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Background

In signing the Memorandum of Understanding for our technical assistance award with the Buena Vista
Charter Town, Smart Growth America committed to delivering a final report summarizing the workshop on
fiscal and economic health and recommending specific strategies based on the needs and opportunities
identified by participants there. Both the March 5" presentation and the March 6" workshop, held at the
Buena Vista Community Center, were well attended by a variety of community leaders.

The workshop presented in Buena Vista, “Fiscal and Economic Health,” provides an overview of the fiscal
and economic development impacts of different development patterns, focusing on the differences
between sprawling patterns and more compact “smart growth” patterns. The workshop’s presentations
placed the township’s planning efforts in the larger context of the changing housing market and changing
patterns of economic growth. At the subsequent workshop, the Smart Growth America team worked with
participants to identify barriers and issues that might be impeding the ability of town leaders to implement
their plans for Buena Vista and revitalize the community. The intent of the workshop was neither for Smart
Growth America to create a plan nor bind the community to any particular course of action, but rather to
facilitate a discussion within the community about how to implement the plans.

Purpose of this Memo

The workshop was designed as a place to begin discussing Buena Vista’s economic development and
revitalization needs. It also discussed the ways that smart growth strategies could be used by the
community in meeting those needs and furthering the goals contained in the Township’s planning
documents and other community conversations about Buena Vista. The information below is presented as
a starting point for future conversations about growth and development goals in Buena Vista. It can be
used in whatever manner Buena Vista Charter Town chooses in order to approach ongoing concerns
about future growth and change in the community.



Smart growth and fiscal and economic health

Communities around the nation are always concerned about their fiscal and economic health. By fiscal
health, we mean a local government’s bottom line: Does the life-cycle cost of new development — upfront
infrastructure, ongoing service provision and eventual repair and maintenance — cost more to the town
than it brings in in tax revenue? By economic health, we mean the general economic well-being of the
community: How does new growth and development add to or detract from the creation of jobs, wealth,
retail sales, etc.

In approaching these questions in Buena Vista Charter Town and elsewhere, it is important to bear three
trends in mind:

1. Our nation’s demographics are changing in a way that is profoundly affecting the
housing market.

Demographic trends are moving the housing market strongly away from traditional suburban housing. The
two biggest demographic groups in the nation — retiring Baby Boomers and so-called Millennials (18-30-
year-olds) are both expressing a strong preference for a more walking, urban/village lifestyle. Indeed, a
large percentage of Millenials prefer to live without cars altogether. The vast majority of new households
being formed have no children at home, and most of them are one- and two-person households — which
are much more likely to prefer a walking lifestyle.

2. The formula for economic growth is changing

Business growth used to be driven by large corporations that operated in a fashion that was both private
and linear. New research breakthroughs occurred in sealed research laboratories controlled by the
companies. Manufacturing and other business processes occurred in assembly-line situations. These
conditions led to cities and communities that featured large, sealed-off campuses (such as New Jersey’s
many corporate business parks) and tended to be linear in their arrangements.

Today, business growth is driven by collaboration among many types of entities — private companies,
research institutions, universities, and others — that must interact frequently and work together creatively.
This trend requires cities and communities that encourage interaction and collaboration — the opposite of
the model described above.

3. Suburban development patterns are making it more difficult for local governments to
balance their budgets.

Suburban development patterns require extensive investments in capital infrastructure and ongoing costs
to provide services. Low-density development requires more infrastructure to serve fewer people and
requires service providers such as firefighters and school buses to travel farther. More compact
development patterns reduce both up-front infrastructure costs and life-cycle operating costs.



Not all of these trends will be completely relevant in every situation. But it is important to bear all three in
mind in considering the fiscal and economic health of any community.

Local Concerns

Buena Vista faces several significant local issues. Once considered a “move-up community” providing
home ownership opportunities for families living in the City of Saginaw, Buena Vista today houses a diverse
population including many renters, even in single-family neighborhoods. The Fort Saginaw Mall shopping
center, once the metropolitan region’s leading shopping destination, has closed and has been acquired
and demolished by the Township. A number of other properties along Outer Drive near the shopping
center site are in need of improvement, including several hotel properties. However, Buena Vista still has
many assets. The shopping center site is large (38 acres) located close to the Buena Vista interchange on
[-75. In addition, Buena Vista is home to many important industrial employers located east of |-75,
including the corporate headquarters and main plant of Nexteer, a major manufacturer of automobile
steering components.

During the workshop on March 5-6, four major issues of local concern were identified:
1. Image

Despite Buena Vista’s many assets, it sometimes suffers from a negative image both internally and
externally.

2. Fort Saginaw Mall site

The Township acquired the Fort Saginaw Mall site in 2008 and has cleared the site to make it ready for
development. Except for one fast-food restaurant, however, nothing has been built on the site. The
Township has had discussions with some developers but no project has moved forward.

3. Other Outer Drive properties

Many of the other properties along Outer Drive between the Fort Saginaw Mall site and |-75 are in need of
improvement. Many of them are hotels or motels that cater to a transient or residential population and
sometimes operate without necessary permits.

4. Residential Neighborhoods

Buena Vista’s residential neighborhoods have traditionally been modest but well-kept, stable, and
occupied primarily by homeowners. As the real estate market has changed, however, many single-family
homes have shifted from ownership to rental properties and some of these properties are not well kept.
For this reason, some residential neighborhoods are at risk for decline.

Action Steps

During the course of the workshop, a series of action steps were identified for the Fort Saginaw site, the
Outer Drive properties, and the residential neighborhoods. These steps include the following:



1. Fort Saginaw Mall Site

The Township should take a stronger role in marketing the property and seeking its development.
Specifically, the Township should:

Conduct research (either a small market study or interviews with providers) to determine the
market for medical facilities in the Buena Vista area.

Finalize a development program, including a mixture of nonresidential uses, such as retail, office,
and educational facilities.

Create and approve a distinctive site plan that will create a village-like feel and upgrade Buena
Vista’'s image

Commission a pro-forma analysis of the development program to determine what the required
public investment might be.

Establish selection criteria for a developer and issue a Request for Proposal or Request for
Qualifications/Solicitation of Letters of Interest from developers for the site.

2. Outer Drive Properties

Properties along Outer Drive, including the hotels and motels, between the Mall site and I-75 are
underperforming and do not create an attractive gateway to the community. At the same time, however,
Nexteer and other industrial companies in Buena Vista provide substantial business to other hotel
properties in the Saginaw are. The Township should take advantage of this opportunity by taking the
following steps:

Create a stronger relationship, with regular meetings, between the Township and Nexteer and the
Township and businesses in the industrial park. These meetings could lead to the creation of an
industrial business association.

Based on interviews with these businesses, determine what needs they have in accommodating
overnight business visitors, meetings, training sessions, and the like.

Based on these interviews, determine whether these businesses have other ancillary needs that
could be accommodated on the land along Outer Drive.

Ask Nexteer and the industrial businesses to commit to a certain number of hotel nights, meetings,
trainings, etc., if an adequate hotel is built on Outer Driver.

Approach hotel developers and hotel chains with this information to see whether they would be
interested in taking over any of the Outer Drive properties and/or building a new hotel.

3. Neighborhood Stabilization



Buena Vista already engages in a variety of programs and efforts designed to stabilize and improve
residential neighborhoods. The Township should identify one “test” neighborhood for comprehensive
stabilization and focus all these programs and efforts — and more — on that neighborhood.

The focus should be on a neighborhood that is “hanging on” for now and has assets (good housing stock,
committed residents, good public infrastructure) but could go into steep decline without serious attention.
Possible actions could include:

= Targeted code enforcement

= Targeted demoilition

= Neighborhood cleanup with dumpsters

= Assessment districts to pave streets and create sidewalks

= Landlord ordinance

= Boarded-up building ordinance

= Habitat for Humanity spruce-up of neighborhood

=  Community gardens and volunteer landscaping assistance for residences

» Collaborative action with Saginaw County Land Bank to seek loans for properties otherwise
unable to obtain them.

» Examination of all state programs (CDBG, MiNeighborhood, etc) to see if the Township can use
the programs at the neighborhood level.

The important point here is to for the Township to focus all of these efforts on a single neighborhood to try
to create noticeable improvement, rather than spread the efforts around to different neighborhoods, where
their combined power and effectiveness will not be as readily noticeable. Once a neighborhood is “done”,
the Township can move to another neighborhood and repeat the process.

Conclusion

When asked to identify the most important concern facing Buena Vista, the workshop participates said:
“Image”. Clearly, Buena Vista’s image is preventing the Township from moving forward with important
development projects and other positive activities. But to turn its image around, a community must show
more than just a positive attitude. It must show results — preferably tangible results that residents,
businesses, and visitors will all notice. If Buena Vista can take the three steps proposed above — create a
formal process to develop the mall site, determine whether a market among employers exists for a hotel,
and stabilize just one residential neighborhood through intense focus — the Township’s image issues will
largely be overcome and the Township will be well on its way to improvements.



