhood would be 
allowed to choose from 3 conditions, outlined below in 
recommendations. A 4th condition would be available 
for select neighborhoods, as described below. Parking 
conditions are further discussed on a per-neighborhood 
basis in the Neighborhood Plans section. This should 
be done at the neighborhood level in order to enable a 
viable system of residential permits should that choice 
be selected. While residential permits may seem to be 
the obvious answer, these systems require management, 
which means that permits come at a fee, and it is incon-
venient to have visitors.

Decades of block-by-block modifications 
has eroded the public nature of streets.
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EXISTING RESTRICTIONS: TORRY NEIGHBORHOOD AND THE RAIL DISTRICT

• 15 Min Parking 8am-9am Except Sun. & Holidays

• 2 HR Parking 6am-4pm Except Sat, Sun., & Holidays

• 2 HR Parking 8am-6pm Except Sun. & Holidays

• 2 HR Parking 9am-6pm Except Sun. & Holidays

• 2 HR Parking Limit 

• No Parking Anytime 

• Parking Allowed, All Times

• Permit Parking Required at All Times

Figure B.1-07.
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EXISTING RESTRICTIONS: SEAHOLM AND LINCOLN HILLS NEIGHBORHOODS

• 2 HR Parking 9am-5pm Except Sat, sun, & Holidays

• No Parking 8am-6pm 

• No Parking, 7am-9am Except Sun. & Holidays

• No Parking, 8am-6pm Except Sat., Sun. & Holidays

• No Parking, 8am-6pm Except Sun. & Holidays

• No Parking, M-F 7am-2pm

• No Parking, School Days 7am-3pm

• No Parking, School Days 8am-10am

• No Parking, Sunday 7am-1pm

• Parking Allowed, All Times

• Parking Permit 7am-4pm School Days

• Residential Permit Parking

 

Figure B.1-08.
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Neighborhood parking benefit districts are recommended in 
order to provide additional parking while investing revenue 
from that parking into the immediate neighborhood. This 
is particularly applicable to downtown-adjacent neighbor-
hoods and the Seaholm area. Parking would be restricted 
by permit, however permits would be sold to non-neighbors 
for on-street parking, in limited quantities. Revenue from 
permit sales is re-invested in the neighborhood to improve 
streets and support neighborhood social programming. 
As a result, employee and student parking issues are 
alleviated and the neighborhood directly benefits. Permit 
sales would be managed through the existing systems in 
place within the Downtown parking district and limited in 
number to ensure on-street parking remains available for 
residents.

These are neighborhood-level decisions.

A specific issue of lawn care crews and parking was raised 
a number of times in stakeholder group discussions. Some 
residents have worked to limit neighborhood parking specif-
ically to avoid lawn crews parking their trucks on the street. 
Yet many of these same people use lawn crews to main-
tain their yards. Restricting lawn crew parking only leads 
to parking violations and other disruptions. The only real 
solution to this issue is encouraging neighbors to use the 
same lawn care service, which would reduce the number 
of trucks and equipment parked in any given area. The 
city is large enough to support the same number of crews 
currently in operation, simply with different client portfolios. 
This is not an action that the City can lead nor a recom-
mended policy. This recommendation should be addressed 
as much as possible by neighborhood associations.

Residential parking requirements play a part in the ecosys-
tem of neighborhood parking. Requiring too few parking 
spaces can cause excess spill-over to surrounding streets, 
and too much parking comes at a cost and results in more 
impervious surface on each lot. Current residential park-
ing requirements are reasonable.

RECOMMENDATIONS  

1. Re-assign parking restrictions citywide, allowing 
each neighborhood to select one of the following 
options:

a. No restriction

b. 2-hour parking from 9am to 4pm, except by 
permit (this addresses daytime parking issues 
from students and downtown workers)

c. Parking by permit only, 5pm to 10am (this 
addresses nighttime parking issues from food 
service)

d. Neighborhood Parking Benefit District, used in 
association with (b) or (c) above.

2. Establish a consistent residential permit system to 
service those neighborhoods that choose to use 
such a system which includes permit fees to cover 
costs, decals, and visitor rear-view mirror tags 
purchased separately from the residential permit. 
The existing permit systems may suffice to oper-
ate more broadly. Adopt policy and establish the 
process for administering Neighborhood Parking 
Benefit Districts, ensuring that fees collected benefit 
neighborhood facilities and activities, after covering 
administrative costs.
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Neighborhood Fabric
Neighborhood fabric constitutes the majority of each neigh-
borhood, and as a result most of the City overall. This is 
the blocks, streets, and lots upon which houses are built. 
Neighborhood fabric is often discussed in terms of block 
structure, which is its framing element. Across Birmingham, 
block structure varies substantially. Most of Quarton Lake 
Estates has long blocks, oriented north-south, with the 
exception of the western portion which has a variety of 
shorter blocks, some that change direction. Holy Name 
has principally square blocks. Interestingly, Crestview and 
Pierce have similarly sized blocks but in different orienta-
tions. Kenning and Birmingham Farms have many curvi-
linear blocks. The structure of a neighborhood’s blocks 
establishes a great deal of its character. Deep blocks 
support deeper properties. Short blocks are more easily 
walkable. Curvilinear blocks deflect views. Very straight 
blocks give long views. No pattern is better or worse, they 
simply provide a structure for the neighborhood fabric.

Upon the structure of blocks, a pattern of lots is overlaid. 
In each neighborhood, the size of lots varies while often 
occupying the same structure of blocks. For instance, 
Crestview has larger lots to the west and smaller lots to 
the east. The same is true in Pembroke, with smaller lots 
to the north and larger to the south. Variety of lot sizes in 
a neighborhood contributes to the visual interest of pedes-
trians, with houses of different types and sizes. This also 
supports a diversity of resident types in terms of family 
structure, age, and income.

Knitted into the fabric of each neighborhood are recre-
ational, civic, and commercial destinations, and seams 
along their edges. And between these, streets form the 
glue that connects residents with each other and their 
destinations.

Large Single Family Lot

Medium Single Family Lot

Small Single Family Lot

Single Family Attached

Multi-family

Figure B.1-09 - Crestview nieghborhood. Figure B.1-10 - Pembroke nieghborhood.

Variety of lot sizes in a neighborhood 
contributes to the visual interest of 
pedestrians...
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Street Standards
OBSERVATIONS

Birmingham’s streets are exceptionally beautiful and pleas-
ant, despite the state of repair of their pavement. In recent 
public discussions regarding unimproved streets, a number 
of residents have requested roadways be designed wider 
than the current standard.

DISCUSSION  

Streets are the most pervasive public space in a city. Too 
often, the role of moving cars is considered the default 
role of streets. Movement equates to commerce, oppor-
tunity, and social connectivity. Streets have historically 
defined trade routes, which were instrumental in estab-
lishing cities like Birmingham. But as cities grow outward 
from the trade route, streets take on a primary role of 
social connector. They surround our daily experience in a 
city, allow us to meet neighbors, friends from afar, access 
food and other goods, get to school and work, and access 
civic institutions.

Fortunately, Birmingham has bucked the national trend, 
resisting calls to widen streets for the movement of cars. 
The 1929 Plan made such recommendations, as did a 
number of following plans. Because these calls for wider 
streets were mostly ignored, Birmingham retains a wonder-
ful tree canopy and streets that are pleasant to walk along, 
bike along, and not too difficult to drive along. Yet today, 
calls for wider streets continue to surface. All too often 
our job as consultants is concerned with reducing road-
way pavement and adding trees; making streets more like 
those found in Birmingham. We’ve found that the quick-
est way to erase real estate value and quality of life is to 
widen street pavement.

Calls for wider streets remain pervasive, yet there is a 
central contradiction in these requests. Most people who 
want wider streets also complain about cut-through traffic 

Image B.1-11. A pleasant, right-sized street in the Quarton neighborhood.

Streets are the most pervasive public 
space in a city.
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and the speed of cars. These are directly related. Once 
streets are widened, cars will move more quickly and then 
drivers will find faster streets and use them to cut around 
areas of congestion. This being true, we can’t ignore the 
reality that people have not been trained to drive along 
narrow streets. But lack of training and comfort is not a 
sufficient reason to lessen the quality of the street expe-
rience for all of the street’s users, nor to reduce the value 
of the City’s real estate.

Some streets in Birmingham are quite narrow; this fact must 
be recognized. Westchester Way is a clear example, with 
a pavement width of approximately 16 feet. Unimproved 
streets impact this issue, and Westchester Way is such 
a condition. In these cases, the lack of curbs obscures 
the location where cars should be driven, parked, and 
the tree lawn. Assuming this street were curbed, 16 feet 
is not too narrow to drive along, but it is too narrow for a 
parking lane and a yield travel lane. 18 feet is an absolute 
minimum for this condition, allowing 7 to 8 feet in which 
to park and 10 to 11 feet for cars to move. Geometrically 
16 feet functions, however in a yield condition cars that 
pull into parking lanes do not pull all of the way in. But this 
narrow width does allow two cars to pass one another with 
9 feet of space each. Given that most cars are less than 
6.5 feet wide, 18 feet is certainly sufficient to pass, and 
passing at slow speeds is safer for other roadway users. 
Often, 20 feet is used as an ideal minimum roadway width 
for yield movement conditions.

As in this narrative, too often focus is given to accommo-
date cars without discussing the needs of other roadway 
users and the daily experience of people in general. The 
tree lawn is critical for the health of street trees. Sufficient 
root area results in greater canopy. Broad and continuous 
canopy is a regular occurrence in Birmingham, but mostly 
unheard of in other cities with walkable neighborhoods 
and an active downtown. Canopy health is very closely 

related with the health of residents, mental and physical, 
and the success of children in school. In fact, the Annie 
E. Casey Foundation runs the Casey Trees program in 
Washington, DC to re-establish the urban tree canopy 
with a goal of improving the health outcomes of children. 
Too often roadways are widened to accommodate cars 
without consideration for the downstream impacts, and 
we haven’t even touched on the stormwater implications.

Only in the sixth paragraph of this discussion do we get 
to sidewalks, unfortunately. In a city like Birmingham, by 
far the vast majority of streets serve neighborhood resi-
dents who want to walk or stroll to nearby parks, shops, 
markets, cafes, religious establishments, to each others’ 
houses, to walk dogs, or just to move around a bit. Sidewalk 
sufficiency is universally ignored. Birmingham’s historic 
neighborhood standard was a minimum 4 foot sidewalk. 
This barely accommodates two fit individuals side-by-
side, and maybe some European model strollers, single 
baby only. 4 feet is insufficient. In most neighborhoods, 
sidewalks should be a minimum of 5 feet wide, if not 6. 
The recently passed Residential Street Design Standard 
specifies a 5 foot minimum, which works for most places.

Sidewalks should be continuous, and access all parts of the 
community. Today sidewalks are not universally provided. 
Sidewalk width should also increase in places that pedes-
trian frequency increases - along major roads and closer 
to the City’s mixed-use districts. Sidewalk needs should 
at least be equally balanced with car needs but too often 
sidewalks are sacrificed. While sidewalks and accessible 
ramps are important for older adults, they need places 
to rest and shade. Luckily Birmingham has a great tree 
canopy in most places, but benches are not frequent. Like 
sidewalks, the need to rest is often not accommodated, 
but should be on a regular basis.

Bikes and micro-mobility are yet another often ignored 
user base of streets. Increasingly, bikes are being accom-
modated, but overall this occurs at a remedial level. In 
most situations, narrow and slow streets provide all of 
the access and accommodation needed for bikes and 

Canopy health is very closely related 
with the health of residents, mental and 
physical...
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micro-mobility. But more so than cars, frequent stopping 
is extremely inconvenient. Bicycle boulevards, a slight 
misnomer, solve this issue and serve bikes, pedestrians, 
and micro-mobility generally. By arranging intersection 
control to prefer through movement without interruption 
and diverting cars to avoid cut through, bicycle boulevards 
support a broad range of non-car roadway users. The 
Neighborhood Loop is aimed at these groups.

All of these variables in mind, the ideal roadway width will 
depend upon the right-of-way width and what the street 
should best accommodate. Lincoln is perhaps the most 
difficult decision point in Birmingham. Does Lincoln need 
on-street parking? It is the most obvious route for cyclists. 
Certainly Lincoln needs to sustain its tree canopy. And 
Lincoln, as a neighborhood seam, also needs to support 

a good number of pedestrians. But many people will think 
of the car congestion problem at Lincoln and Woodward, 
demanding more lanes for cars. If nothing more comes of 
this plan, equipping the populous and decision-makers 
with an understanding of the trade-offs is an accomplish-
ment. Professionally, Lincoln remains a difficult condition, 
especially as a series of recently installed curb extensions 
interrupt potential bicycle facilities. After serious contem-
plation, Lincoln should have bike lanes, replacing parallel 
parking, at least on one side, at the cost of changing the 
recently installed curb extensions. Multiple residents have 
brought up the lack of safe facilities on Lincoln, discour-
aging them from biking. If the Birmingham community is 
to continue moving towards more walking, cycling, and 
micro-mobility then the facility must be provided.

Standards were set for residential streets by the Multi-
modal Transportation Board and City Commission due to 
recurring resident requests for wider streets when they are 

Sidewalks should be continuous, and 
access all parts of the community.  

Image B.1-12. An insufficiently sized sidewalk in the Triangle District, due to fencing and planter barricades. Without 
these elements the sidewalk is well sized for its urban context.
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improved. The current policy sets a standard residential 
street at 26 feet from curb-to-curb where the right-of-way 
is 50 feet or greater and 20 feet with parking along one 
side where the right-of-way is less than 50 feet. The policy 
provides for modifications where on-street parking is heavily 
utilized. This is a good reason to provide an exception to 
narrow because in reality, most residential streets do not 
have high on-street parking use, and widening the street 
will result in speedier traffic. Exceptions are also provided 
for school bus routes, frequent emergency routes, and 
high traffic volumes for widening, and high speeds for 
narrowing. Generally these standards are progressive from 
a transportation design standpoint and aimed to protect 
property values. They will also keep traffic moving slowly 
through neighborhoods, increasing safety.

We generally recommended that the standards be retained. 
However, provided this plan’s focus on Future Land Use 
structure, the standards could be adjusted to follow that 

structure for some of the conditions which the current ordi-
nance’s anticipates the need for increased widths. Minor 
modification is also needed to accommodate wider side-
walks for Neighborhood Seams. As discussed in Chapter 
A, the Future Land Use structure provides a means of 
clearer decision-making and allocation of standards. The 
residential street standards provide a modification of road-
way width from 26 feet to 28 feet where on-street parking 
is in more active use, requiring measurement of parking 
usage. But we know that on-street parking will be more 
actively used in neighborhoods with high intensity fabric. 
In these neighborhoods, the standard may default to 28 
feet. SImilarly, save extraneous circumstances, neigh-
borhoods with low intensity fabric will have low on-street 
parking usage. Here it would be less justified to allow wider 

Bicycle boulevards, a slight misnomer, 
solve this issue and serve bikes, pedes-
trians, and micro-mobility generally.  

Image B.1-13. Bike commuter at the Lincoln and Woodward intersection.
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streets except in the other cases provided for like school 
bus routes. Neighborhood Seams also play a role here in 
that they are located where there is increased traffic and a 
higher future intensity of housing. These locations should 
default to a 28 foot standard with allowances up to 30 feet.

Additionally, provided the typical narrow width of streets, 
the typical residential street posted speed should be 
considered to be lowered to 20 mph. The Michigan Vehicle 
Code 257.627(2)(e) states that the maximum speed in city 
neighborhoods is 25 mph unless another speed is fixed and 
posted. The main remaining issue with streets is parking 
beyond the roadway on unimproved streets as it encour-
ages cut-through traffic and speeding. Once streets are 
improved this issue will be resolved.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Complete sidewalks where gaps exist in the contin-
uous pedestrian network.

2. Along neighborhood seams, establish a minimum 
6 foot sidewalk width within the Residential Street 
Standards.

3. Adjust the Residential Street Standards to imple-
ment Future Land Use categories.

4. Provide a bike facility on Lincoln per the Future 
Transportation Plan.

5. Locate streetside areas where stormwater can be 
cleaned through bioswales prior to entering the 
Rouge River.

6. Reduce residential speed limits to 20 mph.

Image B.1-14. Lincoln Street.
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Street Trees
OBSERVATIONS

Birmingham’s downtown and neighborhoods benefit from 
a rich tree canopy.

DISCUSSION  

Trees increase both house values and the public well-be-
ing. While many other communities have lost their tree 
canopy due to road widening or disease, Birmingham’s 
canopy remains full. As a significant driver of health and 
property values, the street tree canopy should be protected 
and well maintained. At present, the City works to diver-
sify tree species, which is important in avoiding disease. 
Considerations should also be made to select species 
that will sustain the City’s future climate.

Much of the community is well stocked with trees but there 
are areas without. Some streets, like Brown and 14 Mile, 
have gaps in the street tree canopy, sometimes spanning 
an entire block. Most substantially, the City’s commercial 
districts have severe street tree gaps, including entire 
streets without trees. Maple and Woodward (downtown) 
has more consistent trees than elsewhere, with limited 
gaps such as Willits. Though streets like Merrill appear to 
have insufficient root area, resulting in small and ineffec-
tive trees (See Img.’s B.1-15-16) . New plantings with the 
recent Woodward and near future Maple streetscape proj-
ects have extended the root area. Other key areas are in 
need of adjustment to follow suit. The Triangle District (east 
Maple and Woodward and Haynes Square) has very few 
street trees, which is similar to the Rail District. Plantings 
are especially needed in these areas to fight the urban 
heat island by shading sidewalks and roadways, and to 
provide relief for pedestrians.

Images B.1-15 & B.1-16. Examples of inappropriate and overly used street trees.

Trees increase both house values and 
the public well-being.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Continue the City’s street tree planning and mainte-
nance policies.

2. Infill missing street trees where needed in 
neighborhoods.

3. Prevent existing, healthy trees from being removed 
due to new construction.

4. Establish a streetscape improvement program for 
the Triangle District and Rail District.

5. Select large canopy species native to the region, 
including Basswood, Elms (disease resistant), Horse 
Chestnuts, Maples, Oaks and Sycamores, along 
streets and within parks.

6. Minimize overly-used or exotic species, such as 
Crab Apple, Honey Locust and Pear Trees.

Images B.1-17 & B.1-18. Examples of trees ideal for use in the community, including along streets.
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Unimproved Streets
OBSERVATIONS

Many neighborhood streets in Birmingham are in disre-
pair. Residents are confused about the process to improve 
streets, which is exacerbated by unique situations in two 
parts of the community.

DISCUSSION  

As is readily apparent, many neighborhood streets are in 
very poor condition. Numerous residents have complained 
about the situation, noting that it is especially out of char-
acter for a wealthy city to have such poor streets. The 
condition is historic, related to the standards in place as 
far back as each neighborhood was initially developed. It 
has been incumbent upon neighbors to choose to improve 
their streets, and pay into that improvement based upon 
how much lot frontage they have along the street. To date, 
a significant number of residents have done just that, yet it 

Image B.1-19. Example of an unimproved street.

leaves nearly 26 linear miles of streets unimproved. Most 
unimproved streets are easily recognizable in that they do 
not have curbs. Yet, to confuse the matter, there is a small 
section of unimproved streets that have historic curbs. 
And lastly, there is a section of Birmingham where sewer 
service is located at the rear lot, not in the street, which 
requires special consideration when improving streets.

The City has heard the issues, understands the confu-
sion, and is considering solutions with a committee. This 
action is being undertaken at the same time that this plan 
is being written. Clearly something should be done as the 
condition reflects poorly upon the City. We trust that the 
committee will determine a reasonable course of action.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Follow the recommendations of the Unimproved 
Streets Committee.
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Figure B.1-20. Unimproved Streets, Citywide.

  Unimproved Streets

  Unimproved with Curbs
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Character of new housing
OBSERVATIONS

The value of properties in Birmingham has risen such that 
the cost of purchasing and demolishing existing homes is 
viable. Some parts of the City have already been signifi-
cantly rebuilt and the trend is moving into other neigh-
borhoods. Many residents feel that the scale of new 
homes are overwhelming and out of character with their 
neighborhoods.

DISCUSSION  

Birmingham’s neighborhoods are rapidly changing and 
losing much of the charm and scale that originally made 
them attractive. Houses, many of them local landmarks, 
are being razed in every neighborhood. The overwhelming 
concern expressed by many residents who participated in 

planning discussions was with the development of new, 
ever-larger houses and the consequent loss of their neigh-
borhood’s unique character. Numerous residents recounted 
the adverse effects such large houses have had on their 
properties and their quality of life. Many residents viewed 
these new houses as poorly designed and completely out 
of character and scale for their neighborhoods. While the 
City has implemented progressive design standards for 
garage placement and overall construction management, 
many of the new houses are, in fact, oversized for their 
lots and often negatively impact surrounding households.

Except in the Downtown Historic District, proposed new 
houses in Birmingham are never evaluated for the appro-
priateness of their architectural design or building mate-
rials by a review board or committee. New house plans 
are only reviewed for compliance with building codes and 

Image B.1-21. Historic home in excellent condition with a sign marketing it for demolition to build a larger home.
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required site engineering regulations. House design and 
consumer preferences have changed since Birmingham’s 
neighborhoods were first developed. Recession-era, prewar 
houses were usually modestly designed and downplayed 
the home-owners wealth or lack thereof: second floors 
were tucked under the roofs; garages were located to 
the rear or side of the lot; colors were regionally inspired; 
applied and structural materials were regionally sourced 
field stone, local brick, and wood siding. At the time, 
cultured stone and synthetic materials from overseas were 
simply unavailable. Large houses and manors were broken 
up into a series of smaller volumes, including wings or 
ells, which effectively disguised their overall volume and, 
with commensurate architectural details, gave them the 
appearance of matching the scale of neighboring houses. 
Most of Birmingham’s original houses were constructed 
with quality craftsmanship and designed with architectural 
massing and details intended to blend into the neighbor-
hood rather than command attention.

Following trends in today’s housing market, developers 
endeavor to exaggerate the size of houses, making even 
the most modestly sized house appear as large as possi-
ble. Ceilings are high, even on second floors; roofs are 
steeply pitched; elevations are replete with multiple gables 
and “look-at-me” details. These houses are designed to 
stand out and be noticed, rather than harmonize with 
and complement neighboring houses. Blending into the 
neighborhood, even with houses on adjacent lots, is rarely 
the goal for today’s builders and architects. As a result, 

Image B.1-22. High quality design for a contemporary replacement, remaining in scale with the neighborhood fabric.

Most of Birmingham’s original houses 
were constructed with quality craftsman-
ship and design with architectural mass-
ing and details intended to blend into 
the neighborhood rather than command 
attention.
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many new houses become the focal point, for better or 
worse, of the street. Even the landscape is frequently 
overzealous, with extravagantly designed shrub beds, 
lighting, and sculpture in the front yard. Historically, these 
trophies were relegated to the backyard, where they could 
be enjoyed in private.

Once built, many new houses seem too large for their lots. 
They tower over adjacent side and backyards, reducing 
their neighbors’ available sunlight while encroaching on 
their privacy. Many homeowners reported that their back-
yards regularly flooded from the rainwater runoff produced 
by new houses adjacent to their lots. Constantly running 
generators and water pumps have become common in 
some neighborhoods, especially in the Derby neighbor-
hood northeast of Adams and Maple Roads. To maximize 
house size and price, many new houses include elevated 
first floors to allow their “basements” to become finished, 
marketable spaces. These tall houses often overlook their 
neighbors’ once private backyards. As one Quarton Lake 
resident explained: “We have stopped dining on our patio 
and we seldom use our backyard because of the large 

Images B.1-23 & B.1-24. Infill housing in the Torry neighborhood on two sides of one street, older homes on the left 
and new homes on the right.

modern ‘Escalade’ house recently developed behind us… 
It’s living room and kitchen are raised and they tower over 
our home… its awkward knowing my neighbors can look 
directly into my yard and windows from their family room. 
We keep our curtains closed… We are considering moving 
into Bloomfield Village, where the lots are larger and the 
house designs are more predictable.”

While many residents expressed objections to large new 
houses during round-table interviews, when asked to make 
suggestions for regulatory change, they often became 
reflective. They became concerned that if the city increased 
building setback requirements and reduced allowable build-
ing sizes, it would adversely affect the value of their own 
property. One outspoken neighborhood activist asked if the 
city could “…impose new codes to significantly reduce the 
sizes of all new house construction, except for the houses 
of people presently living in the city, such as himself”.

The Planning Board and City Commission have both recog-
nized this problem. Recently, lot combinations have been 
restricted, reacting to the increasing trend of very large 
houses being built upon multiple existing lots. Article 5 of 
Chapter 102 in the Subdivision ordinance, Combination of 
Land Parcels, addresses the issue by limiting lot combi-
nations to a maximum size of twice that surrounding, 

Blending into the neighborhood, even 
with houses on adjacent lots, is rarely the 
goal for today’s builders and architects.
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Image B.1-19. Synoptic Survey - Existing Medium Single-family home in zone R1 of Buckingham neighborhood.

and similar standards to provide for greater compatibil-
ity, which are generally well written. In other parts of the 
City, namely but not limited to Poppleton, lot splits which 
result in two houses being built in place of one has simi-
larly raised controversy. As a result, Article 3 of Chapter 
102 in the Subdivision ordinance, Division of Platted Lots 
addresses the issue by limiting lot sizes to the average in 
the surrounding area. As discussed in the Preamble to this 
plan, these actions lock the City into its present form and 
will be a significant barrier to implementing pieces of this 
plan. However, the concern is real and must be dealt with.

The issues being raised with both lot combinations and 
splits, as well as setbacks and height, are all related 
to insufficient or misallocated standards in the zoning 
ordinance, or incongruence between the zoning district 
assigned and neighborhood character. At the outset of this 
process, we completed a series of 40 Synoptic Surveys, 
which are catalogued in Chapter E. Context (to be included 
in the second draft). The compiled data, while not compre-
hensive, illustrates that the assignment of zoning districts 
is not necessarily a good predictor of the houses found 
in those districts, particularly concerning lot widths, the 
height buildings are elevated, side setbacks, and front 
setbacks. (See Fig. B.1-20)  Zoning standards need to be 
better aligned with the lot sizes and housing characters 
within each neighborhood, including the fact that neigh-
borhoods have multiple zoning districts. This may neces-
sitate more residential zoning districts in order to better 
align with historic character, but doing so allows zoning 
standards to more tightly control compatibility.

2. PUBLIC FRONTAGE 3. PRIVATE FRONTAGE  1. 

Public Frontage Type
Spatial Width

Posted Design Speed
R.O.W.  Width
Moving Lanes
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Pavement Width
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Planter Width
Planting Pattern

Tree Type
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Average Block Dimension
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Private Frontage Type
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Lot Depth

Lot Coverage
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Front Setback
Side Setback
Rear Setback

Outbuilding Setback
Front Encroachment
Side Encroachment

Ground Level Function
Upper Level Function

 QUADRAT DISSECT

SMARTCODE SYNOPTIC SURVEY
ANALYSIS FOR TRANSECT ZONE T3 - SUB-URBAN

DORCHESTER ROAD @ RUGBY STREET

BUCKINGHAM: Medium Single-Family
DRAFT 1.0

355‘ x 875’

Yield Street Common Lawn / Porch
2.5 stories max.
1.5  stories max.
21” min average 

Edgeyard 

35’ 
5’ min. 

55’ 

20% 
62% of lot width min. 

6’ 
6’ 

Residential
Residential

Front Walkway

2’ min. 

80’ 
142’ 

145’
25 MPH

75’
2 at 10’Two Way

Both sides at 8’ unmarked
22’

Raised
15’
N/A
5’

Individual
15’

Regular 40’-60’ o.c.
Locust

N/A
N/A

3 units
80’ x 142’

20%
0.6 cars

10.2 trees
Entrance Access

                     Primary

“We have stopped dining on our patio 
and we seldom use our backyard 
because of the large modern ‘Escalade’ 
house recently developed behind us…”
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The issues of lot combinations and splits are also related 
to the need of a physical city structure such that there 
are areas where larger lots are allocated and areas where 
smaller lots are allocated. This plan identifies areas for 
both. Neighborhood Seems identified in the Future Land 
Use Map specify where lot splits which result in more 
homes are appropriate. Neighborhood Seams also require 
lot combinations, but only those which result in a relative 
increase in the number of homes. Lot Enlargement Areas 
identified in the Future Land Use Map specify where lot 
combinations resulting in larger homes are acceptable, 
reinforcing neighborhood structure and the overall rhythm 
of the city.

The beginning of this section discussed the need for review 
of single family dwellings beyond simple compliance with 
building codes and the minimal zoning standards. This is a 
significant change that should not be used to impose stylis-
tic requirements, rather to review the scale and massing 
of buildings and their impact on the neighborhood overall. 
Doing so will slow the construction process in neighbor-
hoods, which is a desirable consequence that should be 
understood for its advantages. While change should occur 
and cities should evolve, fast and relentless change within 
neighborhoods is seriously destabilizing to social fabric. 
Beyond the complaints of constant construction, when 

Image B.1-20. Synoptic Survey - Excerpt of summary data, organized by current zoning district.
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neighborhoods are mostly rebuilt in their entirety, they 
lose history and the key diversity of established residents 
alongside new ones. This aspect of neighborhood diversity 
preserves social bonds and allows them to evolve. There 
are secrets, or intangible unknowns, about how the social 
fabric of a neighborhood works. Here the speed of change 
should be turned down a bit, while the speed of change 
in the City’s mixed-use districts, and even Neighborhood 
Seams, could progress more quickly.

Additions to existing homes should be considered as a 
way to accommodate changes that the market desires 
without eroding neighborhood character. A number of resi-
dents brought up this consideration, in group discussions 
and through survey and website comments. Often the 
driver of new construction is market demand for additional 
bathrooms, a master, closet space, larger kitchens, and 
larger garages which tend to be lacking in older homes. 
While it is often easier to tear down an existing home and 
build a new one, this is a destructive process that creates 
significant waste material. Renovation and addition could 
be encouraged through a number of policies such as: a 
fast-tracked approval process (requiring a slowing down 

of new construction approvals), waived fees for review 
and inspection, increased lot coverage allowances at the 
ground level (not second story), and tax incentives. One 
public comment discussed the opportunity that addi-
tions provide for accommodating older adults with ground 
floor masters. They may also be used to accommodate 
accessory dwelling units, as discussed elsewhere. While 
additions and renovation cannot be required, they can 
certainly be encouraged.

Lastly, we noticed that lighting found in some new homes 
is too intense. This observation was later supported by 
public comment on the project website. Excessive light 
degrades the calm character of Birmingham’s neighbor-
hood fabric. Lighting should be subdued generally, avoid 
spillover onto neighboring properties, and be oriented 
downward not outward. Luminaires should be shielded to 

Image B.1-21. A new home too brightly lit, degrading neighborhood character, next to which an appropriately lit 
porch demonstrates preferred lighting levels.

While change should occur and cities 
should evolve, fast and relentless change 
within neighborhoods is seriously desta-
bilizing to social fabric.  
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eliminate glare. Color temperature is also keenly important. 
Light that is towards the blue end of the spectrum, higher 
color temperature, disrupts natural human cycles when 
used at nighttime. Color temperature should not exceed 
3200 Kelvin after dusk. Currently the Zoning Ordinance 
uses Illuminating Engineering Society of North America 
(IESNA) standards as a baseline, Zone E4 for everything 
R4 and above. Neighborhood illumination is not regulated, 
which is clearly in need. Additionally, International Dark Sky 
Association model standards are recommended in place 
of IESNA standards. These standards should be evalu-
ated for use in neighborhoods as well as for adjustment or 
replacement of existing zoning requirements concerning 
lighting in R4 and above.

RECOMMENDATIONS  

1. Review and update site, building, and design codes 
to prevent increased rainwater runoff and other 
negative impacts from new house construction.  

2. Expand the inspection process for new house 
construction to ensure that they are built per 
approved plans to minimize negative impacts on 
surrounding properties.

3. Increase required residential setbacks for new 
construction to better match existing housing in 
each neighborhood.

4. Reduce permitted residential building heights for 
new construction to better match existing housing 
in each neighborhood. 

5. Develop incentives, such as increasing allowable 
square footage, fast tracking, fee waivers, and tax 
incentives that promote the expansion of existing 
houses rather than the construction of new houses. 

6. Identify and implement preservation protection, 
such as a historic designation for landmark houses.

7. Implement an approval process to review the exte-
rior design and materials for single-family residential 
additions and for new house construction.

8. Add minimum and maximum lot width standards for 
each zoning district. The current standard based on 
minimum lot size is not a sufficient measure.

9. Revise the Zoning Code and zoning district bound-
aries to better align with the existing character and 
scale of houses and their lot size.

10. Revise Articles 3 and 5 of Chapter 102 of the 
Subdivision ordinance to allow for lot combina-
tions and splits as are necessary to implement 
Neighborhood Seams and Lot Enlargement Areas.

11. Once the above recommended zoning changes are 
made, repeal Articles 3 and 5 of Chapter 102 of 
the Subdivision ordinance, the intent of the articles 
having been integrated into the Zoning Ordinance 
and Future Land Use Map.

12. Establish lighting standards for R1A through R3, 
neighborhoods generally, including maximum inten-
sity and color temperature, shielding and direction, 
and spillover. Consider the International Dark Sky 
Association model standards. Lighting intensity 
restrictions should be associated with the Future 
Land Use categories for Neighborhood Fabric inten-
sity where High Intensity Fabric justifies higher light-
ing intensity and Low Intensity Fabric justifies lower 
lighting intensity. Dark Sky LZ1 may be appropriate 
in Low Intensity Fabric and Medium Intensity Fabric 
areas, LZ2 in High Intensity Fabric areas, and LZ3 
in the City’s mixed-use districts.

13. Prevent healthy, mature trees from being removed 
due to new construction.
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Accessory dwelling units
OBSERVATIONS

Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) are a low impact way 
to provide additional housing, particularly for older adults 
and lower income individuals. The City currently allows 
accessory structures but has restrictions to prohibit their 
use as dwellings.

DISCUSSION  

Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) are small homes typi-
cally located in the rear yard of a single-family or attached 
townhouse lot, frequently over a garage but often a small 
secondary unit within the primary home. ADUs can provide 
housing sought by many young renters, single-person 
households, and older adults. Birmingham has had historic 
ADUs for decades.

Presently, there is considerable market demand for ADUs 
in the city, but accessory structures are not permitted 
to include kitchens and bathrooms, and if they include 
bedrooms, they must be used by a relative of the primary 
household. The primary advantage of an ADU, if properly 
regulated, is that the property owner must also live on 
the property, providing oversight by the owner. For older 
adults looking to downsize but avoid a spike in property 
tax by selling, they can build an at-grade ADU to live in 
and rent their primary home.

ADUs should be permitted in the City broadly, provided 
the restrictions are added as specified in the following 
Recommendations.

Image B.1-22. An existing ADU equivalent in Birmingham.

Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) are 
a low impact way to provide additional 
housing, particularly for older adults and 
lower income individuals. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Permit ADUs where the property owner lives 
on-site, in the primary home or ADU.

2. Prohibit two-rental structures on any single-family 
property.

3. Require ADUs to be designed and built to match or 
exceed the quality of the primary structure.

4. Require adequate landscape screening between 
ADUs and adjacent properties

5. Do not require parking for ADUs.

6. Increase accessory structure setback requirements 
when there is a dwelling within it to 5 feet in R2 and 
above, 10 feet in R1, and 15 feet in R1A.

7. Increase the allowable height for accessory struc-
tures to allow 2 stories when there is a dwelling 
within it above a garage.

8. Exempt the area of interior staircases from the maxi-
mum area of accessory structures when there is a 
dwelling within it.

9. Allow accessory structures when there is a dwell-
ing within it by right in MX, TZ1, TZ2, TZ3, and R4 
through R8.

1 - Small Single Family lots

Lot Width 40 ft

Lot Depth 120 ft 

Lot Area 4,800 ft

Lot Coverage 40%

Unit Size 1,500 sf

Residential Stories 2

Total Stories 2

Dwelling Units 1

Tot Residential Density 10 du/ac

 individual 40’ lots1

Figure B.1-23. Proposed ADU conditions.

PROPOSED CONDITION

TYPICAL CONDITION

Over-garage  ADU 
or “Granny Flat”

Attached
 ADU

+1 Net Unit

Accessory Dwelling Unit

2: Over-garage ADU & 3: Attached ADU

Lot Width 40 ft

Lot Depth 120 ft 

Lot Area 4,800 ft

Lot Coverage    : 40%     : 60%

Unit Size 1,500 sf

Residential Stories 2

Total Stories 2

Dwelling Units 1

Tot Residential Density 10 du/ac

2 3

2 3
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Neighborhood Seams

Birmingham’s neighborhoods are surprisingly diverse in 
population age and family composition. This type of diver-
sity supports neighborhood longevity, where the population 
overall is at different points in their life cycle. Housing is 
always available and children span school classes rather 
than concentrate within a few years. Increasing housing 
costs threatens future age and family diversity. This is 
evident in recent Birmingham public school enrollment, 
which has been dropping. That has both to do with reduc-
ing family diversity and an increasing affluence of resi-
dents who may be inclined to select private education. 
Continuing to out-pace surrounding communities with 
an increasing gap in property value, Birmingham could 
lock itself into a primarily aging population and eventually 

significant declines in value. As with other markets, a slow 
and steady increase is healthy while rapid increases lead 
to rapid decline.

Most major and secondary metropolitan areas in the coun-
try are currently facing affordability crises. Metro-Detroit is 
a rare and complicated condition in this regard, retaining a 
significant stock of housing that is reasonably priced. But 

Figure B.1-24. A diversity of housing types that can help support appropriate neighborhood seams while enriching a 
neighborhood’s distinction.

Increased housing diversity is necessary, 
but it should be allocated to strengthen 
cities and their neighborhoods...
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the area also demonstrates a less known trend, which is a 
change in housing preference towards walkable communi-
ties. In Metro-Detroit, there are very few walkable commu-
nities that have retained an active downtown, parks, and 
good schools. Birmingham is a rare commodity, increas-
ingly unaffordable as a result.

Affordability solutions beyond subsidy is a subject being 
dealt with across the country. Just this year public policy 
has begun to hone-in on a need for greater housing diver-
sity. Increasing townhouses, duplexes, and small multi-fam-
ily buildings with smaller units reduces the construction and 
land cost for each unit individually, and as a result increases 
public tax revenue. These housing types are described as 
Missing Middle Housing (See Img.’s B.1-25-28). However the 
solutions being pursued elsewhere aim to eliminate single 
family neighborhoods; they are overreaching. Increased 

Image B.1-27. Hampstead, AL: Townhomes 

Image B.1-25. Danielson Grove, WA: Cottage Court

Image B.1-28. Habersham, SC: Townhouses

Image B.1-26. East Beach, VA: 4-Pack 

MIDDLE MISSING HOUSING

housing diversity is necessary, but it should be allocated 
to strengthen cities and their neighborhoods, not divide 
them. Neighborhood seams are ideal receivers of housing 
diversification, which further define neighborhood identity.

By 2040, Birmingham needs to grow by nearly 2,000 
homes. Half of this can be accommodated in the Downtown, 
Triangle, and Rail Districts, limited by the speed of construc-
tion and regional demand for downtown development. The 
remaining 1,000 homes need to be accommodated else-
where in the community. Cost is an important consider-
ation, often debated. We recommend defining “reasonably 
priced” housing by the average salary of municipal employ-
ees. At present there is demand for about 600 reasonably 
priced homes in Missing Middle formats; that is beyond 
the additional demand of 2,000 homes.
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Each time residents brought up new housing formats we 
asked them where they should go. Allocating housing at 
an increased intensity will always anger the immediate 
neighbors, yet the community overall needs this type 
of housing to maintain diversity and future population. 
Neighborhood seams are a reasonable target for new 
housing types which preserves the overall character of 
the neighborhood while allocating change towards its 
edges. Together, accessory dwelling units and neighbor-
hood seams could easily absorb Birmingham’s growth 
for the coming decades while helping to control cost and 
strengthening neighborhood identity.

This plan maps neighborhood seams along the edges of 
neighborhoods, principally at major roadways, transitioning 
to protect the lower-intensity single-family neighborhood 
fabric. This is an important decision which is politically diffi-
cult, yet it is necessary. The present set of transition zone 
standards illustrate this need: because the zone mappings 
were not adopted by the City Commission, transition zones 
have become a political football. Neighborhood Seams are 
very similar to transition zones, except that the term spec-
ifies definite location, along the edges of neighborhoods, 

Figure B.1-29. Projected housing change by age group, 2017-2040. 

Age of

Householder Own Rent Total Own Rent Total Own Rent Total
15-24 40            70            110          20            50            70            -50.0% -28.6% -36.4%
25-34 670          650          1,320      600          1,030      1,630      -10.4% 58.5% 23.5%
35-44 1,190      400          1,590      800          20            820          -32.8% -95.0% -48.4%
45-54 1,560      470          2,030      1,670      530          2,200      7.1% 12.8% 8.4%
55-64 1,490      340          1,830      1,490      940          2,430      0.0% 176.6% 32.8%
65-74 1,080      150          1,230      1,800      290          2,090      66.7% 93.1% 69.9%
75-84 440          120          560          180          720          900          -59.1% 500.0% 60.7%
85+ 240          80            320          320          240          560          33.3% 200.0% 75.0%

Total 6,710      2,280      8,990      6,880      3,820      10,700    2.5% 67.6% 19.0%

2017 Birmingham 2040 Birmingham Percent Change

not within them. Certainty of the location and extent is 
established by the following location criteria: seams are 
located along the edges of neighborhood that coincide 
with highly trafficked streets and commercial districts. This 
is embedded in the Future Land Use category definition.

Figure B.1-30. Neighborhood Seams on the following page 
includes the recommended seams, further differentiating 
them by their need for neighborhood compatibility. High 
intensity seams occur where non-residential uses have 
already established neighborhood edges. These require 
limitations on the size and type of business, and restric-
tions on the amount of parking that can be provided. 
Moderate intensity seams are located along regionally 
significant streets with high traffic, in locations where a 
primarily multi-family housing stock can be absorbed. Low 
intensity seams are located where nearby neighborhood 
fabric is most sensitive, defining a neighborhood edge but 
limiting the increase of intensity at the seam.

Neighborhood seams are a reason-
able target for new housing types which 
preserves the overall character of the 
neighborhood...
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Neighborhood	Seams:	1:400

Municipal	Boundary

Neighborhood	Boundaries

Neighborhood	Seams	BOLDer

High

Medium

Low

De-densification

Figure B.1-30. Neighborhood Seams
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Neighborhood	Seams:	1:400

Municipal	Boundary

Neighborhood	Boundaries

Neighborhood	Seams	BOLDer

High

Medium

Low

De-densification

Seam Intensity

  High

  Moderate

  Low

  Lot combination allowed 
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HOUSING CHANGE

Projections anticipate significant growth in the older adult 
population with a significant decline of the 35-44 age 
bracket. This reflects a decline in family households which 
is a threat to Birmingham’s character. Providing reason-
ably priced housing can help young families locate in 
Birmingham. Getting to this price point will require more 
modestly sized housing and diverse housing types.

REASONABLY PRICED HOUSING

The terms affordable and attainable housing have been 
endlessly debated, a distraction from solving real prob-
lems. We recommend using “reasonably priced” housing, 

defined by the average salary of city employees, and 
“moderately priced” housing, defined by the city’s median 
income. Available housing for rent and sale for both ranges 
is needed to retain a diverse population. To achieve this, 
policies must address both the types of housing that can 
be built and incentives that the City may offer to keep 
costs down.

MEETING PROBLEMS OF REGIONAL ORIGIN 

Regional housing demand puts pressure on Birmingham’s 
existing market position at the higher end of the region. 
This pressure is at odds with the need to provide reason-
ably priced housing. The region has a significant defi-
cit of housing in the range that Birmingham currently 

$1,750 / MO
REASONABLY PRICED RENT

$405,000
REASONABLY PRICED FOR-SALE

$114,500 
MEDIAN HH INCOME

CITYWIDE

Figure B.1-32. Attainable housing based upon the median household income citywide.

$950 / MO
REASONABLY PRICED RENT

$185,000
REASONABLY PRICED FOR-SALE

$63,300 
MEDIAN INCOME

CITY EMPLOYEE

Figure B.1-31. Attainable housing based upon the median salary of City employees.
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provides. As a result, housing values have been rising 
quickly due to a lack of supply. This is a regional problem 
whose only solution is for Birmingham to have more high 
quality competition. Historically, Metro-Detroit had numer-
ous neighborhoods, villages, towns, and cities that were 
similar in character to Birmingham. Unfortunately most were 
severely damaged during Detroit’s suburban expansion. 

Figure B.1-33. Owner households and housing units falling under HUD levels, 2016.

REGIONAL 
DEFICIT OF 
237,280 

HOMES VALUED 
OVER

$450,000

Figure B.1-34. Michigan 
Homeowners study.

Figure B.1-35 illustrates a number of surrounding commu-
nities that could grow to absorb this regional demand. Until 
more of these communities grow their downtowns and 
main streets, and diversify their housing, Birmingham will 
receive significant housing pressure which threatens its 
future diversity, a direct link to long term success.

Figure B.1-35. Regional communities

Birmingham

Pontiac

Rochester

Oakland County

Brighton

Howell

Farmington

Berkley
Royal Oak

Hazel ParkFerndale
Grosse 
PointeGrosse Pointe Park

Grosse Pointe Farms

Hamtramck

West Village

Plymouth

Northville

Downtown Detroit
Midtown

Corktown
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Housing Types and Diversity
OBSERVATIONS

Current demand for diverse housing types is significant 
and will continue to grow into the future, with a current 
deficit of 570 units of moderate and reasonably priced 
housing (See Fig. B.1-36).

DISCUSSION  

Birmingham once provided more diverse housing, which 
was halted following poor quality townhouse and multi-fam-
ily construction in the 1970’s and increasing zoning restric-
tions. Beautiful historic examples of each Missing Middle 
Housing type can be found throughout the community. 
Presently there is a deficit of 570 moderately and reason-
ably priced housing units in the community, based upon 
current household incomes in Birmingham. This does 
not account for projected growth in Birmingham and the 
region overall. Permitting more of this housing is important 
for the future of the community. To meet the current and 
future demand, the following types should specifically be 
allowed and allocated:

• Accessory Dwelling Units

• Duplexes

• Tiplexes

• Quadplexes

• Six packs

• Townhouses

• Cottage Courts

The design of higher intensity housing within Neighborhood 
Seams has a significant impact on their ability to inte-
grate. The 6-unit (six pack) multi-family building designed 
by Wallace Frost in the Poppleton neighborhood demon-
strates how design and massing can work to integrate 
higher intensity housing with minimal impact to neighbor-
hood character (See Img. B.1-37), While stylistic require-
ments are not palatable locally, a few minor, style-agnostic, 
requirements may be added to avoid the problems of the 
1970’s. Design review should also be required for new 
housing within Neighborhood Seams, to ensure charac-
ter and massing are compatible with the neighborhood, 
that high quality materials are used, and that parking is 
appropriately located and screened.

Concern among residents is understood as many multi-fam-
ily housing complexes in the City are impactful to the 
surrounding neighborhood in negative ways. These occur 
in two formats: very large multi-family complexes, endless 
rows of multi-family housing. The first issue is solved by 
limiting the number of units on each property to 6 in High 
Intensity Neighborhood Seams, 4 in Medium Intensity 
Neighborhood Seams, and 2 in Low Intensity Neighborhood 
Seams. Cottage courts are an exception, which require a 
minimum site area per unit. These limitations will ensure 
large complexes are not built.

+570 UNITS

$950 / MO
FOR RENT

$185,000
FOR-SALE

310  moderate priced units
$2,450 / MO

FOR RENT

$450,000
FOR-SALE

260  reasonably priced units

Figure B.1-36. Under-served local demand.

Beautiful historic examples of each 
Missing Middle Housing type can be 
found throughout the community. 

MISSING MIDDLE DEMAND
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Endless rows of single character housing is the next 
potential issue. A number of these conditions already 
exist in Birmingham. Initially, this condition is naturally 
discouraged due to the existing ownership patterns. While 
Neighborhoods Seams increase the intensity of housing, 
the increase, especially for Low Intensity Neighborhood 
Seams, is not that substantial so mass reconstruction is 
unlikely. Rather, change is likely to occur more slowly over 
time as properties are put up for sale. Because dif fer-
ent types of housing units are allowed, the result should 
be a mix. But the design review process should also be 
employed to restrict repetitiveness.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Permit six packs in high intensity neighborhood 
seams.

2. Permit quadplexes in high and medium intensity 
neighborhood seams.

3. Permit triplexes in high and medium intensity neigh-
borhood seams.

4. Permit duplexes in all neighborhood seams.

5. Permit cottage courts in all neighborhood seams, 
requiring a minimum site area per unit to ensure a 
gentle intensity.

6. Permit townhouses in high and medium intensity 
neighborhood seams.

7. Require design review for new housing within neigh-
borhood seams to ensure compatibility and diver-
sity of character.

Samples of potential property redevelopment are provided 
on the following pages, illustrating the potential increase in 
housing units by different types of Missing Middle Housing, 
and how they align according to lot width.

Image B.1-37. Contextually appropriate multi-family housing in the Poppleton neighborhood, designed by Wallace Frost.
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SMALL MULTI-FAMILY BUILDINGS

1.  Multi-family at 6 and fewer units per lot have little impact
2.  Significant amounts of rental housing already exists in every neighborhood
3.  Design standards are required to ensure compatibility

individual 40’ lots

1 - Small Single Family lots

Lot Width 40 ft

Lot Depth 120 ft 

Lot Area 4,800 ft

Lot Coverage 40%

Unit Size 1,500 sf

Residential Stories 2

Total Stories 2

Dwelling Units 1

Tot Residential Density 10 du/ac

2 - 4-Plex Apartments

Lot Width 80 ft

Lot Depth 120 ft 

Lot Area 9,600 ft

Lot Coverage 40%

Unit Size 1,200 sf

Residential Stories 2

Total Stories 2

Dwelling Units 4

Tot Residential Density 20 du/ac

1

TYPICAL CONDITION

combining two lots 
to build a 4-plex 
apartment building

2

PROPOSED CONDITION

+2 Net Units

Figure B.1-38. Proposed Small Multi-family buildings.
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TYPICAL CONDITION PROPOSED CONDITION

+2 Net Units

1 - Medium Single Family lots

Lot Width 50 ft

Lot Depth 120 ft 

Lot Area 6,000 ft

Lot Coverage 30%

Unit Size 2,000 sf

Residential Stories 2

Total Stories 2

Dwelling Units 1

Tot Residential Density 9 du/ac

2 - 4-Plex Apartments

Lot Width 80 ft

Lot Depth 120 ft 

Lot Area 9,600 ft

Lot Coverage 40%

Unit Size 1,200 sf

Residential Stories 2

Total Stories 2

Dwelling Units 4

Tot Residential Density 18 du/ac

individual 50’ lots1 combining two lots 
to build a 4-plex 
apartment building

2

SMALL MULTI-FAMILY BUILDINGS

Image B.1-39. Example of a 4-Plex. Image B.1-40. Example of a Duplex / 4-Plex.

Figure 1-41. Proposed Small Multi-family buildings.

SMALL MULTI-FAMILY BUILDINGS
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TOWNHOUSES AND DUPLEXES

1.  Increases housing with very little overall impact
2.  Creates beautiful streetscapes
3.  Existing townhouses near the Community House provide a model
4.  Duplexes exist in many neighborhoods already
5.  Design standards are required to ensure compatibility

TYPICAL CONDITION PROPOSED CONDITION

+2 Net Units

1 - Small Single Family lots

Lot Width 40 ft

Lot Depth 120 ft 

Lot Area 4,800 ft

Lot Coverage 40%

Unit Size 1,500 sf

Residential Stories 2

Total Stories 2

Dwelling Units 1

Tot Residential Density 10 du/ac

2 - Townhouses

Lot Width 120 ft

Lot Depth 120 ft 

Lot Area 14,400 ft

Lot Coverage 50%

Unit Size 1,350 sf

Residential Stories 2

Total Stories 2

Dwelling Units 5

Tot Residential Density 16 du/ac

individual 40’ lots1
combining three 
lots to build five  
townhouses

2

Figure B.1-42. Proposed Townhouses and Duplexes.
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TYPICAL CONDITION PROPOSED CONDITION

+3 Net Units

individual 50’ lots1 combining three lots 
to build six 
townhouses

2

1 - Medium Single Family lots

Lot Width 50 ft

Lot Depth 120 ft 

Lot Area 6,000 ft

Lot Coverage 30%

Unit Size 2,000 sf

Residential Stories 2

Total Stories 2

Dwelling Units 1

Tot Residential Density 9 du/ac

2 - Six townhouses

Lot Width 150 ft

Lot Depth 120 ft 

Lot Area 18,000 ft

Lot Coverage 40%

Unit Size 1,200 sf

Residential Stories 2

Total Stories 2

Dwelling Units 6

Tot Residential Density 18 du/ac

TOWNHOUSES AND DUPLEXES

Image B.1-43. Example of Townhouses - Hampstead, AL. Image B.1-44. Example of Townhouses - Prospect, CO.

Figure B.1-45. Proposed Townhouses and Duplexes.
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COTTAGE COURTS

1.  Significant increase in housing with very low impact
2.  Severely under-served category of small single family
3.  Current housing cluster allowances are overly complicated
4.  Design standards are required to ensure compatibility

TYPICAL CONDITION PROPOSED CONDITION

individual 40’ lots1 combining three lots 
to build a cottage 
court

2

+4 Net Units

1 - Small Single Family lots

Lot Width 40 ft

Lot Depth 120 ft 

Lot Area 4,800 ft

Lot Coverage 40%

Unit Size 2,000 sf

Residential Stories 2

Total Stories 2

Dwelling Units 1

Tot Residential Density 10 du/ac

2 - Cottage Court

Lot Width 120 ft

Lot Depth 120 ft 

Lot Area 14,400 ft

Lot Coverage 50%

Unit Size 750-1,500 sf

Residential Stories 2

Total Stories 2

Dwelling Units 7

Tot Residential Density 23 du/ac

Figure B.1-46. Proposed Cottage Courts.
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TYPICAL CONDITION PROPOSED CONDITION

individual 50’ lots1 combining three lots 
to build a cottage court

2

1 - Medium Single Family lots

Lot Width 50 ft

Lot Depth 120 ft 

Lot Area 6,000 ft

Lot Coverage 30%

Unit Size 2,000 sf

Residential Stories 2

Total Stories 2

Dwelling Units 1

Tot Residential Density 9 du/ac

2- Cottage court

Lot Width 150 ft

Lot Depth 120 ft 

Lot Area 18,000 ft

Lot Coverage 40%

Unit Size 750-1,200  sf

Residential Stories 2

Total Stories 2

Dwelling Units 8

Tot Residential Density 20 du/ac

+5 Net Units

COTTAGE COURTS

Image B.1-47. Example of a Court Court. Image B.1-48. Example of a Cottage Court -Danielson 
Grove, WA.

Figure B.1-49. Proposed Cottage Courts.
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Neighborhood Destinations

Birmingham’s neighborhoods are distinguished from the 
region’s suburbs by their embedded parks, retail clusters, 
and schools. Nearly all of Birmingham’s households live 
within an easy ten-minute walk to a park, a school, or a 
market selling basic goods such as bread, milk, and coffee. 
Although once common, such convenience is increasingly 
rare, and reflects a lifestyle highly sought by people of all 
age and income levels.

Neighborhood Destinations are the glue for neighborhood 
and community social structures. At destinations, neighbors 
meet and interact, and the act of walking or rolling to nearby 
destinations builds familiarity between neighbors on the 
street. They fall into 3 categories: Commercial Destinations 
like markets and cafes, Recreational Destinations like parks 

and trails, and Civic Destinations like schools and religious 
institutions. As much of the country has lost these struc-
tures, neighbors are increasingly isolated, exacerbated 
by ever busier work lives and schedules being chauffeur 
to children.

Bi rmingham has lost a number of  i ts Commerc ia l 
Destinations, but it has retained a vast collection of parks 
and civic institutions, distributed widely throughout the 
community. These Recreational and Civic Destinations 
have sustained the City’s social fabric. But as we heard 
from many residents, neighborhood cohesion has been 
lessening. Strengthening Neighborhood Destinations will 
help rebuild lost networks.

Figure B.1-50. A neighborhood destination consisting of a mix of uses and small gathering spaces can greatly enhance 
the character and identity of a neighborhood, while providing convenient, walkable access to services and amenities.
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Commercial Destinations

OBSERVATIONS

A handful of Neighborhood Commercial Destinations 
remain active in Birmingham. Historically, many more 
Neighborhood Commercial Destinations were distrib-
uted throughout the City. Frequented destinations near 
homes increase neighborhood social interaction and neigh-
bor familiarity. There is often fear that any new commer-
cial businesses near homes will gradually increase in 
size, encroach on the neighborhood, and generate traf-
fic and parking issues. However, existing Neighborhood 
Commercial Destinations are important pillars of neigh-
borhood life for those living nearby.

DISCUSSION  

Local bakeries, specialty markets, coffee shops, brew 
pubs, dry cleaners, hair salons, pharmacies, and even 
service stations comprise neighborhood scaled ameni-
ties that are unique to Birmingham among surrounding 
communities. Easy access to these amenities, especially by 
walking, contribute to the City’s comfortable lifestyle and 
high property values. Recent studies indicate house values 
dramatically increase when located within a ten-minute 
walk of a coffee shop, green grocery, micro-brewery, park, 

or school. Local realtors have reported a direct correla-
tion between the value of properties and their proximately 
to Downtown Birmingham. But some city residents live 
beyond a comfortable walk or must cross a busy street 
to reach a local market or cafe.

This plan (See Fig. B.1-52) aspires to find potential loca-
tions to fill these voids in access to neighborhood-serv-
ing commercial destinations with carefully designed local 
goods and services, where desired by its nearby commu-
nity. We acknowledge that not all of our proposed neigh-
borhood commercial destinations will be welcomed now, 
but this is a 20-year plan, and preferences may change 
with the next generation. But we are encouraged by survey 
responses, which indicates that nearly everyone wants to 
be near active areas, half very close and the other half 
nearby but not too close. A slight age trend is clear in the 
responses as well, where younger residents want to be 
closer to activity and older residents further away. 

Frequented destinations near homes 
increase neighborhood social interaction 
and neighbor familiarity. 

WHERE WOULD YOU PREFER TO LIVE?

Figure B.1-51. City of Birmingham survey results (May 2019). 

18-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55-64

65-74

75 +

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

57.1 28.6 14.3

50 48.1

47.2 48.8 4

43.41 48 8.5

38.3 53 8.7

45.1 48.1 11.8

33.3 44.4 22.2

%

%

%

%

%

%

%

1.9

Table 1

1 98%

2 2%

Table 1-1

1 27.5%

2 60%

3 12.5%

Table 1-1-1

1 48%

2 35%

3 17%

Table 1-1-1-1

1 43.38%

2 8.68%

3 47.95%

Q 16

yes 77.05%

undecided 7.87%

no 15.57%

Q 18

yes 70.25%

undecided 15.7%

no 14.05%

Q 19

yes 42.15%

undecided 25.62%

no 32.23%

Q 20

yes 44.63%

undecided 23.14%

no 32.23%

1

43.4%

48%

8.7%

By Age: Overall:

Close to activity 
(commercial districts, schools, parks)
Near active areas, but not to close
Away from active areas
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FigureB.1-52. Propsed Neighborhood Destinations.

Future Land Use: 1:400

Municipal	Boundary

Downtown	Neighborhood

Neighborhood	Boundaries

Parks

Parks	and	Open	Space

Neighborhood	Boundaries

Centers

Neighborhoods

Pedestrian	Shed

Centers

Neighborhoods

 

Neighborhood Destinations

  Commercial Destinations

  Recreational Destinations

  Pedestrian Shed
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This plan identifies locations that are along Neighborhood 
Seams, preserving the single-family nature of Neighborhood 
Fabric which remains in majority of the City. They are also 
targeted to provide walkable access to neighborhoods, 
but not be so close to one another that they become a 
larger district. A few instances include a recommended 
cafe within an existing park, to serve as a social destination 
for the surrounding neighborhood, such as the one serv-
ing Lincoln Hills and Seaholm, and one in upper Baldwin 
Park for Quarton and Holy Name.

Would Quarton Lake residents embrace the development 
of the Mills Pharmacy–Holiday Market center at Maple and 
Chesterfield Roads if it were proposed today? (See Figure 
B.1-53) The center’s existing bank space was originally a 
gas station with auto repair services. Yet this commercial 
cluster is beloved.

Main parking in rear

More pedestrian-friendly landscaping 
helps emphasize this center as a walkable 
destination. 

Sidewalk tables provide necessary eating space for the 
Market customers.  It also says “We welcome people”.

BETTER

Dry 
Cleaner

Pharmacy

Real Estate
Market

Chocolate 
& Coffee

Bank

Main parking in rear

Convenience parking in front

This says “Car Zone”, not “People Zone”

Dry 
Cleaner

GOOD

Pharmacy

Real Estate
Market

Chocolate 
& Coffee

Bank

• Single level commercial

• Built on the equivalent of 4 residential lots
• 6 Businesses

• 14,000sf of retail

CONFIGURATION OF THE MAPLE AND CHESTERFIELD NEIGHBORHOOD DESTINATION

Figure B.1-53. Mills Pharmacy destination improvement. 

• Main parking in rear

• Convenience parking in front
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• Single level retail strip mall

• Built on the equivalent of 4 oddly shaped lots

• 4 Businesses in multiple buildings

• 11,600sf of retail

CONFIGURATION OF THE ETON MARKET NEIGHBORHOOD DESTINATION

Figure B.1-54. Eton Market destination improvement. 

Would the Rail District’s popular Big Rock or Griffin Claw 
brewery be supported by those living nearby if proposed 
today? How would they respond to the increased traf-
fic and parking, to the outsiders parking in front of their 
houses or walking down their residential sidewalks? Yet 
Griffin Claw is known to be completely overrun with young 
families, the stroller brigade, who desire this experience 
in their community.

Would Crestwood or Linden residents welcome the Market 
Square grocery located at Southfield and Fourteen Mile 
Roads if proposed in 2019? Although it was cited as one of 
their favorite destinations, some residents sharply opposed 
the grocery’s proposed café and patio overlooking adja-
cent city open space. The café, if opened, likely would 
have become a favorite local gathering place, providing 
an opportunity for socializing with neighbors and, yes, 
outsiders as well. Unfortunately, the proposed café was 
denied because of local opposition.

• Main parking in front

Main parking in rear

More pedestrian-friendly 
landscaping helps emphasize this 
center as a walkable destination. 

Plazas and sidewalk tables say that this is “People Zone” and provide 
necessary eating space for the Market and restaurant patrons.

Plaza

Plaza Market

Health Studio

Parking 
entrance

Small Office

Cafe/Juice

Coffee

Neighborhood Meeting Hall

Laundry/
Dry Cleaner

VERY GOOD

Pizza 
place Market

Retail

Dry
Cleaner

Main parking in front

This says “Car Zone”, not “People Zone”

POOR FORMAT

Cafe



B.1. Neighborhood Components
B. Neighborhoods

The Birmingham Plan | Draft 10/03/19 133

In most places, ask any group of homeowners if they 
would like to have a retail center or restaurant open in their 
neighborhood and you will almost always be told, “HECK 
NO!” In contrast, most millennials would respond, “Yes, 
how soon?” During the public engagement periods of this 
plan, we heard great enthusiasm from younger residents, 
as expected, but also a great deal of support from older 
residents, provided the scale and character are modeled 
upon what is already working in the community. When 
asked about this in a second survey, respondents over-
whelmingly supported neighborhood commercial destina-
tions, and the City’s active role in making them successful, 
though they were nearly split when asked about potential 
financial incentives.

Neighborhood Commercial Destinations should be allowed 
and encouraged in the limited locations specified by the 
Future Land Use Map. These locations provide easy walking 
access for surrounding residents while keeping commer-
cial encroachment out of the main Neighborhood Fabric. 
Their scale and businesses should be limited, along with 
operating hours and noise, to keep their impact minimal. 

Yes 
Undecided
No

Yes 
Undecided
No

Do you support additional 
neighborhood destinations?

Should businesses be recruited
 to neighborhood destinations to

 ensure neighborhood-focused services?

Table 1

1 98%

2 2%

Table 1-1

1 27.5%

2 60%

3 12.5%

Table 1-1-1

1 48%

2 35%

3 17%

Table 1-1-1-1

1 43.38%

2 8.68%

3 47.95%

Q 16

yes 77.05%

undecided 7.87%

no 15.57%

Q 18

yes 70.25%

undecided 15.7%

no 14.05%

Q 19

yes 42.15%

undecided 25.62%

no 32.23%

Q 20

yes 44.63%

undecided 23.14%

no 32.23%

1

77%

7.9%

15.6%

Table 1

1 98%

2 2%

Table 1-1

1 27.5%

2 60%

3 12.5%

Table 1-1-1

1 48%

2 35%

3 17%

Table 1-1-1-1

1 43.38%

2 8.68%

3 47.95%

Q 16

yes 77.05%

undecided 7.87%

no 15.57%

Q 18

yes 70.25%

undecided 15.7%

no 14.05%

Q 19

yes 42.15%

undecided 25.62%

no 32.23%

Q 20

yes 44.63%

undecided 23.14%

no 32.23%

1

15.7%

70.3%14%

Figures B.1-55. City of Birmingham survey results (May 2019). 
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No

Should the City offer rental assistance 
to neighborhood-focused services in

 neighborhood destinations?

Should the City offer tax incentives
 to neighborhood-focused services in 

neighborhood destinations?
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1 98%
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Table 1-1

1 27.5%

2 60%

3 12.5%
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1 48%
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3 17%
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1 43.38%
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no 15.57%
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undecided 15.7%

no 14.05%
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yes 42.15%
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no 32.23%
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...existing Neighborhood Commercial 
Destinations are important pillars of 
neighborhood life for those living nearby.

• Main parking in front
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As part of the Neighborhood Seam, these destinations 
should also be allowed to provide residential uses above 
the ground floor, which will help their success by provid-
ing immediately adjacent customers and allowing the 
residential units to offset some of the operational costs of 
managing the buildings. Scale and character should remain 
compatible with the surrounding neighborhood, reviewed 
by the Planning Board. Where Neighborhood Commercial 
Destinations are proposed within parks, they should be 
limited to small scale food and beverage service, a cafe, 
without other uses or housing.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Allow by-right Neighborhood Commercial 
Destinations of up to 10,000 square feet where 
identified in the Future Land Use Map.

2.  Adopt a zoning district for Neighborhood 
Commercial Destinations, ensuring they are 
designed in a walkable manner, limited in scale, and 
of a character befitting their surroundings, including 
the following:

a.  Limit uses to bakeries, banks, bicycle shops, 
cafés, carry-out foods, coffee shops, exer-
cise studios, florists, hardware, ice cream 
parlors, mail centers, personal care, medical 
offices, pharmacies, real estate offices, financial 
services, small groceries, specialty shops, and 
other small local service-businesses. Housing 
should be permitted above the ground floor.

i.  Where located in parks, limit uses to baker-
ies, cafes, and coffee shops.

b. Nationally branded chains should be permitted 
when designed to look local.

c. Limit evening hours and prohibit excessive 
noise, including music in the late evenings, 
and early or late truck deliveries should be 
restricted.

d. Larger restaurants and other potentially inten-
sive commercial should be permitted as special 
uses, with appropriate design, management, 
and operational conditions geared to minimize 
their potential impact on surrounding properties.

e. Drive-thru windows should be prohibited.

f. Loading docks should be minimal or not 
required.

g. The neighborhood centers should be well-land-
scaped and screened from adjacent properties 
where necessary.

h. Height. These centers should be allowed to 
build three floors, provided they match the scale 
of a two and one-half story structure.

i. For buildings with 3 stories, the upper floors 
must be residential.

ii. For buildings with 2 stories, the upper floor 
may be office or residential.

iii. Where located in parks, limit height to one 
story.

i. Parking. Parking for these centers should be as 
minimal as possible, or in some cases provided 
entirely by the surrounding on-street spaces.

i. Parking provided, if any, should not exceed 
3 cars per 1,000 square feet of non-residen-
tial uses and 1 car per bedroom of residen-
tial uses.

3. Planning Board review should be required to ensure 
lighting, signage, trash containers, and all other 
necessary, but potentially disruptive elements are 
carefully designed and managed to minimize their 
impacts to the neighborhood.
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Recreational Destinations

OBSERVATIONS

Parks and trails are important to residents and improve 
the value and health of the community. Recreational users 
have a variety of needs and abilities, which requires access 
to diverse open spaces.

DISCUSSION  

Open space amenities are often high on peoples’ list 
of priorities in the places that they live. Compared with 
surrounding communities, Birmingham has a high number 
of parks and open spaces, with variety in their format and 
offerings. Open space amenities are typically thought 
of from a citywide perspective, which was discussed in 
Chapter A, but they are important for successful neigh-
borhoods as well. Recreational Destinations are both 
important for public health and as places where neigh-
bors interact. With a goal of retaining age diversity within 
Birmingham’s neighborhoods, a broad set of activities need 
to be supported for a broad range of ages and abilities.

While some neighborhoods are well served with parks 
and open spaces, when analyzed from a neighbor-
hood-by-neighborhood basis, many lack sufficient services. 
The 2018 Parks Master Plan addresses many needs at each 
of the City’s parks. But a neighborhood-based analysis 
should be completed to ensure that each neighborhood 
can supply diverse activities to its residents.

Birmingham is lucky to have retained much of the Rouge 
River access. Experiencing natural settings is hard to come 
by in many built-up places. This is something that can 
only be provided at the citywide scale, with some neigh-
borhoods benefitting from adjacency. Ensuring access to 
this natural area for the broader community is important, 
as addressed in Chapter A.

Of all neighborhoods, Torry is most notably lacking park 
space. Already built-up there are few easy solutions to 
providing new open space. In Birmingham’s past, the City 

Figures B.1-56. Kids playing in Booth Park. 
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Figure B.1-57. Recreational Destinations.
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has acquired houses to provide parks and civic space, but 
it is not likely a possibility at present. Two clear opportuni-
ties exist around Torry looking further to the future. Open 
space may be required as a condition for redevelopment 
of the Adams Square shopping center. Given that site’s 
recent history, it is not likely to occur in the near future, 
however, and the City may instead attempt to purchase a 
portion of the parking lot for open space, at Adams and 
Bowers. Alternatively, the current post office site would 
accommodate a well-sized park. In 20 years, the post 
office may vacate the property. Both of these opportu-
nities are part of an area of Torry that was identified for 
a park in the 1929 plan, unfortunately not capitalized on. 
As both options are difficult, the planned Worth Park in 
the Triangle District / Haynes Square could be developed 
more quickly. Worth Park is reasonably accessible for the 
Torry neighborhood, but it would not fulfill all of the neigh-
borhood’s needs.

RECOMMENDATIONS  

1. Develop Worth Park as quickly as plausible to 
provide a portion of the needed open space access 
for Torry.

2. Attempt to purchase part of the Adams Square 
parking lot for park space, and if unsuccessful  
ensure that redevelopment would require that open 
space be provided at Adams and Bowers.

3. Investigate the potential to replace the post office 
with a neighborhood park for Torry.

4. Evaluate the current open space inventory and 
2018 Parks Master Plan, and augment as needed to 
provide access and activities in or near each neigh-
borhood for:

a. Young children requiring play equipment;

b. Teenagers requiring autonomy and places to 
gather;

c. Younger adults requiring active uses like running 
and basketball;

d. Older adults requiring active and passive uses 
like pickleball and places to rest in open spaces 
and along the way;

e. People with disabilities requiring accessible 
paths and routes to open space, as well as 
specifically designed amenities;

f. And dog owners requiring places for their dogs 
to run and socialize.

Parks and trails are important to resi-
dents and improve the value and health 
of the community.

Figures B.1-58 & B.1-59. Kids playing in Shain Park. 
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Civic Destinations

OBSERVATIONS

Nearly all of Birmingham’s neighborhoods include one or 
more civic uses within a short walk for most of their resi-
dents. Neighborhood Civic Destinations increase neigh-
borhood sociability and cross-neighborhood relationships.

DISCUSSION  

Civic buildings house city, state, and federal governmental 
institutions; community centers; cultural institutions; educa-
tional facilities; and places of worship. Each of these func-
tions is a destination to city residents, but when grouped 
into an architecturally coherent assemblage, such as in 
Birmingham, civic buildings can be a compelling desti-
nation. Such a center serves as a landmark that comes 
to symbolize and identify the city. Birmingham has a long 
tradition of investing in civic buildings and landscapes, 
which began with the construction of its first library and 
the build-out of its civic center in the 1920s. This civic 
center is centrally located downtown, with it constituent 
buildings grouped around Shain Park. The center occu-
pies five blocks that once housed privately owned houses, 
which the city purchased and razed as part of the 1929 
City Beautiful master plan.

Outside of the City’s primary civic cluster in Downtown, 
nearly all of Birmingham’s neighborhoods include one or 
more civic uses within a short walk for most of their resi-
dents. This relationship is relatively rare in postwar suburbs 
and contributes to Birmingham’s desirable quality of life. 
The city’s Neighborhood Civic Destinations include fire 
stations, meeting halls, museums, places of worship, post 
offices, schools, and specialized civic institutions such as 
Next and the YMCA. The 1929 plan proposed anchoring 
each of the city’s neighborhoods with a civic center, a 
school, or a park. Largely implemented, this plan resulted 
in the numerous schools and parks that now exist in most 
of Birmingham’s neighborhoods.

 

Civic buildings offer neutral, aspirational places for citi-
zens and community leaders to exchange ideas, form 
community associations, or simply socialize. Located 

in a neighborhood setting, these institutions encourage 
neighborhood interaction. They also tend to draw people 
from other nearby neighborhoods, cross-pollinating the 
City’s social structures. Civic buildings and landscapes 
should be grand and iconic, and be distinct from residential 
construction to avoid confusing public and private uses. 
Birmingham’s prewar civic buildings—the City Hall, library, 
post office, and train station—were built of brick and stone 
in an English Tudor style, with the exaggerated scale and 
exceptional quality befitting signature civic buildings.

Throughout the community, Civic Destinations should be 
maintained and supported. During the planning charrette, 
some of the City’s civic institutions discussed their great 
variety of programs. We also heard that some struggle to 
reach residents and new generations who are not familiar 
with the role that civic institutions play in the community. At 
one of the round-table discussions, a resident suggested 
that there should be a way for herself and other residents 
to contribute funding towards parks in order to accelerate 
their improvements and support their role in the neigh-
borhood. This led us to consider that a community like 
Birmingham should have a Community Foundation or fund 
that can help support and strengthen civic institutions and 
parks, and help market their programs and services to 
residents. When discussed at the charrette’s civic institu-
tions meeting, the Chamber of Commerce representative 
indicated that they are in the process of establishing such 
a fund. The recommended monthly events held along the 
Neighborhood Loop, discussed in Chapter A, are a valuable 
means of connecting civic institutions with the surrounding 
community. The Community Foundation or fund should 
contribute to these events, provide booth space in parks 
that are part of the loop events, and involve civic institu-
tions along and near the event route who would benefit by 
holding mini-events in coordination. Regular events such as 
these are an important means of gaining visibility among 
community members, engaging them, and strengthening 
community’s social and civic structure.

Neighborhood Civic Destinations 
increase neighborhood sociability and 
cross-neighborhood relationships.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Maintain and support existing civic uses throughout 
the community.

2. Require new civic uses to be planned and built as 
aspirational buildings and landscapes.

3. Continue the tradition of designing and construct-
ing Birmingham’s civic buildings and parks as iconic 
structures and landscapes to the highest standards 
and at a civic scale. This includes authentic dura-
ble materials, oversized windows, high ceilings, and 
Tudor design and detailing. 
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4. Develop Worth Park and other civic places in the 
Triangle District as quickly as plausible.

5. Ensure the Community Foundation / Fund is estab-
lished in a timely manner.

6. Develop civic programming as part of the monthly 
neighborhood loop events.

7. Develop additional regular civic events to continue 
engaging the community throughout the year.

 

  Civic Institutions

  Recreational Destinations

  Pedestrian Shed
Figure B.1-60. Civic Destinations.
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