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Lower Boardman River Planning Team
Micheal Vickery
Possible value of a “Lower Boardman Riverfront Improvement District”

I hope that a discussion of a “Waterfront Improvement District” approach to the Team’s work
might be informative and stimulate other ideas. My assumption is that our overall goal is to
develop a plan of action and identify near-term and long-term commitments needed to enhance
public access to the Lower Boardman in ways that also enhance and protect the health and
integrity of the riparian ecosystem. My own commitment is to do that work in a way protects the
enduring natural and cultural values of the river as a river.
The article I forwarded from the Project for Public Spaces entitled “How to Transform a
Waterfront” makes a strong case for creating a “waterfront improvement district” to encourage
partnerships between public and private stakeholders who, while they may occupy many
different districts in the city, share a common environmental and developmental interest in a
waterfront. The article argues that a “WID” creates a district that is naturally connected to many
different districts and stakeholders. It encourages a shared planning focus but also opens up
possibilities for multiple and distinctive “destinations” and “connections” along a waterfront and
for diverse “programming” that expresses the interests of different stakeholders and will attract
diverse “users” of the waterfront.
The article identifies principles and strategies derived from the study of effective efforts by other
cities to restore and/or enhance their waterfronts over the past three decades. These studies
suggest that cities have been most successful in their waterfront transformation projects when
they have done things like:
1. Establish public goals to guide solutions to planning challenges and to ensure public
buy-in
2. Foster and capture a community vision
3. Create multiple “destinations” (PPS advocates the “Power of 10” such destinations)
4. Connect the destinations
5. Use parks/green spaces to connect destinations (don’t have to BE destinations)
6. Optimize public spaces
a. Access, access, access: continuous and public
b. Multiple ways to interact with water, people, activities
7. Make new developments fit the vision of the water/community relationship
8. Encourage 24-hour and/or year-round activity
a. Limit residential/private development
9. Design and program new buildings to engage public spaces
10. Support multi-modal transportation and mobility
11. Integrate seasonal activities for each destination (not “same for all”)
12. Make stand-along and iconic buildings/sites serve multiple functions
13. Manage-manage-manage: planning and improvement are ongoing

The idea is to think about the riverfront as a “district” that is literally and figuratively a flowing
stream of sites, destinations, connections, and activities. Any feature of the district that gets
adopted into a plan would, of course, have to represent public goals for the river and the city and
be consistent with a community vision of the what the river is and can become. Elements would
all have to be designated, prioritized, and ultimately become responsibilities of TC, DDA, and
public/private partnerships to improve the “Lower Boardman Riverfront Improvement District”
that extends from the mouth of Boardman Lake to the West Bay.
For sake of discussion, here some ideas that occur to me as I think about various “destinations”
and “connections” that could be identified and prioritized in the downtown riverfront district:
•
•
•

•

•

•
•

•

Boardman Lake “Gateway” to the Boardman River as an urban “blue belt” that runs through
and connects the diverse experiences of downtown TC
Bayfront Gateway to mark the connection to and interdependent relationships between the
Boardman River, Grand Traverse Bay, the Great Lakes, and Traverse City as a “water city.”
Union Dam reconstruction
“Fish Pass” or other multi-purpose 4-season destination.
This project is already in play and should be considered a demonstration site for the
principles of destination, multiple and 4-season utility, universal access, and intentional
connectivity to other destinations along the river and in the downtown district. I imagine it
having a strong “conservation” and “watershed” and ecological ethic built into everything it
is and does
Blue-Green Belt of the River from Boardman Lake to 8th Street bridge. Perhaps accessible
only by watercraft and from existing trails or new trails that TART and/or new development
projects that could be required to add and connect trails to existing trails and to “Riverside
Pavilions” on each bank of the river.
Hannah Park as state-of-the-art, “world class” urban riverfront park with connected access,
multi-modal movement between south bank and north bank river walkways and pathways,
multiple destinations and connections integrated functionally and aesthetically with existing
buildings that provide diverse “programming” to enhance the urban river “park” experience.
Midtown and Uptown might be imagined as sites of programming that attracts and facilitates
access to views and restorative interaction with our urban “blue belt.”
Boardman River “Greenway;” an extended series of linked multi-use green spaces (a
necklace of sorts) along the north bank, running roughly from the Park St. bridge to the weir.
Unique characteristics of each “pearl” in the necklace: 12-month access and multi-modal
access/connectivity along the river, to the south bank points of access to Front St. and
downtown, and to the Bayfront.
Commercial District “Pavilions,” e.g.:
o e.g., two or more “Front Street Shopping Pavilions” along the south bank behind the
100-200 blocks of Front St.
o Help business “back doors” become “front doors” to view & interact with river &
Bayfront
o Integrate existing “hard bank architecture” (south bank) with new green spaces and green
infrastructure (north bank) to create integrated “urban/natural” waterfront viewscapes
o Improve and increase north bank
south bank access/mobility
o Decrease or eliminate cars from the “Pavilion” zones
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