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Executive Summary  

 

 

Introduction 

 

The Grand Vision Land Use and Transportation Strategy began officially in early July, 2007 when 

the contract between Mead & Hunt, Inc. and TC-TALUS was signed.  However, the discussion of 

transportation and land use in the Grand Traverse region started long before that.  As the Grand 

Vision project moves forward with a new approach to regional planning, an understanding of the 

existing conditions is needed.  Transportation planning is an exercise that considers 

transportation systems, land use, and environmental features.  This document is a summary of 

specific documents that introduce the reader to a collection of past and current transportation, 

land use, and environmental studies and reports.   

 

The project Study Area is defined by the project scope as the area comprised of Traverse City, 

Acme Township, Blair Township, Green Lake Township, Whitewater Township, Peninsula 

Township, Garfield Township, East Bay Township, Long Lake Township, and Elmwood 

Township.  The Area of Influence is defined by the project scope as Grand Traverse County, 

Leelanau County, Benzie County, Wexford County, Kalkaska County, and Antrim County.  A map 

of the Study Area and Area of Influence can be found at the end of this section labeled Figure 

1.0. 

 

Maps associated with the transportation policy documents are found in Appendix A .  Zoning 

maps from the Study Area can be found in Appendix B .  Future Land Use maps from both the 

Study Area and the Area of Influence can be found in Appendix C .  Maps related to 

environmental studies can be found in Appendix D .   

 

Transportation Policy 

 

A need for improvements to the transportation system in the Grand Traverse region has been 

recorded in studies and plans consistently since the 1930s when the Michigan Department of 

Transportation (MDOT) designated US-31 and M-22 as state routes along existing roads.  In 

1942, the Traverse City Plan described the “Narrows” between the Grand Traverse Bay and 

Boardman Lake as a prime bottleneck to the east-west flow of traffic and proposed a new east-
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west route through the city.  The City Plan was updated in 1963 and 1977 and the east-west 

route from the 1940s was reaffirmed.   

 

Regional transportation plans and preliminary engineering studies followed in a revolving pattern 

through the 1980s as the Traverse Bay Regional Planning Commission was replaced by the 

Grand Traverse County Planning Commission which in turn formed the Transportation Advisory 

Committee in 1985 which officially became the TC-TALUS organization in 1990.  Through the 

planning and engineering loop, project funding was discussed.  In the late 1980s, the public 

rejected a plan to fund a group of regional transportation improvements through a 15 year millage 

assessment.   

 

During the 1990s, TC-TALUS initiated a series of regional transportation studies.  Early studies 

were focused on specific issues including an origin and destination study and a preliminary 

environmental study of options for crossing the Boardman River Valley.  Studies then moved into 

regional transportation planning activities.   The tools and models were more sophisticated over 

time and a public involvement component was undertaken as part of the planning activities.   

 

In spite of these efforts, public involvement in 2003 came in the form of organized opposition to 

the construction of a bridge connecting Hartman Road and Hammond Road over the Boardman 

River.  Long included in the project list for the Grand Traverse County Road Commission 

(GTCRC), the project advanced through several stages of planning and permitting.   Opposition 

to the project in the area grew through grass roots activities.  One example is the Smart Roads 

Plan brochure created by the Coalition for Sensible Growth in cooperation with the Michigan Land 

Use Institute.  It opposed the proposed connection on the basis that it would intensify sprawl, 

waste money, threaten existing businesses and harm the environment.  It proposed an alternative 

solution which included improvements to existing infrastructure, expansion of non-motorized and 

public transportation and land use planning tools. At the end of 2003, the GTCRC withdrew an 

application from the MDEQ for an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) related to the bridge 

construction and the region was back to the planning process.  In August of 2004, the GTCRC 

passed a motion to pause the permit process for the Hartman-Hammond bridge project.     

 

As part of the transportation planning activity in the region, corridor studies have been done to 

address the east and west segments of M-72 and an access management plan has been 

developed for the east roadway section between I-75 and US-31.  Another transportation 

planning activity is in Leelanau County where M-22 has been designated as a State Scenic 

Heritage Route.  This program raises awareness in the region of the road’s value as a scenic 

resource and example of the region’s heritage.  It is not regulatory in nature but it establishes 
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development guidelines for the road and seeks local cooperation on land use decisions.  A 

guidebook brochure has been created as a public information tool. 

 

There are transportation options other than the automobile which have also been studied.  Public 

transportation options were studied in 1997 through a strategic plan for the Bay Area 

Transportation Authority (BATA).  The study recommended establishing a fixed route service and 

a transit center.  Both have been accomplished in the last ten years.  Residents of the Grand 

Traverse region also have the option of non-motorized transportation (and recreation) because of 

a fifty-five mile trail system developed and maintained by the Traverse Area Recreation and 

Transportation (TART) Trails, Inc.  Both of these systems are noted in the transportation policy 

section as they provide strategy options for the Grand Vision project. 

 

The future of railroad service in the Grand Traverse region received attention in a study done by 

the Northwest Michigan Council of Governments (NWMCOG) in 2002 for the Traverse City Area 

Chamber of Commerce.  It was undertaken with the expectation that the State of Michigan would 

be offering the rail system and rail right of ways for sale.  The study recognizes that present 

market forces may not be in place to justify a private commercial purchase.  Without the 

commercial incentive to keep the rail line active, the study points out the possibility that the rail 

line could be divided into parcels and lost as a transportation corridor.  The study stresses the 

importance of keeping the rail line intact and encourages the community to make sure it happens 

to preserve the option of rail service in the region in the future. 

 

Communication, cooperation and coordination between different road agencies and budgeting 

authorities are part of the challenge to regional transportation planning, as is funding availability.  

The Transportation Policy section (Section 1.0) addresses overarching policy documents from the 

Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT).  Currently, MDOT is promoting a system of 

asset management strategies as a ‘best-practice’ tool for keeping roadway infrastructure 

performing well within the budget constraints of the overall system.  In 2006, NWMCOG received 

grant funding from MDOT to create a document explaining asset management as a practice and 

to report on existing road conditions for each municipality.  

 

TC-TALUS recognized a pattern of transportation planning activity which lacked the broad-based 

public support to endure through the steps of funding and building.  The Grand Vision 

Transportation and Land Use Strategy is a regional transportation study specifically designed to 

break that cycle.  The Grand Vision team, led by project manager Mead & Hunt, is designed to 

start with “Values, Vision and Strategy” before reaching what has been the traditional starting 

point of “Plan, Fund and Build.”  The project is supported by federal dollars which will fund the 
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study and the first implementation steps.  The project team includes experienced professionals 

recognized nationally for their experience and success in regional visioning and scenario planning 

with state-of-the-art technology.  A good starting point for the Grand Vision project is an 

understanding of where we are now and how we got here.   

 

Land Use 

 

Land use policies and ideas in the Grand Traverse region are generated at the regional, county 

and local levels while decisions are made exclusively at the local levels.  The Northwest Michigan 

Council of Governments (NWMCOG) is a regional planning resource agency.  As an agency, the 

NWMCOG does not have regulatory authority but it supports and guides planning activity at the 

local level through a collection of material and studies.  Its service area includes all of the 

counties in the Area of Influence and Charlevoix, Emmet, Manistee and Missaukee Counties.     

 

Each county in the Area of Influence has a county planning office which offers resources for and 

coordination between local units of governments.  The Grand Traverse County Master Plan is an 

umbrella policy document designed to offer a future vision at the county level.  Each local unit of 

government in the Study Area has a master land use (or comprehensive) plan and zoning 

authority.   

 

Included in the Land Use Section is information on the location of each municipality, major 

transportation corridors, and goal statements from policy documents.  Centers of population and 

patterns of commercial development patterns within the municipality are also identified.  Access 

management tools are noted when they are found in local zoning ordinances.  More detail is 

provided for the units of government in the Study Area while a ”broad brush” approach is taken 

with the Area of Influence. 

 

In many ways, there is a regional cohesiveness between the local units of government.  There 

are many common themes expressed through the goals, policies and objectives of planning 

documents.  Residents of the Grand Traverse region recognize the unique beauty of the area and 

the value of the area’s natural resources to the region’s quality of life, recreational opportunities 

and tourism industry.  Repeatedly, local plans express an interest in planned development 

practices that protect the rural feel and agricultural practices in the region and protect the area’s 

natural resources and scenic views from roadways.  Planned development goals also include 

designs that make sense on the land, encourage pedestrian connections, offer a range of options 

in price and visibly blend in with the landscape.  Most communities recognize Traverse City as 
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the regional center and oppose sprawl as a development pattern in the region.  Implementation 

strategies vary from one community to the next.   

 

A major difference between communities as expressed in the policy documents is the local policy 

position on a regional east-west connector road.  Some communities support additional 

infrastructure as a way of improving safety and efficiency for traffic moving through a growing 

region.  Other communities hold that a high-volume, high-speed road moving traffic through the 

region will erode the region’s unique, high-quality life and generate sprawl type development.  

Another major difference between local units of government is the type and pattern of 

development allowed along major transportation corridors.   

 

As part of the Land Use Section, economic policies and programs are examined from the state, 

regional and local levels.  The State of Michigan sets a course of economic policy through 

initiatives and funding that affects every part of the state.  As Michigan shifts from a 

manufacturing economy to a service and high-tech economy, the state is offering support to the 

emerging industries.   The NWMCOG provides regional economic development programs and the 

Traverse City Area Chamber of Commerce provides services around Traverse City.   

 

At each level of government, the natural resources and appearance of the region are recognized 

as a significant part of the economic engine of the Grand Traverse region.  These amenities draw 

tourists to the region and can also be used to attract business owners who have a choice in 

where they locate.  The tourism economy is seasonal and there is a recognized need to balance 

out the employment opportunities for residents.  High speed internet is not available in many 

places in the region and is another recognized need. 

 

The Land Use section includes summaries of many past studies and reports related to the Study 

Area.  One example is the New Designs for Growth Regional Guidebook that provides guidance 

for all types of development.  The Guidebook embraces the tenants of smart growth with graphic 

designs, explanations and examples of preferred development patterns.  It has been embraced 

by planning commissions around the region and is an example of preferred development patterns 

desired in the region.   

 

Another example of past studies is the 2004 report entitled Vision in GTC (Grand Traverse 

County).  The report summarized the results of a charrette/visioning session which expressed 

residents’ preferences for growth.  It includes a statement that reads, “Re-route regional through-

traffic outside of downtown and remove Grandview Parkway to reconnect downtown to the bay.” 
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The preferred development pattern along the Grand Traverse Bay was the subject of several 

studies including efforts by Michigan State University and University of Michigan students.  The 

student efforts led to the creation by Wade Trim and JJR of the “Your Bay, Your Say” document 

in 2007.  This study describes community preferences for the long-term appearance, land use 

and transportation choices along the Traverse Bay waterfront. 

 

More generally, there have been studies done to compile regional opinions and statistical data 

(Benchmarks Northwest), seasonal population, housing and the region’s laborshed.  The 

seasonal population study reports that the population in Leelanau and Benzie counties almost 

doubles during the summer months.  Across the Study Area in the summer months there is an 

estimated one visitor for every two permanent residents.  Housing and laborshed studies indicate 

that there is a lack of affordable housing in and around Traverse City causing workers to 

commute into Traverse City daily from areas including Kalkaska, Buckley and Lake Ann along 

major roads such as M-22, M-72 and US-31.   

 

Environment 

 

The solution to regional transportation questions is not just a question of roads.  The relationship 

between roads and the communities they serve is interconnected.   Completed studies and the 

policy documents that are already in place are valuable resources as we begin to work toward a 

solution through a new process.  In addition to land use considerations, part of the equation is the 

environment.  The environment is a benefit to the quality of life in the region and it is also a 

constraint to transportation choices.   

 

In this document, there are text descriptions taken from planning documents and the Michigan 

Natural Features Inventory (MNFI) for each of the counties in the Area of Influence including 

Grand Traverse County.  The text includes policy statements, land cover statistics and 

information about plants and animals that are classified as endangered, threatened or of special 

concern.   

 

Each county plan includes policy statements that identify the impact of urban development on the 

environment as the largest threat to the environment.  Each policy document also recognizes that 

those impacts can be steered, regulated or guided to some extent through the use of planning 

and zoning tools.  Common themes run through the text of each county’s master land use plan 

emphasizing that natural resources are valued and something to be protected since they are 

limited and irreplaceable.  The natural beauty of the area also contributes to the high quality of life 

in the region and to the economy both in resource based industries and in tourism.  The 



                                                                                                                         Executive Summary  
vii  

 

environmental section of the document also summarizes several other studies and reports that 

are relevant to the region.   

 

The Grand Traverse Bay Watershed Protection Plan evaluates the performance of the watershed 

for five designated uses including an ability to support cold-water fishery, swimming, navigation 

and a quality public water supply.  The study found that none of the uses are impaired on a 

watershed wide scale but that some uses may be threatened in specific areas.  The mission of 

the plan is to provide guidance and direction for future actions that affect these functions in the 

watershed and several guiding principals are included as direction for the future. 

 

The Boardman River Natural River Plan describes the river, the pressure for residential 

development along the river and the role of the state’s protection through the Natural River 

Program.  It also notes that that the dams along the river may be removed to restore the river to 

its original function. 

 

A Natural Areas Inventory of Grand Traverse County is a report done through the MNFI to survey 

the land surface of the county and identify and evaluate features of the remaining natural areas.  

The inventory document states that unfavorable land use has eliminated 99% of the natural area 

quality landscape in Grand Traverse County and encourages conservation of the county’s 

remaining native plant and animal populations. 

 

The Brown Bridge Quiet Area document describes the natural area that exists eleven miles south 

of Traverse City.  The Brown Bridge Quiet Area is roughly 1,300 acres in size and provides 

visitors the opportunity to experience nature through trails, boardwalks and observation areas. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Residents, public administrators, elected officials and the business community are working 

toward a regional transportation plan through the Grand Vision project.  The solution will reflect 

the values of the area as choices are made about roads and the land use patterns around them. 

Scenarios will show the impact of different choices on the environment, the transportation 

network, the consumption of land and other issues.   

 

People in different offices and in different communities have decision-making authority over part 

of the solution.  Land use decisions are guided by studies done at the regional level and by 

Master Land Use plans done at the county level but the decisions are made independently by 
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each local unit of government.  Each of the local units of government in the Study Area has local 

zoning authority and elected officials representing the preferences of their own constituents.   

 

The region has a wealth of environmental resources including the Grand Traverse Bay, high 

quality lakes and rivers, expansive state and federal forest areas, breathtaking views and a 

unique combination of climate and soils that create some of the nation’s most productive 

farmland.  Transportation decisions are both constrained and inspired by the area’s natural 

resources. 

 

The transportation network itself is a collection of roads serving regional, local and neighborhood 

travel.  It is also a public transportation system and a rail system and a pathway system that offer 

alternative modes of transportation to the region.  The region has recognized for more than two 

decades that the effectiveness of the existing transportation infrastructure is not adequate to 

serve its growing population.  Transportation infrastructure improvements have been planned but 

not implemented.  The question to be answered by the Grand Vision project is what combination 

of choices for transportation and land use best fit the values of the region.  An understanding of 

the work that has already been done will be an effective start to the Grand Vision project.    
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Map Provided by Northwest Michigan Council of Governments 

Figure 1.0  Vicinity Map 


