


METROPOLITAN PLANNING COMMISSIONERS 
 

Existing Members 
Steven Cooper, Chair 

Martin Barnes 
Don Dodge 

David Haynes 
Daniel Lockwood 
Dorothea Knight 

Ken Reeves 
Frank Schoonover 

Robert Sheehy 
Robert Tansky 

Charles Williams 
 

Past Members Involved in the Project 
Frank Bacon 
Thomas Eder 
John Jones 

Patrick Quain 
 

METROPOLITAN PLANNING COMMISSION STAFF MEMBERS 
Existing Members 

Gordon Ruttan, Executive Director 
Peter Mallery, Planner III 
Bill Kauffman, Planner III 
Grant Bauman, Planner II 

Geoffrey Donaldson, Planner I 
Trevor Floyd, GIS Analyst 

Lori Eschenburg, GIS Technician 
Carol Backstrom, Secretary 
Dale Whitehead, Secretary 

 
Past Members Involved in the Project 

Joe Gallagher, Planner I 
Stuart Eddy, GIS Specialist 

 
PLANNING CONSULTANTS CONTRIBUTING 

GIS Data and Support & Build-Out Analysis 
Land Information Access Association 

Traverse City, MI 
 

Alternatives Analysis Report 
Planning and Zoning Center, Inc. 

Lansing, MI 



 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
Executive Summary ........................................................................................ iii 
 
Background Information............................................................................................. 1 
Introduction ........................................................................................................................... 1 
Land Use Categories ............................................................................................................. 1 
Future Land Use .................................................................................................................... 2 
 
Future Land Use Alternatives ................................................................................... 5 
Four Alternatives................................................................................................................... 5 
Trends Alternative Based on Projected Change in Population and Jobs by Traffic 

Analysis Zone (TAZ) ................................................................................................ 5 
Implementation of Local Master Plans ................................................................................. 15 
Future Land Use Alternative Based on Local Zoning Regulations ...................................... 19 
Vision-Based, Policy-Driven Future Land Use Alternative.................................................. 23 
 
Analysis and Recommended Alternative ............................................................... 59 
Criteria to Evaluate Alternatives ........................................................................................... 59 
Analysis and Recommended Alternative .............................................................................. 61 
Vision-Based Policy Alternative........................................................................................... 65 
Recommendations ................................................................................................................. 65 
 
Recommended Policies ................................................................................................. 67 
 
 

APPENDICES 
 

Purchase or Transfer of Development Rights ....................................................................... 73 
PA 116 ............................................................................................................................. 73 
TDR Approach ...................................................................................................................... 73 
Quarter-quarter or other Large Parcel Zoning....................................................................... 74 
Agriculture Security Areas.................................................................................................... 75 
Compact Residential Development in and Near Villages..................................................... 77 
Open Space/Cluster Zoning .................................................................................................. 77 
St. Clair County Total Population 1990-2020 (table) ........................................................... 79 
St. Clair County Total Households 1990-2020 (table).......................................................... 81 



 
LIST OF TABLES 

 
1.   Projected Acres of Land Needed by 2020 in St. Clair County by TAZ.......................... 11 
2.   St. Clair County Land Use Alternatives 
 Comparison to Quality of Life Factors ........................................................................... 63 
 

MAPS 
 
AA-01:  Urbanized Land, 1995 and 2020............................................................................. 7 
AA-02:  Generalized Master Plans ....................................................................................... 17 
AA-03:  Generalized Composite Zoning .............................................................................. 21 
AA-04:  Future Land Use...................................................................................................... 27 
AA-05:  Vision Based Policy................................................................................................ 37 
AA-06:  Development Districts ............................................................................................ 39 
AA-07:  Recreation/Open Space/Environment Corridors .................................................... 41 
AA-08:  Sensitive Environments .......................................................................................... 43 
AA-09:  Transportation Improvements................................................................................. 45 
AA-10:  Transit Corridor ...................................................................................................... 47 
AA-11:  Existing Commercial/Community Centers............................................................. 49 
AA-12:  Sand & Gravel Resource  Protection Areas............................................................ 51 
AA-13:  Forest Preservation Areas ....................................................................................... 53 
AA-14:  Noise Zone.............................................................................................................. 55 
AA-15:  Redevelopment & Renewal Areas.......................................................................... 57 
 



 
ALTERNATIVES ANALYSIS 

 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
Introduction 
The result of a community’s growth and change is a particular land use pattern.  A land use 
pattern is a general description of the way in which the surface of the land is used.  Change 
is influenced by physical features such as soils, streams and rivers, by existing development 
and by hundreds of individual decisions about using or developing the land.  Change is also 
influenced by public decision making, such as how much and where the public invests in 
infrastructure, like sewers and water lines, roads, schools and parks.  
 
It is in the community’s best interest to guide the land use pattern towards one that uses 
public investment efficiently and effectively, fosters a high quality of life, promotes 
economic health, limits conflicts between different land uses and protects resources 
important to the well-being of future generations.  These are goals citizens of St. Clair 
County established at the start of this planning process. 
 
The purpose of the report is to help St. Clair County communities make a smart choice on 
the best future land pattern.  The report examines four alternatives, as well as the pros and 
cons of each.  Each alternative is scored against quality of life criteria in order to help 
choose among them.  A recommendation on a preferred future land use alternative is made, 
followed by basic policies to be implemented to achieve the preferred future land use 
alternatives.  This summary highlights the four alternatives, their characteristics and pros 
and cons of each. 
 
Future Land Use Demand 
Continued population growth and growth in employment will create demands for changes 
inland to more developed uses in the future.  The county population could reach 199,169 
by 2020, an increase of 36.8 percent (53,553) over the 1990 population.  
 
The number of households in St. Clair County could reach 75,281 by 2020, an increase of 
22,917 households between 1990 and 2020 (43.3 percent). 
 
Employment in St. Clair County is expected to increase 14,842, or 33 percent, between 1995 
and 2020 to 74,398 jobs.  While projections based on contemporary standards indicate that 
the amount of land needed for those jobs is less than that used now, trends show that an 
additional 400 to 775 acres of land may be needed by 2020 to accommodate new jobs.  This 
is because some business start-ups may seek new sites, rather than using existing or under-
utilized employment sites.  
 
If current trends continue, up to 65,565 acres of St. Clair County land that was undeveloped 
in 1995 will be developed, primarily for residential uses, by 2020.  This is nearly the 
equivalent of three townships, and would forever alter the character and function of St. Clair 



County.  See the discussion in the Land Use and Change Management Report for more 
detailed information.  
  
Four Future Land Use Alternatives 
Four land use alternatives to accommodate projected population and employment trends 
were considered.   The four alternatives are: 
 
Permitting Market Trends To Establish Future Land Use For The Next Twenty Years 

(As Projected By Traffic Analysis Zones).  This alternative is based on an examination 
of recent trends and information on properties where future development has been 
publicly discussed.  Individual communities would need to change some zoning in order 
for this alternative to occur, which is likely.  The public would always be reacting to 
development proposals (unlike alternatives two and four, which are proactive public 
decision making).  This is the closest alternative to the public not choosing a future land 
use pattern.  Of course, by not choosing a future pattern, the community will receive the 
one created by allowing current trends to continue.  

Continued Implementation Of The Master Plans Of Each Of The Communities In St. 
Clair County. This approach assumes no substantive changes in local master plans in 
the future and assumes that future development occurs in accordance with the local 
master plans, something that does not always happen in communities.  

Continued Implementation Of The Zoning Ordinances And Zoning Maps Of Each Of 
The Communities In St. Clair County.  This pattern assumes that land is developed in 
accordance with existing zoning regulations and the zoning maps of all the local 
communities within the county.  

Implementation Of A Set Of Vision-Based Policies.  This alternative is based on a set of 
goals and objectives that were derived from visioning sessions held with county citizens 
in which they were asked to describe how they would like the county to be in 20 or so 
years.  This Vision-based alternative was developed based on the interests of the county 
as a whole, not on the exclusive interests of individual townships, cities, or particular 
stakeholder groups.  
 

Trends Alternative Based on Projected Change in Population and Jobs 
by Traffic Analysis Zone (TAZ) 
 
The TAZ projections anticipate new residential and employment acres of about 33,000 and 
300 acres respectively between 1995 and 2020.  This is a very large amount of land to 
convert for residential use from non-residential uses and a comparatively small amount of 
land to convert for employment use (commercial, industrial, service, office, etc.). 
 
Key Characteristics 
By examining the Urbanized Land, 1995 and 2020 map and TAZ Table in the Alternatives 
Analysis Report, one can spot the following major observations about this future land use 
alternative among those in the Report: 
 

• Most of the future residential land use change is in fringe or rural areas of the county 
with new people settling from outside the county.  



• Most of the future employment land conversion is as a result of migration of 
businesses moving from one location to new locations within the county. 

• Future development is projected to be lower in density and often in a strip pattern 
along roads.  

• There is an absence of open space, environmental or recreational land use included 
in this alternative.  

 
Pros 

• The trends based alternative requires little up-front action and coordination 
on the part of local governments.  They can simply react to development 
proposals according to how well they meet existing regulatory standards. 

• By responding primarily to market demands, there will likely be some job 
creation, especially in construction, although there is little long-term job 
creation under this alternative. 

 
Cons 

• There is a potential for greatly increased costs for local communities (and 
taxpayers) in the future to service more scattered and strip development.  

• The low density of residential development in rural areas cannot support 
increased education and advanced emergency services, although it increases 
demand for those services.  

• Continued low-density development may create health hazards as many 
more houses are built on soils inadequate for on-site sewage disposal. 

• Congestion on existing roads and increased driving times are likely to get 
even worse where already a problem and to appear as problems where they 
have not already.  

• Opportunities for acquiring land for schools, parks, transportation, utilities 
and sewage treatment facilities at reasonable costs may be lost to rapid, 
unplanned development.  

• Farming will likely continue to decline, and may eventually be eliminated as 
a viable business sector in St. Clair County.  

• Small historic and cultural settlements will likely be engulfed by spreading 
development, losing their visual and functional distinction. 

 
Implementation of Local Master Plans 
 
Key Characteristics 

• This alternative, if implemented, would result in the following major land use   
characteristics plus others discussed in the Report: 

• 

• 

• 

The most intense development would continue to occur along the already developed 
shoreline of Lakes Huron and St. Clair and the St. Clair River.  
The remainder of the county would be characterized by a slightly lower density, strip 
residential pattern along nearly all of the major and minor county and state roads. 
It is intended that agriculture would remain active in the northwestern four to six 
townships. 



• 

• 

• 

There would be more than adequate land designated for industrial, commercial and 
residential land uses. 
Open space is provided for with green space corridors and individual park sites in 
some townships, but not all.  
It is uncertain what transportation changes would be made.  

 
Pros 

• 
• 

• 

• 
• 

It provides for sufficient land for job creation.  
This alternative provides for the highest densities in the already developed shoreline 
area.  This encourages affordable housing through re-use and infill residential 
development.  It also concentrates development at a density that may be able to 
support sewer and water. 
It identifies important open space and recreational assets associated with stream 
corridors, trails and parks. 
It retains existing settlement areas that are cultural and historic assets. 
It is what local Planning Commissions have already adopted on the plan for the 
future of their communities. 

 
Cons 

• 
• 

• 

• 
• 

This alternative does nothing specific to preserve rural character.  
There is no provision for growth to occur at a reasonable and fiscally responsible 
pace.  
It is likely that the need for new schools will be accelerated under this plan while 
older schools may be forced to close because of a sharp decline in students. 
Due to sprawling strip residential development, driving times will likely increase.  
It is, in general, a not very sustainable pattern due to potential resource conversion, 
high energy use, potential health hazards from poor septic systems, and increased 
load on the transportation systems. 

 
Future Land Use Alternative Based on Local Zoning Regulation 
 
Key Characteristics 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Most of the county is zoned for single family residential of a density between one 
unit per acre and one unit per 2.5 acres. (An area about the equivalent of three 
townships is zoned at a density lower than one unit per 2.5 acres.) 
All of the higher density single-family residential (higher density than one unit per 
acre) is located along the more developed shoreline area of the county with the 
exception of a few scattered villages, small cities and very small settlement areas. 
The industrially zoned areas are generally quite large and located within the 
developed strip along the shoreline. There are a few industrial areas in outlying parts 
of the county. 
Commercial districts are generally small and located close to major roads or 
interstate highway interchanges. 

 
Pros 



• 

• 

There is plenty of land zoned for industrial and commercial, favoring job creation 
and retention. 
There are enormous amounts of land zoned for low density rural residential 
development providing opportunities for non-urban living. 

 
Cons 

• 
• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

There is little land zoned primarily for agricultural use. 
There are virtually no provisions in the zoning ordinances to protect natural 
resources. 
There are apparent conflicts in adjacent uses, such as agriculture next to residential 
and industrial next to residential.  
Zoning densities are high enough to permit an eventual build out population of over 
one million persons, but probably not high enough to pay for future sewer and water 
and other public service needs in much of the rural part of the county. 
The composite zoning map does not inherently provide for needed transportation 
improvements to meet existing needs or those generated by development in the 
future.  
This alternative will likely increase the driving time for residents due to congestion 
and heavier traffic. 
This alternative will likely require an increase in local taxes to pay for increased 
services. 
Existing and historic settlements are not enhanced under this alternative.  

 
Local Zoning Buildout 
A buildout analysis for individual St. Clair County communities, and the county as a whole 
was performed by the nonprofit Land Information Access Association (LIAA).  St. Clair 
County has a buildout population of 1,025,382 persons if existing zoning is implemented as 
adopted.  The 1998 estimated population is 160,827.  The buildout population is an increase 
of 864,555 (538 percent) over the estimated 1998 population and 826,222 more than the 
projected 2020 population for St. Clair County.  The figures lead to the conclusion that 
communities have zoned large areas of land for relatively dense development and that there 
is a large amount of vacant or undeveloped land in all communities. 
 
Vision-Based, Policy-Driven Future Land Use Alternatives  

 
Key Characteristics 

• 

• 

The highest density development within the next 20 or so years occurs within a 
proposed Urban and General Services District (UGSD). This district is located 
primarily along the shoreline in a band of about one to three miles wide. Sewer, 
water and other services are not extended beyond the district boundary, except in or 
adjacent to small cities and villages. 
A network of open space corridors, trails and parks serves all areas of the county and 
are connected to major parks, recreation areas, residential areas and the shoreline 
both within and outside the county. 



• 

• 

• 

• 

The northwest portion of the county (about nine whole townships and portions of 
others) is designated as Rural Agriculture/Conservation.  The intent of this is to 
preserve agriculture businesses and rural character through an average density of one 
dwelling unit per 40 acres and implementation of various tools to purchase or 
transfer development rights or otherwise protect agriculture for long term use. 
A large area of the six southern (but not shoreline) townships is designated as Rural 
Residential.  This area is not intended to protect agriculture in the long term.  It is 
intended to provide a low-density residential option in a rural setting without the 
high cost of providing urban services. 
Small, existing settlements within the Rural Agriculture/Conservation and Rural 
Residential areas are encouraged to develop at higher densities to protect cultural 
heritage of historic places and to provide for local community centers.  These areas 
will need new or expanded public water and sewer systems. 
A network of sensitive environments extends through all zones as an overlay to 
provide additional protection of wetlands, floodplains, streams, drains, important 
forests and sand and gravel deposits.  The tools to provide an extra level of 
protection include design guidelines, best management practices and more stringent 
regulations on site development. 

 
Pros 

• 
• 
• 
• 

• 
• 

• 

The costs to provide urban services can be timed to the growth that will pay for it.  
An extended, viable life of the agricultural sector of the St. Clair County economy. 
Open space and rural character can be preserved where it still exists. 
Preservation areas (wetlands, streams, forests, sand and gravel deposits, etc.) are 
identified in time to implement tools to protect them for use and enjoyment for 
future generations and to protect water quality for the present generation. 
Existing and historic settlements can be preserved and enhanced. 
Sufficient land can be identified for job creation near where there are adequate 
services and existing or new worker residences. 
It is the most consistent with public input at the county visioning sessions. 

 
Cons 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

This alternative requires substantial proactive and coordinated planning on the part 
of local units of government. 
This alternative requires substantial changes to existing zoning ordinances and 
much greater cooperation in capital improvements programming. 
This option requires considerable education of citizens and technical assistance to 
local officials by county planning staff. 
This alternative requires the county and local governments to make future 
infrastructure and facility decisions consistent with this future land use and policy 
plan, rather than based on reaction to a perceived need, political expediency or 
political pressure. 
Development densities may need to be higher in some residential areas than 
existing residents or local officials may perceive to be desirable in order to preserve 
farmland and open space in other parts of the county. 



 
Criteria to Evaluate Alternatives 
The four future land use alternatives were evaluated on the basis of the criteria that represent 
characteristics valued by citizens in St. Clair County as represented at visioning workshops. 
They are also characteristics of sustainable communities with a high quality of life. Planning 
professionals reviewed each of the alternatives and scored them by either positive, negative 
or neutral according to the criteria. These are subjective determinations based on relative 
assessments of each alternative against all the other alternatives on each criteria.  The 
criteria and individual scores are discussed in the Alternatives Analysis Report. 
 
The criteria categories are: 
 

• 

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

Fiscal, water and air quality, agriculture, open space, sewer and water, jobs, 
affordable housing, education, health and safety, recreation, driving time, level of 
taxation, sustainability and culture/historic/community character.  

 
Analysis and Recommended Alternative 
The evaluation criteria were applied to each alternative.  The existing composite zoning map 
and the trends based alternative tied for last when each alternative was ranked against the 
quality of life factors on a relative basis.  Each of these alternatives has benefits as identified 
earlier, but they are far less than those of the composite master plan or the vision-based 
policy alternative. 
 
The vision-based policy alternative has many elements that are consistent with adopted local 
master plans in the county.  But it has two very different elements as well: 
 

It has a consistent county wide view 
it has a link to a set of vision-based policies that incorporate 
the long term 
intergovernmental considerations 
a county-wide perspective 
timing and other growth management considerations. 

 
Thus, the vision-based policy alternative not only depicts a consistent future land use 
alternative, it also sets forth a set of policies that are necessary to be implemented in order 
for it to become a reality.  It sets basic public priorities on where and when to grow, not 
simply on what land use should take place where.  It focuses on ensuring basic compatibility 
between land uses in adjoining jurisdictions.  It proposes “Smart Growth” that won’t outrun 
the ability of local governments to pay for needed services.  It provides incentives to 
preserve renewable land resources like farmland, while stimulating urban redevelopment.  It 
promotes sustainable growth-not just growth anywhere, anytime. 



Recommendations 
Selection of the vision-based policy alternative to guide future development in the county 
will best succeed if the following changes are made to local master plans: 
 

• 
• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Local policies are compatible with a set of countywide goals and policies. 
Where relevant, policies are adopted that effectively protect community character, 
such as conservation subdivisions, cluster development, design guidelines and 
agricultural land preservation programs.  
Density requirements are adopted that fit the capability of the land, infrastructure 
and the community vision to support a reasonable population at buildout.  
Development regulations are updated to ensure that coordination and review of 
proposed development with standards of appropriate county agencies, such as the 
Road Commission, Drain Commissioner and Health Department occurs in ways 
consistent with the Vision-based policy alternative. 
Adoption of policies and procedures that result in the timed, incremental expansion 
of public services and facilities consistent with the County Plan and an adopted 
capital improvement program. 
Establishment of a density that is appropriate for safe septic waste disposal.  This 
may require a lower density than currently is typical in a few places.  
Implementation would also be facilitated if the county undertook the following 
initiatives: 

 
• Conduct better inventories of natural resources and provisions to protect them, 

including programs to purchase or otherwise permanently protect the most 
sensitive lands. 

• Create programs to purchase certain open space lands or property interests in 
certain lands for future generations. Land fragmentation is rapidly making that 
more difficult. 

• Develop a model CIP procedure and structure and educate local officials on 
effective use of CIP as a tool to achieve Smart Growth. 

• Adoption of policies by the County Planning Commission to oppose local re-
zonings inconsistent with the local master plan, unless the local master plan is 
first amended, in a manner consistent with the County Plan.  Adoption of 
policies by the County Planning Commission to oppose local re-zonings 
inconsistent with the local master plan, unless the local master plan is first 
amended, in a manner consistent with the County Plan. 

 
The Alternatives Analysis Report includes a series of recommended policies to 
implement the vision-based alternative.  These policies deal with a Urban and General 
Services District, rural agriculture/conservation area, the rural residential area, sensitive 
environments, transportation improvements, trails and parks, transit corridors, existing 
commercial/community centers, resource preservation, noise zones, redevelopment and 
renewal, infrastructure planning and plan changes. 
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