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Policy Proposal: Develop a Land Use Strategy for Detroit 
 

Executive Summary 
 
A myriad of stakeholders in Southeast Michigan recognize the importance and timeliness of 
developing a comprehensive strategy for land use in the City of Detroit.  For nearly a decade 
mortgage foreclosure in Detroit and other U.S. cities has increased. This increase, in addition to 
property tax foreclosure and decline in demand for housing due to population loss and economic 
downturn, has added enormously to the number of vacant houses and empty commercial 
structures. As vacancy increases, so does blight, vandalism and crime. However, tax revenue 
continues to decrease as city officials are challenged with providing essential services while 
trying to maintain or demolish thousands of vacant properties owned by the City.  
 
While the magnitude of our challenge is often recounted in international publications, discussed 
on local blogs and studied endlessly, proposed solutions are often transformative and large-scale, 
but fail to identify incremental policy changes or identifiable benchmarks.  
 
This document offers the following policy recommendations in an effort to identify pragmatic 
solutions and attainable benchmarks for managing one of Detroit’s greatest assets, its land, in a 
comprehensive manner.  
 
We propose that Detroit create a Land Use Task Force to make challenging land use 
decisions, and commit that body to transparency, inclusiveness and accountability. Detroit 
must adopt ordinances to creatively manage and maintain vacant property and properly 
empower the Detroit Land Bank. We propose that certain tools be used to identity and 
stabilize the already dense neighborhoods of choice. We support D-ACIS as a 
comprehensive data and information clearinghouse to make land use information available 
to everyone. Finally, Detroit must practice the importance of realizing a dense greater 
Downtown.  
 

Why a Land Use Strategy is Important 
 
A viable land use plan is vital for the long-term health and prosperity of any city. Land is an asset 
that has intrinsic value, and its responsible stewardship lies at the very heart of a city’s ability to 
encourage the highest and best use of land to benefit its citizens economically, environmentally 
and socially. Creating a comprehensive land use strategy, which is comprised of a land use plan 
and the tools and resources needed to implement that plan, is the first step.  
 
However, the best process to reach this maximum utility is one that is dynamic and evolving.  
Such a process understands the realities of current conditions while simultaneously serving as a 
framework for envisioning where a city wants to be decades from now. In other words, good 
plans result in good places. Great plans result in exceptional places.  
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What it Looks Like Where it Works 

 
Throughout history, master planning efforts have served as a basis for growth, development, 
prosperity and quality of place. In the United States, grand urban planning gestures like New 
York City’s Central Park, the 1909 master plan of Chicago, and the Washington DC Metro are all 
examples of carefully considered and publicly endorsed processes that had urban vitality as a core 
focus. At their best, these plans: 
 

• Promote a mix of activities and options for their citizens; 

• Increase the value proposition for city living and grow prosperity; 

• Promote and control density while highlighting natural features and green space; 

• Utilize a range of transportation options; and ultimately 

• Maximize the return on investment that naturally occurs in areas where growth is 
targeted.  

 
Successful plans marry big ideas with development that considers the needs of people. The results 
are places that are inviting, walkable and accessible to a wide range of people. The cities proven 
to be the most economically sustainable are most often the cities where people like to live and are 
also the cities that rely on sound urban planning principles.  
 

How Detroit Falls Short 
 
Not that long ago, Detroit was considered by many to be an innovator in urban planning and 
design. In the 1950s and 60s, some of the brightest planners from around the world came to 
Detroit to test new ideas and methods that largely catered to the car. Where better than the Motor 
City, the cradle of modern industrial America, to develop “new” modern, auto-centric planning 
techniques which were so often contrary to traditional urban planning principles? Detroit single-
mindedly embraced these ideas and carved up numerous neighborhoods with large-scale freeway 
expansion and urban renewal projects that displaced thousands of residents and set the stage for 
Detroit’s next fifty years of development.  
 
These decisions helped to facilitate the abandonment of the city and flight to the suburbs. Given 
this history and the political and social undercurrents that helped to usher in these changes, it isn't 
surprising that Detroiters are leery of large scale planning efforts. Without a land use strategy to 
reverse the effects of urban renewal, suburban flight and auto-centric planning, the region is left 
with few options for people who want an authentic, vibrant urban lifestyle.  
 
Detroit cannot be molded into the image of its surrounding suburbs. For Michigan's largest city to 
truly thrive, the goal of a land use strategy must focus on creating a viable and dynamic urban 
option for anyone who wants it. As demographic and market research indicate, more people, 
including college graduates, empty nesters and families with children, are choosing to live in 
cities than ever before.  Therefore, the future of the State is inextricably tied to Detroit’s ability to 
provide a quality urban option to those who desire one.  
 
Just as the effects of relying on a single industry for economic prosperity have become apparent, 
we must also recognize that decisions regarding land use cannot solely cater to a single mode of 
transportation. Instead, Detroit must recover with better decisions that understand the past, but 



January 18, 2010  3 

also embrace a shared, community endorsed vision that prioritizes implementation of time tested 
urban planning principles that are proven, workable and scalable.  
 
Detroit Declaration presents the following measures as a framework for developing a land use 
strategy that considers current policies and the work of various organizations, departments and 
agencies. However, the goal of these measures is to connect initiatives, highlight needed changes 
and outline attainable benchmarks.  
 

We Support the Following Measures 
 

(1) Create a Neighborhood Land Use Taskforce made up of appointees equally of the 
mayor, council and community. This task force will include philanthropic, non-profit, 
neighborhood and small business leaders for the purpose of developing and adopting 
within a specified timeframe a transparent, data driven, community-led comprehensive 
land use plan to address Detroit’s current reality and maximize its future opportunity. 

   
Benchmarks: 

    
• The Mayor and City Council formally recognize Land Use as a public policy priority. 

• The Mayor and City Council formally create a taskforce whose goal is the creation a City 
of Detroit Land Use Plan.  

• The taskforce partners with Community Development Advocates of Detroit (CDAD) 
Futures Taskforce and the Detroit Sustainable Design Assessment Teams (SDAT) to 
understand and to incorporate their respective work into the charge of the Land Use 
Taskforce. 

• In cooperation with City of Detroit Planning and Development Department, the taskforce 
must conduct extensive community outreach to help determine the outcomes of the 
comprehensive plan.  

• The taskforce makes final recommendation to the Mayor and City Council and these 
recommendations form the basis for a city-wide land use plan.  

• In cooperation with technical consultants, a formal land use plan is created.  

• The plan is presented and adopted by City Council and revisited every five years as 
indicated by law.  

 
(2) Adopt ordinances to creatively manage and maintain vacant property maintenance 

for the Land Use Plan. These practices shall include tools and resources that mandate 
more flexible uses for vacant land while toughening the penalties for repeat code 
violations. Alternative uses to vacant land such as urban farming, greenbelts and 
conservancies for parks and the daylighting of "hidden" creeks and streams require 
updates to the zoning code. On the contrary, the City's property maintenance code is too 
soft for those with repeat code violations.    

 
 Benchmarks: 
    

• Mayor and City Council consider recommendations of the Detroit Vacant Property 
Campaign to help inform the Land Use Plan. 
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• Mayor and City Council consider the establishment of a vacant property registration 
system.  

• Update the Property Maintenance Code to adequately distinguish a difference in penalties 
for individual homeowners and savvy investors who own abandoned and blighted 
property. 

• Include flexible zoning in the Land Use Plan to accommodate urban farming and reduce 
the size of buildable lots to encourage housing infill development.  

• Establish a housing court that encompasses not only the current responsibilities of the 
Department of Administrative Hearings, but expands the scope to include criminal 
proceedings to address property owners who knowingly operate nuisances. 

 
(3) Properly elevate and empower the Detroit Land Bank by eliminating all departmental 

policies and practices that prevent the Detroit Land Bank from exercising its legal 
authority to mitigate title and lien issues which are barriers to redevelopment, productive 
reuse of vacant property and the implementation of any future Land Use Plan. 

 
Benchmarks: 

 
• Detroit Land Bank hires a permanent Executive Director and continues to build its 

organizational capacity.  

• Wayne County Treasurer, City of Detroit Assessor and Water and Sewerage Department 
and the Detroit Land Bank work cooperatively to mitigate outstanding taxes and other 
municipal liens on Land Bank inventory.  

• Assessor City Council and City Planning and Development work jointly to identify a 
process by which city-owned properties enter the Land Bank's inventory.  

• The Land Bank becomes the lead implementing agency for neighborhood land assembly 
in the City of Detroit.  

 
(4) Support the Detroit-Area Community Information System (D-ACIS) as Detroit’s 

comprehensive data and information clearinghouse—via a fully funded property 
survey—to help formulate a framework for outcomes and drive principled decision-
making for the Land Use Plan. This data will be shared between city agencies and be 
transparent and easily available to the public, allowing access to information about, e.g., 
blight violations, zoning and historic designation, outstanding property taxes, etc. so that 
greater understanding and trust can be built between the public, government and related 
non-profit intermediaries.  

 
 Benchmark: 
    

• Fully fund a property survey every three years to help formulate a framework for 
outcomes and to drive principled decision-making for updates and revisions to any future 
Land Use Plan. 

• Create data sharing agreements between city departments and D-ACIS to help create a 
comprehensive data clearinghouse for the City of Detroit. 

• Pilot the intra-departmental database to facilitate data-sharing between city departments.  
This will consolidate services, increase efficiency and collaboration as city departments 
would have access to pertinent information such as property ownership, blight violations, 
zoning and historic designation, and outstanding property taxes. 
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• After successfully launching the intra-department database, a public version should be 
made available to the public, including citizens, non-profits and community groups. 

 
(5) Work in haste to identify defined “neighborhoods of choice” for the Land Use Plan, 

which are characterized by traditional urban features such as quality building stock, 
mixed uses and proximity to resources such as schools and transit opportunities. These 
areas will be targeted for quality infill redevelopment using specific form-based zoning 
and design guidelines that maximize good development practice (such as creating density 
and walkability). These areas will also feature incentives to encourage relocation through 
the facilitation of rehabbed and new housing opportunities, property tax reductions and 
reliable service delivery. 

 
  Benchmarks: 
    

• Implement the Non Motorized Urban Transportation Master Plan of 2006, and support its 
recommendations with “Complete Streets” construction, bike racks on streets and DDOT 
bike rack retrofits on all city buses. 

• The Mayor and City Council formally create a taskforce whose goal is the creation a City 
of Detroit Land Use Plan.  

• Using data available from D-ACIS, the U.S. Census, various housing studies and 
information related to community development initiatives, the City of Detroit and Detroit 
Planning and Development should identify the densest, most populated areas of the city. 

• After much public input and research, the Zoning Commission should create an overlay 
zoning should be created to promote infill housing, neighbor-based economic 
development and housing rehabilitation.  

 
(6) Practice the importance of realizing a dense, vibrant, and attractive Greater 

Downtown. These areas will be elevated as Michigan’s epicenter of human interaction in 
business, retail, entertainment, and cultural pursuits, by providing amenities to both 
downtown and regional residents, while also attracting outside tourists to the region. 
Seven specific policies can be instituted to show that Detroit leaders are actively 
cultivating the city’s role as the heart of regional decision making with regard to land use 
development, transportation and resource management by taking the following steps. 

 
 Benchmarks: 
 

• Implement the Non Motorized Urban Transportation Master Plan of 2006, and support its 
recommendations with “Complete Streets” construction, bike racks on streets and DDOT 
bike rack retrofits on all city buses. 

• Choose a new hockey arena site on open land, proximate to existing entertainment 
facilities, with a minimum footprint and negligible impact on existing fabric, especially 
historic structures, while maximizing opportunities for existing shared parking facilities 
and the development of other residential and mixed uses in the adjacent areas. 

• Support the creation of a downtown Business Improvement District that will cover the 
entire central business district. 

• Partner with universities to inventory all current public and private parking facilities in 
the central business district and midtown neighborhood to gauge current use to capacity.  
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Develop and adopt guidelines to maximize shared parking opportunity by identifying and 
promoting adjacencies and proximities and to minimize additional need. 

• Declare a moratorium on any new surface parking use in the central business district and 
midtown neighborhood. Develop, adopt and enforce design guidelines for all existing 
surface parking uses. 

• Update, adopt and enforce the findings of the Downtown Detroit Resources Preservation 
Study of 1981 to use as a basis for protection and redevelopment of historic resources 
downtown, and expand its scope to midtown. 

• Create targeted “Development Zones” to guide and focus desirable uses and infill 
development in the central business district and midtown with the overarching goal of 
strategic workforce.  

Process for Implementation 

We have set forth above detailed steps for implementing this series of recommendations, but 
believe it is helpful to set out here some of the various city and county entities that must take 
action to see this proposal fully realized.   They are listed below. 

(1) In the creation and future revision of the City of Detroit Land Use Task Force and Land 
Use Plan, the City of Detroit—the Mayor and City Council—and the City of Detroit 
Planning and Development Department, along with the assistance of the Community 
Development Advocates of Detroit (CDAD) Futures Taskforce and the Detroit 
Sustainable Design Assessment Teams (SDAT). 

 
(2) In the adoption of ordinances that implement the Land Use Plan, the City Council, the 

City of Detroit Planning and Development Department and the Department of Buildings 
and Safety Engineering. 

 
(3) In the empowerment of the Detroit Land Bank, the Wayne County Treasurer, City of 

Detroit Assessor and Water and Sewerage Department, the Assessor City Council, and 
City Planning and Development. 
 

(4) In the support of D-ACIS, all city agencies. 
 

(5) In the identification of neighborhoods of choice, the City of Detroit, the City of Detroit 
Planning and Development Department, and the Zoning Commission. 
 

(6) In the prioritization of downtown, the City of Detroit, the Detroit Department of 
Transportation, and the universities. 

In addition, we acknowledge that there are a number of other entities crucial to the success of the 
Land Use Plan that must also work in concert with one another and with the city.  These groups 
include business interests, non-profit corporations, quasi-public corporations, philanthropic 
interests and community organizations.  The interest and engagement of these groups in the 
process is already known widely and well established and is therefore not necessary for these 
purposes. 

 
 

In Sum: 

• Seemingly all of Southeast Michigan understands the immense challenges that Detroit 
faces in strategically using its greatest asset, its land.  Yet few actionable proposals for 
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designing an acceptable strategic plan have gained any traction. 

• The City’s failure to produce a comprehensive land use plan is the same failure to check 
its population loss, grow strategically, or provide effective city services to residents. 

• While the idea of creating a comprehensive Land Use Strategy is oft-discussed, few 
resources have laid out all the of the necessary steps to fully realize the value of this 
endeavor.  We believe these steps are: 

o Create a Land Use Taskforce. Policy decisions regarding “right-sizing” or 
“shrinking” Detroit should be made by a diverse body that is committed to 
transparency, inclusiveness and accountability.  

o Adopt ordinances to creatively manage and maintain vacant property. Changes to 
both the Property Maintenance and Zoning Codes could mandate more flexible 
uses for vacant land while toughening the penalties for repeat code violations. 

o Properly empower the Detroit Land Bank. Created by Public Act 258 of 2003, 
Land Banks have been equipped with essential tools needed to clear title, 
assembly land and redevelop brownfields.  

o Identity and stabilize neighborhoods of choice. Some estimates indicate that 40 
square miles of Detroit is vacant land. Careful consideration must be taken to 
stabilize the densest, most populated areas of the city and to ensure these areas 
serve the needs of current residents- while preparing to attract future Detroiters.  

o Support D-ACIS as a comprehensive data and information clearinghouse. Cities 
such as Los Angeles, Philadelphia and Minneapolis rely on one comprehensive 
data system to track indicators such as liens, code enforcement violations, census 
data and sales history and "democratize" the data by making it available to city 
agencies, residents, non-profits and policymakers.  

o Practice the importance of realizing a dense greater Downtown. To a great extent, 
the competitiveness of the 21st century city is measured by its downtown. 
Downtown Detroit must be prioritized as the civic, economic and entertainment 
heart of our region.  

 

 


