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6 BACKGROUND

INTRODUCTION
●● Overview of the application of incremental code reform 

within the suburban context

•• Analysis of the comprehensive steps communities can 
take to reform land use patterns 

•• Summary of the unique challenges to reforming 
commercial corridors and shopping centers

•• How to use this guide within the different place types

•• Complicating factors that pertain to code reform 
within the suburban context

●● Strategic principles of code reform

●● Text amendments that may be made based upon context, 
staff, and political capacity 

•• The amendments are organized by content

•• They are further refined by strategic effort to 
implement, e.g. tame, evolve, and transform

●● Resources

•• Samples of success stories in implementing suburban 
retrofit

•• Additional resources on reforming suburban land use 
patterns within the state of Michigan

•• Outside resources on code reform

This Guide does not make recommendations for residential 
subdivisions; it does make recommendations for corridors, 
shopping centers, and business parks. It focuses on those places 
in a community where incremental zoning reform is going to 
give the most return on invested effort. 

Transforming outdated and aging landscapes—whether in the 
suburbs or downtown centers—is a 21st century priority to help 
communities meet the challenges of demographic and economic 
shifts, pressures from a changing climate, and pressing health 
concerns. MEDC, with its Redevelopment Ready Communities© 
(RRC©) program, is a step in helping all Michigan communities 
realize their prosperous and sustainable futures. 
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8 BACKGROUND

SUBURBAN CONTEXT
Reforming Commerical Corridors and Shopping 
Centers

Transformational change is hard! Most communities have 
hundreds, if not thousands, of acres zoned for retail and other 
commercial uses, often spread continuously and uniformly 
along a corridor, or grouped in large parcels at the intersection 
of major thoroughfares, all developed for ease of automobile 
access. 

Unlike infill and redevelopment in an urban context such as a 
Downtown or Main Street with an intact, interconnected street 
and block network, commercial corridors and shopping centers 
typically were not developed with the pedestrian in mind. They 
have little development hierarchy and have buildings (and signs) 
scaled to fast-moving automobile traffic, minimal public realm 
or pedestrian infrastructure, limited street connectivity, and an 
over-emphasis on abundant, visible, and “free” parking.  Both 
parcel sizes and ownership patterns can often be described as a 
patchwork quilt.

While the existence of utility infrastructure can make these areas 
seem like prime targets for redevelopment, the self-contained 
nature of this style of development, lack of public streets and 
sidewalks, scale of corridors, and the volume and speed of traffic, 
all create significant hurdles to creating new walkable places. 
The ability (financial, legal, or political) for the public sector to 
initiate complete redevelopment in these contexts is rare.

At the same time, these parcels represent excellent opportunities 
to integrate street level stormwater management—also known as 
green infrastructure—to parking lots, shopping centers, streets, 
and corridors. Adding rain gardens, swales, or even functional 
landscaping can help tame these concrete jungles while helping 
communities meet their stormwater regulatory requirements.

How can communities best enable such revitalization? Where 
and how should they start?

A community can first identify corridors that are suitable for 
this transformation. Not all corridors are the same. Some are 
well suited for a mix of uses and walkability (with potential  
connections to existing residential areas); while others will 
remain auto-dominated for the foreseeable future. 

Similarly, some shopping centers are ripe for redevelopment 
while others are no longer economically viable. A range of factors 
are at play. The location, composition of nearby businesses, 
political climate, and underlying economic conditions all need 
to be considered.

When considering the revitalization or redevelopment of these 
areas, the community needs to establish priorities. Is there a 
logical place to start? How much change is desired? When and 
where should limited public resources be invested? Can the 
private sector undertake the desired redevelopment within the 
current regulatory system? Will the local market support the 
redevelopment that is desired/envisioned? Is there leadership to 
carry through what may be a slow pace of tangible results?  

To put it simply, the starting point is actually to undertake some 
basic planning: assess existing conditions, understand the local 
market dynamics, establish goals and priorities, review/evaluate 
the traffic and transportation conditions, and determine where 
zoning or other policy changes are needed to enable the type 
of place envisioned. Identifying the scope of change desired is 
a fundamental step and is addressed in greater detail below in 
Using this Guide.

Large-scale redevelopment aimed at transforming dead or dying 
shopping centers and business parks will require additional, 
fine-grained planning (by the private sector or public/private 
partnership) in order to create a street and block network, define 
the public realm, establish a development hierarchy, break 
down the scale of development, and move from a monoculture 
to a mixed-use environment. Incremental change requires 
leadership with both vision and patience; there are no quick 
fixes, and changes can take time to have a measured effect. 
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SUBURBAN CONTEXT

Incremental Step: Share a Vision and Draft a Plan
Many communities start their reform efforts by imagining how they want to grow and then developing a community-
wide master plan, or one or more area plans, to realize that vision. Regional and neighborhood plans engage community 
members in a dialogue about where to target infrastructure investments and leverage redevelopment opportunities as they 
become available, and can even identify opportunities for temporary activation. Building a shared sense of purpose for a 
place within the community, or for the community as a whole, can be a powerful incentive for guiding future change.

Consider Midvale Slag and Sharon Steel, two adjacent Superfund sites about 10 miles south of Salt Lake City in Midvale, 
Utah. Both underwent cleanup at approximately the same time, but only one is thriving.

In 2000, the Midvale City Council adopted the “Bingham Junction Reuse Assessment and Master Plan” for the 446-
acre Midvale Slag site. City officials worked with residents, EPA officials, and other stakeholders to devise a strategy for 
redeveloping the site into a mixed-use commercial, residential, and recreation area. Now thriving, Bingham Junction 
created approximately 600 jobs, $1.5 million in annual property tax revenues, and a $131 million increase in the value 
of the site property (EPA 2011). Families have moved into new condominiums and another 2,500 residential units are 
planned. Office buildings, a supermarket, and other stores have followed, and the community anticipates developing up to 
two million square feet of commercial office and retail space.

In contrast, the 250-acre Sharon Steel site, which did not have a redevelopment plan or future vision, remains vacant. 
Building on the success of Bingham Junction, however, city officials have begun the planning and visioning process.
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