
 
 
 

240 Martin Street · Birmingham, Michigan · 48009 Tel. 248.642.4800  

15 January 2021  

 

Leslie Pielack, Director 

Birmingham Museum 

556 West Maple Road 

Birmingham, Michigan 48009 

 

Dear Leslie,  

I am honored to donate my documents from the Birmingham 2016 Master Plan.  I had the privilege of assisting 

Andres Duany with the landmark plan from its inception in 1995.  Many of its recommendations were rapidly 

adopted and built by the City and they have contributed to Birmingham becoming one of the most desirable 

communities in the country.  Duany and I both consider the plan to be an overwhelming success, and the most 

completely implemented one of our careers.  

 

I have outlined below a short summary of the plan’s history and recommendations as a first step for a detailed 

record I hope to complete later this year.  I trust my outline and plan documents will become a resource for 

other historians or interested citizens over time. 

 

Attached are the following documents for the museum’s keeping: 

1. Correspondence and contracts between the DPZ planning team and the City 

2. Contracts between the City and Duany, as well as the various subconsultants  

3. Newspaper articles regarding the plan and the City during the planning process 

4. Copies of the plan’s first draft (11’ x 17”) 

5. Professional journal articles I authored about the 2016 Plan 

 

Background 

Since its first plat in 1836, Birmingham has been a well-planned and managed city.  The original plan was 

based on Jefferson’s small 300’ x 300’ block grid allowing for a walkable city center, a variety of land uses and 

growth. For generations, the downtown parks, upscale specialty shops and restaurants have offered the lifestyle 

of a major city, in a small-town scale.  

 

The city’s neighborhoods are based on the traditional principles of Clarence Stein, each with a central school, a 

mixture of housing types, generous parks and convenient commercial located within a short walk.  The Quarton 

Lake, Poppleton Park, Barnum and Holy Name neighborhoods are especially well planned, and among the most 

desirable in the region.  Quarton Lake’s amenities and public access along Lakeside and Lake Park Drives are 

one of the area’s most beautiful civic gestures.  The Rouge River corridor also offers a rich natural resource for 

the entire city.   

 

I have outlined below a brief a summary of my research and personal experiences with Birmingham’s planning 

traditions.  I am presently co-authoring the Birmingham City-Wide Master Plan with Duany and writing a book 

on the city’s urban design history.  

 

1920’s Plans 

From 1890 to 1930, in response to explosive growth, industrialization and the emergence of the automobile, 

many cities embraced the City Beautiful movement, creating expansive parks and grand civic realms.  The 1889 

Chicago World’s Fair, designed by Daniel Burnham and Frederick Olmstead is credited as the genesis of 

widespread urban beautification improvements across America, including Palmer Park.  The fair’s grandiose 

boulevards and Beaux Arts buildings inspired millions of citizens and civic leaders to improve their own cities 

with classically designed civic centers, boulevards and plazas.  
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Figure 1: Above left, 1929 Comey Birmingham Master Plan’s proposed neighborhoods, above right, downtown Birmingham homes being 

razed to build the Civic Center’s city hall, Community Center, library, post office and Shain Park, circa 1928 Source: The Book of 

Birmingham; Jervis Bell McMechan (1976). 

 

Birmingham’s Shain Park and civic center are among the finest built in the Midwest and may have been 

inspired by the Chicago Fair.  The early aspirational urban investments ended with the Great Depression in the 

1930s and were forgotten during the post-war suburban sprawl’s experimental era.  Andres Duany and his new 

urbanist planners reintroduced the pre-war urban design principles in 1990 to American cities and the suburbs 

with new towns and market-based revitalization plans for historic city centers.   

 

In the 1920’s, Birmingham commissioned a landscape architect to plan a civic center. Unfortunately, the 

planner and his drawing are unknown, but subsequent planners and newspaper articles reference the Civic Plan 

and its Cambridge based designer.  It is plausible that John Nolen, the leading urban planner at the time, was its 

designer.  Nolen’s office was located in Harvard Square and he had also completed a master plan for a General 

Motors employee neighborhood in Pontiac and a civic plan for Flint in the 1920’s.   

 

Birmingham’s civic plan proposed multiple new civic buildings and a park on six of the original twelve 

Jeffersonian blocks. Based on the plan, the City purchased and razed entire blocks of existing houses. Shain 

Park, the city hall, library, post office, community center and possibly one church were all built shortly 

following the plan.  One puzzling aspect of the design is why the library and city hall’s primary entries fronted 

Martin Street, rather than Shain Park, as was a core principle of civic designs then.  At the time, the former 

Baldwin School was located at the west end of Martin Street, possibly making it a civic promenade.  In his 1995 

plan, Duany proposed that Martin be redesigned as a civic street and the library’s entry be returned to its 

original north location.   

 

Unfortunately, Duany’s proposal was scrapped when Martin Street was later widened into a parking lot to 

accommodate diagonally spaced parking spaces at the expense of the city’s hall front lawn and plaza.  I had 

always also hoped that the former post office would become an art museum, to contribute to Martin Street, as 

well as the community.   

 

In the late 1920’s the City retained Arthur C. Comey, ASLA, a Harvard educated, Cambridge, Massachusetts 

landscape architect (likely associated with Nolen) to master plan the entire city, resulting in a proposal for 

numerous neighborhoods, each anchored with a school or park.  Quarton Lake, Poppleton and several other 

neighborhoods were built as proposed by the plan.  The Comey plan also proposed that the Rouge River park -

trail corridor and an outer street network connected the neighborhoods with landscaped boulevards.  The 

proposed boulevards became Chesterfield, Oak, Lincoln and Eton Streets.  Unfortunately, our loop’s design has 

not yet been fully implemented along Oak, east of Hunter (Woodward) and Chesterfield, south of Maple Street. 
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Figure 2: Newspaper article on the 1961 Vilican-Leman master plan.  Note the suburban ring road and cul-de-sac streets at the bottom. 

 

1961 Plan 

The local planning firm, Vilican-Leman prepared the city master plan in 1961, but I have little knowledge of it 

at this time.  Above, an image of their 1961 Birmingham plan. 

 

1964 Plan 

In the early 1960’s, in response to a proposed large commercial auto service garage on Merrill Street, a 

community group, The Civic Design Committee, and the City retained Luckenbach-Ziegelman and Johnson, 

Johnson and Roy for a downtown master plan.  Birmingham’s Carl Luckenbach and Robert Ziegelman along 

with JJR’s Cy Palmer oversaw the planning process and urban design.  

 

This 1964 plan is directly responsible for the downtown’s subsequent commercial and residential boom.  The 

architects proposed mid-rise building heights, five parking structures and a ring road to divert traffic around the 

city center.  Under an extraordinary amount of leadership at the time, the city purchased land and built all five 

parking decks within 30 years.  Birmingham is currently struggling with finding the resources to build a planned 

parking structure in the Triangle District.  

 

The five parking structures allowed new commercial buildings to utilize off-site parking, allowing them to 

maximize their property for large office buildings and department stores.  As a result, Birmingham’s over three 

million square feet of commercial space is that of a city many times larger than its 20,000 population.  The large 

amount of office workers and convenient parking promoted the downtown’s thriving shopping and dining 

district, as well as the development of two major department stores in the 1960s.  

 

As was popular at the time, the 1964 plan also proposed removing all vehicular traffic in the downtown to 

create a pedestrian mall along Woodward and Maple.  The Ring Road was designed (and built) as a four lane, 

bypass route to accommodate traffic, at the expense of the pedestrian.  Fortunately, the pedestrian mall 
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Figure 3: Above left, 1964 Luckenbach, Ziegelman, JJR master plan sketch for a pedestrian mall at Woodward and Maple Street.  Above 

right, Ring Road signage, JJR. 

 

proposal was scrapped, avoiding what would have been a catastrophic mistake.  Over 250 other cities built 

pedestrian malls, and all but a handful were immediate failures, including Kalamazoo.  Pontiac’s 1964 Wide 

Track Drive diverted most traffic away from its downtown, contributing to the direct loss of commerce.  Today, 

the Maple – Woodward intersection accommodates over 40,000 cars per day, while maintaining a walkable 

environment.  This traffic is essential for the downtown’s shops and restaurants sustainability.  

 

     
Figure 4: Above left, 1929 Duany’s proposal for a café in Booth Park and a landscape boulevard along north Woodward.  The proposed 

café was designed to offer a family friendly place for park users.  Above right, Duany’s proposal for Woodward (Hunter) and Maple Street 

intersection, looking southwest (proposed Kroger canopy in foreground). At the time, gas stations occupied the southwest and northwest 

corners, and Duany’s proposal was considered impracticable.  The proposed buildings were designed by architect Charles Barrett during 

the charrette to reflect Cranbrook’s Arts & Crafts and English characteristics.  

 

2016 Plan 

In response to the proposed 1994 major expansion of the Somerset Mall, Birmingham’s leaders were concerned 

about the downtown losing many of its retailers and restaurants.  At the time, downtown Birmingham was the 

region’s most desirable shopping district, with numerous upscale shops and two major department stores, 

Jacobson’s and Crowley’s.  However, new real estate development had stalled in the downtown, and it was 

reported by investors that new commercial construction was not economically viable, resulting in numerous 

large surface parking lots and undersized buildings.  

 

In 1995, the City issued a request for proposals for a downtown master plan. Although several qualified firms 

submitted proposals, a second RFP was issued to seek additional planners.  At the time, I had recently opened a  

small landscape architectural office on Shain Park, after working as an urban designer for Johnson, Johnson & 

Roy and the Taubman Company.   
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Stuart Laidlaw, a Birmingham artist and activist, encouraged me to approach Andres Duany to jointly submit a 

proposal for the downtown plan.  Duany and I had been collaborating on numerous urban plans since 1989 and 

we were (and remain) close friends.  We agreed to submit a joint proposal along with McKenna Associates, and 

I was assigned to write the proposal and to serve as the project manager and local planner, if selected.  During 

the next two years, Laidlaw became an influential, behind the scenes liaison between me and the city, and he, 

was much as anyone responsible for the 2016 plan’s success. 

 

The Duany/Gibbs group was one of three firms interviewed.  However, Duany’s presentation was weak, with 

only a few, poor images representing his work.  Utilizing a point system, designed by the City, Duany ranked 

the lowest of the three interviewed firms.  However, the selection committee members all agreed, that in-spite 

of his last place ranking, Duany was their overwhelming preferred planner, and ignoring their score cards, 

recommended our group.  Shortly after, it was disclosed that some city staff preferred another firm, but 

fortunately, the city commission accepted the committee’s recommendations and entered into a contract with 

Duany after some pointed negations over legal, insurance and process issues.  Apparently, all legal issues were 

not fully understood by Duany, and at the beginning of the planning charrette, after learning about the contract’s 

liability clauses, he announced he was canceling the project and left the studio.  Fortunately, a compromise was 

agreed to, and the planning process continued in an upbeat manor.  

 

The Duany-Gibbs 2018 bid to be selected for the City-Wide master plan did not go as smoothly as in 1995.  The 

city council initially ignored its appointed selection committee’s recommendation for the Duany – Gibbs team 

and held their own interviews with planning firms.  After several lengthy council meetings, we were narrowly 

selected on a split vote.  After nearly two years, we are in the middle of our plan’s first draft.  

 

 
Figure 5: Andres Duany discusses his proposal at the 1995 planning charrette held in what was then a vacant storefront at 300 Hamilton 

Street (Currently the Common Grill).  Above-left, Victor Saroki, Geoff Hockman center-front, Robert Ziegelman lower-center, steering 

committee member, Diane McKinnon right. Photo: Stuart Laidlaw.  

 

The Duany team completed the bulk of the 2016 Plan during an intensive seven-day charrette (workshop) 

conducted in a vacant Hamilton Street storefront in the spring of 1995. The charrette process, now widely 

utilized, was then a unique Duany hallmark.  For six months prior to the charrette, I led weekly informational 

meetings with a city steering committee.  The committee included citizens, business owners, architects, policy 

makers and real estate professionals.  I introduced planning theory and best practices at each session, followed 

with round-table discussions about the city’s challenges and opportunities. The committee members served as 

our primary client, offering candid views of the plan’s proposals.  This feedback was largely responsible for the 

plan’s sensitivity to the city’s challenges and unique characteristics. This approach is not possible with a 

planning commission or city council, whom, are restricted by the legal, public hearing process and are 

sometimes intimidated by a few outspoken residents. 
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For the charrette, the entire Duany Miami office set up a temporary Birmingham studio, complete with full 

desktop computers and drawing boards.  In studio, interviews with residents, business owners, city staff and 

officials were conducted daily, with the architects listening, while designing proposals for buildings, streets and 

parks in response to the community discussions.  The planners each created their own independent proposals 

and presented them to the public every evening for a week. 

 

The following morning, Duany and the team would then discuss what they had learned during the prior evening 

and refine the most popular ideas.  Frequently, the architects copied, and improved each other’s best concepts.  

Duany’s process created a friendly, in-house competition between the designers to create the best plans.  Night 

after night, the planning alternatives were shown to the community, who were more than willing to offer frank 

opinions.  Duany himself, had a charismatic ability to both criticize and complement the architects and public, 

creating a magical nexus, resulting in an almost complete buy-in to the new plan by residents, business owners, 

developers, staff and policy makers. The 2016 Plan became a model for the new Form Based Code method of 

planning (see my November 2009 Planning & Zoning News article attached). 

 

Over 3,000 residents, business owners, policy makers and developers participated in the week-long charrette.  

At the end, most agreed to Duany’s proposal to grow the town into a city.  Taller buildings, greater density and 

considerable public investment were widely embraced by the citizens.  The 2016 Master Plan was almost fully 

finished after the exhausting week.  The plan included over 300 specific recommendations, of which, all but a 

few have been fully implemented.  Tom Markus, then the city manager, Patricia McCullough, city planning 

director at the time and Paul O’Meara, former city engineer all are largely responsible for completing the plan’s 

many proposals.    

 

   
 

Figure 6: Above left, Duany’s sketches illustrating proposed increased building heights.  Above right, a new five story building designed by 

architect Chris Longe on Woodward Avenue.  The building reflects Duany’s code requirements for well-designed masonry elevations, first 

floor retail, recessed top floor and a minimal amount of residential use.   

 

After the charrette, the planning team led by Tom Low (the DPZ project manager) prepared a beautifully 

illustrated large sized (11” x 17”) master plan, published in two color books. All of us, including Andres, were 

very proud of the publication and considered as one of our finest urban plans (included in the attached 

documents).  Unfortunately, the draft was rejected by city staff, for reasons that are still unclear to me.  I was 

assigned the responsibility to rewrite the report, in size and prose format.  The final 2016 Plan version outlines 

various topics followed by discussions and recommendations.  We all believe that the final draft removed the 

spirt of the draft and Duany expressed his concerns in the report’s cover page (attached).   I also have attached 

full sized copies of the first draft, but I am still looking for the final draft’s original copy.  A poorly reproduced 

final report is available on the City web site.  

 

I have outlined below a summary of my recollections of a few of the plan’s key elements:  
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Building Heights:  Although one of Michigan’s most upscale cities, in the 1990’s, Birmingham’s downtown 

was littered with unsightly parking lots and aging buildings. Interviews with real estate developers during the 

planning process revealed that the City’s building size restrictions of one to three stories was the primary reason 

for the lack of investment.  At the time, the city counted the basement as a floor, and only two floors were 

allowed on most properties, unless on-site parking was provided.  As a result, many buildings were built over 

ground level parking lots fronting the streets, creating what Duany labels “ding-bat’ buildings.  Developers 

explained that five story minimum buildings were necessary for market rates of returns.  Duany quickly 

responded and proposed permitting five floor buildings as an optional right, if they adhered to stricter design 

standards.   

 

In exchange for the larger size, buildings were also required to be well designed with masonry elevations, first 

floor retail and at least one floor of residential.  Buildings were also required to recess their top floors to appear 

as if they were one story lower from the street.  Although the increased heights were widely embraced by the 

public during the charrette, a major outcry erupted when the first five story building, the Willits, was erected.  

Later, building heights almost canceled the new Palladium Theater and the expansion of the Townsend Hotel.  

 

  
Figure 7: Above left, Willits Road (former Ring Road) looking west from Woodward. The 2016 plan replaced the outer two traffic lanes 

with on-street parking spaces to improve pedestrian safety and added needed parking for the local businesses.  Above right, Woodward and 

Oakland, looking north east, the 2016 Plan proposed removing the north, westbound turn lane, and one lane of traffic along Oakland to 

improve the pedestrian connections between the downtown and the north Woodward districts. These recommendations are one of only a few 

of the plan’s proposals remaining to be built.  

 

Ring Road: A remnant of the 1964 plan, the Ring Road circled the downtown and was designed to rapidly 

move vehicular traffic and trucks through the city core.  Ring roads were common in the 1960’s and are still 

causing havoc with many commercial districts, including Pontiac.  The road’s wide lane widths and large street 

intersection corners favored cars at the expense of the pedestrian.  At the time, all thru-truck traffic was required 

to use the Ring road, instead of Maple or Woodward in the city center. During the charrette, I proposed traffic 

calming the Ring Road: Willits, Oakland, Chester & Brown were designed to make the downtown more 

walkable and to improve linkages for the neighborhoods. The Ring Road’s existing vehicular traffic lanes were 

reduced to two lanes with parallel parking along their edges.  I also recommended adding parking meters along 

Willits, Chester and Brown Streets for shopping convenience and to discourage long-term employee parking.  

 

The city quickly implemented the plan on all streets except Oakland and the south block of Chester Street.  

These two sections should be completed to improve walkability and pedestrian safety.  Sometime after the 

charrette, thru-truck traffic was permitted to drive along Maple and Woodward in the downtown area, causing 

some unpleasant conflicts with pedestrians and outside diners, as well as traffic congestion.  

 

Parking: Parking is almost always the most contentious issue during the city planning process.  Frequently, all 

issues, land-use, density and economics pivot around the car.  Surprisingly, parking was seldom raised during 

the charrette, a credit to both the city’s investment in its five parking structures and its market-based 

management of parking. Several years before the charrette, the city implemented free parking in all decks for  

 

 



Birmingham Master Planning History 

Robert Gibbs 

15 January 2021 

8. 

 

the first two hours of use.  This compensated the visitor for walking the extra distance to his or her destination.   

Unfortunately, ticket-credit card boxes have recently been installed at the entry to parking decks, requiring the 

visitor to insert a credit card to enter the structure. This is a minor drawback that can be easily corrected. 

 

Conversely, in the 1990’s, on-street parking meter rates were increased to $1.00 per hour, and at the time 

considered expensive.  The higher cost meters detoured some from street parking, freeing up space for 

shoppers.  Birmingham has also retained the old fashioned, but updated individual and parking meters.  The 

meters are more convenient, and much easier to use than the centralized kiosk.  The City did install kiosks in the 

north Woodward area several years ago but removed them and reinstalled the individual meters.  The kiosk 

consistently failed, and the parking space numbers were painted on the sidewalk, and unreadable in the winter.   

 

   

 
Figure 8: Above left, Ron Ray’s design during the charrette for streetlight enhancements.  A prototype for the design was built (and 

remains) on Pierce Street, across from the city hall.  Above left, Gibbs’ proposal for downtown street signage and business directory 

signage.  Street signage proposed as the international graphic standards.  The dining decks were the first to be implemented in the U.S. and 

have become very popular in numerous cities. The proposed signage hasn’t been implemented yet. (Research indicated the city had the 

authority to install the international graphic standards) 

 

On-site parking is not required for commercial buildings located within the downtown parking district.  

However, residential buildings must provide their own parking on-site, frequently resulting in expensive 

underground parking.  In 1995, Duany proposed removing all residential parking requirements, and allowing 

developers to lease spaces in city decks for a 30-year term.  This approach was deemed legal, by the city 

attorney, and embraced by some developers.  Unfortunately, the proposal was removed by the city council 

during their approval of the 2016 Plan.  Given the high cost of building the parking, developers prefer building 

fewer, and larger and more expensive dwellings, over smaller units.  As a result, the city is filled with large 

expensive residences, some of which do not sell.  Duany is readdressing the residential parking issue during our 

current City-Wide plan and re-proposing the relaxing of on-site parking for residential buildings.  

 

Overall, Birmingham’s parking program is brilliant, and a model for many cites.  My urban retail book 

highlights the Birmingham’s parking system, and I recommend it to most of the cities that I consult for.  

However, for one reason or another, few cities are able to implement the Birmingham system, with parking 

remaining one of the major challenges for their businesses and visitors.  

Kroger: The new downtown Kroger Store was conceptually designed during the 1995 charrette.  At the time, 

Kroger had been seeking to open a new store in Birmingham for several years but, was not able to gather 

support from the community.  Kroger had proposed a conventional store at the northeast corner of Woodward 

(Hunter) – Maple before the charrette, but it was not accepted by the city and nearby residents because the store 

was located near homes at the north edge of the site, with a large parking lot fronting Maple Street. 
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Figure 9: Above left, new Kroger Store, conceptually planned during the charrette, Victor Saroki, architect.  Above left, Willits and Google 

Buildings developed utilizing the 2016 Master Plan’s optional overlay zoning option. Hobbs & Black, architects of Google Building, Victor 

Saroki, architect of Willits Building.  

The DPZ – Gibbs team met with Kroger during the charrette and they accepted my design of the store fronting 

Maple Road, with its departments, bakery, bank, coffee, etc. having direct front doors along Maple, with 

internal counters facing the store and two customer doors for the supermarket (front and back).  The store 

concept plan was also embraced by the surrounding residents and approved in concept by the city during the 

charrette.  Victor Saroki was the architect for the built store. This design represented a new model for Kroger.  

 

 
Figure 10: Above, Andres Duany discussing the plan during the 1995 charrette on Hamilton Street.  Standing in the back, Gail Gotthelf, 

then Director of the Birmingham Principal Shopping District (BSD.  I am seated in front of Gotthelf. Photo: Stuart Laidlaw 

 

Other Recommendations: Overall, the 2016 Plan included approximately 300 designs and policies including: 

• Traffic calming landscape boulevard for north Old Woodward 

• Pedestrian crossing improvements for Big Woodward (Hunter) and Maple 

• Streetscape design standards: Specially designed concrete sidewalks, tree locations, street-lights, etc. 

• A new plan for an expanded Shain Park.  Mary Jukuri, a JJR landscape architect designed the park’s 

new oval walkways during the 1995 charrette.  At the time, the south side of Shain was a parking lot. 

• The Bates Street extension proposed infill development on the former Jacobson’s parking lot along 

Willits, west of Woodard, to include an extension of Bates to Woodward. The city unsuccessfully 

attempted to implement the NOW proposal in 2019. 

• Rouge River walk: I proposed a paved trail along the Rouge River from Lincoln to Woodward to link 

many of neighborhoods to the downtown and each other.  This remains to be implemented, and I am 

proposing it in the current City-Wide plan. 

• East Maple: Our contract was expanded to include a study of the east Maple area between Woodward 

and Adams Road. We addressed landuse and streetscape issues, resulting in some infill construction 

including the All Season’s senior residential community. 
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Other Recommendations (Cont.): 

• International street signage and business directing kiosks. 

• South Woodward: We redesigned the five-point intersections of Lincoln, Woodward, Haynes and 

Bowers.  Waler Kailash of Glutting Jackson led the new design, but a slightly different design was 

implemented several years ago. 

• Classical English wooden garden benches in Shain Park and throughout the Historic District. 

• City gateways: Ron Ray designed beautiful stone, horizontal wall, signs for north Woodward at Oak 

and south near 14 Mile Road.  I have seen the designs, but currently cannot locate them. 

 

  
 
Figure 11: Above left, Duany’s proposal for storefront designs, signage and dining decks.  Above right, Charles Barrett’s design for the 

former Crowley’s department store, now the Palladium cinema, office, residential and restaurant building.  The Palladium’s design is 

similar to Charles’s proposal.   Note, the building to the right of the drawing is the current location of the Greek Isles restaurant.  

 

Other Birmingham Plans: 

Following our 2016 Plan, Birmingham has completed several other noteworthy urban design and landuse plans 

for various areas of city by other firms.  Recent plans include: 

• Rail District  

• Triangle District 

• Bates Street Extension Plan (North Old Woodward – NOW Plan) 

• South Woodward – Lincoln Plan 

• North Old Woodward street and boulevard plan 

• West Maple Traffic Calming Plan 

• Lincoln Road Diet 

• City Wide Maser Plan (currently planning with DPZ and McKenna)  

 

Thank you and the museum for your support and I will continue to collect my plan documents to share with the 

museum as well as update this letter as time permits.  

 

Sincerely, 

GIBBS PLANNING GROUP, INC.  

 
Robert J. Gibbs, FASLA, AICP 

President             

rgibbs@gibbsplanning.com 

 
cc Russell Dixon, AIA 

 

 

mailto:rgibbs@gibbsplanning.com
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Andres Duany during his 2016 visit to comment on the city’s progress of his plan. (Bert Koseck, planning commission member 

and me above left)  

 

 

 

 
 

 

Above Neighborhood Map from City Wide 2021 Master Plan DPZ – Gibbs Planning 
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Planetizen July 13, 2016 

 
Birmingham, Michigan has a history of innovative plans designed to create a beautiful, vibrant city. In the 1920s, its General 
Village Plan [pdf] created a central civic square bounded by a library, city hall, and post office. The 1960s brought a plan [pdf] 
to build five parking decks along Ring Road, which enclosed the downtown core and allowed high rises to be built. This 
resulted in more than 3 million square feet of new commercial buildings and a remarkably upscale downtown for a Midwest city 
of its small population of 20,000 people. 

However, despite these apparent successes, citizen complaints led city officials to repeal permitted densities and limit new 
construction to a floor-area ratio of two [pdf], including the basement. This stalled new downtown development for two 
decades. 

These decisions resulted in stagnant commercial growth, and decay began to consume Birmingham. By the 1990s, top 
retailers and commercial tenants had moved out. Ring Road, which was designed for high-speed traffic, cut off the city's 
downtown from its surrounding residential neighborhoods. The city's approval process grew cumbersome and time consuming. 
Plus, the city was dealing with a 20 percent population loss. Birmingham faced a crisis that could have decimated it. 

In 1996 city officials decided to develop a new, 20-year master plan to address the situation. They selected a team of national 
and local planners and consultants led by the noted architect Andrés Duany, along with local planners Gibbs Planning Group, 
McKenna Associates, and The Green Group. This core planning team assembled 50 top architects, economists, planners, and 
engineers to address the challenges facing the city. Andrés Duany is known globally for his leadership with the plan and code 
for Seaside, Florida, the first new traditional community. He also works closely with Prince Charles and serves as a consultant 
for the Prince's Foundation for Building Community, planning new towns across the United Kingdom.   

The Birmingham 2016 Master Plan began with three months of community educational and information-gathering sessions, 
culminating with a seven-day charrette in a downtown storefront. The intensive accommodation of public input was designed to 
develop community support for, and ownership of, the new plan. This level of public engagement was one of the most 
successful aspects of the plan, encouraging its members to reach agreement on the city's future size and character. More than 
2,500 citizens, business and property owners, developers, elected officials, and others attended more than 70 meetings during 
the charrette. Real-time feedback was gathered and incorporated into the plan, alternatives for which were presented twice 
daily. The principles shared were so helpful and successful they continue to influence policy discussions 20 years later. 

The decision was made to grow Birmingham from a town into a small city. The 2016 Master Plan reflected this desire by 
recommending numerous policy revisions, streetscape improvements, park expansions, traffic-calming measures, and the first 
form-based code in Michigan history. In fact, it was one of the first form-based codes implemented in the United States. 

A form-based code utilizes the physical form of the structure, rather than being based on separation of uses, such as 
commercial, residential, etc. A form-based code offers a powerful alternative to conventional zoning regulation, and is adopted 
into city, town, or county law. The revolutionary aspect of form-based codes comes from their ability to address the relationship 
between building facades and the public realm as well as the form and mass of buildings in relation to one another. Form-
based codes are integral to a regulating plan that designates the appropriate form and scale, and therefore the character, of 
development, rather than only distinctions in land-use types. 

This allowed the team to create a plan that was based on market research and included a form-based overlay-zoning district, 
which prescribed building dimensions and placements, building forms and materials, and permitted uses. The city engineered 
and installed new techniques in urban traffic calming, without reducing vehicular capacity, and expanded sidewalks and 
permitted adjacent on-street parking to allow for outdoor dining. A public surface parking lot was converted into a park without 
losing a single stall. 

The plan included ten park improvements; a civic square expansion; a traffic-calming boulevard; and specified an entirely new 
streetscape plan including lighting, benches, and paving. All fixtures and signage were painted "Birmingham Green,” which 
provided an improved and unified identity to the downtown. 

With its new plan in place, Birmingham turned a corner during the 20 years that followed. Now, in 2016, more than 30 major, 
mixed-use buildings have been constructed, including a multi-screen regional cinema, and a new five-level Class-A office 
building and a luxury restaurant. Birmingham now has the highest commercial rents and land values in Michigan, and is 
considered one of the most walkable and commercially successful small towns in America. 

Birmingham's success has been noticed. Many of the innovative principles and techniques developed for its 2016 Master Plan 
have been implemented in cities throughout the country. They have become the foundation for form-based codes, smart-
growth codes, traffic-calming measures, and the public charrette planning process. The planning methods that were 
developed, tested, and proven during the Birmingham 2016 Master Plan process are now common best practices. Birmingham 
has become a model of urban excellence. 

Robert Gibbs, AICP, ASLA, is founder and principal of Gibbs Planning Group in Birmingham, co-planner of the Birmingham 
2016 Master Plan, and the author of Principles of Urban Retail Planning and Development. 

 

  

http://www.bhamgov.org/document_center/Planning/Master_Planning_Docs/General_Village_Plan.pdf
http://www.bhamgov.org/document_center/Planning/Master_Planning_Docs/General_Village_Plan.pdf
http://www.bhamgov.org/document_center/Planning/Master_Planning_Docs/Birmingham_Design_Plan.pdf
http://www.bhamgov.org/document_center/Planning/Master_Planning_Docs/Birmingham_Plan.pdf
http://www.bhamgov.org/document_center/Planning/Master_Planning_Docs/Birmingham_Plan.pdf
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052748703735804575535880450842698
http://www.travelandleisure.com/slideshows/coolest-suburbs-worth-a-visit/10
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Chapter 14 of my Principles of Urban Retail book (Wiley 2012) 

 

14.4 Birmingham and Pontiac, Michigan  

Adjacent cities in Michigan, Birmingham and Pontiac demonstrate both the productive and 

counterproductive influences that urban planning can have on commerce. Only 7 miles apart, 

both communities are located in Oakland County, one of the wealthiest in the United States. 

The county seat, Pontiac had a population of 60,000 in 2010, while Birmingham had a 

population of 20,000 in that year.  

 

At its peak during the early 1960s, Pontiac was the county’s center of commerce, with 

numerous office buildings, department stores, municipal buildings, hospitals, and popular 

residential neighborhoods. In contrast, Birmingham, while pleasant, was simply a small town.  

Today, Birmingham can boast of having over 3 million square feet of tony retail and 

restaurants, as well as some of the highest rents and property values in the Midwest, while 

Pontiac’s downtown has languished and become severely challenged in attracting new 

commerce.  

 

What happened? How did the two cities reverse their roles?  

 

More than any single factor, well-intended urban planning contributed to Pontiac’s economic 

decline. A 1963 master plan proposed severing Woodward Avenue from the city center by 

rerouting vehicular traffic onto a new six-lane, one-way ring road circumventing the central 

business district.  

 

The plan also called for removing all vehicular traffic from downtown and constructing 

parking decks along its edge, a proposal based on the theory that shoppers would park and 

then walk to a pedestrian-only shopping district.  

 

When the plan was implemented in 1964, the ring road—named Wide Track Drive after a 

Pontiac Motors marketing campaign—diverted almost all of the city’s through-traffic around 

its downtown. Concurrently, and coincidentally, the county moved the courthouse and county 

offices from the central business district to a new campus in Waterford Township, 2 miles 

west of the city. Shortly thereafter, Sears and many other leading retailers followed when a 

new enclosed mall opened near the county facilities.  

 

The combined loss of the courthouse and county offices, a major employment center, most 

vehicular traffic, and anchor retailers contributed to Pontiac’s quick decline. Within five 

years, Pontiac lost its earlier vibrancy, and eventually most of its retail, office, and civic uses. 

Wide Track Drive had become a metaphorical noose choking the life out of the downtown, 

and eventually the surrounding neighborhoods.  

 

In 1967, a similar pedestrian-only master plan and ring road were proposed for Birmingham. 

Fortunately, and unlike Pontiac, the city ignored many of the plan’s recommendations and 

preserved vehicular traffic downtown. Today, more than 40,000 cars pass through the city’s 

primary or “main-main” intersection of Old Woodworth Avenue and Maple Road each day.  

 

Birmingham did implement the ring road using existing streets, but the road is optional and 

mostly used by truckers, while motorists prefer to drive through the street grid into the 

shopping district. Vehicular traffic, on-street parking, and the construction of five parking 

decks (as well as other factors) have made it possible for the city center to thrive.  

 

In the ensuing years, Birmingham adopted a series of zoning and building codes that 
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unintentionally suppressed development and created new competition from a nearby luxury 

shopping mall. To remedy the situation, the city retained DPZ Architects in 1996 to develop a 

new twenty-year master plan intended to encourage market-based sustainable growth. The 

Downtown Birmingham 2016 Plan proposed a form-based code (one of the first) that offered 

development incentives in exchange for strict building standards. Once adopted, the plan 

resulted in the development of over 1 million square feet of new commercial and residential 

land within five years. The DPZ plan also tamed traffic on the 1960s ring road by adding on-

street parking and modifying oversized streets with traffic-calming measures, which made 

the downtown more walkable.  

 

Birmingham is now ranked as one of America’s most livable cities, while Pontiac and much of 

Oakland County are headed in the other direction and severely challenged in their efforts to 

improve. Urban planning can only do so much damage or good, and there are surely many 

other significant factors that contributed to Pontiac’s decline and Birmingham’s ascent. 

However, even with Michigan’s severe recession, Pontiac could begin a steady road to 

recovery by implementing proven market-based planning and management practices, 

reconnecting Woodward Avenue to its downtown and removing Wide Track Drive.  

 

The author has lived in both cities for most of his life and has participated in the Birmingham 

master planning charrette as the commercial planning consultant.  

Birmingham 2016 Master Plan: DPZ Architects, Gibbs Planning Group, McKenna Associates.  

 


