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Blueprints for Michigan's Downtowns, part of the Cool Cities 
Initiative, is a partnersl-lip effort between the Michigan State Housing 
Development Authority (MSHDA), the Michigan Economic 
Development Corporation (MEDC), and the Michigan Municipal 
League (MML) to con,l:inue to assist communities and their Downtown 
revitalization efforts. Blueprint action plans are an investment in a 
conimurrity that creates new private jobs and investment. 

MML originally brought this innovative planning concept to the 
attention of the MEDC and MSHDA. With MML's partnership in 
place, the MEDC and MSHDA have, for three rounds, each put 
$100,000 into the program. Those funds pay for 50% of the Blueprint 
fee with the 50% match coming from the Blueprint communities. 
When Iioused in the MEDC, the Corr~niunity Assistance Team 
(CATeam) designed the program. Now housed in MSHDA, the 
CATeam continues to manage the program. HyettPalma is the 
consultant for the Downtown Blueprint program, working directly with 
each community to define its Downtown Blueprint. 

'The 11 communities selected during the first round of the program in 
2003 were: Adrian, Battle Creek, Brighton, Buchanan, Cheboygan, 
Davison, Grand Haven, Jonesville, Middleville, Mt. Pleasant, and 
Norway. 

The 11 corr~munities selected duri~ig the second round of the program 
in 2004 were: Charlotte, Fremont, Highland Park, Houghton, Howard 
City, lmlay City, lonia, Linden, Menominee, Saline, and Wayland. 

The 8 communities selected during the tliird round of the prograni in 
2005 were: Big Rapids, East Tawas, Grass Lake, Iron River, Romeo, 
Utica, Vassar, and Whitehall. 
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1600 Prince Street Suite 110 
Alexandria, Virginia 223 14 

Phone703 683 5126 
Fax 703 836 5887 
E-mail: info@hyettpalma.com 
www.hyettpalma.com 

May 31,2006 

The City of Big Rapids 
and Members of the Process Committee 

226 N. Michigan Avenue 
Big Rapids, MI 49307 

RE: Big Rapids Downtown Blueprint 2006 

HyettPalma, Inc., is pleased to present to you the following report titled: Big 
Rapids Downtown Blueprint 2006, completed under the program titled Cool 
Cities Blueprints for Michigan's Downtowns. 

This document includes the community's vision for Downtown as well as the 
findings of a comprehensive analysis of Downtown's commercial markets. The 
vision and market analysis findings were used to define a speci,fic economic 
enhancement strategy for the Downtown project area. The recommended 
strategy was specifically designed to enable Downtown to attain the community's 
defined vision as well as the identified market opportunities. 

Thank you for the opportunity to lend our firm's expertise to this very important 
project. We hope you will keep us informed of your success and know that we 
stand ready to assist in any way we can as you proceed with Big Rapids's 
Downtown enhancement effort. 

Sincerely, 

Doyle G. Hyett Dolores P. Palma 



Cool Cities Blueprints for Michigan's Downtowns 

Process Committee Members 

At the request of HyettPalma, Inc., a Process Committee was formed to oversee 
this project. HyettPalma would like to thank the members of the Downtown Big 
Rapids Process Committee, listed below, for all their time, hard work, and 
dedication in preparing for and participating in completing 'the Big Rapids 
Downtown Blueprint 2006. 

Ed Burch, Mayor, City of Big Rapids 
Terry Harper, Big Rapids City Commissioner 
Tom Hogenson, Big Rapids City Commissioner & Mecosta County Medical Center 
Public Relations Director 
Steve Sobers, Big Rapids City Manager 
Bill Stanek, HeartwoodsILiving Waters, Downtown Business Association (DBA) President 
Kathy Straley, Fairman's Apparel, DBA President-Elect 
Bob Patterson, Patterson's Flowers, DBA Vice-President 
Lori Bell, Chemical Bank, DBA Secretary 
Tom Klimek, Optometric Associates, DBA Treasurer 
Shelly Armstrong, Ferris State University, Associate Vice President of 
Marketing and Communications, DBA Executive Board 
Sharon Frederick, The Pioneer Group, DBA Executive Board 
Dawn O'Neil, Dream n' Stitches, DBA Executive Board 
Carlleen Rose, Old Pioneer Store and Emporium, DBA Executive Board 
Debbie Szot, Kopy Korner, DBA Executive Board 
Jack Batdorff, Chairman, The Pioneer Group 
Paul Bullock, Mecosta County Administrator & Chair, Mecosta County Economic Development 
Corporation 
Rick Duffett, Ferris State University, Vice President of Administration and Finance 
Mike Fleitman, Director, Mecosta County Economic Development Corporation 
Tom Langdon, Superintendent, Big Rapids Public Schools 
Karl Linebaugh, President, Chemical Bank 
Julie Martin, Artworks Co-Director 
Mark Sochocki, Director, Big Rapids Housing Commission 
Anja Wing, Executive Director, Mecosta County Area Chamber of Commerce 
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I. PROJECT OVERVIEW 

-This document presents the community's econorrlic vision for Downtown Big 
Rapids, as well as the findings of a market analysis conducted for Downtown. 

The boundaries of the project area are shown on the following page of this 
document. 

The vision and the market analysis results were used as the foundation 1.1pon 
which to develop an economic enhancement strategy for Downtown Big Rapids. 
The economic enhancement strategy was specifically crafted to further 
strengthen Downtown and to guide its future development - keeping with the 
community's vision and the market analysis findings. 

The assignment was completed as part of the Cool Cities Blueprints for 
Michigan's Downtowns technical assistance program, a partnership of the 
Michigan Economic Development Corporation (MEDC), the Michigan State 
Housing Development Authority (MSHDA), and ,the Michigan Mur~icipal League 
(NIML). The Big Rapids Downtown Blueprint 2006 was corr~pleted by 
HyettPalma, Inc., with the involvement of the Process Committee formed by the 
Village to oversee the project. 

The methodology used to define the Big Rapids Downtown Blueprint 2006 
was developed by HyettPalma, Inc., and has been used extensively by the firm in 
Downtowns throughout the United States. To date, it forms the basis of the 
technical assistance programs titled: 

America Downtown@ -- New Thinking. New Life., created by the 
IVa'tional League of Cities and HyettPalma in 1992; 

lndiana Downtown@, created by the lndiana Association of Cities and 
Towns with HyettPalma in 2001 ; and 

Blueprints for Pennsylvania's Downtowns, created by the 
Pennsylvania League of Cities and Municipalities and HyettPalma in 
2004. 
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Downtown Big Rapids 
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II. DOWNTOWN BIG RAPIDS TODAY 

Following is a snapshot of Downtown Big Rapids as it exists today, along with a 
synopsis of the desires and concerns expressed by the community during the 
Downtown Blueprint process. 

Strengths 
Downtown Big Rapids is relatively healthy at this time due to a series of 
characteristics that can be viewed as strengths, including the following. 

Downtown contains a mixture of long-term and newer businesses, with 
more businesses opening as space becomes available. Downtown 
contains businesses that act as regional draws. And, Downtown Big 
Rapids still has a department store, a traditional anchor now long gone 
from most Downtowns. 

Downtown is home to a variety of anchors, in addition to the department 
store and a variety of strong, specialty shops. These include a four- 
screen movie theater, City Hall, Mitchell Creek Park, and a pocket park. 

A number of historic buildings in Downtown Big Rapids have been 
renovated in a manner that is of high quality and that respects 
Downtown's architectural styles. These include the $7,000,000 restoration 
of the Nisbett-Fairman Buildings by the Big Rapids Housing Commission. 

The Pioneer Group is in the process of moving its corporate headquarters 
to Downtown, thereby bringing an additional 64 employees to Downtown 
and demonstrating confidence in Downtown's future. 

Artworks has made a commitment to Downtown by recently purchasing 
,the building in which it is located, thereby ensuring a continued strong 
presence of the arts in Downtow11 Big Rapids. 

The City government has made a comrrlitment to Downtowr~ by expanding 
City Hall and locating the Public Safety Building in Downtown. 
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Downtown is kept very clean, a fact that is recognized by year-round 
community residents and students alike. 

A variety of anchors that draw large numbers of people are located in 
proximity to Downtown, including the Mecosta County Building, the Big 
Rapids Comm~~nity Library, the post office, Riverwalk, and Hemlock Park. 

A bit farther afield, Downtown has the opportunity to cultivate as 
customers those at Ferris State University, at the Mecosta County Medical 
Center, those traveling on US 131, and those shopping at Perry Street 
businesses. 

The national chains on Perry Street have made Big Rapids a regional 
shopping destination, a position from which Downtown Big Rapids also 
has the opportunity to benefit. 

Downtown is fortunate to have a very active Downtown Business 
Association (with a part-time director), a Downtown Development Authority 
(with an assessment rate of two mills), and a Chamber of Commerce that 
is involved in Downtown's enhancement. In addition, Downtown has the 
support of the City Commission and of the community's leadership. 

The perception locally is that: 

Downtown Big Rapids is on the upswing; 

Good things have happened in Downtown, successes have been realized; 
and 

The time is right "to do more" for Downtown's further enhancement. 

Concerns 
When asked about their concerns for Downtown's future, community merr~bers 
most often cited the following: 

The influx of office uses rather than retail businesses in the first floors of 
Downtown structures; 
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Business turnover; 

The buying public's lack of understanding about where Downtown is (not 
on Perry Street) and what Downtown offers; 

Parking; 

Downtown's aesthetic appeal; and 

Downtown's few, large vacant buildings. 

Desires 
Those participating in the Downtown Blueprint process consistently cited the 
following as their desires for Downtown's future: 

Make Downtown a "destination" of quality, stable businesses; 

Make connections between Downtown and Riverwalk, Ferris State 
Llniversity, and Perry Street shoppers; 

Create a "theme" that Downtown "can hang onto;'' 

Create the "right" mix of retail; 

Increase the number of retail businesses in Downtown; 

Identify Downtown's customer base and appeal to a full-spectrum of 
customers - "not just students and seniors;" 

Keep Downtown unique by "not losing its small town feel;" 

Create a coordinated marketing plan for Downtown; 

Build on Downtown's successes - "what should we do next?"; 
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Maintain cooperation, leadership, and a "passionate commitment" 
regarding implementation of the Downtown Blueprint; 

Create a "strong story" for Downtown that avoids criticism, so that the 
Downtown Blueprint is implemented; and 

Funding to make the needed improvements in Downtown. 

Image 
Those participating in the Downtown Blueprint process were asked to define 
the image that should be created for Downtown Big Rapids as a result of ,the 
erlhanceme~it effort. A synopsis of that imageis shown below. 

A friendly, personal, and comforfable Downtown 
That is truly distinctive, 

That has a small town feel, and 
That is thought of as "great" by people of all ages. 

A Downtown full of energy and activity with 
People walking, stores open, places to sit outside, and 

Evening enterfainment. 

The Downtown of a university town, 
A Downtown with a beautiful Riverwalk; 

The city's link between Ferris State University and the Riverwalk. 

A Downtown where you'll find a great many choices - 
Choices of things to buy, do, and see. 

A Downtown with a wide variety of 
Retail shops and restaurants 

That attracts and welcomes a wide diversity of customers. 

The most vital Downtown in the region; 
One that looks active and lively and is 
A fun place to be, shop, visit, and eat. 
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