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Transportation Issues

Review of historic zoning maps, City Directories and existing buildings show that E. Kalamazoo was not originally intended (1921 Plan) to be a through street to the east. By 1938 (the city’s second plan) E. Kalamazoo had a bridge and had pushed through to MSU.

E. Kalamazoo Street within ENO boundaries is currently a 3-mile long minor arterial, running east-west from downtown, from the 400 to 3000 blocks, including about 4 blocks of Lansing Township and to the Red Cedar Bridge and the boundary with East Lansing. It is largely a three-lane street, one lane in each direction with a turn lane in the middle and a painted bike path on each side. The exceptions are the areas west of Penn and at the 127 intersections. As a minor arterial, it is planned to handle up to 18,000 ADT.  Its current operations handle about 12,000 ADT.

Though it runs both east and west beyond the Eastside portion of the street, it is not heavily used for through traffic, as it is paralleled by I-496, only 3 blocks south, for its entire Eastside length.  Except in the case of major congestion, it is nearly always faster to take the Interstate, which also connects to other limited access roadways and allowing for faster traverse of the area. The availability of the Interstate also helps siphon off heavy truck traffic, except for local destinations.

E. Kalamazoo serves two major functions. On the Eastside, we know it as a major way to go east-west while south of Michigan.  It is a mini-Main Street for local users. E. Kalamazoo is also a key piece of the transportation net for travelers going through the Eastside, mostly going to and from areas south of the neighborhood.  An origin-destination study done as part of the Aurelius Rd. plan several years ago identified a surge of morning traffic coming from the south and peeling off at Kalamazoo, going either east to MSU or west to downtown. A smaller percentage proceeded to Michigan, where they again went east or west.  The study found a very small population using Aurelius as part of a trip north of the neighborhood. (likely 127 is the preferred routing for major travel through to the north though that question was not a part of the survey). After work traffic uses E. Kalamazoo to get to 496 (via Cedar), to Pennsylvania or Aurelius for access to the south end or to 127 (via Homer) for longer trips to the south.

Crash data suggests the Pennsylvania and Kalamazoo intersection may be worth a closer look. Turns from Kalamazoo, especially left turns southbound onto Penn, seem especially problematic and when compounded by curb cuts very near the intersection (less than 10 feet in one case), and heavy pedestrian traffic, the helter-skelter effect takes over.  

It is not clear at first glance how much of the flurry of accidents at Kalamazoo and 127 are on 127 and how much on Kalamazoo. The majority of rush hour traffic in the afternoon at this intersection is turning onto 127 or 496, both of which have access ramps at this intersection. Additionally, traffic from Breslin Center events, as well as MSU football and hockey,  place very heavy streams of traffic in a hurry to get home through these intersections. Although there are curb cuts disturbingly close to all four parts of this intersection, it is likely that most of the accidents are either mid-intersection or rear-enders, as the volume through the curb cuts are light and not concentrated at the same time as the rush hour and MSU event flows.

There are no counts for bicycle or pedestrian usage. Because there is no curbside parking, well-marked and obvious bicycle lanes, fewer stop lights and a pleasant trip through the woods from the Red Cedar River bridge eastward, E. Kalamazoo is the favored route for the many Eastside residents who bicycle to MSU.  Pedestrian traffic appears to be relatively heavy in the summer, more so when the Hunter Park pool is open.  The cloture of Allen St. School reduced daily traffic during the school year. However, this is still a heavily used route for children walking to and from the pool, parks (Hunter and Foster) and the several stores located on Kalamazoo. In addition, the adult population south of Michigan has a higher than usual percentage of households without cars. Sidewalks in this area, especially along E. Kalamazoo, serve a major transportation role.  The narrowness of the grassy strip between traffic and the sidewalk provides a thin buffer in the summer.  In the winter, that strip is far too narrow to hold the snow plowed off the streets and the snow packs the sidewalks, making them very difficult to use.

Land Use Issues

The neighborhood along E. Kalamazoo was built out as primarily residential, with non-residential uses in some concentrated areas at the crossing of the Grand River, around the area where Kalamazoo intersects with the railroad tracks (industrial), near the intersection where the gravel pits were located (gas station and gravel pit) (now Hunter Park between Holmes and Clifford), and grocery stores at Shepard, Regent, Mifflin and Charles. Platting practices when most of this neighborhood was developed (approximately 1890 to 1915) focused on streets and lots with primarily a north-south orientation.  Lots on the east-west streets tended to be smaller, constrained by the reality of dividing up what land was left after the maximum number of north-south lots had be drawn out.

The size and use of the small lots highlights, and aggravates, a perennial problem that occurs where conflicting land uses abut.  In most zoning codes, land uses of different intensity (meaning more traffic, noise, lighting and other nuisance elements) are separated, either by a physical barrier (berms, fences, landscaping) or by a step down process to more gradually transition from an intense use to a less intense use. A classic example of this is the use of apartments or townhouses to act as a buffer between commercial land uses along busy streets, then apartments, then single family residential. In the case of E. Kalamazoo, land uses on the street include residential, both single family and apartments, commercial and small scale industrial (machine shops, repair facilities). On the north-south streets abutting Kalamazoo, most uses are residential, except near the railroad tracks and in the township.  This presents two problems:  1) use and redevelopment of Kalamazoo lots, and 2) buffering of adjacent residential uses. The lots on Kalamazoo are small for replacement units of conventional housing under the code and they are certainly too small for redevelopment for a non-residential redevelopment which would require off-street parking and a buffering zone. Additionally, the residential area between Kalamazoo and Michigan is only three blocks.  With a much stronger commercial sector along E. Michigan moving into residential areas from the north, to permit another band of intrusion from E. Kalamazoo would marginalize residential land use between Michigan and Kalamazoo unless extraordinary protections were set in place.

In the 1982 Master Plan revision, the Citizen Planning Committee addressed this issue by recommending that 1) no additional commercial be allowed on Kalamazoo west of Francis, 2) that some intruding commercial uses be relocated, and 3) that existing housing be protected.

Another approach was utilized by a former city councilman who assembled properties on the north side of the 1600 block of E. Kalamazoo, connected some existing commercial uses, tore down about a dozen homes and created by land assembly a developable property. Given the increase in market value of Eastside property and regulatory costs of relocation and environmental cleanup, it is not clear such a strategy could be replicated.

As various annexations incorporated some, but not all of the Lansing Township area south of Michigan, land use came increasingly under the purview of a zoning ordinance and enforcement.  Until relatively recently, the township has not had very high expectations of their land in this area.  Much of it is flood plain and isolated from the rest of township land. Hence, the development and enforcement of land use in this area has been haphazard, a wild mix of housing, commercial, industrial and service.  Among these uses are serious well-run businesses, particularly a cluster focused on car repair and service. Recently the township has turned more attention to the development possibilities of the area and their lessons present some interesting opportunities for all parts of E. Kalamazoo.

Area Specific Issues

Grocery/party stores
It should not be surprising that a neighborhood with a higher than usual percentage of households without autos should also contain a higher than usual number (currently 7) of small grocery stores.    While all but one ( Al Haramain) feature alcohol, cigarette and lottery sales, a new wave of young owners has seen an upgrading in services in some locations with several now offering actual food or baking supplies, milk, baby formula or other items convenient to low income households with children and without cars. Lot sizes vary, and so does parking, but most lack adequate buffering or control nuisance by limiting hours. It is important to distinguish between those stores which are currently an active nuisance (only a couple) and those stores whose land use configuration is a longer term development problem. There are also stores among them that seem to have a longer term future in a residentially oriented Eastside.  Curiously, sale of alcohol, cigarettes and lottery tickets are all state regulated meaning one and usually two levels of government have decided it is a good idea, for 10 (6 party/grocery stores, 3 bars, 1 liquor store) locations on this strip to make these products more easily available. The police will ratify the crime and safety problems associated with alcohol sales. The neighbors will testify to the problems associated with this intensity of land use immediately next door, often on a tiny lot and the associated litter, noise, trespassing and aggravation. Because they are regulated by the state, and because of the associated public health and safety issues, in addition to the land use conflicts, it is a legitimate public policy question how many such stores are appropriate for such a small area, and what should they offer as services in return for the opportunity to achieve a state license. 

Grand River to Pennsylvania

The area of E. Kalamazoo from the river to Pennsylvania has historically been an adjunct of downtown and railroad related uses. The railroad right of way was the path to work for hundreds of Eastside workers walking to the shops and warehouses located along the railroad. The industrial buildings right on Kalamazoo were there because they required railroad service (lumber yards and warehouses). The residential area behind Kalamazoo is among the oldest parts of the Eastside.  Now, as the uses of downtown and industrial buildings shift, land uses in the whole area west of Penn will be shifting and with them, the uses made of E. Kalamazoo. New projects like the Townsend project between Cedar and Larch signal recognition of the centrality of the river and the importance of convenient access to downtown. Not just the intersection at Penn, with its helter-skelter feel but the entire section from there west to the river feels unplanned, by car, by bike or even on foot, traversing multiple areas of pavement.  What is easy on the east end of Kalamazoo on a bike is suicidal on a bike west of Penn. The grim sight of abandoned gas stations and collapsing buildings adds to the effect.

It is also the case that this same grim landscape represents clear opportunities for redevelopment. Vacant land near downtown is increasingly in demand and as the property on E. Michigan is used up, demand will spill over to Kalamazoo. The area north of E. Kalamazoo and west of Penn has been incorporated into the new Stadium District to add incentives for developers and integrate work in this area with the development of the larger district. Reworking this portion of Kalamazoo will necessarily be part of that larger re-development planning and work. While curb cut consolidation, possible widening or turn lanes will likely require the impetus of a new development, in the interim, safety issues for all users must be upheld.

Pennsylvania to Francis

The general health of this portion of E. Kalamazoo makes the sore spots stand out more sharply. Sight distance problems due to the hill make Kalamazoo intersections at Jones and Clifford more than usually dangerous. The “overpass” or bridge at Holmes is a valiant attempt to address this issue at one end but with the increasing use of Hunter Park and the concentration of Eastside kids at Bingham school, that bridge, if it is the solution, must be more convenient and more compelling than it is.  The commercial use at Holmes and Kalamazoo, an old filling station location, is sorely non-compliant. Most dangerously, it makes nearly 50 feet of sidewalk in a traffic lane for cars in and out of the car lot there. You can teach children not to walk in the street but must you teach them that walking on the sidewalk can turn into walking in the street? Commercial/office uses between Shepard and Allen are on large enough lots to allow for traffic control and adequate buffering. Attention must be paid, however, to future development that seems likely on both the major sites. The car service uses or abandoned car service uses on the next block are not compatible and seem destined for future problems.  Additionally, both sites are likely contaminated and need to be cleaned up. Both sites are large enough for residential redevelopment but will likely require Brownfield assistance, both for obsolete uses but also for contamination.

It is equally hard to justify the commercial uses on the south side up to Clemens.  That is a very tight intersection with a notable crash record.  The current Kingsworld is a former laundry and dry cleaning establishment, an unlikely predecessor for a food service store. Additionally, the curb cuts place cars into the traffic stream literally feet from the turning radius of the intersection. Luckys has perennial problems with the police for a variety of issues and has no buffering, or room for any. The area from Shepard to Clemens on the south side seems to want redevelopment. Similarly, the properties at Foster seem to be having trouble finding stable users.  It is hard to imagine the economics which justify a billboard on a corner lot. In combination with the next lot east, however, prospects for well planned residential or mixed use redevelopment open up.

Francis to Red Cedar River

With wall to wall commercial that has some underlying logic to it (an auto repair zone with suppliers, body shops, mechanics and a service station), mostly adequate setback and adequate space for buffering from adjacent residential, this portion of E. Kalamazoo presents a different set of issues.  However, once there were two auto repair zones on the Eastside. Redevelopment near downtown has largely eliminated one. With the loss of Campus Ford and Sawyer Pontiac and the diminution of Story Olds and Williams, it is now Bud Kouts (still a powerhouse) and three smaller foreign car dealers (the remains of Williams and the replacement at Story and Sawyer) to support the repair and car rental district. Growing interest in the river may make the sites east of the interstate more interesting for redevelopment, perhaps providing an anchor upon which the city and the township can create redevelopment interest west of the interstate, especially if the rush hour traffic bottleneck can be relieved and the bike element of access to the river and campus made safer and more pleasant.

Given the strength of the commercial uses, and the poor condition of much of the housing, one could almost say that portions of the single-family uses are incompatible. Discussion from the township recognizes the floodplain issues and recent redevelopment on Clippert of a multi-unit residential shows that residential redevelopment, even in a floodplain can be attractive, flood-resistant and appealing to the market without threatening adjacent uses.

Although there are four facilities in this area that sell alcohol, two are on-premises consumption and the other two are situated on lots that provide adequate space to insure the nuisance is not imposed on the adjacent neighborhood. The two on-premises sites are also active as elements of the Eastside entertainment district.

While the Kalamazoo-Homer-Clippert street configuration works well for normal use, the jam-ups from MSU call out for additional options other than all this traffic coming on a two lane road through a wetland and then turning left onto a divided access ramp. There was at one time a plan for MSU to address these problems with construction on campus. MSU has planned increased lane capacity in the area of Farm Lane and at the Trowbridge intersection. A review of those plans before construction is completed might be useful to see if they provide any relief to an intersection on the Eastside that clearly does not need any more traffic.

Summary

Kalamazoo is really three different streets as it traverses the Eastside. The west end, from the Grand River to Penn, relates to downtown and the tracks.  That area is under huge pressure for downtown-related redevelopment and the issues for Kalamazoo will be resolved in the larger planning process for that redevelopment.

From Penn to Francis, Kalamazoo is shaped by the residential neighborhoods through which it travels. Those elements of land use and transportation which conflict with the strong residential areas should be resolved in favor of those residential areas. Even the continuing commercial uses in the 1600 block need to respect the context in which they are embedded. Those residential strengths also provide an anchor for redevelopment of the sites where incompatible commercial uses exist.

Finally, the east end of E. Kalamazoo, while heavily commercial, may be promising despite issues with the floodplain.  It is nestling up to a major development asset, the Red Cedar, and convenience factors from Frandor, doorstep bus service, entertainment destinations (including whatever becomes of Red Cedar golf course and tennis/skate park/ball fields and River Trailhead access), may provide an avenue for mixed use and residential redevelopment.  This is especially true if the existing demand for auto related service district softens, particularly east of 127.
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